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About the Book

Carol Vorderman’s brand-new 28-day plan will help you get into shape, beat your cravings and exercise your mind, all at the same time.

Using foods that lift your mood as well as boosting your brain power, Carol’s easy-to-follow plan is the straightforward route to weight loss, better health and increased brain power. Discover how to increase your IQ, improve your memory, beat food cravings, break the cycle of emotional eating.

With delicious and simple-to-make recipes, Carol’s 28-day plan is guaranteed to dramatically improve your health and boost your mental performance.


About the Author

Carol Vorderman is one of Britain’s best-loved TV personalities. Dubbed ‘the queen of detox’, her bestselling detox titles, including Detox for Life, and Summer Detox, have sold over 1 million copies worldwide.
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Introduction

It happens to the best of us.

We all have those days when we find we’re just not as mentally efficient as we’d like to be … Perhaps we can’t seem to concentrate on the task in hand, or find it harder to remember names and numbers, or where we left the car keys (or the car itself!). Or perhaps we can’t access that word or phrase that’s on the tip of our tongue, or do calculations in our head as quickly as we used to.

It’s true that cognitive decline is part of the ageing process, and that over time our mental faculties will start to diminish. That’s a fact of life.

Unfortunately, in this culture of anti-ageing, where people will willingly go under the knife to knock a decade or so off their face, it’s not so easy to surgically enhance the brain.

The fast-moving, stressful world we live in doesn’t help our moments of brain-drain. In fact, in many ways it’s responsible for it. Our lives are stressful, we’re working long hours and are often skimping on sleep, which plays havoc with our powers of concentration and retention.

We’re bombarded with information, flashing screens, and are fed all sorts of chemical substances in our food, so it’s little wonder our faculties and senses aren’t always as sharp as they perhaps should be.

Mood also plays a role. When we’re stressed, down or anxious our brain’s chemistry is altered and our reactions or ability to digest and act on information are impaired.

Add to this the constant pressures on women in particular to conform to a physical ideal (slim, pert, perfect) – and the fact that as a result many young women starve or malnourish themselves to attain that ideal, and you can see how easy it is for our brains to lack important nutrients.


[image: images]


So what can we do to slow down cognitive decline? How can we ensure that our brain is functioning at its best possible level, whatever our age? And what kind of anti-ageing tools are there to help preserve our memory?

The answer is nutrition.

The good news is that growing scientific evidence suggests that diet may play an important role in improving the way your mind works. Eating the right types of foods and cutting the junk provide the mind with the nutrients it needs for optimal function and can result in a dramatic improvement in your health, mental performance and mood.

Think about it. You go to work without breakfast and by mid-morning you’re hungry and fantasising about bacon sandwiches or chocolate biscuits. Your brain, having been made to fast for hours since suppertime, is short on the essential nutrients it needs to function optimally. Little wonder you can’t make head or tail of that tricky work project.

Perhaps you’re a slave to the latest diet fad – hoping that by cutting out carbs, or living off grapefruit or cabbage soup, you can finally shed those stubborn pounds. But being preoccupied with food – and weight – and bingeing or starving as a result are further impediments to a fully functioning sharp mind.

Now’s the time to forget about brawn and focus on brain. The best news of all is that what’s good for the brain is going to do wonders for your body too. By eating the right food to get your brain in gear chances are you’ll shed pounds, shape up and notice a big improvement in your moods too. It could be a winwin situation.




How can we ensure our brain is functioning at its best? The answer is nutrition




So how does it work?

The book has been designed to help you understand how the brain works, get a grip on your eating habits, lose weight, improve your brain power and help wellbeing.

It’s based on the premise that good nutrition helps improve your brain power (and there are plenty of studies that confirm this) and that a healthy diet full of the right kinds of foods also improves concentration, mood, learning ability and memory, slowing the decline in brain function that occurs with age.

Chapter by chapter we’ll explore how the brain works – what it needs to function, and which kinds of food provide the best nourishment. We’ll look at specific foods that help boost mood and which ones have a knock-on effect on brain function. We’ll also investigate the cause of the dreaded cravings – how they can scupper a diet, and your brain power – and what you can do to control them once and for all.

