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To my dad, who never got to see this chapter of my life. I know you would have been so proud.
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INTRODUCTION

What we eat is the single most powerful tool for taking control over our health and wellbeing. And the good news is that you can make changes immediately, starting with your next meal.

My name is Dominique Ludwig and I’m a nutritionist. For more than thirty years I have worked in the field of nutrition and for the last twenty years in private practice, helping thousands of people at my clinics and on my nutrition programmes achieve better health, with a food-first approach to healthcare.

I love diving into the science and enjoy sharing my knowledge. I distil complex nutritional science into bite-size pieces that are simple to understand and easy to action. Being a King’s College London nutritionist as well as a registered nutritional therapist has given me the best of both worlds. I combine my extensive training with the conversations I have every day with people in my clinics, to create easy-to-follow advice and meal plans that will improve their health and wellbeing. I want to take you on a journey, in the same way I do with my clients in clinic, so that you too can feel better and more energised, achieve your health potential now and in the future, and say goodbye to food cravings.

Balanced nutrition is essential for good health. It underpins every single function your body performs every day. I’ve carefully developed the recipes in this book to optimise your energy, mood and hormones, and to support your cardiovascular system, gut health, weight, skin, sleep and so much more. Good nutrition can improve our health today and plays a vital role in shaping our future wellbeing too, helping to reduce inflammation and the risk of chronic disease.

My clinical work, together with listening to each of my clients’ individual experiences, has shown me that while each of us is unique, many of us are facing similar health issues and challenges with our food, and our diet may hold many of the answers.

The most important thing I have learned is that even simple changes can have powerful effects on our health, our mood and our energy. Perfectly balanced, delicious recipes using fresh ingredients mean you can jump straight into this book and start cooking, almost without thinking, and reap the benefits. My nutrition advice and recipes will help you:


	Increase your energy throughout the day, without the dreaded energy crashes mid-afternoon.

	Say goodbye to sugar cravings by eating food that leaves you feeling nourished and satisfied.

	Experience better digestion with less bloating.

	Feel in tune with your appetite and free up your mind from constant ‘food noise’.

	Find weight management easier, in a way that is sustainable in the long-term.

	See improvements to mood, with more stable emotions.

	Enjoy a better night’s sleep.

	Clear brain fog to concentrate and focus better.

	Improve your gut microbiome.

	See improvements to your skin.

	Help support natural hormone balance.



There are six easy principles that lie at the heart of my approach to healthy eating. Alongside these, I’ll illuminate the science of healthy eating, dispel common myths, and explain why nutrition matters and what really works.

I use a balanced plate approach and my Triple 30 nutrition principles (which means eating around 30g of protein per meal, 30g of fibre per day and 30 or more different plants a week) to create recipes that you’ll love and can effortlessly make an enjoyable part of your life. I’ll explain why it is the combination of protein and fibre together at every meal that really matters – and how, with this combination, you’ll see real benefits. I’ll also explain why it is so important to leave sufficient time between meals and overnight to allow our body to fully digest our food and support our gut health.

You will learn how protein and fibre both positively impact many hormones that influence our hunger and appetite, naturally. These hormones include glucagon-like peptide-1 (GLP-1), which increases our feelings of fullness and is the hormone behind the success of many weight-loss injections. Understanding how food can impact our hormones and affect our appetite and cravings can be revolutionary – even life-changing – for many people. By eating in the right way, we can naturally regulate our hunger and satiety hormones, including our GLP-1. This all helps to reduce cravings and stops the endless food chatter, or ‘food noise’, in our heads – that voice that affects our food decisions, influences negative thoughts around food and tempts us with ‘Should I have this snack or can I wait?’ or tries to reason with us: ‘If I eat this biscuit, I’ll eat less lunch.’

I want to normalise eating properly and reduce food-related stress. Many people feel trapped in a cycle of guilt, restriction and frustration around food, which can feel like a constant struggle. This mental tug-of-war can drain our energy and leave us feeling worse, both physically and emotionally. My approach to eating is one that people tell me feels intuitive and natural. It is a way of eating that allows you to enjoy food, and that aligns with your body’s true needs.

With my deep knowledge of nutrition, love of good food and desire to transform the health of every client I see, I have brought together an effective method that sees visible and lasting health transformations.

