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THE
EVERYTHING®
FAMILY NUTRITION 
BOOK 

Dear Reader, 

Are you ready to take charge of your health? Are you ready to unlock the potential of a nutritious diet? Are you ready to be fitand energetic? If so, you are in the right place.

Ever y day I hear about the health problems of our nation. We are overweight and out of shape, and we have more disease and illness than ever before. What’s more, we know that diet is the cure for much of what ails us. The key to living a healthy life is no secret. I bet you already have a general idea of changes you could make to improve your overall well-being. But if, like many, you need someone to put it all together for you, you’re in luck. This book cover s it all, from the ba sic s of nutrition and our diet requirements at every stage of life to delicious recipes and cooking tips to put that knowledge to work for you and your family. Read on to learn about the foods you need and how to incorporate them into an easy, healthy lifestyle designed to maximize nutr ition for health and happines s.

Here’s to your good health!

[image: 10]



Welcome to the EVERYTHING® Series! 

These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

You can choose to read an Everything® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-questions, e-facts, e-alerts, and e-ssentials. We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.

We now have more than 400 Everything® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you’re done reading them all, you can finally say you know Everything®!
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Answers to common questions 
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Important snippets of information 
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Urgent warnings 
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Introduction 

[image: 3]FOOD IS EVERYWHERE . Every street has a restaurant, every event has a concession stand, and every commercial is dripping with cheese. Billboards, newspapers, and the Internet are constantly trying to sell you food. And you want to buy it. But is what’s out there really something you need? Does it do your body any good? Is it making you healthy and strong? And what about the kids? How are they handling being inundated with constant food opportunities? Are they growing up healthy, lean, and fit? If they live in America, there’s a good chance they aren’t.

Poor nutrition is a growing problem in the United States. It’s not that we don’t have enough to eat. It’s that we have too much of the wrong stuff to eat. You probably already know you should lay off the fast food and pick up an apple instead of that doughnut. But have you ever wondered what healthier foods could really do for you?

Did you know that eating the right carbohydrates can give you ongoing energy? Did you know that bright fruits and vegetables can help protect you against cancer? Did you know that eating right at an early age can protect kids from food allergies? Have you noticed that you feel thirsty after drinking soda, tired after eating cake, and hungry after eating bread? The Everything®Family Nutrition Book will shine some light on these subjects and show you exactly what it is you should be eating to help you get the most out of every single day.

Food is fuel. It can be delicious fuel, but it can also be the wrong fuel. Like putting diesel fuel in a gasoline engine, people often choose the wrong food. Without the proper fuel and regular intervals throughout the day, you sputter and stall and will likely need a tuneup, or worse, a complete overhaul. Getting the right fuel is not mysterious, difficult, expensive, or time-consuming. The Everything®Family Nutrition Book will show you exactly what, when, and how much you need to eat to get back on the road to good health.

One of the biggest contributors to our poor national diet is our lifestyle. Our hectic families move in multiple directions simultaneously. We rush through or completely skip meals. Exhausted and starving at the end of the day, we are too tired to cook, and so we hit the drive-through on the way home for a bucket, or we meet the kids at the local pizza joint.

We dine out more than the generations that preceded us; so much so that the restaurant business is booming. Sadly, this means that we have forgotten how to cook. What’s worse, we aren’t teaching our kids to cook. The next generation is coming of age believing that food comes from waiters and cooking is something only TV chefs do.

If we could just get back into the kitchen, cooking our own meals, we could change so much. Not only can it make us healthier, but it will make us happier, too. Spending time in the kitchen doesn’t have to be a chore. It can be a warm family time that everyone looks forward to. It can be a time of culinary creativity and experimentation. The Everything®Family Nutrition Book will remind you how to cook with delicious, interesting, healthful recipes. It shows how to teach your kids to cook, how to build a nutritious family menu, and even how to shop for the best, most healthful products. It truly is everything you need to know to get your family on the road to life-long good health.



Chapter 1 
The Healthy Family 

Healthy families are fortunate, but good health isn’t just about luck. You have much more control over it than you may think. Attention to a healthy lifestyle is the first step. Nutrition and exercise are two elements that are easy to control, and they produce incredible results.




