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TESTIMONIALS FOR KIKI NELSON


“The guidance and tools Kiki teaches you in her books and program have completely changed my life! Her tips and recipes are practical and sustainable and made me feel like I could do this! I’m so grateful for Kiki… She truly loves people and understands what it’s like to struggle with being overweight.”

—Nicole

“Thank you for sharing love and inspiration. You have helped me to lose fifty pounds and I just can’t thank you enough.”

—Kristina

“You have been my go-to mentor for a year now. Your recipes clicked with me. It’s about the healthy, not the skinny.”

—Charmaine

“You’re such an inspiration, Kiki. Already down twelve pounds in one month. I’ve been following you since a health scare and finally took the plunge…. It’s the best thing I’ve ever done. Thank you for making the plant-based journey so enjoyable.”

—Victoria






PRAISE FOR PLANTIFULLY SIMPLE


“Plantifully Simple is a must-read for anyone looking to optimize well-being. Whether you are fully plant-based or just want to improve nutrition for a nourished body and mind, Kiki’s recipes and guidance are sure to set you up for success! She writes in a wonderfully warm and inviting way, and this is carried through her healthy and delicious recipes.”

—Dr. Uma Naidoo, author of This Is Your Brain on Food and Calm Your Mind with Food

“The weight-loss industry is full of misleading, confusing, and factually incorrect information. In Kiki’s new masterpiece, you’ll finally have the blueprint to sustainable weight loss. Why is it sustainable? Because the meals are simple, science backed, and wildly delicious!”

—Robby Barbaro, MPH, coauthor of Mastering Diabetes

“Plantifully Simple is nothing short of a breath of fresh air in the world of tired weight-loss regimens and diet cults…. Kiki’s deep understanding of nutritional science makes this book a must-have for anyone who’s serious about their health and well-being…. Prepare to be inspired and delighted with every recipe you try.”

—Matt Tullman, cofounder and CEO of No Meat Athlete

“Kiki Nelson knows how to reinvent herself, her mindset, and her meal plans to achieve and maintain weight loss with a healthy, plant-based diet. In Plantifully Simple, she shows us precisely how we can do it, too. With delicious, nourishing recipes, her program is designed to work for the long haul. It’s time to stop dieting and start embracing a proven lifestyle approach to a better and healthier you.”

—Robert Cheeke, New York Times bestselling coauthor of The Plant-Based Athlete
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For my husband, who always encourages me to dream big and never stops believing in me even in the moments when I don’t believe in myself, I love you.




Foreword

Dr. Uma Naidoo

We’re living in a world where the pursuit of healthy eating feels like a never-ending battlefield of fad diets, quick fixes, and promises of overnight transformations. It’s no wonder that many of us have become disillusioned by seemingly unattainable goals set by these diet trends.

And then there’s Kiki! In her latest book, Plantifully Simple: 100 Recipes and Meal Plans for Health and Weight Loss, she walks us through what she did in her own transformational health journey. Her strategy was not to feel restricted but rather to embrace the many foods she could eat, making her plate plantiful, plentiful and delicious while also helping her lose weight.

As we embark on this journey with her, Kiki walks us through part 1 by redefining the numbers game, returning to basic principles, helping us plan a personalized approach, and then providing a 28-day meal plan followed by a maintenance plan. Through the pages of this amazing book, she focuses on the nutritious and delicious elements of embracing more plants. Proven repeatedly in both research and clinical care, more plants in our diet can improve our physical and mental well-being. Her book gives us a glimpse into her world of vibrant health, compassion, and nourishment. Kiki embraces all plant foods and prepares them in a way that enhances their flavor and creates a balance on the plate. Her plan and recipes leave us feeling there are more food options than less, and there is no restriction—making us feel that this can be sustainable for more people.

The concept of a plant-based diet is not new; in fact, it has been practiced for centuries by various cultures around the world. However, in recent years, as science has caught up with tradition, we have gained a deeper understanding of the profound benefits this way of eating can provide. It’s not just about shedding pounds; it’s about transforming your relationship with food, optimizing your health, and contributing to a sustainable future for our planet. Embracing plants helps us facilitate weight loss without the feeling of deprivation or endless calorie counting.

Kiki’s recipes are bright and delectable—embracing so many plant polyphenols through the colors and textures of the ingredients. Rather than the bland or tasteless meals often assumed to be necessary to support physical health, you’ll be introduced to a world of colorful, flavorful, and satisfying dishes. The incredible diversity of plant-based foods ensures that you can enjoy a wide range of flavors and textures while achieving your health and wellness goals. In addition, you are feeding a diversity of nutrients to the extremely key gut microbes that support your overall health. In these pages, you will encounter a wealth of practical advice and strategies to help you on your plantifully lean journey.

