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Advance praise for ManFood

‘This is just what the doctor ordered – Ian Marber has written the book every middle-aged man who wants to look after their health should read. It’s the perfect antidote to the myths and misunderstandings that surround diet and health these days and gives men sound, evidence-based advice and tips. An excellent and much-needed book.’

Dr Max Pemberton, journalist and author, www.maxpemberton.com

‘Finally, a book that tackles what men should be eating and how they can improve their health through food! For years the focus has been on everyone else. Now Ian has taken all that we know to be sensible and valuable about our nutrition and tailor-made it for men and their specific health problems. Men of all ages will find this book incredibly beneficial.’

Dr Ellie Cannon, NHS doctor and resident GP for the Mail on Sunday, www.drellie.co.uk

‘There is an abundance of books on diet and nutrition available, each claiming to provide the ultimate panacea diet or promote the next health-food fad. ManFood differs in several important ways. It provides a logical and common-sense approach to the physiology of nutrition and the impact of our diets on our health. And, crucially, ManFood dispels the many myths behind supplements promoted as beneficial for men, by examining the scientific evidence for these claims. All aspects of men’s health are covered, from the role of testosterone, through heart and gut health, to managing sensible and simple dietary changes and meal plans. ManFood is a book that finally gives men an authoritative text on evidence-based food claims, on how to eat healthily without gimmicks, and, most importantly, all expressed in the context of men’s well-being.’

Dr Jeff Foster, BSc MBCHb MRCGP DRCOG and GP with an interest in men’s health, www.drjefffoster.co.uk
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Important Note

This book is not intended as a substitute for medical advice or treatment. Any person with a condition requiring medical advice should consult a qualified medical practitioner or suitable therapist.
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INTRODUCTION

What is ManFood?

I qualified as a nutritional therapist in 1999 and have been lucky enough to enjoy a fascinating and varied career ever since. I have written several books and worked on television and radio, but the most enjoyable aspect of my job is conducting consultations. I have conducted some 6000 consultations. However, of those 6000 clients, only 400 or 500 were men. Given that I was one of the few male practitioners at the time, you might think that I should have seen more. Indeed, I often used to wonder, ‘Where are all the men?’

It’s much the same story on the radio phone-ins that I’ve been doing for the last fifteen years. About 90 per cent of the callers are women, while the few men who do phone the station tend to be young and ask questions about protein supplements and how to build muscle. Older men are much more likely to have health issues, so why aren’t they calling?

In 2012, the University of Huddersfield conducted a study in which researchers created two diets. The first comprised burger and chips for lunch, followed by pizza and beer for dinner. The second was pasta salad and fruit at lunchtime, followed by rice with vegetables and a glass of wine in the evening. The 200 participants – who were more or less equally divided between the sexes – were asked to judge each diet for its perceived ‘masculine’ or ‘feminine’ properties. Regardless of sex, the second diet was judged ‘significantly more feminine’ than the first, and the men who opted for it were considered more feminine, too. The researchers concluded that such gender stereotypes may ‘hinder attempts to improve men’s diets if dietary recommendations are perceived as “markers of emasculation”’. I was amazed by this. Could it be true that men are not looking after themselves or making important dietary changes simply because they are worried about being perceived as effeminate? Could this prejudice also explain why they are not taking advantage of the health resources that are available to them? And is this a problem that afflicts just young men who feel strong pressure to assert their masculinity, or do older men suffer from it, too?

In attempting to answer these questions, first we need to consider men and their health. What comes to mind when you think of a healthy twenty-something? Are you picturing a shirtless, bronzed model with a well-defined six-pack on the cover of a men’s health magazine? Perhaps you are imagining an elite sportsman, a famous personal trainer or a vigorous action movie star? It’s increasingly common for health and fitness to be conflated, so it would be quite normal to think that muscle definition and fitness are the only manifestations of good health.

Now, though, let’s try to do the same for a man from the next generation up – in his mid-forties or older. What comes to mind this time? It’s not quite as easy to conjure up an appropriate healthy image, is it? A handful of action movie stars might still just about fit the bill, albeit with rather more wrinkles, but middle-aged male models tend to sport cardigans, as well as shirts, and most of the sportsmen have long since retired. By and large, older men are synonymous with pensions, Viagra and maybe the occasional round of golf, not health and fitness.