I hope this book will allow you to achieve greater food confidence, with an abundance of choice, and put an end to deprivation and calorie counting, where food and your appetite no longer rule your life. Most importantly, I want you to be able to feel joy around eating, shopping and preparing food, so that you feel more energised and can live a healthier, happier and more fulfilled life.
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WHY GOOD NUTRITION MATTERS

Nutrition lies at the heart of good health. Our modern-day approach to food can often feel over-simplified, focusing mainly on its immediate effects, such as providing us with energy and satisfying our hunger, but the role of what we eat has a far bigger impact than that.

Food provides us with a huge variety of macronutrients and micronutrients, as well as fibre, that contribute to the way our body functions twenty-four hours a day. If these become out of balance, we might start to see unwelcome changes to our health, such as weight gain, tiredness, low mood, elevated cholesterol, poor digestion, constipation, brain fog, poor blood sugar control and even mental health struggles.

Working with thousands of clients during my twenty years of hands-on clinical practice has given me a wealth of real-world experience, a thorough understanding of the issues that really matter to people, and an insight into the health and nutrition challenges so many of us face.

By combining scientific research and practical application, and by adopting a 360-degree approach that considers our health from every angle, I have devised a nutritional philosophy that I have seen lead to clear results.

Getting our diet back on track means we can often see improved health markers across the board. We all need to eat, so this isn’t about making any radical changes to your routine or how you live your life – just choosing what you eat more wisely. Simply making more informed food choices can unlock health benefits that go beyond fuelling our body with energy. When we don’t eat the right foods, our body simply cannot function at its best – but when we do, something magical happens.

Meet the macros

Each of us is made up of thousands of different proteins, fats and some carbohydrates. These are our macronutrients. We need to eat foods to supply us with these vital macronutrients in order to maintain our health, supply energy, and also to repair and regenerate every part of our body. Proteins and fats are the building blocks of our body tissues, so eating foods that contain them in the right forms and amounts is paramount.

Meeting our macronutrient targets is usually relatively easy, as they are present in almost every food we eat in varying amounts. Amazingly, the human body also has a skill for biological alchemy and can not only store excess fats to use later, but can also convert excess carbohydrates and proteins into fat for storage. It can also store a small amount of carbohydrate in the form of glycogen in the liver and muscles for instant access. The body does not, however, have a secret compartment for storing proteins, so these need to arrive with our food daily.

Of course, stored excess fats are not always a good thing, and can easily lead to weight gain over time. Our modern lives mean that food is often readily available to us twenty-four hours a day, so we don’t need to store fats to the same extent our hunter-gatherer ancestors did, in preparation for a hard winter.

Additionally, in different phases of our life our requirements for macronutrients will differ – for example, as we age, we may need more protein to maintain muscle strength and for bone health. So, we need to be mindful of eating the right amounts of proteins, fats and carbohydrates at the right time.

Say hello to the micros

It is not only the macronutrients, but the smaller micronutrients that our food contains that are essential to our health. Vitamins and minerals such as vitamin C, B12, iron, magnesium, zinc, selenium and calcium all act like individual keys that activate our metabolism and influence every single chemical reaction that takes place in our body, every second of every day. Although required in seemingly small amounts, their absence can lead to serious health issues.

Like a train arriving at the station, healthy food contains a number of carriages that can deliver all these micronutrients to your body, allowing them to get to work at a cellular level. Some minerals we need more of, such as magnesium, where we need around 300mg per day, and calcium, where we might need 700–1,200mg per day. Others are known as trace minerals, which we need only in tiny, but powerful amounts, often just a few milligrams or micrograms – such as iron, where women require around 14.8mg per day and men 8.7mg per day, or iodine, where both men and women require only around 140mcg daily. Depending on our lifestyle, our age and our individual circumstances, we may need slightly different amounts of these essential micronutrients.

Something many people overlook is that micronutrients often work in teams, helping us carry out specific functions. For example, glucose is a fuel source, but it can only be turned into a form of energy our body can use, adenosine triphosphate (ATP), in the presence of vitamins B1, B2, B3 and B5 and the minerals magnesium, iron and manganese. Another example is the thyroid gland, which is a small, butterfly-shaped organ in the front of our neck that produces the hormone thyroxine. Thyroxine plays a key role in regulating our metabolism and how our body uses energy. It can also influence our energy levels, body temperature, growth and development. To make thyroxine, our body needs to join the amino acid tyrosine with the mineral iodine, and it needs selenium, zinc, iron, vitamin A and vitamin D to ensure this entire process runs smoothly.

This means that there is so much more to eating food than simply consuming sufficient energy; we also need to prioritise micronutrients. If we want our body to work like a sophisticated machine, we need to ensure that every part of the machine has state-of-the-art components to help it run efficiently, optimally and smoothly.