Nutrition and Happiness 

Food is a part of our culture. It’s important in our rituals, our religions, and our celebrations. We mark holidays, deaths, births, weddings, and milestones with food. We eat specific foods at specific times: popcorn at the movies, peanuts at the ball park, cake on our birthday. And in our darkest hours, we comfort ourselves with it. Our days revolve around food. We hold important meetings over lunch, rejuvenate ourselves over a coffee break, and relax with family over dinner. Food brings a lot of joy to our lives.

And food is necessary for life itself. Your body requires it. But just any old food won’t do. The human body is very picky. For the body, food is not a source of joy but a source of fuel. All too often, people eat the wrong fuel, and that’s harmful. Out of balance and lacking in substance, the human body deteriorates, both physically and mentally.

The goal is to get the right kind of fuel to keep yourself and your family running smoothly. A healthy diet meets all nutritional needs. It’s not hard, but it does take forethought. Once you understand a few key elements, food can be both a source of joy and a source of energy.

Here it is in a nutshell: Eat plenty of fresh vegetables, fruits, and whole grains. These foods should make up the bulk of your diet. Choose lean meats and low-fat dairy foods, and avoid excess sugar. Last, but far from least, get plenty of exercise.

Benefits of a Healthy Diet 

Eating well optimizes your body’s ability to perform. It improves physical endurance as well as everyday tasks. Food affects your mental acuity, emotional outlook, personality, and overall sense of well-being. A healthy diet provides energy to function, as well as protection from chronic disease.

Specific Health Benefits 

A healthy diet will minimize your risk of acquiring many of the chronic diseases currently plaguing our nation. Cardiovascular disease, stroke, diabetes, and certain cancers can all be connected in part to poor diets and failure to maintain healthy weight. Good nutrition improves the overall function of all aspects of the human body, from the way your blood flows to your ability to sleep.
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If an average overweight adult loses 10 percent of his weight, he can save as much as $5,000 in health care costs over a lifetime. Employers, too, are beginning to recognize the effects of obesity on health, and many are offering cash incentives to lose weight.

Personal Benefits 

On a personal level, taking control of your health through diet is empowering. And if you are in control of your family’s diet, the undertaking takes on even greater meaning. There is no better gift you can give your family than the gift of a healthy lifestyle. Developing healthy habits gives them an edge that will last a lifetime.

Healthy Variety 

A nutritious diet does not have to be a boring diet. In fact, the healthiest diets are constantly evolving, trying and adding new foods with new combinations of nutrients. Once you have a clear understanding of what your body needs, you’ll find a great deal of pleasure in experimentation and research.

Activity 

A good diet is not enough. A healthy lifestyle also must include regular activity. You need activity to offset the calories you consume. Healthy foods give you the energy to be active, and in return, activity gives you an appetite for healthy food. When done properly, it is a beautiful symbiotic symphony of health.

Finding Your Sport 

They only way to fit exercise into your life on a daily basis is to find something you enjoy. If you dread it, it can’t help you. Joining a gym won’t do you any good if you never go. You need to find what’s right for you.

Finding exercise that fits your life has several components. It needs to fit regularly into your schedule. The skill you need to participate should be attainable, but not too easy. And whatever it is, it should present you with challenges and goals. There are dozens of activities out there that you can do alone or with friends. Don’t limit your options to the equipment at the gym. Look around you. You’ll find teams, clubs, parks, classes, and other people like you, looking for activity.
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Beginning in adolescence, the amount of regular exercise girls get drops by more than 7 percent each year. Boys fare a little better, dropping only about 3 percent a year. You can thank the extra attention given to boys’ sports for the disparity.

The Exercise Bonus 

When you exercise on a regular basis, you quickly notice a boost in overall energy. This windfall is a powerful tool against stress. You sail through workdays more easily, with less fatigue and less tension. You’ll find keeping up with small children less of a challenge, and you’ll discover the drive to complete projects and consider new undertakings.

Your Ideal Weight 

Our country as a whole is overweight. The American lifestyle has evolved into a sedentary pattern, with virtually no physical activity. Most Americans drive to work and sit at computers, then drive home and sit at the television. Kids get driven to school, where they sit all day, until they come home and sit at their desks or at their video games.