There’s also a section on which bad habits to avoid – smoking, high levels of alcohol, sugar – and how to find out what they’re doing to your poor brain!

And for those ready to turn over a new leaf and make some brain-boosting resolutions, there’s a section outlining some important good habits to adopt to help bring your brain up a notch or two – for example, getting more sleep, taking more exercise, finding time for relaxation can help both your waistline and your brain. (There are ways to make those resolutions easier to follow, too.)

The final chapter, the 28-Day Plan, is a day-by-day eating programme with delicious but simple recipes you can whip up for the whole family.

And weight loss? Think about it. By improving mood, happiness and the way you think you’ll make better food choices and learn to control your weight without dieting. The food plan is inspiring, but not prescriptive, so you can mix and match days and recipes to suit your lifestyle and schedule.

The beauty of the programme is that there’ll be a wonderful ripple effect, because, if the brain works better, you’ll feel better emotionally, and you may lose unwanted pounds.

In fact, once you start choosing the foods that can best benefit your brain, the whole family benefits. Children can improve learning (and behaviour) and adults may slow or stop the age-related deterioration in memory and concentration.

Try it and see. And who knows, in 28 days, you may find you’ll just sail through that crossword or sudoku (or even find your car!).
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Chapter 1

Brain Power

Food for thought

Ever skipped breakfast and spent the morning feeling hungry and unable to concentrate, or felt drowsy and mentally sluggish after a big meal? Have you snacked on sugary biscuits or chocolate and felt an immediate energy burst, only be left feeling tired, drained and emotionally low soon after? Or felt a strong craving for a certain food when you were stressed or feeling down?

The relationship between what we eat and our mental state is a powerful and complex one. The examples above are probably some of the most common ways in which food affects how we think and feel, and I’m sure you’ve experienced one if not all of them at some point.

But, as well as making us feel a certain way, the food we eat can also have an effect on our mental ability – in short, it is possible to eat yourself cleverer.

The food we eat can have a significant effect on our brains. What we consume every day can influence our mood and behaviour; it can alter how we think and react; it can even affect our ability to concentrate.

Not only that, but research suggests that food and diet may have played a role in the development of the human brain and intelligence over time. Scientists have discovered that certain populations of early man, which appear to have been more intelligent than others, congregated around the coasts. They would have gathered seafood – known to be rich in essential fatty acids necessary for brain growth.

So, it seems that, right from the dawn of mankind, what we eat has affected our brain power, and continues to do so today.

In the following chapters, you’ll learn all about which foods contain the nutrients that can help boost your mental ability. You’ll also discover what to avoid. But before we go into more detail about this, it’s useful to know a little bit about how the brain works and the main foods you need to keep it operating at full capacity.
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How does the brain ‘work’?

Your brain consists of billions and billions of cells. Most of these are simple ‘glial’ cells – the ‘glue’ that holds the brain together. The glial cells are also responsible for supporting and nourishing the neurons – these cells carry electrical signals to each other and all over the body.

Each neuron is connected to up to 10,000 neighbouring neurons. The connections between them are made via axons and dendrites: axons carry signals away from the neuron, and dendrites to them. Between each axon and dendrite is a tiny gap, the synapse. Signals are passed across the synapse by the release of chemicals – the neurotransmitters.

It’s useful to know a little about these neurotransmitters, because certain foods can stimulate and inhibit their release, which can have a powerful effect on how you’re feeling.

The neurotransmitters

These are the brain chemicals that make everything possible.



	Serotonin – this ‘feel-good’ chemical has the ability to make us feel serene, happy and calm. It promotes contentment and sleep.

	Dopamine – responsible for ‘get up and go’ – it’s the great arouser and motivator and important for assertiveness and sexual arousal. Dopamine is necessary for fine muscle coordination and those with Parkinson’s disease have a diminished ability to synthesise it.

	Noradrenaline – like its brother adrenaline, noradrenaline livens you up. It’s needed to stimulate brain activity and for concentration and for the formation of memories.

	Acetylcholine – is necessary for attention, learning and memory. A deficiency is directly related to impaired thinking ability.

