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To mum and dad – the best and worst food swappers I know.
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Introduction

THERE WAS NO SINGLE REASON why I began to ‘food swap’, no eureka moment that prompted me to immediately reevaluate what I was eating and feeding my family. In retrospect, it was probably a gradual gnawing away at my conscience, a realisation that the food we eat has become over-complicated to the point of mass confusion, that led to this book. There are many occasions when I can recall food discussions with other mothers at the school gates that had triggered alarm bells to ring in my head. Or times when I have heard or read about food industry or dietary absurdities that have left me bewildered.

My overriding hunch has always been that eating for good health should be simple and straightforward, that we can all achieve good nutritional habits if only we can learn to navigate the minefield that our food supply has become. That became the underlying principle of The Food Swap Diet. In the course of my research for the pages that follow, I have scrutinised nutritional profiles of hundreds of foods, consulted leading experts and hopefully unravelled some of the mysteries surrounding the products we put into our shopping trolleys every week. The result is that within each chapter there are numerous suggested food swaps or choices that will help to cut calories, fat and sugar from your diet by replacing a less than favourable food with a nutritionally superior choice.

We live in a world where sugary cereals laced with synthetic vitamins contribute towards a significant chunk of our nutrient intake, where desserts are high in salt, pizzas are loaded with sugar and where a sweetened can of baked beans can count as a vegetable. As the choice of foods available to us have expanded beyond expectation, so too have the lists of scientific-sounding ingredients designed to trick our palates into craving more of them. So confusing has it become that we can be forgiven for not knowing what we are putting into our mouths on a daily basis.

Foods we buy because they look wholesome can be loaded with unimaginably high levels of fat, sugar, salt or additives. Many of the labels we faithfully assume to be providing us with accurate information are at best misleading, at worst in-accurate. All too often, what we eat because we think it is good for us is anything but. Did you know, for example, that the wholesome-looking yoghurt dessert you pick up at lunchtime could contain more fat and calories than a quarterpounder burger? Or that a coffee drink that appears to be low fat might be more calorific than a bowl of trifle topped with fresh cream? A bag of ready-salted crisps probably contains far less salt than your sandwich, and your high-bran breakfast cereal more sugar than a chocolate bar. Even seemingly healthy salads can be a high-fat nightmare in disguise.

By becoming more aware of what you eat it is possible to achieve and maintain a healthy body without having to survive on rocket leaves. Losing weight is not just about keeping tabs on calories, fat and sugar; what I quickly discovered is that by swapping unhealthy options for wiser, more nutritious choices, metabolism can be boosted, hunger satiated and body fat reduced.

For me, food swapping has become a refreshingly straight-forward way of life. I’ve become adept at comparing seemingly similar foods only to discover that one is far friendlier to the waistline than the other. I’ve uncovered the creative and, it has to be said, highly unnatural methods used by manufacturers to mislead and confuse our palates. I know what you should swap and what to drop in order to hit your weight-loss target. And I have come to realise that eating for health and slimness need not entail a torturous existence on mundane and limited foods.

How to use this book

The Food Swap Diet is intended to be as much a reference book as anything else – a manual into which you can dip for guidance when you need it. As such, each chapter can be digested as a stand-alone section with plenty of advice for changing your eating habits for the better. Where relevant, nutritional information is either per ‘typical’ product or the average values of the most widely available products of its kind.

In Chapter 1 I explain why my food swaps work compared to other diets and how they can fit successfully into a busy lifestyle. Chapter 2 delves into the murky world of labelling and steers you towards making healthier food with tips on how to read information on food packaging. I also explain what the different food groups mean and their importance in your overall diet along with how many calories to eat to ensure a steady and healthy weight loss.


Chapters 3 to 9 list the swaps and healthy choices you can make to fill your store-cupboard and fridge and to provide three meals a day as well as snacks and a coffee break. In Chapter 10, the focus is on what to feed your children without falling prey to marketing and labelling cons, and Chapter 11 helps you avoid the high-calorie pitfalls of eating out. Finally, Chapter 12 looks at the numerous drinks available and how you can choose selectivity to avoid adding extra unnecessary calories when trying to keep your fluids balanced.