Are food supplements the answer?

Food supplements definitely have their place in supporting our health or redressing imbalances, for example, iron supplementation for anaemia, vitamin B12 to prevent deficiencies in people following a plant-based diet, or vitamin D during winter. Supplements can also help support the body at specific times in our life, such as taking folate before pregnancy and during the first trimester. However, we really want to be looking to food for our ‘nutritional supplements’ rather than relying on a capsule offering a quick fix. When we eat our nutrients as food, the food often naturally contains a combination of nutrients that regularly buddy up and work together. Taking isolated nutrients can overlook how these essential substances function together in the body. (See also here for a few other considerations if you are vegan or vegetarian.)

See results in as little as two weeks

Since food is so vital to every aspect of our health, getting our diet on track is the fastest way to see improvements to our overall wellbeing. Honestly! Your health can improve faster than you think simply by changing what you eat. Moving towards a diet that is rich in plants, proteins, healthy fats and whole-food carbohydrates, and shunning sugars, ultra-processed foods, refined cereal grains and fast foods, can be life-changing. By saying this, I am not advocating this book as a quick-fix diet plan that you follow for a few weeks, before slowly slipping back into more familiar habits. When we start to really focus on our diet and consume nutrient-dense foods in the way that nature intended, it’s amazing how we can start to feel better in ourselves.

Common changes that I see in my clinics and across my programmes consistently – in what I like to call the 10-day/2-week phenomenon – are more energy, a reduction in cravings, less bloating, better sleep, weight loss, improved mood and reduced brain fog. But, almost more extraordinary, are those who report additional and somewhat unexpected life-altering benefits from changing their diet. People regularly report a reduction of pain in their muscles and joints, which they had simply put down to getting older, fewer headaches, improved skin conditions such as eczema, rosacea or psoriasis, better hormone balance, reduced perimenopausal symptoms such as hot flashes, and so much more. These transformations are the reason I love practising nutrition and also the reason I want to share this knowledge more widely. Sometimes we simply forget just how powerful our food can be.

Shut down the food noise and gain control of your appetite

One of the main positive results people tell me they experience after following my six principles (here) for a while is the reduction or complete silencing of ‘food noise’.

Food noise is the constant chitter-chatter between our brain and our stomach, which can feel like a never-ending stream of text messages in which we are constantly thinking about food. These messages can come from hunger, boredom, habit or simply the need to treat ourselves. This can make us become obsessed with our next snack and can lead us by the hand to the fridge, kitchen cupboard or nearest vending machine, looking for a quick fix.

Often, food noise in the afternoon or evening is simply a by-product of our food choices earlier in the day. Maybe we have eaten fewer calories than we need at our meals, or consumed our food in the wrong macronutrient proportions, with too many carbohydrates and sugars, and too little focus on protein, vegetables and healthy fats. These imbalances can heighten our craving for snacks and make it harder for us to make healthier food choices.

What actually helps shut down the food noise is eating more nutrient-rich foods at mealtimes, with more fibre and protein, and cutting back on nutrient-poor snacks in between. In reality, cutting back on calories with your lunch, or skipping meals altogether, might completely backfire on you if all you can think about in between meals is food!

According to the Zoe Predict 1 Study, around 25 per cent of our calories are thought to come from snacks. To put this into perspective, this could mean that as many as 500 kcals of our daily 2,000 kcals are coming from snack foods.

While snacking is not inherently bad for us, can be a way of getting in extra nutrients, and does not necessarily lead to weight gain, it is thought that most of our snacks (potentially up to 75 per cent in the UK) come from unhealthy sources, such as ultra-processed food and drinks. This means that a large part of our diet may actually be coming from poor-quality, high-energy foods that do little to nourish our body, and may in fact be causing us harm. Constant snacking or grazing can also lead to blood sugar highs and lows and sugar cravings, may accelerate our appetite, can interfere with the natural rhythms of digestion, and can often leave us feeling worse, rather than better.

Eating meals with sufficient protein, fibre and healthy fats, however, shuts down this food noise, by keeping us feeling full and positively regulating our hunger and satiety hormones. We genuinely feel more in tune with our appetite, feel nourished, rather than deprived; energised rather than tired.