Meanwhile, technology improves, and the markets are packed with cheap, good-tasting, high-calorie foods. Coffee shops wait at every corner to help us with a boost of artificial energy and a cookie on the side. The fast food companies are conveniently located in our markets, shopping malls, and airports. They even supply our schools with lunches. It’s no wonder two-thirds of Americans are overweight.

The technology of underdeveloped countries is not at our level, but neither is their rate of obesity. When people from these parts of the world immigrate to the West, their rate of weight gain quickly catches up to ours.
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How did people get so fat in the first place?
The human body was designed to enjoy and consume as much high-calorie food as possible. Humans are built to store extra calories until winter, or a time of famine, in pockets of fat. Unfortunately, human physiology has not compensated for technological advances.

Consequences of Being Overweight 

Overweight people run higher risks for heart disease, high blood pressure, osteoporosis, osteoarthritis, infertility, stroke, diabetes, and numerous forms of cancer. Obesity is about to pass tobacco as the leading cause of preventable death. In 1998 Americans spent nearly $80 billion in obesity-related health care.

Regardless of how your weight compares to a table or chart, you know if you and your family need to pay more attention to nutrition. An ideal weight is one that you can maintain, that allows you to be active, provides energy throughout the day, and lets you sleep at night. What works for some does not necessarily work for all. You are an individual, and it’s your unique lifestyle that determines your overall weight and health.

Where do you and your family fit in to this scenario? Are you active? Are you at a healthy weight? There are specific measurements you can make to determine exactly where you stand (see Chapter 21), but you probably have a pretty good idea already.

Battle of the Bulge 

If you determine that you need to lose weight, there is only one way to do it. You must burn more calories than you consume. There are dozens of diet plans, programs, pills, and shakes vying for your dollar. But you can only lose the pounds by controlling portion sizes, understanding which foods your body needs, and incorporating exercise into your daily routine.

Cutting the calories takes attention, and burning them takes effort. There is no getting around it.

You can lose about a pound a week if you eliminate or burn 500 calories a day. To help you gauge this, an eight-ounce container of low-fat, plain yogurt has about 150 calories. People who run regularly burn about 100 calories per mile. Eat less, exercise more. Sounds simple enough, right?

Diet and Lifestyle 

People’s lifestyles vary, but for the most part, we are all busy. We work longer hours, our kids have more activities, and stay-at-home moms or dads are increasingly rare. Meals are home-cooked less frequently, and fast-food has become the norm. Finding nutritious meals and exercising more seems like just adding one more element to an already overloaded schedule. The secret is that by addressing your lifestyle in these areas, you will improve it.
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How much do Americans spend in restaurants?
In the 1970s Americans spent about one-quarter of their food budgets eating out. In 1999 they were spending nearly half of what they make in restaurants. Imagine how much money could be saved by staying home even half the time!

Eat at Home 

In order to maintain a nutritious lifestyle, the quality of the food consumed and its effect on the body must be the foremost concerns. Eating out is not only expensive, but in many cases it is the least healthy option. Cooking at home is the best way to ensure you and your family are eating right. But if you are already busy, cooking every meal may seem daunting. Planning can help. A weekly menu for meals and snacks will not only help you stay on track with a healthy diet, but it will also save you money. Save restaurants for special occasions.

Pay Attention to How You Eat 

Make sure you and your family are eating for the right reasons. Overeating is easy to do in this day and age, but there are a few general rules you can follow to curb your munching habits.

• Don’t eat while watching TV. When you’re distracted, you lose track of how much you’ve eaten.

• Try not to eat and run. Take time to chew and enjoy the food you eat. You will feel more satisfied with less if you give your stomach time to recognize it is full.

• Eat the proper serving size. Even if you are famished, the proper serving size will satisfy you if you give it twenty minutes.

• Drink water when you’re thirsty. Save sugary drinks like soda for special occasions. A single can of cola has around forty grams of sugar. Other styles of pop, like root beer or orange, have even more. Twelve grams of sugar is equal to about one tablespoon, so you are talking nearly four tablespoons, or a quarter cup per can!