My hope is that you will dip in and out of the sections as needed and become a proficient food swapper in your own right.

Food swapping is no flash-in-the-pan dietary fad. It is a long-term approach that works, something that won’t lead to gnawing hunger pangs and frustrating binges. It can pave the way to more relaxed and enjoyable eating. And, most importantly, it can enhance your health and enable you to live life to the full, for longer. I hope the food swapping knowledge I have amassed through my research means this approach can enhance your life as it has done mine.

Peta Bee

CHAPTER ONE
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Why food swaps work

THE CONCEPT OF FOOD SWAPPING is not new. For years, dieticians, nutritionists and government healthy-eating advisors have urged us to switch calorie-dense foods for those that are nutrient dense. But many of us have lost our way in the maze of dietary advice we face on a daily basis and no longer know how to choose and buy food to meet our nutritional requirements and the energy needs of our bodies. Day by day, it seems, we are offered different dietary advice. What is good for you one week is billed as an artery-clogger the next; a food that extends your life in one study is found to cut it short in another.

During the last 30 years, diets claiming to offer solutions to weight problems have come and gone. It’s no coincidence, either, that this rise in fashionable diets has occurred during a time when healthy-eating guidelines centred on the now questionable advice to focus on low-fat and high-carbohydrate foods for weight loss. As you will discover later on, many low-fat foods are far from a healthy choice and are laced with sugar, additives and salt instead. Combined with a corresponding slump in activity levels over the last three decades, the result is a level of obesity and weight problems worse than any in history.

While they differ in their delivery of the message, all successful diets have the same underlying formula as their premise: when you eat too much and move about too little, weight gain will occur. Studies suggest that calories really do matter in the battle of the bulge, including several published in the highly regarded New England Journal of Medicine. In one of those investigations, researchers put 811 overweight adults on one of four diets that differed according to their protein, fat and carbohydrate content. By the end of the study, everyone who cut 750 calories from their daily intake, regardless of which diet plan they followed, lost the same amount of weight. Reverse that scenario and the pounds will start to pile back on.

What type of food you eat also plays a hugely important part in determining the long-term success of a diet. Ultimately, though, the downfall of fashionable eating plans is that they are too restrictive, too limiting in the foods they allow and thus they require truck-loads of self-discipline to succeed.

A straightforward way to find success

Where The Food Swap Diet differs from other diets is in its free rein: no food is banned. You lose weight by making educated decisions and informed choices. What matters is that you make wiser and healthier choices each time you eat breakfast or lunch, a snack or a restaurant meal.

Use it regularly and you will learn to consume food that leaves you satiated so that you don’t crave a sugar-burst when energy levels plummet. What’s more, the food choices you make will have health benefits beyond improving your size and shape: swap foods appropriately and your skin and hair will gleam, your body will become adept at warding off bugs and viruses and, in time, you will build resilience to a range of more serious illnesses and conditions that have the potential to kill.

The pages that follow are also packed with tips on how to survive the onslaught of food advertising and messages that contrive to convince you that because a food is labelled as healthy it merits inclusion in your diet. What you will discover is that many seemingly nutritious ready-made foods are anything but and are best avoided in favour of something natural and fresh. This book is designed to help you make straight-forward and informed decisions about what you eat so that you will never need to starve, skip meals or fall into the hunger trap of yo-yo dieting again.

The healthy diet

What is a healthy diet? For years we have been fed the theory that the food we should eat to stay slim and healthy should be low in fat, particularly fats from animal sources such as dairy food, high in carbohydrates and as free as possible from additives and added sugar and salt. A better understanding of nutrition science has, in recent years, thrown some of these long-standing recommendations into question. While it is now accepted that certain dietary rules should be cast in stone – such as, eating a wholesome breakfast (see Chapter 5), staying well hydrated (see Chapter 12), consuming vitamins and minerals in sufficient amounts to support health and, wherever possible, preparing food fresh from natural sources – expert opinion has now shifted when it comes to some aspects of nutritional thinking.

