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Most of us understand that what we eat everyday has a tremendous impact on the overall health of our bodies. However, it may be challenging to identify what food choice modifications should take place in your diet. Here are a few easy tips to ensure your diet has you feeling great at the end of the day! 

1. Eat plenty of high-fiber foods. Fiber is best known for its ability to prevent or relieve constipation, but fiber can also lower your risk of diabetes and heart disease too! Fiber isn’t digested like other nutrients in our bodies. Instead, fiber passes through the body almost completely unchanged. This allows the insoluble fiber to aid in the movement of “debris” throughout the body, and the soluble fiber to bind with cholesterol and help lower blood glucose levels. Another bonus to a high-fiber diet is that high-fiber foods are relatively low in calories and can help you feel full for longer- great for those of us wanting to shed a pound or two! So, how much fiber do you need? American heart association recommends 20-35 g/day. Some foods that are good choices for increasing your fiber are: Grains and whole-grain products, Fruits, Vegetables, Beans, Peas and other legumes, Nuts, and Seeds. Remember, when you increase the fiber in your diet, drink plenty of water to prevent constipation. 

2. Make sure to include green, red, yellow, blue, and purple fruits and vegetables. The antioxidants and other nutrients in these brightly colored foods may help protect against developing certain types of cancers and delay normal aging speed. Ultimately, antioxidants aid our bodies by fighting with the cell-damaging free radicals. With these free radicals out of the way, our bodies are able to remain younger and healthier. American dietetic association recommends to eat five or more servings of fruits and vegetables a day and remember the rainbow when choosing. Green- broccoli, spinach, celery; Yellow- carrots, cantaloupe, citrus fruits; Red- apples, tomato strawberries; Purple- egg plant, cabbage, grape; and Blue- blueberry, plum, raspberry.    

3. Limit your intake of sugary foods, and refined carbohydrate such as cakes, and salty snack foods. Carbohydrates are essential to provide our bodies with enough energy to carry out everyday tasks, but it is important to be aware of the two different types of carbohydrates: Complex Carbohydrates and Simple Carbohydrates. Complex Carbohydrates are known as starch and fiber. These carbohydrates take longer for the body to break down therefore causing a slower release of glucose into the bloodstream. This slower release of glucose helps us feel full longer and feel better. You can find complex carbohydrates in whole grain breads, oatmeal, legumes, brown rice and whole wheat pastas. Simple carbohydrates are found in fruits, candies, sugary beverages, and many baked good such as cookies and cakes.  Simple carbohydrates are digested quickly and can cause what is known as a “sugar rush”. This can be dangerous for individuals who have medical problems such as diabetes and insulin resistance. Once your body comes down from the sugar rush, it can leave you feeling hungry again and somewhat sluggish. Sugar, our No.1 additive, is added to a vast array of foods. Just one daily 12-ounce can of soda (160 calories) can add up to 16 pounds over the course of a year. So remember to choose complex carbohydrates over simple carbohydrates. 
4. Cut down on animal fat. Animal fats are rich in saturated fat, which boosts blood cholesterol levels and has other adverse health effects. Choose lean meats, skinless poultry, and nonfat or low-fat dairy products. Consider planning one or two meatless nights a week. This means, get your protein from plant based sources such as tofu, black-eyed peas, navy beans, black beans, kidney beans, nuts, and other soy based “meats”. These plant based proteins are filled with mono and poly-unsaturated fats which are also known as your “good” fats. Note: Fats should not exceed more than 30% of daily calories in the diet.  

5. Eat more fish and nuts. Fish and nuts contain healthy unsaturated fats known as Omega-3 fatty acids. This healthy fat has been linked to lowering risk of cardiovascular disease. In addition to Omega-3, nuts provide fiber, riboflavin, magnesium, iron, calcium and vitamin E, a natural antioxidant to our diet. Tip: Substitute olive or canola oil for butter or stick margarine to incorporate more unsaturated fats and less saturated fat in your diet.  

6. Keep portion size moderate, especially of high-calorie foods. In recent years serving sizes have ballooned, particularly in restaurants and it has become increasingly difficult to know how many calories are in each dish. Here are a few ways to make dining out a little easier. Look at the menu on-line before you go to the restaurant. Most chain restaurants will have nutrition facts about their dishes listed on their website. Choose a starter instead of an entrée or split a dish with a friend. Ask for a To-Go box when your food arrives at the table and box half before you begin eating, and don’t order super-sized anything. Think about your meals in terms of calories. If you need 1800 calories all day, it means you should not exceed 600 calories in one meal (read your nutrition labels!).   