	Endorphins and Enkephalins – like their relatives, the opiates, these make you feel happy and reduce stress. They also reduce pain.








Brain power …

Believing that you can become more intelligent can make it so. Studies from Columbia and Stanford Universities have shown that children who believed that they could ‘grow’ their intelligence, and that intelligence could be expanded, performed better academically than their peers. Explaining to children how they can improve their brain function and learning could do a lot to improve their future performance.




Getting to know your brain
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Brain stem

The brain stem is one of the oldest parts of the brain and controls many involuntary reactions such as breathing, digestion and heart rate.

Cerebellum

Lying at the back of the brain, tucked behind the brain stem, the cerebellum is known as ‘the little brain’. The cerebellum is responsible for co-ordinating muscles, reflexes and maintaining balance.

Cerebrum

The cerebrum is the brain that we are most familiar with – the multi-grooved walnut-shaped organ. The cerebrum is covered by the cortex and neocortex, extra layers of ‘grey’ matter to facilitate sophisticated thinking. It is divided into two hemispheres which are mirrors of each other (the right and left hemispheres). Each hemisphere has four distinct parts: the frontal, parietal, temporal and occipital lobes. Each lobe processes the information coming from the opposite side of the body.

The frontal lobes: here is the part of the brain that primarily makes you ‘you’. It is where you do your thinking and planning, where you decide how to respond to an urge coming from your unconscious brain – in other words, the home of your personality and morality.

The left hemisphere is the ‘clever’ side of the brain, which is responsible for speech, writing and calculation. It is where information is processed sequentially, so noises for example are recognised as distinct sounds.

The right hemisphere is the ‘creative’ side of the brain, where the parts recognised by the left hemisphere are ‘seen’ as a whole. It is the right-hand brain that perceives and constructs patterns from the information gathered by the left-hand brain.




Did you know?

Your brain is 80% water! Relatively speaking, it’s very heavy. About 25% of the body’s resources (fuel and oxygen) are used by the brain.




left brain or right brain?

Which side of your brain predominates? Find out with our quiz. It’s a bit of fun and shouldn’t be taken too seriously, but at the same time, it might give you some insight into how you respond to life’s challenges and how to play to your strengths.

1) How often do you find yourself in those situations where you feel that you may be out of your depth?

a) Hardly ever. You hate that feeling and do what you can to prepare for contingencies.

b) Fairly often, every month or so at least. Probably more.

2) While you’re on the phone do you tend to doodle in

a) words?

b) pictures?

3) When you’re being given directions to a place you’ve never visited before do you prefer

a) instructions to use in conjunction with a map?

b) just the address? Instructions bore you to tears. You’ll find it or you’ll phone.

4) A colleague in your team has a good idea. You ask how he came up with it and he says ‘just a hunch’. You react by

a) ordering in-depth research and analysis to see if the idea has worked anywhere else.

b) going with it. You intuitively feel he’s right.

5) Describe your bedroom in one word. Is that word

a) a descriptive word describing colour or period furniture?

b) an emotional word describing the ‘feel’ of the room?

Mostly a)s

You are more likely to have a left-hand brain. You are logical, good at reasoning and with a terrific eye for detail. You are gifted with words both written and spoken and are valued for your persuasiveness and negotiation skills.

Mostly b)s

You are more likely to have a right-hand brain. You consider intuition as useful as your analytical abilities in reaching a decision. You get results; thinking creatively and flexibly, your ‘out of the box’ ideas are invaluable to yourself and others.

Why keeping busy really does help mend a broken heart

The emotional right-hand side of the brain generates melancholy. When the left-hand side of the brain is ‘quiet’ (relatively unoccupied), it is easy for these right-hand side feelings to dominate. So by keeping busy – writing, planning, organising – actively utilising your left-hand brain, you inhibit the emotional response of the right-hand side.

The ‘unconscious’ mind

The limbic system is a very ‘old’ part of the brain and is responsible for actions relating to basic urges and emotions, and directs the behaviour that helps us survive. It consists of the thalamus, hypothalamus, amygdala and hippocampus. The thalamus allows greater processing of incoming information; the hypothalamus controls the internal environment of the body; the hippocampus is responsible for our long-term memory; and the amygdala is the part of the brain where fear is generated.