• Keep only healthy snacks in the house. Snacks should be a part of your daily nutrition plan, curbing hunger until the next meal and providing a boost of energy. But the energy they give you should be long lasting. Energy from sugar and caffeine is not only fleeting, but it makes you feel worse when it’s used up. Whole grains, vegetables, and fruits are better choices.

It’s Never Too Late 

The excuses for poor lifestyle choices are endless. “I don’t have time” is the most common, but “I’m too old to change,” or “I am stuck in my ways” are not far behind. Work, school, kids, and finances all vie for attention, and your health takes a back seat. But ironically, stress is alleviated as you begin eating healthfully and increasing activity.

Regardless of your age or your current condition, regular exercise and nutritious meals will increase your energy level. You will become more productive naturally, and you’ll feel great.

Look at your current diet with objective eyes. Is it something you would share with your doctor? Your spouse? Your boss? Or do you think it needs improvement? If so, it’s time to get serious about nutrition.

Understanding what foods you need to eat and why is the first step to overall health. It’s not complicated. The following chapters break it down for you, step-by-step.

Once you have a grasp of the basics, you’ll learn how to shop and cook for optimal nutrition. Even if you’re not much of a cook now, you just might find the prospect of healthy cooking intriguing. Dozens of recipes and cooking tips are waiting to inspire you, along with some advice on getting and staying active.

Getting the Kids on Board 

Teaching nutrition to kids is easy if you start from scratch, but not everyone has that luxury. Most parents tend to raise their kids as they were raised, and unfortunately everyone was not brought up by nutritionists. Interrupting the sugary soda and crunchy salty snack lives of older kids can be challenging.

When children are small and spending most of their time at home, it is easy to provide only natural, healthy foods. But the minute their care goes into the hands of someone else, be it day care, preschool, or Grandma, health-conscious parents need to go into double-overtime nutrition watch. Once refined sugars and flours are introduced to your child, the battle begins. Sweets are powerful things in the world of child care, and their use as reward has lifelong implications. To avoid this scenario, insist on maintaining control over your child’s diet.

If you are already battling the junk food wars, there are ways to turn it around. They may take time, but they do work. Bringing kids into the process of planning, shopping, and cooking is an easy first step.

What’s in It for Them?

Just like adults, kids like to see both sides and weigh the good and the bad. Even with young children, “because I said so” is not always effective. Results are better if they can see an upside to the changes you want them to make.
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More than 60 percent of children eat too much fat. Less than 20 percent get enough vegetables. With an average of two trips to the drive-through each week, it’s no wonder. Even so-called “healthy” fast food choices have hidden fat and sugar in dressings, breads, condiments, sodas, sides, and desserts.

Using outside influences is a great tactic. Find healthy role models for your children. Athletes are the obvious choices, but even TV and movie stars can work if they lead healthy lifestyles. Local coaches, dance instructors, and scout leaders also have healthy role model potential. Take a look at your child’s activities and start pointing out the healthy active people in their lives.

Finally, give them incentive. It could be weight loss, increased strength for soccer, or better chances at cheerleading tryouts. Both kids and adults need incentive to do new, hard things. It may take some time, because unlike adults, a healthy future is not necessarily incentive enough. They do not necessarily see the potential for illness and disease. They are invincible in their own mind, so these goals are less effective. Help them find something tangible to work toward that is health or activity related. It may require finding them a new hobby or sport, but it’s worth the effort. The payoff is a lifelong healthy lifestyle for your child.

Make Them Part of the Process 

Give kids the power of knowledge. Explain the dietary guidelines, and use it to plan a menu together. Make a shopping list, and take them to the market. Teach them to read the labels and compare nutrients. (See Chapters 14, 15, 16, and 17 for more on kids and food.) Give them choices, within parameters, and make them responsible for monitoring their own diets. Most importantly, teach them how to cook. Even very young children can watch and help out in the kitchen and pick up important knowledge and skills.

From time to time you may need to let actions speak louder than words. A tummyache can be a powerful tool. Firsthand experience, including real physical results from poor choices, often work better than any incentive or role model. It will give you both a reference point from which to continue the work of daily nutrition. Even a sugar rush and crash can be useful if you are there to point out what is happening. Knowing the upside, and then downside, of unhealthy habits can be useful.