One of the most important hormones associated with appetite is ghrelin, which is released as our stomach empties and tells our brain that we are hungry. Eating protein and fibre-rich foods that stay in the stomach for longer leads to a delayed release of ghrelin. Another hormone, GLP-1 (glucagon-like peptide-1), is released when we consume sufficient protein and fibre at meals. GLP-1 plays a crucial role in slowing down the rate of gastric emptying and promoting a feeling of satiety. Peptide YY (PYY) is a third hormone, released in the gut in response to proteins, fats and fibre in the diet. This hormone, like GLP-1, helps to reduce appetite and promote fullness, both of which are important for weight regulation. Therefore, by eating the right combinations of food – a balanced plate – we can stimulate the right hormones in a much more natural way.

My experience has shown me time and again that eating well can build a healthier relationship around food, with less anxiety and more food confidence. Around 80 per cent of people on my nutrition programmes report fewer sugar cravings when eating this way.

THE MYTH OF CALORIES IN, CALORIES OUT

We know that eating more calories than we burn can lead to weight gain, and we are all familiar with the simple calculation ‘calories in vs. calories out’. But it’s really not as simple as this. Our calorie requirements depend on many factors, such as body size, age, activity level, daily energy expenditure and our own metabolism. There is no one size fits all, and our requirements will vary day by day.

Restricting calories can leave us feeling hungry and deprived, and often reaching for a snack between meals. Counting calories also looks at food simply as a number. It doesn’t consider its nutritional value, how our body absorbs and utilises the food, and its impact on our blood sugars, appetite and mood. Calories are not created equally: a chocolate bar and a whole avocado each contain around 250 kcals, but how they are digested, the way our body uses the energy, their nutrient composition and how they can affect our appetite later in the day differs dramatically. One will raise our blood sugar levels almost immediately, initiating the blood sugar rollercoaster (here), while the other provides a steady stream of energy – as well as a whole host of beneficial nutrients. We absolutely need to consider the nutrients a food contains rather than focusing on just the calories.

Additionally, some foods are easier to break down and absorb, such as high sugar, refined or ultra-processed foods. But when we eat whole foods they take a bit more effort. We use additional energy to process our food through chewing, digesting and metabolising – meaning that some of the calories in our food will actually be used up during this process. In fact, proteins deliver only around 70–80 per cent of their full calories as energy and carbohydrates 90–95 per cent.

Although calories can be a useful guide to how much energy we are consuming, it’s far more effective from a long-term sustainable weight-management perspective to focus on how different foods influence our health and appetite. Eating healthy proteins, fibre, beneficial fats, vegetables and fruits as well as wholegrains in the right proportion will create meals that work with our body rather than against it.

Will I lose weight?

This book and my six principles have not been created as a dedicated diet programme. However, since most people describe feeling completely satisfied after meals and less likely to reach for snacks, many people have found that they lose weight in an easier and more sustainable way than before – simply as a welcome side-effect of eating well, and often without even trying.

Choosing a typical breakfast, lunch and dinner from this book would deliver around 1650 kcals per day, which would be an average deficit of around 350 kcals for women, and more for men. This means that if no other foods were consumed, it would be reasonable to expect to see weight loss each week. Those without a weight loss goal are likely to eat slightly more foods, through larger portions or extra sides, and consume additional foods, such as milky drinks, planned snacks (see here), extra fruit or a treat after meals to counteract the deficit.

My main focus, though, is sharing with you a toolkit of my principles for better health through balanced nutrition. I want to steer you gently away from calorie counting, and other forms of control over food, towards a more liberating and positive approach to eating. Eating well is like having the magic key to your metabolism, and once you have learned the principles, you can keep them for life.

If weight loss is your goal, though, it’s completely possible when following the principles I outline (in the next chapter) and using the recipes in this book.

To give you the best chance on your weight-loss journey, here are my top tips for success.


	Stick to three meals a day and avoid snacking between meals – but make sure to drink plenty of water and herbal teas to stay hydrated. You can also drink green tea, black tea and black coffee, but avoid milky drinks, such as lattes, between meals.

	Fast for 12–14 hours overnight. This might mean finishing your last meal by 7pm and waiting until 7–9am for breakfast. But, again, remember to stay hydrated. Drink water and herbal teas as needed, but if you can, save your milky tea and coffee until after breakfast.

	Don’t skip meals! Regular eating helps maintain stable energy levels and metabolism.

	Follow the healthy plate rules in the principles on here.

	Prioritise natural, unprocessed foods in your diet and cook from scratch whenever possible.

	Eliminate ultra-processed foods and sugary foods and drinks.

	Slightly reduce portion sizes for weight loss, then adjust as needed once you reach your goal.

