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introduction

THOUGH THIS BOOK includes a plan for eating pegan for 28 days, you shouldn’t think of it as a fad, cleanse or any other short-term solution. Instead, think of it as the best way for you to reset your body and jump into the exciting world of pegan eating. According to its creator Dr. Mark Hyman, pegan, or paleo-vegan, is a diet you should embrace for the rest of your life. This extremely flexible plan combines the best parts of vegan and paleo diets, helping people live healthier, more satisfying lives. So what are you waiting for? It’s time to start eating pegan and start feeling good, inside and out.
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What Is the Pegan Diet?

Part paleo, part vegan, the pegan diet isn’t simply a combination of these two diametrically opposed dietary programs.

At first glance, it seems the paleo diet, which involves eating high-quality meats, eggs and animal fats, and the vegan diet, which avoids anything remotely derived from animals, are incompatible.

The term, pegan, was coined by Dr. Mark Hyman in a blog post on his website that was published November 7, 2014. The director of the Cleveland Clinic Center for Functional Medicine claimed that his inspiration for combining aspects of paleo with the vegan diet came from research that demonstrates both can have health-promoting qualities.

Both paleo and vegan are known for promoting natural weight loss, lowering cholesterol and reversing diabetes. But with both approaches so fundamentally different, which one is the right one? Hyman suggests you can be both.

Hyman said in his original pegan blog post: “I vote for being a pegan or paleo-vegan, which is what I have chosen for myself and recommend for most of my patients. Keep in mind that most of us need to personalize the approach depending on our health conditions, preferences and needs.”

PRINCIPLES OF THE PEGAN DIET

When people hear that the pegan diet is part paleo and part vegan, they often assume it simply combines what the two diets have in common. Yet the only overlapping foods between the two are fruits, vegetables, nuts and seeds—a hunger-inducing diet, for sure.

Instead, Hyman says the overarching principle in common between paleo and being a healthy vegan is the primary focus on “real, whole, fresh food that is sustainably raised.”
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The principles that both diets agree on, and that Hyman outlined in his original pegan post, are:

• Plenty of vegetables and fruits

• Low glycemic load (very low sugar, flour and refined carbohydrates)

• Organic, local and fresh foods that are low in pesticides, antibiotics, hormones and GMOs

• Adequate protein intake

• Foods free from chemicals, additives, dyes, preservatives, MSG and artificial sweeteners

• Higher intake of good-quality omega-3 fats

For the purposes of pairing paleo with vegan, it is additionally important to focus on sustainably raised animal products, such as those that are wild-caught, free-range and grass-fed. Fish should be those that are low in mercury and toxins, such as sardines, herring, mackerel and anchovies. Tuna, swordfish and Chilean sea bass should be avoided because of their higher mercury levels.

While most paleo and vegan eaters can come together on the previous recommendations, some aspects of the pegan diet will confuse or frustrate eaters from both camps. In these cases, Hyman backs up his recommendations with research.

WHAT YOU CAN EAT ON A PEGAN DIET

A pegan diet is far from calorie-restricted and focuses on nourishing the body. It is not meant to be a starvation diet and offers a wide range of personalization to address individual needs.

Pegan eaters can expect to consume the following:

FISH

Seafood is rich in omega-3 fatty acids that fight inflammation in the body and promote overall wellness. The modern American diet is overloaded in omega-6 fats, typically from nuts, seeds and vegetable oils. Increasing seafood intake is essential to balance the ratio.

Mercury in fish is a serious concern, however. All seafood does not offer the same benefits. For pegan purposes, choose low-mercury fish like salmon, mackerel, sardines and anchovies. Always ensure fish is wild-caught and not farm-raised.

Dr. Hyman notes omega-3 fats are still essential, so if you don’t eat seafood, supplement with high-quality EPA and DHA from fish oil. If you don’t eat fish for moral reasons, you can still get the omega-3s you need from algae.

EGGS

An excellent source of folate, protein and even 10 percent daily value of vitamin D, eggs are a nutrient-packed food. Cholesterol was long blamed as the cause of heart disease, but modern research proves otherwise. Eggs are a great food to eat on a pegan diet for those who can digest them. Some with autoimmune issues or egg allergies will want to avoid eggs.