Most importantly, as a parent, you must never give in. Regardless of how much control you give them, you are still in charge. Don’t slip into the fast and easy. It is your job to show them what a healthy lifestyle is. Being strict and vigilant in the early years will pay off with healthy active teens and adults.



Chapter 2 
The Food Guide Pyramid 

The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) and the United States Department of Health and Human Services (HHS), and similar agencies worldwide, have addressed the nutritional needs of modern man and have provided handy guidelines to follow. Unfortunately, people don’t. Every American over the age of seven recognizes the Food Guide Pyramid, but few can fill it in properly, and fewer still live by its guidelines. The perfect diet has been waiting patiently for you. It’s time to pay attention!




The History of Government Guidelines 

The Food Guide Pyramid has evolved over the years. Dietary guidelines were first instituted during World War II. In 1941, a national Food and Nutrition Board was convened to investigate the relationship between nutrition and national defense. The impact of nutrition on troops, prisoners, relief efforts, and the folks at home had never been fully investigated.

In the 1960s and 1970s kids were taught about square meals and the basic four food groups. The graphic for this curriculum was a square divided into four equal quadrants. Each space held one of the food groups: meat, bread, fruit and vegetables, and dairy.

This model had a few problems. First, there was little representation of the choices within each group. Therefore, chocolate milk, bacon, and white toast with grape jelly qualified as a well-rounded breakfast. The second problem was directly related to the graphic. Regardless of the servings suggested, the four squares suggested that each food group should be eaten in four equal proportions.

In 1980 the USDA revolutionized nutrition with the pyramid. This shape demonstrated, visually, the quantity of each food that should be consumed every day, and which foods should be limited.

The Pyramid Today 

In 2005 the MyPyramid program was released, with even more detail, and had an added exercise component. The visual has changed, and there is an interactive website component, but the message is essentially the same. You need to eat more vegetables and grains, less fat and sugar. You should do this by consuming a variety of foods with good nutritional impact, while paying attention to quantity.

The MyPyramid website offers everyone a personal dietary plan. By simply inputting age, sex, weight, height, and level of physical activity, the site generates a complete listing of daily servings based on the number of calories each individual needs to maintain a healthy weight. Also available are meal-tracking worksheets, printable menus, and personal meal and activity assessments.

The downside of the MyPyramid plan is its need to appeal to the masses. Many foods, like milkshakes, refined grains, sugar, and oil are allowed, even though it is clear that these foods do not benefit overall health. Their inclusion does not adequately emphasize the need to replace refined foods with healthier options. People view words like aim for and limit as a green light to add junk food into their pyramid plan.

What to Eat and Why 

Advice varies, and so do governmental recommendations. Each country has its preference, and many provide several guidelines based on specific diets, like the Mediterranean diet, or the vegan diet. Whichever you prefer, the main points are always the same; more grains and vegetables, less fat and sugar.

Grain and Cereal 

The majority of your daily diet should consist of grains and cereals. This is the way your ancestors ate, and the way the world’s healthiest cultures eat. Whole grains should take the largest space on your plate at every meal, every day.

Many dietary recommendations allow for some refined flours, but this is simply to make those diets more palatable. The healthiest diets aim for whole grains 100 percent of the time. Products made with refined white flour do not contribute enough fiber or nutrients. Our preference for white flour is one of the biggest contributors to our nation’s health crisis.
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Only about one-quarter of Americans get their recommended vegetables. Thirty percent of the vegetables consumed by adults are potatoes. More than 20 percent of those potatoes are fried.

Vegetables and Fruits 

Vegetables are the next crucial component of a healthy diet, and again, most Americans don’t get enough. Adults should be eating a variety of brightly colored vegetables every day. The color is important, and should be varied, as each pigment carries different nutrients that you need. (Refer to the Vitamin Reference Chart in Chapter 4.) If all you eat is iceberg lettuce salad, you are missing crucial vitamins and minerals. Vegetables also provide fiber, a very valuable component of a healthy diet.