It’s understandable that the media uses images of young people to represent good health – green juices and yoga pants for women, rippling biceps and abs for men – but this means that the older generations are often overlooked. And this is especially true for older men. While countless magazines and websites offer good health advice to women of all ages, men usually have to make do with articles about cars, sports and fitness (as opposed to health). Moreover, if a men’s magazine does carry a health and well-being feature, it will generally be about the latest fashionable workout programme or popular diet, rather than something that will have long-term benefits.

In part, the magazines are merely reflecting their readers’ interests, because men are notoriously reluctant to give serious consideration to their own health. For instance, in 2013, one survey found that British men who are not on medication are 32 per cent less likely than women to consult a medical professional if they suspect they have a problem. Two years later, another study reported that, while men feel the same emotions as women (of course we do!), we are loath to discuss them, especially with relative strangers, such as GPs. As a result, women are twice as likely as men to attend regular medical check-ups, and they are also far more inclined to take prescribed medication as directed. By contrast, a large proportion of men simply don’t bother, even if they are suffering from a debilitating condition.

Similarly, women are more likely to avoid high-fat foods, eat more fibre and limit their intake of salt. They also eat less red meat and take fewer risks in terms of consuming undercooked food. To some extent, this may be explained by the fact that the diet industry focuses almost exclusively on women, so they have easy access to plenty of good information and sound advice on nutrition. Once again, though, men’s apparent lack of interest in their own health is a major factor, too.

So, what’s going on? Why are we failing to look after ourselves?

Take a moment to consider that prostate cancer has recently overtaken breast cancer to become the third-largest cancer killer in the UK (behind lung and bowel cancer). Deaths from breast cancer have thankfully been falling consistently since 1999, yet in the UK one man now dies every forty-five minutes from prostate cancer. There are several possible explanations for this, not least the fact that there has been far more research into the treatment of breast cancer than prostate cancer: literally twice as many scientific papers have been published on the former than the latter. We can only hope that more investment will start to address this imbalance, but men’s behaviour and attitudes to their own well-being surely have a role to play, too. Prostate cancer can often be treated effectively, but only if it is detected at an early stage, so men’s reluctance to attend regular check-ups is a significant problem. And the same is true of their indifference towards nutrition.

Research suggests that eating foods that are rich in carotenoids – which are found in brightly coloured fruits and vegetables – may reduce the incidence of prostate markers that are implicated in the formation of cancer. Similarly, sulforaphane, a chemical that occurs in cruciferous vegetables, along with green tea, a number of minerals, a healthy intake of fibre and omega 3 fats may also help to stack the odds against cancer. But how many men have even heard of these crucial compounds, let alone changed their diet to incorporate more of them?

Diet is also an important factor in the development of conditions such as heart disease and colon cancer, both of which are more prevalent in men than women. In addition, making smart dietary choices can help us increase our energy levels, offset stress, improve sleep, lose weight and regulate our hormone levels – all of which have major impacts on how we feel in ourselves. Yet, when we think about what men eat, our minds inevitably turn to boozy pub lunches, full English breakfasts, barbecues and takeaways. We really need to get away from these stereotypes as they aren’t helping us.

Packaging and presentation might have a role to play here. A recent Canadian study reported that food packaging with clearly visible health cues (such as ‘low fat’, ‘sugar free’, ‘rich in fibre’) appeal to women, whereas men actively avoid them and gravitate towards foods that make no health claims. This may be linked to the cultivation of a certain type of masculinity among Britain’s older males. For instance, I was born in 1963, and I was raised to view any sort of self-regard as a mild failing, and certainly something that ‘real men’ never considered.

Of course, this is a crazy, archaic attitude. We need to step up and take more control of our health and well-being. I have written this book to help us do just that.

ManFood is a food plan that ticks all of the boxes that relate to men who are no longer in the first flush of youth but still want to live healthy, active lives. It includes a variety of foods selected for their nutritional value and proven ability to reduce the risk of a number of serious health conditions. You’ll find no gender stereotypes here, just plain-speaking, practical nutritional advice and guidance on how to eat well and enjoy all of the benefits that doing so provides.

And don’t worry, while the ManFood plan is fantastic for your health, it’s great for your taste buds, too. You won’t find any recipes for kale smoothies in the pages that follow. Just dozens of great ideas that will help you live life to the full.
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