	Try eating your wholegrain carbs at just one main meal a day, focusing on proteins and plenty of vegetables at your other main meal.

	Limit alcohol intake as much as possible.

	Stay active! Find an exercise you enjoy, whether it’s brisk walking, cycling, swimming or my favourite, mini-trampolining! Exercise should be something fun!



Blood sugars explained

One of the reasons many of us reach for a biscuit mid-afternoon is because we are not eating to support balanced blood sugar levels. Eating balanced, nutritious meals means we should experience less of the dreaded energy crashes, so we won’t feel the need to constantly top up our blood sugar levels between meals.

Our blood sugars are designed to gently rise and fall throughout the day as a reflection of our last meal and the types of foods we have eaten. Small fluctuations in our blood sugars are simply the way we, as human beings, process our carbohydrates. Think of your blood sugars gently rising and falling during the day like a wavy line. This undulating curve means our digestion is breaking down the food slowly and keeping our glucose levels steady. When they start to gently dip, the body taps into our natural energy reserves (such as its first-choice, glycogen, or its second-choice, body fat) to keep our energy stable. It can generally do this quietly and without raising our attention or our appetite.

Problems arise when instead of the gentle wavy line, our blood sugars jump on a big-dipper ride, and rather than a gently undulating blood sugar curve, we get taken from high to low blood sugars and then back up high again, in a similar way to a rollercoaster at a theme park. Once we are on the rollercoaster, it becomes hard to get off, as we can get stuck in a vicious cycle of lower energy and sugar cravings. These cravings are a form of ‘false’ rather than ‘true’ hunger, as we are craving food to prop up our blood sugars that we may not otherwise have needed. This makes us want to eat more of the high-sugar or quick-fix foods that raised our blood sugar in the first place, and the cycle continues. The trouble with the rollercoaster is that it can take our mood and energy on the ride too, making us more prone to energy crashes and mood swings, and can sometimes cause headaches, as well as influencing inflammation levels in the body. What’s worse is that this cycle can be repeated multiple times a day, which can lead to us eating more food than we need, making it harder for us to manage our weight.

So, what foods cause those highs on the rollercoaster? During digestion, carbohydrates are broken down in the gut into their smallest unit, glucose. How quickly this happens is normally determined by how much the carbohydrate has deviated from its natural form – or how sweet the food is. Natural carbohydrates in their whole-food form (such as pearl barley, bulgur wheat, steel-cut oats or quinoa) are all intact or cracked grains. This means they contain more complex chains of glucose and they also retain a lot of fibre, which naturally puts the brakes on our digestion, slowing down the rate at which carbohydrates can be broken down into glucose and therefore how quickly it can enter our bloodstream. When combined with proteins and fats, this process can be even slower.

On the other hand, milling grains into flour breaks down the carbohydrate into tiny pieces, and polishing the grains to make them ‘white’ removes the fibre and the germ inside, making them even quicker and easier to digest, fast-tracking them into the bloodstream. Sugars, such as white or brown sugar (as well as honey, coconut sugar or maple syrup), are mostly just two sugar molecules stuck together, called disaccharides; alongside glucose, these are fastest to digest. Enzymes – which are like biological scissors – are present in our saliva and get to work from the moment we start to chew our food, unclamping the sugars and carbohydrates into single glucose units. So, with these types of food, much of the hard work has already been done by the time they reach our gut, and the glucose molecules are able to pass into our bloodstream almost immediately. We call these fast-acting carbohydrates, and they come in the form of white bread and other items made from white flour or refined grains, as well as quick-cook oats, fruit juices, soft drinks, crisps, ultra-processed foods and sugary foods, such as confectionery, breakfast cereals and desserts.

Enter insulin. While glucose has an easy job getting into the bloodstream, it can find it harder to exit. Insulin is a hormone released by the pancreas in response to meals containing carbohydrates. It acts like a taxi, scooping up the glucose and taking it to its destination, usually our muscles, cells and brain, where it can be used for energy. Without insulin we could not survive, and its job is to lower circulating blood glucose levels to normal levels again. If we have an excess of glucose in our blood – more than our body requires – these taxis take a diversion and head for the liver, where the excess glucose tops up our glycogen, or it gets stored as body fat. This is a normal process that occurs in everyone and helps us regulate our energy levels evenly throughout the day. However, if we are continually eating more food than we need, excess fat can start to accumulate in our body, particularly in the abdomen and around internal organs, creating what is known as visceral or belly fat. Visceral fat not only leads to weight gain, but also increases the risk of chronic inflammation, cardiovascular disease and Type 2 diabetes. We may think we do not ‘feel’ when our blood sugars are unbalanced, but in reality, we only start to feel the effects when our blood sugars start to drop rapidly.