Fruit is important, but many people eat too much of it. Fruit contains vitamins and minerals, but many of the same nutrients are available in vegetables, and without the excess sugar. Between canned fruit, dried fruit, fruit fillings, and fruit juices, Americans overconsume fruit. All that sugar is an especially large contributor to childhood obesity. Fresh fruit should be consumed raw and whole. Other forms, especially juices, lose much of the nutritional benefit of their whole fruit counterparts.
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Americans consume about 200 pounds of meat every year. That works out to just over a half pound of meat a day. The recommended daily intake is five to six ounces. That means that annually people should eat over 60 pounds less than they do. Imagine the savings!

Protein 

Protein is also overconsumed. Most Americans eat much more than their bodies need, and the most popular choices are the fattiest ones. This category includes meat, fish, poultry, eggs, beans, and nuts. A lighter diet, with less saturated fat, is the healthiest way to go. This means consuming lean meats like fish, and including more plant-based proteins on a regular basis.

Dairy 

Dairy products are an important source of calcium for strong bones and teeth, but this food group is also loaded with saturated fat and milk sugar (lactose). Even if you find yourself eating a lot of dairy, you may not be getting enough calcium. Despite its appearance on the Food Guide Pyramid as an option, ice cream is not a good choice for calcium. The damage caused by the fat and sugar far outweigh any benefit from calcium. Remember, you can also find calcium in dark green vegetables like broccoli and collard greens, as well as fat-free dairy, soy products, and molasses. Choose dairy wisely, and be sure you are maximizing its benefit. Your body needs vitamin D to absorb calcium, which is only available from sunlight or through fortified supplements.

Junk Food 

Much of the food people eat ends up in the junk food category, which is where they get into trouble. Fats and oils, refined sugars, and salt are the main culprits.



Fat and Oil 


Fat insulates you, cushions your organs, and helps in the distribution of fat-soluble vitamins. But the typical American consumes far more fat than necessary. The naturally occurring fat in grains (such as wheat germ), fruits (olives and nuts), and animal products (fish, yogurt), is adequate for good health. Of course, that’s only when these foods are eaten in the recommended amounts. 



Sugar 


Sugar, too, is essential for good nutrition. It gives you energy and helps your body function properly. But you were never meant to eat it in a refined state. Our bodies need the full benefit of the nutrients that come with a piece of fruit, or a bite of honey. These natural foods take time to digest, and are absorbed by the body slowly. When the nutrients are stripped away, the straight glucose goes right to work giving you instant energy. But that energy doesn’t last long, and soon your body feels the resulting loss of energy in a “crash.” The effect continues with unnatural cravings, unrelated to fueling the body.



Salt 


Salt is a vital mineral, but your body needs less than a teaspoon a day, which is a fraction of what is consumed in a typical Western diet. Salt helps regulate body fluids and electrolytes, but too much can dehydrate you and is linked to high blood pressure and osteoporosis. You get an adequate amount of sodium naturally when you eat the recommended foods in the recommended quantities.

Serving Sizes 

The amount of food you eat is just as important as the quality of the food you choose. A major contributor to our nation’s overall poor health is lack of portion control. For years the serving size was buried in the small print, and often it is measured in quantities that you can’t measure at home. Serving sizes vary with age but can be estimated easily by using everyday objects. The easiest measure is the palm of the hand. It is always with you, and it grows as you grow. This makes it easy to serve up the correct amount to both your toddler and your college linebacker.

Other objects you can use to estimate portion include:

• 1 slice of bread = 1 cassette tape 

• ½ cup pasta or rice = a tennis ball 

• 1 piece of fruit or cup of leafy greens = tennis ball 

• ½ cup fruit or chopped vegetables = lightbulb 

• 3 ounces lean meat = a deck of cards, or a checkbook 

• 1 ounce cheese = 4 dice 

• 2 tablespoons peanut butter = 1 ping pong ball 

Number of Servings 

Like the serving size, the number of servings varies from person to person. Adults need more than children, and active people need more than sedentary folks. The following list gives the range from five-year-old kids to adults. For younger children, please refer to Chapters 13 and 14.