The addictive brain

Why can some of us never get enough, whether it’s enough drinks, drugs, food or shoes?

Desires have their origin in the brain. Addictions are likely to prove more complicated than a simple matter of brain chemistry, but scientists have several theories as to why some of us are addicts. One of these is the ‘reward deficiency syndrome’. Some of us (the addicts) have brains which, even when a desire is met, cannot switch off their appetites.

The ‘reward’, the feeling of satisfaction, is dependent on a rush of neurotransmitters but some people (as many as one in four) don’t get that rush. These people keep consuming, desperate for the feeling of satiety, in an elusive attempt to experience ‘enough’.

Limber up your limbic system

You can actively prime your limbic system to keep you happy. Smell travels straight to centres in the limbic system. Next time you’re happy, sniff a favourite scent – lavender, rose oil or a favourite perfume – whatever you like. Then, repeat on a few more occasions. Very soon your limbic system will be primed and you can use that fragrance to soothe and calm you. You will have ‘hardwired’ your brain to associate it with happy times.




So how do desires get switched off?

Stimulus (such as hunger or the sight of an ice cream van)
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Limbic system (unconscious urge)
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Cortex (conscious desire)
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Body (action to satisfy desire)
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Limbic system (neurotransmitter such as dopamine released)
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Feeling of satisfaction.




Feeding your mind

What does your brain need to flourish? In the following pages we’ll explore exactly what you need to eat (and what you must avoid) to have a brain that is operating at maximum capacity and that will stay healthy and productive. However, in short what your brain needs is an old-fashioned ‘balanced diet’. So above all, your brain needs all three of the major nutrients to be healthy.

Fat

You will have read a great deal about how various different fats affect your weight and cardiovascular health. Less attention is given to the role of fat in keeping your brain healthy. But now doctors believe that fat is essential for regulating mood. On the other hand, too much saturated fat (from animal sources) leads to the same sort of artery clogging (atherosclerosis) that results in heart disease. If an artery in the brain is clogged in the same way, the result can be stroke or vascular dementia.

As with all fat, it is important to get enough of the good type and restrict the bad. Most of us who eat fish or meat each day, take milk in our tea or coffee, snack on yoghurt and enjoy the odd biscuit don’t have to worry about getting enough fat.

But we can do a lot to improve brain function by actively choosing to eat healthy fats rather than unhealthy ones. These healthy fats are the omega-3 fatty acids found in fish and the mono-unsaturated and polyunsaturated fats found in olive oil and other healthy oils such as hemp and rape; nuts and seeds; avocadoes and olives. There is more on the unhealthy fats that you should avoid later on in this book.




Why we need the healthy fats:



	to form the brain’s cells’ (neuronal) membranes.

	to form the protective myelin sheath that allows faster communication (it is 70% fat).

	to protect us from depression. Deficiency in certain fats can make us more vulnerable to depression, according to research by the US’s National Institutes of Health.

	to boost IQ. Fat builds brain power. The reason breast-fed infants score higher in IQ tests is thought to be that their mothers’ milk transfers exactly the right ratio of the right fats.








Healthy swaps

Swap: sausages and other red meats for oily fish such as herring, mackerel and sardines

Swap: bread spread with butter for bread dunked into extra-virgin olive oil

Swap: crisps for olives

Swap: a couple of biscuits for a handful of nuts

Swap: jam on toast for sardines on toast

Protein

If fat makes up the brain cells, proteins allow messages to be sent between the neurons. Most neurotransmitters are made up of amino acids, which are the building blocks of proteins. We need to eat protein in order to ensure a steady supply of neurotransmitters.

This is one reason why what we eat can have such a profound effect on what we think and feel. If you eat a piece of fish for lunch, you are going to feel far more alert and productive in the afternoon than if you had eaten a bowl of pasta – that’s partly because the fish will break down to the amino acid tyrosine, which promotes release of noradrenaline and dopamine. These neurotransmitters will keep you motivated and focused right through the so-called mid-afternoon slump.