The type of dietary approach that Kiki writes about is more than a plant-based diet—it is a healthy lifestyle with a deep respect for the environment, and a commitment to personal well-being. When you choose to embrace this way of life, you are not only nourishing your body but also nurturing your soul.

Plants offer a cornucopia of healing properties and a kaleidoscope of colors representing the diverse plant polyphenols and bioactives that can help prevent and manage chronic diseases, boost your immune system, support your mental health, and provide the energy you need to thrive.

As you embark on this book, be prepared for a heartfelt experience of food and recipes that feel like a warm hug from Kiki through her delightful style and presence. She helps us understand that this path is about progress, not perfection. You don’t have to make an abrupt transition; you can take gradual steps towards incorporating more plant-based foods into your diet.

As a nutritional psychiatrist focused on the power of food as medicine, I support Kiki’s wonderful book as a way to help us on our individual health and wellness journeys.



Dr. Uma Naidoo is a Harvard-trained nutritional psychiatrist, professional chef, nutritional biologist, and author of the bestselling This is Your Brain on Food and Calm Your Mind with Food.





PART 1 Welcome (and Goodbye) to the Weight-Loss/Health Stall-Out Struggle






Introduction

Over the past five years, it has been my mission to help as many people as possible connect with their healthiest selves, primarily by shifting how they think about food. Nothing gives me greater joy than seeing them succeed as they learn how to approach their meals as opportunities to change the way they feel.

Several years ago, I embarked on my own weight-loss journey to reclaim my health. Much to my own surprise, I didn’t feel trapped by what I couldn’t eat—rather, I felt liberated by everything I could eat. I embraced a diet full of whole, plant-based foods and transformed my health and my body, while also recognizing for the first time the abundance of variety, textures, and flavors, and the straight-up amount of food I could eat. My intention has never been to teach people how to “diet,” because that implies restriction, frustration, and, ultimately, failure. And I should know: Before discovering this approach to eating, I had been dieting since I was eleven years old.

Like many women, I started becoming aware of my body at a young age. Boys called me chubby. My dieting journey, like that of most people, started with just wanting to lose a little weight because I was teased and I didn’t feel happy with the way I looked. But after I gave birth to my daughter, I also needed to address how my body felt, because I didn’t feel well. I had turned to a low-carbohydrate, high-protein (and therefore high-fat) diet, hoping that it would be a magic path to losing weight quickly. Instead, after several months, I was struggling with hair loss; I was experiencing irregular menstrual cycles and cystic acne as a result of hormonal imbalances that were indicative of polycystic ovarian syndrome; I was prediabetic, with high cholesterol and triglycerides; and I was at increased risk for developing heart disease, the number one cause of death for women.

My doctor’s recommendation was to lose quite a bit of weight, and do it now. She painted a grim picture of what would happen if I continued to carry this weight: it would put me on a path to chronic disease and a shortened life span.

Attempting to lose five to ten pounds already seemed impossible; how was I supposed to lose more than that?!


Carbs Are Your Friends

Luckily, one of the first distress calls I made was to a friend who told me about Dr. John A. McDougall and his unique approach to nutrition. He was helping people reverse diabetes, heal their bodies, and lose weight by eating… potatoes—a food that might as well be the devil to the low-carb community. According to his decades of research and clinical experience, a high-carb, low-fat, plant-based diet was the solution to everything I was struggling with. And more than that, he explained that anyone who was attempting to follow a low-carbohydrate diet over the long term was bound to fail, because the body needs those carbohydrates in order to thrive.

I felt so seen.

I changed my diet immediately. I cut out all animal products (meat, eggs, dairy) and started eating plates full of pasta and potatoes prepared very simply, with just a light spray of oil. It wasn’t exactly the most varied diet, but I’m not exaggerating when I say that the weight melted off. In about three months I had lost twenty pounds without even thinking about it. No measuring, no calorie counting, nothing. When I went back to the doctor, she was in disbelief—my cholesterol, triglyceride, and blood sugar levels were all optimal. It was all the proof I needed to continue down this path.

But after months of watching my body and my health transform before my very eyes, I hit the dreaded plateau. Once I lost about twenty-five pounds, I couldn’t get another pound to go. And while I had improved my health and my biomarkers were in a much better place, I wanted to continue losing the weight for my health, and would ultimately end up losing seventy pounds. But instead of following the route that so many of us are used to and saying “I’m going to cut out this and that”—which, after so many years of failed dieting, had become painful and borderline traumatic—I focused on what I could add instead. I took a harder look at my pasta- and potato-heavy meals and my cracker and pretzel snacks and thought, I could probably eat more fruits and vegetables. I added more of these plants to my plate, and they displaced the processed foods I craved throughout the day. I learned where hidden fats and oils lurked, and I saw the results in how my body looked and felt. I had more energy; I didn’t experience the usual afternoon slump; my skin felt hydrated and was less prone to acne; and I was sleeping better and waking up feeling well-rested.