Suggested Daily Servings 
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Grain and Cereal Servings 

Aim for six to eight ounces of whole grains and cereals every day. An ounce of whole grains can be found in one slice of bread, one cup of cereal, or one-half cup of pasta or cooked grain such as rice or oats. Choose whole-grain cereals, whole-wheat pasta, whole-grain breads, brown rice, and straight whole grains like barley or quinoa.
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Quinoa (pronounced keen-wah) is an ancient grain from the Andes of South America. Together with corn and potatoes, it was a staple food of the Incas. Quinoa is one of the few plant foods that contain complete protein. (Read more about protein in Chapter 6.)

Vegetable Servings 

Eat at least six servings of vegetables every day. Choose vegetables that are dark green and leafy, bright orange, red, and purple. Eat a variety of vegetables throughout the week, so your overall nutrient intake is broad. A serving includes one cup of leafy greens, one-half cup of chopped raw or cooked vegetables, or three-quarters of a cup of juice.

Fruit Servings 

Limit fruit to two to three servings a day. While three-quarters of a cup of fruit juice counts as a serving, it is much healthier to eat a whole piece of fruit, which provides vital fiber. Eat the peels and skin of the fruit when possible, because much of the nutrients concentrate at the outer layer of the fruit. Dried fruits have concentrated nutrients, but also higher sugar levels, so beware. One serving of fruit is equivalent to one piece of fruit the size of a tennis ball, a quarter melon, a half grapefruit, or a quarter cup of dried fruit.

Dairy Servings 

Keep daily dairy intake to two to three cups each day. Pick dairy with the lowest fat content. Milk, cheese, and plain yogurt are the best choices. Other dairy products, like flavored yogurts, chocolate milk, and ice cream, contain calcium, but also excessive fat and sugar. A serving is equivalent to one cup of milk or yogurt, a half cup of cottage cheese, or one and a half ounces of cheese.
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Partially hydrogenated fat is artificially thickened vegetable oil. It contains trans fat, which is believed to not only increase bad cholesterol, but decrease good cholesterol. Trans fat is found in many foods, including margarine, salad dressings, cookies, and breads.

Protein Servings 

Try to consume no more than four servings of lean protein every day. A serving of protein is found, approximately, in a half cup of cooked beans, one egg, two tablespoons of peanut butter, or a small chicken breast or hamburger at two and a half to three ounces. Beans and nuts are the healthiest choices. If you’re a meat lover, look for lean meats, with skin and fat removed. Look for organic peanut butter with no added sugar.

Junk Servings 

Fat and oil should be limited to no more than a half cup a day. Choose unsaturated oils, such as olive and peanut oils. Stay away from margarine and other partially hydrogenated oils.

Stay away from refined sugar as much as possible. Eat fresh and dried fruits for your sweet fix. Sweeten baked goods with honey, date sugar, or stevia—a sweetener extracted from an herb (called stevia, sweetleaf, or sugarleaf) that is 300 times sweeter than granulated sugar.

Water 

You’ve been told all your life: Drink lots of water! Dehydration causes fatigue, lack of concentration, mood swings, dry mouth, lightheadedness, and eventually loss of consciousness, so keeping well hydrated is a good idea. The best advice is to drink water with meals, and occasionally throughout the day, to maintain good fluid balance and to stay mentally alert. Beverages with sugar; caffeine; or artificial flavors, colors, and preservatives do not rehydrate you, and will generally dehydrate you.

The Exercise Component 

Today’s Food Guide Pyramid takes exercise seriously—so much so that a little stairclimbing figure is highlighted in the graphic. The recommended amount of exercise varies by age, but most recommendations hover around thirty minutes per day. Unfortunately, this number is misleading.

A healthy active person should warm up for ten minutes, work out for thirty minutes at their target heart rate (see Chapter 20), and then cool down for ten minutes. If you are trying to lose weight, the time at target heart rate is increased. Kids require at least an hour of daily exercise.

It is difficult for some people to figure out how to add exercise to already busy daily routines. The only real way to do it is to make it enjoyable. You’ve got to want to do it. There are several ways to go about this.