MEAT

While meat is certainly allowed on a pegan diet, not all meat is healthy or compatible. Beef from feedlot operations is pumped full of hormones, antibiotics and other chemicals that lead to overall reduced quality of food products.

When choosing meat on a pegan diet, it should be sourced from farms where meat is treated ethically, primarily grass-fed and allowed to roam free. Chickens should be pastured. Eating sustainably sourced meat isn’t only about the health benefits either. It also supports better environmental health.

Hyman notes that some research shows meat increases the risk of heart disease and death rates, while other research shows the opposite. Hyman believes the overall evidence leads to meat not being linked to death or heart attacks. Perhaps the most important shift in thinking regarding the paleo diet versus the pegan diet is that on the pegan plan, meat should be viewed as a side dish as opposed to the main course.

VEGETABLES AND FRUIT

Both paleo and vegan diets encourage plenty of fresh, organic and, when possible, locally sourced produce. While paleo tends to encourage lower glycemic fruits like berries, technically any fruits and veggies are game for pegan. If you have diabetes, consider sticking to low-glycemic options and ensuring vegetable intake is higher.

Dried fruits are often considered fruit, but for pegan, paleo or vegan, they are a gray area since they are substantially higher in sugar. Consume them rarely and in extreme moderation, first opting for fresh fruits instead.

Many dieters also want to know about juicing, but since this removes the fiber and roughage from produce, it’s best to eat fruits and vegetables whole or in smoothies and not juiced. Juicing can also produce a high-sugar product, even though it’s fresh.

Processed fruit and vegetable juice contains preservatives and other ingredients that make it a far cry from fresh produce, so avoid these on a pegan diet.

Overall, Hyman says 75 percent of the plate for pegan meals should be low-glycemic fruits and vegetables.

NUTS AND SEEDS

Nuts and seeds are a staple of many vegan diets and are commonly found on paleo diets as well. Ranging from minerals to fiber to protein, nuts and seeds have many nutritional benefits.

One downside, though, is that they contain phytates and antinutrients, which can make them difficult to digest for some, especially when eaten in large quantities. Soaking or sprouting nuts and seeds can help to improve digestibility and nutrient content.

Nuts and seeds also contain more omega-6 fatty acids than omega-3s, so it’s important to eat them in moderation and in balance with omega-3 fatty foods.

They’re allowed on a pegan diet, but should be a small portion or side and should take a back seat to vegetables and fruits.

GRAINS

While paleo is a grain-free diet, the pegan diet allows moderate amounts of certain grains. It does, however, strictly avoid gluten. According to Hyman, gluten “creates inflammation, autoimmunity and digestive disorders” for millions of Americans. He says gluten is even linked with obesity.

Pegan allows certain grains but always recommends small portions of ½ cup or less per meal. Low-glycemic grains are preferred, such as black rice and quinoa.

Hyman recommends a grain-free pegan diet for those who have diabetes and autoimmune disease.

BEANS AND LEGUMES

A primary source of protein and fiber for vegan diets, beans are completely avoided on paleo diets because they contain antinutrients that make them hard to digest and interfere with nutrient absorption. So which view is right?
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Hyman notes that beans are problematic for those who get digestive symptoms when they eat them or for diabetics, for whom beans can spike blood sugar levels. He recommends up to 1 cup of beans per day for those who are not sensitive or diabetic.

FATS AND OILS

Hyman stresses the importance of the right types of fats on a pegan diet. In addition to seafood and grass-fed meats, he encourages avoiding vegetable oils like canola, corn, soybean and sunflower, opting instead for coconut oil, olive oil, avocado oil and saturated fats from grass-fed animal products, like ghee and butter.

SUPPLEMENTS

While it’s always wise to check with your doctor before starting any supplements, Hyman notes that two nutrients might be especially important for supplementation on a pegan diet. These include vitamin D3 and vitamin B12 (for those who eat mostly vegan).

D3 is not found in an abundance of food sources, and without regular sunscreen-free exposure to the sun, it is difficult to obtain enough vitamin D from food alone. Vitamin D is needed for a healthy brain, normal immunity and thyroid health.