You only need a couple of servings of protein a day to keep your brain working actively – but it’s best to get them during the day, at breakfast and lunch, so they can get to work keeping your concentration high when you need it. Save a big bowl of pasta or plate of rice for supper.




Which proteins to eat

There are eight amino acids and dietary proteins are classified depending on how many they supply:

Complete proteins: these supply all eight of the amino acids and include fish, meat, eggs, cheese, milk and yoghurt. You can see from this that a vegan (who excludes meat and dairy products) has to put a little more thought into his or her diet to ensure a healthy mix of proteins.

Incomplete proteins: foods such as grains, legumes, seeds and nuts provide some of the amino acids but not all of them. They need to be eaten in combination to form complete proteins – for instance, rice and beans together is a classic complete protein which millions around the world have depended on as a dietary staple.
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Carbohydrates

Fats make up brain cells, protein ‘fires’ them off but it’s carbohydrate which is needed to fuel them. Your brain runs on the carbohydrate glucose, and because neurons don’t store it, they need a constant supply. Deprived of carbohydrate, your body will break down fat and muscle (protein) to get enough glucose but whereas carbohydrates ‘burn clean’, fat and protein leave harmful residues which your body has to process and eliminate.

It’s not just that they break down to the food of choice. Carbohydrates also supply the amino acid tryptophan and this is necessary for production of serotonin, so essential to maintaining an even mood.

Interesting studies on rats show that a steady supply of glucose is needed if we want to concentrate and at the same time retain a good memory. It appears that during periods of intense concentration, glucose is drained away from the parts of the brain responsible for laying down memory. When rats are young they can just about cope with having to do two major brain functions at once, but as they age, memory slips as they try to maintain concentration. Scientists have speculated that the human brain may work the same way and recommend that getting enough carbohydrate is essential for maintaining brain function.

Another study showed that when the memories of older adults were assessed, they performed better having eaten carbohydrate foods within an hour of the tests. Carbohydrates give better memory performance than either protein or fat.
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Carbohydrates for brain power

When you consider that your brain uses up about 25% of your calorie intake a day, it’s clear that for effective brain power, you need to eat superior fuel every day. The best possible fuel is the type of carbohydrate foods – grains, legumes, fruits and vegetables – known as unrefined (or complex) carbohydrates that reach your body in their natural state, not messed around too much by factory processing. The unrefined carbohydrates are broken down relatively slowly by your body, ensuring a steady supply of energy to your brain.

On the other hand, the refined carbohydrates are those found in processed foods (such as biscuits, sugary drinks and sweets). The body breaks them down rapidly and a sudden surge of sugar hits your blood stream. This is the so-called ‘sugar rush’, which is just as quickly followed by a ‘sugar crash’, when the glucose is used up and you suddenly feel exhausted and irritable, ‘running on empty’. And of course, that state is disastrous for your mental focus.

There is more on the adverse effects of the wrong sort of carbs later. The important thing is to remember to get enough of the right sort.

When it comes to helping us choose the healthiest carbohydrates, the GI (glycaemic index) is invaluable. Each foodstuff has a value dependent on the speed with which it is broken down to glucose and thus hits the blood stream. Glucose has a value of 100 and water of 0. Any food with a GI below around 50 will thus be a good choice if you want high levels of concentration, focus and alertness.
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Any food with a GI rating below around 50 is a good choice.




Carbs – your daily fuel

Because carbohydrates can make you sleepy as they promote release of the neurotransmitter serotonin, it’s wise to eat large amounts of carbs in the evening. During the day, concentrate on eating smaller quantities (about a fist size) of slow-releasing wholegrains (pasta, bread, rice) at each meal – wholegrain products are more slowly broken down.

However, you can safely eat lots and lots of vegetables (at least three portions and preferably around six) throughout the day. Vegetables are unrefined carbohydrate foods.

Eat fat and protein with your carbohydrates as this, too, slows down their breakdown and release into the bloodstream. For instance, a little oil or butter with bread, or cheese grated on pasta rather than on its own. There will be more of what to eat, when, to maximise your brain power in the following chapters.
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