The effects can be disguised as:


	Increased appetite

	Poor focus and concentration

	Anxiety and poor mood

	Increased cravings for coffee, sugar and snacks

	Tiredness

	Headaches

	Rapid heartbeat

	Dizziness



In truth, we all process our carbohydrates slightly differently, with some people being more sensitive to the rollercoaster than others. Certain conditions may also affect our ability to process glucose efficiently, such as insulin resistance, obesity and Type 2 diabetes. This can mean that we are less sensitive to the effects of insulin, which allows our blood sugars to stay elevated for longer and can put us at higher risk of longer-term health conditions.

What all this means is that while carbohydrates are an important source of nutrients and fibre, carbohydrates are not created equal. Some are much better for us than others. It also means the amount of carbohydrates we consume at a meal is important, as well as the other foods we consume at the same meal, such as proteins, fats and fibre, which slow down the absorption of glucose into our bloodstream, helping us feel more stable and satisfied between meals. (We’ll read more about carbohydrates on here.)

Our incredible microbiome

This is still a big buzzword and with good reason. A healthy, well-functioning digestive system is crucial to help us absorb the nutrients we need from our food, but the microbes in our gut can also affect so many other areas of our health and metabolism. As well as helping us digest our food, they produce substances that can reduce inflammation and keep the gut wall healthy, and they can even influence our mood and our hormones, including oestrogen levels.

The microbiome is an incredible ecosystem that resides in our digestive tract. Essentially, the gut is a 7–9m-long tube with different areas performing different functions, but what we are really interested in is our gut microbiome and the organisms it contains. Our gut microbiome is home to trillions of bacteria, as well as viruses, fungi and archaea (another type of single-celled microorganism). We know more about the bacteria than we do about the other residents in our gut, but science is continually enlightening us on the extraordinary relationship that we have with these microscopic organisms.

The small intestine is the upper digestive tract, a convoluted tube, lined with villi, which are small finger-like projections, giving it the appearance of velvet. The villi significantly increase the surface area of the gut, which dramatically increases its ability to absorb more of the nutrients from our food. It is a members-only area of the gut, where only bacteria with the right wristband are welcome. The bacteria in this area of our gut help to educate and regulate our immune cells and are involved in the digestion and absorption of food. After our food has gone through the small intestine and most of the nutrients have been absorbed, the remainder moves to the large intestine for further processing.

Many people assume that bacteria line the entire gut equally, but the majority actually reside in the large intestine, which runs up the right side of our abdomen, crosses the body just under our lower ribcage and then travels down the left side of our abdomen before it exits the body. I like to call the bacteria that live here the ‘chompers’. These bacteria are incredibly helpful, fermenting and breaking down the fibre and other plant compounds in our food to make materials that support our gut health, aid repair and regeneration of the gut wall, and lower inflammation in the body. In a healthy gut this process should happen with minimal fuss and gas – however, if our gut is not moving food through at the correct speed or our bacteria are out of balance, we can experience unwanted gas and bloating.

Balance is everything in the gut. Each type of bacteria has a specific function and it’s essential that all these roles are filled. In a similar way to a large corporation needing the right number of employees for each department, without too many in one area or too many vacancies in another, our gut depends on us having a balanced mix of bacteria, each performing its own unique task, working together in harmony.

When the microbiome is imbalanced, this is referred to as dysbiosis, indicating that the bacterial composition has shifted away from its optimal state. This generally refers to a gut that has too many or too little bacteria, or a lack of diversity, but can occasionally refer to a gut that has picked up an unwanted guest or even the odd ‘hitchhiker’ or parasite.

Poor diets, highly processed foods, a lack of fibre, food poisoning, antibiotics and ‘hitchhikers’ are all factors that can upset the balance in our gut, leading to symptoms such as bloating, discomfort, constipation or loose stools. In response, we may unintentionally restrict our diet in an effort to regain control. But often eating more fibre is the long-term solution rather than the problem, since the bacteria in the large intestine thrive on fibre as their primary food source.

The truth is that our ‘good’ bacteria generally tend to like healthier foods, so eating in a way that suits our biology and moving away from high-sugar, high-carb, ultra-processed foods and on to a more natural diet is almost always beneficial for our gut health. Over time, eating this way can start to redress the balance in our gut, optimising bacterial numbers and overall diversity and creating an ecosystem that has wider health benefits for our body and wellbeing.