Whereas we were once advised to consume a small ratio of protein to carbohydrate foods to avoid weight gain, research has now confirmed a shift in scientific consensus. What is now known is that not all carbohydrates are equal and that the fact they are often low in fat does not mean they will necessarily help you to lose weight. As you will discover later in this chapter, what matters is the quality of the carbohydrate eaten. Essentially this means you should consume less of the highly refined variety that sends blood sugar levels soaring (causing you to feel hungry again shortly after, and leading to weight gain) and more of the sustaining, wholegrain carbohydrates that have a more healthy effect on blood sugar levels.

Replacing white pasta and bread with wholemeal pasta and bread, and brown rice, and shifting the overall balance from carbohydrate to protein foods such as meat, poultry, fish, eggs, nuts and cheese is now considered by many to offer a long-term solution to weight problems.

It remains crucial not to cut out entire food groups (unless you need to for medical reasons), but the balance on your plate should be weighted towards healthy protein foods, plenty of vegetables and some good-quality carbs. As ever, the greater variety of foods you can consume, the better your chances are of maintaining a high intake of different nutrients. Skipping meals is not an option, but consuming better balanced foods will ensure you don’t fall into the hunger and fatigue trap that is the curse of dieters.


HOW FOOD SWAPS MAKE A DIFFERENCE



Food swapping is an approach that suits all lifestyles, whether you are a busy mum who never has time to prepare meals for herself, a stressed-out office worker who eats on the run or someone who simply feels that they have been losing the battle of the bulge for way too long. In an ideal world, all food would be prepared fresh and from ingredients that are naturally sourced. In reality, many of us rely on more pre-packaged and ready-made foods than we would like. Where food swapping helps is in determining which of the deluge of products available offers the nutritionally superior option. Its biggest appeal is its simplicity, a factor that ensures you will be able to make positive changes that will last for life. Nothing could be more straightforward. Take a look at how it might impact on the typical daily calorie intake of an office worker or busy mum:

Office worker

SWAP [image: image] Blueberry muffin (430 calories)

FOR [image: image] Fruit scone (337 calories)

SWAP [image: image] Medium latte (223 calories)

FOR [image: image] Americano (8 calories)

SWAP [image: image] Chicken Caesar and bacon wrap (617 calories)

FOR [image: image] chicken salad wrap (364 calories)

SWAP [image: image] Chicken korma (820 calories)

FOR [image: image] Chicken jalfrezi (420 calories)

SWAP [image: image] Gin and tonic (213 calories)

FOR [image: image] Pimm’s and lemonade (85 calories)

Daily saving: 1,089 calories

Busy mum

SWAP [image: image] Pain au raisin (432 calories)

FOR [image: image] 2 poached eggs on toast with grilled tomato (249 calories)

SWAP [image: image] Granola bar (397 calories)

FOR [image: image] Palmine biscuit (75 calories)

SWAP [image: image] vanilla iced coffee (340 calories)

FOR [image: image] Iced vanilla latte (255 calories)

SWAP [image: image] Toasted club sandwich (534 calories)

FOR [image: image] Cream cheese and smoked salmon bagel (420 calories)

SWAP [image: image] Chicken and bacon pasta bake (683 calories)

FOR [image: image] Fish pie (399 calories)

Daily saving: 988 calories



Why exercise matters

For most people weight gain is a slow creep of 900g–1.3kg (2–3lb) a year – barely noticeable at first, but gradually enough to see you adjust your belt by several notches before, eventually, you need to go up a size in clothes. There is little doubt that inactivity compounds weight problems. Burn just 30 fewer calories a day by failing to raise yourself out of your chair often enough and you will gain 1.3kg (3lb) in 12 months without even eating more.

That doesn’t necessarily mean you need to join a gym. What’s missing from many of our lives is the sort of incidental activity that we used to take for granted. A lack of walking, household chores, pram-pushing, stair-climbing – indeed, just moving – is having a more profound effect on our waistlines and health than any failure to attend the gym. Indeed, one study found that people who took moderate amounts of this kind of daily activity burnt more calories overall than those who performed short but intense gym sessions at lunchtime or after work. After a tough workout, people typically limit their activity and either go back to their desk or relax for the evening, assuming that they have done enough. The message? Get moving – in any way you can.

Food swapping goes hand in hand with exercise, and the two can fit in easily with your lifestyle, but you also need to know how the food swaps work by understanding how to make healthier choices in the food you buy. I discuss this in the following chapter.
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