Then, finally, in sight of the goal line, it happened again. My weight loss stalled out. It was tempting to throw in the towel and say that my newfound approach to eating was failing me, but that wouldn’t have been entirely true. I felt better, emotionally and physically, than I ever had before, even though I still had a weight-loss goal. I decided to dig even deeper into the question of how food affects the body. My research took me back to the basics: calories in versus calories out. It’s the math and the science of health. Did it make me nervous at first, with my years of calorie restriction and driving myself crazy with food logs? You bet.



Liberating Numbers

But I paired this knowledge with something I had never been aware of before, which was the key to my success and my peace of mind. It was a concept called “calorie density,” or the amount of food in a serving relative to its caloric content. For example, avocados clock in at 750 calories per pound, whereas a pound of zucchini has 77 calories. That means that, in theory, you could eat almost ten times the amount of zucchini and still have eaten the same number of calories in a pound of avocados. And what’s going to satisfy you more—seven pounds of zucchini or one pound of avocados? Not exactly a scenario you’d ever encounter, but you get the idea. Eating more of a food that is less calorie dense will satisfy you.

Instead of seeing these numbers and metrics as oppressive, I learned to see them as the liberating data that they can be—and I learned to make them work for me. Suddenly, I found myself eating more food by choosing filling, less calorie-dense options, such as greens and grains, with a sprinkling of more calorie-dense foods, such as sliced avocado, a handful of nuts and seeds, and nondairy dips and dressings. A far cry from the days of Lean Cuisine, when I’d get about half a cup of food per meal and felt hungry for the rest of the day! In addition to a few other simple tweaks that closed the calorie deficit gap—which we’ll address in a moment—I was finally able to get that scale to budge. It wasn’t that I needed to stop eating a low-fat, plant-based diet; I just needed to put the pieces together in a slightly different way.



Two Paths to Reclaim Your Health

Over the years, I’ve worked with thousands of people who have come to me and my online wellness programs with the same situation: They want to reclaim their health and lose weight, but feel held back by something they can’t figure out. They often had all the information they needed to meet that goal—but they were missing the tools for putting it into practice. That’s why this book includes tried-and-true strategies that will suit your unique objectives, lifestyle, and, most important, relationship with food. These approaches fall into two paths:


	Path 1, or Mindfully Plant-Based: Follow a low-fat, plant-based diet using my “balanced plate” method.

	Path 2, or Precisely Plant-Based: Follow a low-fat, plant-based diet and track your daily calories in order to obtain concrete data for tailoring what you eat to your body’s unique needs.



Both paths will deliver results. Both can be a part of your life at one point or another (just as they’ve both been a part of mine), and both offer freedom and peace of mind when it comes to making food choices.

For many people, simply using my balanced plate method—in which you balance starchy vegetables that satisfy you with fiber-rich, nonstarchy vegetables and don’t count macronutrients or calories—is enough to lose weight and maintain results. I rely on this method because I love how effective and liberating this approach to eating is, and I’m happy with where my weight has naturally settled.

For many others, however, reclaiming their health might mean reaching a goal weight that’s even more targeted, and being mindful of calories (which we’ll talk more about in a bit) can provide the accountability and structure you need for success. That’s not because your body works differently from mine or that it’s incapable of weight loss—I promise!—it’s just that there are many variables when trying to move the scale, and everyone’s relationship with food is different.



Those Last Ten Pounds

For example, you may want a more nuanced, detail-oriented approach to weight loss if you’re facing what I like to call the Last Ten Pounds. This final bit of weight that you’d like to take off—whether it’s actually ten pounds or twelve, seven, or five—can prove to be more stubborn than the weight you lost in the beginning stages of your journey. It was for me! Now, are these pounds the difference between health and chronic disease? For most people, no.

But I get it—you’ve completely overhauled how you’re nourishing yourself, you’ve most likely transformed your health, and you finally love the way you look and feel, only to hit a wall when it comes to achieving your goals. Frustrating, to say the least! So, while we may call this “vanity weight”—a goal designed more for getting into that swimsuit/dress/pair of skinny jeans than for overall health—I understand that it doesn’t make it any less important to you. And because of that, it’s important to me.

So long as that goal weight is a healthy one that will support all your body’s functions and allow you to live your life to the fullest—something that you need to discuss with your doctor—and so long as you go about losing that weight in a slow, steady way by eating foods that sustain and nourish you, then I’m all in.