Fermented foods

I like to use fermented foods in many of my recipes as a side dish. Fermented foods are ‘live’ foods, meaning they contain living organisms that can support our own gut health. We call these beneficial live organisms probiotics, and refer to the foods as probiotic foods. These living organisms mostly comprise beneficial bacteria, such as strains of Lactobacillus and Bifidobacterium, but also some beneficial yeasts. Some of these might take up home in our gut, but many just have a positive effect on our health as they pass through. Common fermented foods include live yoghurt and kefir, fermented vegetables such as sauerkraut and kimchi, miso, and drinks such as kombucha.

Can food affect inflammation?

Yes! Inflammation is a natural mechanism used by our immune system to help protect us from harm and also to initiate healing and repair. It is essential to our survival, but its role should be brief and quickly resolved. Problems arise when our mechanisms for damping down inflammation become impaired, or where our modern lifestyle and diet act as a trigger.

Low-grade, chronic inflammation is now recognised as a key driver behind many modern diseases, including Type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease, Alzheimer’s and even some cancers. Sometimes chronic inflammation can be silent, other times it can impact our everyday lives, presenting as joint or muscle pain. Lifestyle factors such as our diet, obesity, poor gut health, a sedentary lifestyle, prolonged stress, poor glucose control and lack of sleep are known contributors to chronic inflammation.

Eating foods that are rich in compounds that help to neutralise inflammation, such as fresh vegetables, berries, fatty fish, chia seeds, flaxseeds, fermented foods, spices (including turmeric), extra virgin olive oil, legumes and even dark chocolate, alongside prioritising consuming sufficient fibre to support the gut microbiome can play a powerful role in reducing inflammation.

Ultra-processed foods

Ultra-processed foods (UPFs) are just that: foods that have undergone extensive processing, often using complex industrial methods, and containing additives and ingredients that we are not familiar with using in our own kitchens. Foods that are processed the most tend to have the poorest nutritional quality, but ultra-processed foods have infiltrated every corner of our lives. The trouble with ultra-processed foods is that they are affordable, convenient, profitable and addictive. They include breakfast cereals, many breads, biscuits, cakes, snacks, ready meals, processed meats, ice cream, fruit squashes and soft drinks, and many children’s and baby foods.

Although only consumed in small amounts, we are now seeing emerging research questioning how some of the additives used in UPFs, such as emulsifiers, preservatives, colourings, flavourings, sweeteners, stabilisers and thickeners, may affect both the gut microbiome and the protective mucus layer lining the intestinal wall, with certain emulsifiers being associated with inflammation. The job of an emulsifier is to join two substances that naturally repel each other, such as oil and vinegar. In cooking, we might use egg yolk to bind these into mayonnaise. The difference is that the egg yolk is broken down as food in the gut, whereas some artificial emulsifiers may not be broken down sufficiently as they pass through.

The additives in ultra-processed foods are only part of the problem though; the core of the problem is that UPFs are made from poor-quality ingredients that are unable to nourish our body in the same way as natural foods. While UPFs are high in sugars, salt, starches, processed fats and additives which we know are bad for our health, it is their lack of key nutrients, protein and fibre that compounds their negative effects. UPFs also trigger receptors that activate and even overstimulate the brain’s reward centres, leading to intense cravings for more and more of these unhealthy foods to chase those rewards – in some instances even resulting in addictive food behaviour. Not only do some of these foods have an addictive nature, but if they upset blood sugar control as well, we will often seek out more of these quick-fix foods to raise our blood sugars again.

Ultra-processed foods have been linked to poor health outcomes across the board, causing concern to doctors, nutritionists, dietitians and other healthcare professionals. Not only are they easy to consume, which can lead to an over-consumption of calories and raise obesity, they have also been linked to higher rates of chronic disease such as heart disease, Type 2 diabetes and dementia.

Shockingly, it is estimated that almost 57 per cent of adult UK energy intake comes from ultra-processed foods, and this figure rises to 64 per cent in children and up to 68 per cent in adolescents. From breakfast cereals, a biscuit mid-morning and a shop-bought sandwich and flavoured yoghurt for lunch, it’s easy to see how these foods can quickly add up.

There is a sliding scale for ultra-processed foods though, with some UPFs containing more ultra-processed ingredients than others. This means that while UPFs are mostly not good news for our health, some are potentially more harmful than others, depending on their degree of processing or the amount of ultra-processed ingredients they contain.