B12 is found in plenty of animal products, but those who don’t eat meat or eat it infrequently might be low on this vital nutrient that supports the nervous system, muscular health and healthy red blood cells.

DAIRY ON A PEGAN DIET?

Neither the paleo diet nor vegan diets use dairy products. Hyman notes that most adults cannot tolerate cow’s milk and that it can contribute to obesity, diabetes, heart disease, cancer and more.

In his original blog post for the pegan diet, Hyman counsels avoiding dairy from cows but recommends trying sheep or goat milk products for an occasional treat. These products should always be organic.

For those who cannot digest even these forms of milk, it’s easy to swap them for plant-based milk, like almond, cashew, hemp, coconut or oat milk. In most recipes these kinds of milk swap one-for-one, although the different thickness or taste may alter the recipe slightly.

HOW PEGAN IS DIFFERENT FROM OTHER POPULAR DIETS

The pegan diet is one of the newer dietary trends to rise in popularity. Here’s how it stacks up against other recently popular food plans.

PALEO

The paleo diet focuses on high-quality animal products like meat, seafood and eggs, along with fats, vegetables, fruits, nuts and seeds. Paleo avoids all grains, dairy, legumes, refined sugar and processed foods. Since pegan is partly derived from paleo, there are many similarities, with key differences being that pegan allows certain grains, beans, legumes and limited dairy.

VEGAN

The other component that inspired the creation of pegan, a vegan diet avoids all animal products or anything that has a mother. It focuses on plant-based food products entirely, even avoiding anything made with animal-based derivatives. The pegan diet aims to choose sustainably sourced food that is mindful of the environment, much like veganism, but does allow meat and other animal products in moderation. Both vegan and pegan stress the importance of vegetables and fruit.

VEGETARIAN

Less strict than vegan, there are several variations of vegetarianism. Some allow fish and eggs, whereas others allow dairy. Vegetarian eaters may find a lot in common with pegan eating principles, including the meat and animal products in moderate amounts.

KETO

An extreme high-fat, low-carb diet, keto focuses on mostly fat, moderate protein and very little carbohydrates. By nature, keto is lower in vegetables and fruit because both contain carbs, and is significantly higher in fats and meat than the pegan diet. While it is possible to be paleo-keto, it is much harder to follow a pegan diet while eating keto because it would be difficult to make the plate 75 percent vegetables and fruit.

DASH

The DASH diet stands for Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension and is often used when cholesterol is high, heart disease risk is increased or diabetes is present. DASH focuses on significantly lower sodium levels than the standard American diet and includes plenty of vegetables, fruits, whole grains and low-fat dairy. DASH encourages up to six to eight servings of grains daily. It also stresses only lean meats, poultry and fish, and limiting fats and oils to two servings per day. DASH and pegan stand opposite on some important factors. Pegan encourages grains in moderation, while DASH pushes grains as the primary food group. DASH counts sodium and urges low-fat dairy, while pegan disregards sodium as a factor when processed foods are eliminated. Pegan discourages cow’s milk dairy products altogether.

MEDITERRANEAN DIET

The Mediterranean diet also focuses on heart health and has a few similar principles to the pegan diet. Both encourage higher amounts of vegetables, using olive oil and eating seafood regularly. From there, however, they differ. Mediterranean promotes vegetable oils, reduced sodium, higher intake of whole grains and strictly limiting red meat to just a few times per month. The pegan diet focuses on oils other than those that are vegetable-based and limited whole grains. While neither stresses that meat should be the most-consumed food, pegan prefers quality meat in moderation, whereas the Mediterranean diet specifically decreases red meat intake.

BOTTOM LINE

Overall, the pegan diet is based on well-founded principles that promote food quality with a generous intake of vegetables and omega-3 fatty acids. Within the confines of pegan, there is plenty of room for customizing parameters to account for individual health needs.

Ever since Dr. Hyman coined the term in 2014 it has grown into a popular eating plan that strikes a happy medium between the paleo diet and the vegan diet. In the next chapter, we will elaborate on the health benefits of eating a pegan diet and how it can improve specific health markers.
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