The tools you’ll find in this book are available for you at any point in your weight-loss journey—from the first ten pounds to the last, and beyond. They’re here to offer clarity and reassurance if you’ve ever felt overwhelmed, anxious, or frustrated by this process. They’re here for you whenever you feel like you want to get back to basics and fine-tune your approach to nutrition. Ultimately, this book is your go-to resource for getting the results you deserve after all your hard work, whether it’s jump-starting the journey or beating the plateau. I’ll give you everything you need to know, in addition to plenty of delicious recipes that will deliver the most food for your calories, with lots of flavor and variety. I’m going to show you how change—and maintenance of that change—is possible with a healthy, plant-based diet and regular low-impact exercise.

No matter how long you’ve been stuck or yo-yoing, or however many solutions you’ve tried in the past, I guarantee you that I’ve got answers. And together, we’re finally going to cross that finish line at the end of your weight-loss journey—and keep you on track for a happy, healthy future!
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Regardless of whether you’re transitioning from a lifetime of eating the Standard American Diet and foods that are high in fat and sugar, or you have a history of struggling with emotional eating, or you’ve never been able to establish an approach to eating that leads to long-term weight loss, I assure you that you don’t have to count a single calorie to be successful.
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CHAPTER 1 The Numbers Game





Believe me, I know the frustration—one minute you’re cruising along and watching the weight melt off or feeling confident with the new maintenance weight that you and your doctor agree is best for your health, and the next minute you’re completely stuck in a rut. That’s usually when your mind starts running wild, thinking about all the factors that must be at play—Is it my age, a medical issue, my exercise, the [fill in the blank] I eat for breakfast every day? Breaking free from this standstill isn’t complicated. It all goes back to Weight Loss 101.


Energy Balance

Let me introduce you to a concept called “energy balance.” Energy balance refers to the number of calories your body requires to maintain its current weight. For example, if my body requires 2,000 calories a day to maintain its weight, and I see that my weight hasn’t changed, that means that I’m breaking even—I take in and expend those 2,000 calories. This is known as being in energy balance.

Losing weight is a result of eating fewer calories than the daily amount needed to maintain weight. Gaining weight is a result of eating more.

It’s simply a numbers game—if you eat fewer calories than your body needs to maintain its weight, you lose weight. Now, I know what you’re thinking right now:


	There’s no way I’m eating too much.

	I eat perfectly and never have any treats.

	I work out like crazy.

	It must be my thyroid/age/menopause.



I’ve heard it all, and I’ve helped thousands of people with each of these circumstances reach their goals. All these individuals have been different ages, weights, nationalities, and ethnicities, and they’ve all had different medical issues. I was a hypothyroid patient at the beginning of my weight-loss journey. And while there are definitely some physiological factors that can play a role in not being able to lose weight easily, I’m here to encourage you to embrace the idea that, most likely, there is nothing sneaky going on here. It’s simply the numbers.



Plant-Based Diets Create a Calorie Deficit

When you’re just beginning your weight-loss journey or have a lot of weight to lose, creating a calorie deficit can be pretty straightforward—meaning it’s easier to consume fewer calories than your body needs, especially if you switch to eating wholesome, plant-based foods that are full of water, fiber, bulk, and nutrients that keep you feeling satisfied all day long: foods such as broccoli, zucchini, melons, apples, berries, potatoes, and whole grains such as oats, rice, and quinoa. These foods also happen to be dramatically lower in calories than animal-based foods, which is why you’re able to eat more food than ever before yet still lose weight.

But when you get closer to your body’s ideal weight—meaning a weight that’s within the ideal range your doctor determines based on your age, sex, height, and ethnicity—it can be trickier to consistently create a calorie deficit. That’s because by losing weight, you’ve narrowed the gap between the calories you’re taking in and the calorie deficit needed to support weight loss. So even if you’re doing everything “right”—you’re eating a low-fat diet full of a variety of fruits and vegetables and getting plenty of regular exercise—your body has settled into a new energy balance with the number of calories you’re currently eating. And when that happens, the window for creating a calorie deficit without inducing drastic hunger becomes smaller.

But here’s the good news: When you’re consistently eating foods that contain 650 calories per pound or fewer (i.e., most plant-based foods and no animal products; see page 12 for a list), as well as following my plate-building method (page 15), you will naturally create a deficit that puts your body in a healthy energy balance. (And without requiring intense physical activity, too—but more on that in a bit.) Regardless of whether you’re transitioning from a lifetime of eating the Standard American Diet and foods that are high in fat and sugar, or you have a history of struggling with emotional eating, or you’ve never been able to establish an approach to eating that leads to long-term weight loss, I assure you that if you eat the foods on page 12 without counting a single calorie, you will be successful.

When you’re eating a low-fat, whole-food, plant-based diet, your appetite will naturally help you consume the number of calories you need to reach and sustain a healthy weight. That’s because the amount of low-fat, plant-based foods you need to eat






	1 John A. McDougall, MD, The McDougall Program for Maximum Weight Loss (New York: Penguin, 1995), 81–84.
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