7. Keep your cholesterol intake below 300 milligrams per day. Cholesterol is found only in animal products, such as meats, poultry, dairy products, and egg yolks. Think of it this way, if the food comes from an animal that has a liver, the food will contain cholesterol. A Burger King Double Whopper contains 160mgof cholesterol, a T-bone steak- broiled has 71mg cholesterol, and 2% Milk has 20mg cholesterol. Cholesterol is needed to make estrogen, testosterone, vitamin D, and other vital compounds for the body. Nevertheless, the blood can have too much cholesterol in it. When the LDL or “bad’ cholesterol builds up, plaque can develop in the arteries and limit blood flow to the brain and heart. This can result in a heart attack or stroke.   

8. Eat a variety of foods. Don't try to fill your nutrient requirements by eating the same foods day in, and day out. Eating a wide assortment of foods helps to ensure that you will get all the necessary nutrients. If you find it difficult to think of new recipes or food ideas, go to your computer and search “chicken recipes” or “fruit desserts” and let someone else do the thinking for you.    

9. Maintain an adequate calcium intake. Calcium is essential for muscles, function of the nervous system, and strong bones and teeth. If your body does not receive the calcium it needs through the diet, it pulls the needed calcium from your bones increasing your risk of bone disease. The most commonly known source of calcium is cow’s milk, but with between 30 to 50 million Americans lactose intolerant it is important to understand what other foods are good sources of calcium. Calcium can be found in dark green leafy vegetables, canned salmon or sardines, soy milk, rice milk, and almond milk.   

10. Try to get your vitamins and minerals from foods, not from supplements. Supplements cannot substitute for a healthy diet no matter how diligent you are at taking them. Whole foods supply nutrients and live enzymes that the body can not thrive without. This means for ultimate health we should eat as well as we can everyday!   

11. Maintain a desirable weight. Balance energy (calorie) intake with energy output. Exercise and other physical activity are essential. Every one of us has what is known as a Basal Metabolic Rate (BMR). The BMR is the number of calories the body burns while resting/sleeping. This minimum number of calories your body needs is then modified to fit the amount of activity or exercise you do every day. So, the amount of calories you take in must be equal to the amount of calories you expend each day to maintain your desirable body weight. One good indication that you may be eating more calories than you are expending each day is that your clothes may become tighter. If you are beginning to notice this happening to you, take action now (don’t do go buy new clothes)! The best way to begin is by keeping a food journal to help you identify what high calorie foods you may be consuming. Once you have identified where your pitfalls are, you can begin substituting healthier foods for these items. If you find yourself at a less than desirable weight, it is appropriate to reduce the number of calories you need by 500 calories per day to average a safe weight loss of 1-2 lbs per week. Losing weight at this safe rate will help you keep the weight off for good and maintain your desired weight.  

12. If you drink alcohol, do so in moderation. Moderation means one drink a day for women, two a day for men. A drink is defined as 12 ounces of beer, 4 ounces of wine, or 1.5 ounces of 80-proof spirits. Alcoholic beverages can add many calories to your diet without supplying nutrients. It is safe to say each alcoholic beverage consumed has at least 100 calories per drink. If you begin mixing liquors with sodas or juices or cocktail mix, the calorie count jumps to 200 or more calories per drink. So if you go out thinking you will only have a few drinks (3-4) that can account for a meal! Be aware of the calories in your favorite beverages and the increased risk of disease with alcohol consumption.   

13. Desserts. Following these basic steps doesn't mean that you have to give up your favorite foods. As long as your overall diet is balanced and rich in nutrients and fiber, there is nothing wrong with an occasional piece of cake. Just be sure to limit how frequently you eat such foods, and try to eat small portions of them. A healthy diet doesn't have to mean eating foods that are bland or unappealing.. A few low calorie dessert ideas include mixed berries(or other fruits) topped with low fat or fat free whipped topping, angel food cake with a side of strawberries, greek yogurt with orange slices and mint, sorbets, and fat-free puddings. Remember the key is moderation. Limit yourself to about ½ cup dessert and eat it slowly to really enjoy your treat!  

Implementing these nutrition principles can be done, but it might take a little time. Select one or two tips each week to work on and you will be well on your way to being a healthier you! 