We are designed to eat foods in their natural state, or as near to nature as possible. When we eat this way, the body recognises the natural components found in these foods, such as the proteins and fats, as well as the natural vitamins, minerals and trace elements they contain, and ensures that they are absorbed efficiently in the gut and transported to where they are needed in the body.

Are all processed foods bad for us?

No. Processed foods are not the same as ultra-processed foods. Processed foods are those that have undergone a minimal amount of processing, such as milk, cheese or tinned beans. This processing may increase their shelf life, and these foods are mostly not ‘bad’ for us. Drying, fermenting, freezing and canning are all examples of food processing, but unlike UPFs, this does not change the nutritional content of the food significantly or change the way our body processes them.

UPFs, on the other hand, are often made from finely milled cereals and additives which speed up the way we process them, fast-tracking them through the gut and affecting our blood sugar levels and appetite. Freezing peas still leaves them exactly as peas, but a cheesy puffed crisp is nothing like a corn kernel.

In fact, some food processing can be good for us by making foods available all year round, for example frozen vegetables or berries, or they can increase our ease of use, for example tinned beans. Some methods, such as fermentation, may actually even improve the nutritional properties of certain foods, such as yoghurt, kefir, sauerkraut or kimchi, which contain beneficial, gut-friendly microbes (see here).

Typically, the hallmarks of an ultra-processed food are long lists of ingredients, many of which you are unfamiliar with, colourful packaging and often spurious healthy claims. ‘Low sugar’ does not necessarily mean ‘healthy’ if the sugar has been replaced with artificial sweeteners. ‘Low-fat’ foods, where the fat has been replaced by thickeners, stabilisers and emulsifiers, also find themselves crossing the boundary into the category of ultra-processed foods.

Reading the labels is crucial. We don’t need to avoid every ultra-processed food all the time, and the odd UPF is unlikely to cause harm. But it is important to be curious about what is in our food and how regular consumption of UPFs might be impacting our health.

It’s about being consistent, not militant

This is a mantra that I use a lot in my clinic. When it comes to making any changes to your diet, such as decreasing your consumption of UPFs, increasing the amount of fibre you eat or reducing refined carbs, so often people set the nutrition bar too high. It can put them off from the get-go, as they never feel they are doing enough.

It is the small, consistent changes we make to our diet that become a habit, fifty-two weeks of the year, that are likely to have the most powerful effect on our health, rather than a quick two-week health kick at the start of January.

These habits should be easy and should feel intuitive. It might be that we focus on eating plenty of vegetables, cooking from scratch or moving our body. It is the habits that we implement most days that can start to have a significant effect on our health both now and in the future. And, as we get used to the changes, it can become easier to layer a new healthy habit on top, such as drinking more water, meal prepping on a Sunday or cutting back on sugar.

Eating well shouldn’t be overwhelming, rather it should be self-perpetuating, where we notice improvements to our health which gently encourage us to make better choices, simply because it makes us feel better.

No one is expecting us to get it right all the time; it is enough to get most of it right most of the time. This might mean eating well 80 per cent of the time while allowing some flexibility for the remaining 20 per cent when eating out, at celebrations or special occasions.

While we know that some foods are better than others, we also don’t need to demonise foods, as this can lead to feelings of deprivation and unhealthy relationships with food. In clinic, I tell my clients that if it’s someone’s birthday and they are offered cake, they shouldn’t feel bad, rather they should enjoy every mouthful – but I might add, ‘Maybe just don’t do it every day!’

The uncomfortable truth

Without wanting to sound dramatic, I have not yet seen a magic pill or injection that can do all the hard work for us, long-term. What we eat matters because it is something we do multiple times a day. Every day we can start with a clean slate where we can make choices about the foods we put into our body. Alongside breathing in air, sleep and movement, food is the very life-force of health.

It’s simple: the fastest way to improve our health involves shunning excess sugars and ultra-processed foods, and focusing on the foods that we know will fuel us, nourish us, facilitate every chemical reaction that takes place in every single cell of our body, and support the health of those incredible organisms that choose to call our gut their home.

However much the people around us love us, they can’t do this for us. It has to come from our desire to want to make the changes ourselves, when we feel ready.

THE NO-NONSENSE PROMISE

My promise to you is this: there are no magic wands, but my experience has shown me that food has so much more power over our health than we think. By making some of my recipes, consistently, you will find that your energy improves, your sugar cravings decrease and your digestion calms. You will likely find yourself thinking less
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