Try It All 

You may not be exercising now because you haven’t found the activity that lights your fire. There are so many options available you’re bound to find one that suites you. There are the standard options, like running, biking, and swimming, but there are also lots of sports, like racquetball, tennis, soccer, football, rugby, hockey, ice skating, skate- and snowboarding, surfing, rock climbing, and even dodgeball. Join a league, or start your own and challenge coworkers to a lunchtime scrimmage.

Friends 

If you’re a social person, exercise is a great way to meet and get to know people. There are health clubs and gyms all over the place, ready to sign you up with lots of attractive and interesting members. The local YMCA has lower fees than many premium gyms, and typically offers all sorts of classes in addition to the standard equipment.

That being said, exercise does not have to cost you money. Getting out and walking or running every day is free (until you decide you need better shoes). Organize a bike ride with some buddies, or take your dog for a hike. 

Going Solo 

If you’d rather keep to yourself, you can still go walking or running. Get your favorite upbeat music on an MP3, portable disc, iPod, or even a radio headset. Or go to the library and check out a yoga or belly dancing tape. Then you can shake it in the privacy of your own room.

Besides finding an activity you like, you’ll need some motivation, especially when you are just starting. Friends can be helpful, but it’s easy to talk someone into being lazy, too. A better motivator is an event or situation. A high school or family reunion, holiday party, wedding, new job, new town, or new school can be powerful motivation to work toward a new you. And of course, there is always romance. Looking for a new relationship, or revving up an old one, can really get your juices pumping and motivation sparking.



Chapter 3 
Food Labels 

Once you start caring about the food you eat, you will find that reading labels is irresistible. Everything you need to know about the nutritional components of the food you are buying is conveniently located in one spot. You can compare and contrast to your heart’s content. This chapter will tell you how to interpret the information you find on food labels and what to look for and avoid when you go grocery shopping.




Food Label History 

Food labels have been mandatory in the United States since the 1990s, but they have been in the making since the 1860s. What began as an agricultural research and development project quickly morphed into a food safety organization. After the Civil War, as interstate commerce picked up, there was a need for standardized weights, measures, and manufacturing practices.
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After the Civil War, each state had its own food regulations. It was common for food companies to produce different versions of the same product, in varying degrees of quality, to comply with different state laws.

By the 1870s concern for quality of traded goods prompted the pure food movement. These activists urged lawmakers to make food adulteration a crime. At the time, chemical preservatives went uncontrolled, milk was unpasteurized, and ice was the only form of refrigeration. Cottonseed oil was routinely sold as lard, and glucose syrup made from wheat and corn was used as a cheaper form of sugar. And unbeknownst to the consumer, medical “tonics” routinely contained opium, morphine, cocaine, and heroin. In 1903, volunteer “poison squads” ate foods tainted with chemical preservatives to demonstrate their effect on human health.

The Jungle 

Frequent food-related illness and death fueled the pure food movement with the help of women’s groups and magazines, which frequently printed articles reporting on the horrors of food contamination.

Finally, in 1906, a novel entitled The Jungle, by Upton Sinclair, described the horrific conditions of the Chicago meatpacking industry. That same year, the Pure Food and Drug Act and the Meat Inspection Act were passed, and a federal agency was created to protect consumers. The Bureau of Chemistry enforced the law, but in order to allow them more resources for agricultural research, the enforcement shifted to a new agency, the Federal Drug and Insecticide Agency. The department was so-named until the 1930s, when insecticide control was diverted, and it became the FDA.
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Curiously, The Jungle began as a social commentary on the labor movement in the United States. While the majority of the book’s content revolved around appalling work conditions and unfair labor practices, it was the treatment of the meat itself that garnered the most attention, much to Mr. Sinclair’s disappointment.

Modern FDA 

Regulation of packaged food began in 1913 with legislation requiring that foods have clearly labeled weight, measure, or numerical count of their contents. In the 1930s, generalized quality ratings were required. They weren’t very telling, as the only requirement was either “standard,” “below standard,” or “above standard.” Not until the 1960s were nutritional content and an ingredients list required on packages. The FDA reviewed every label for accuracy. 

In 1990 the Nutritional Label Education Act regulated health claims made on food labels, such as “light” and “low-fat.” In 1992 the Nutrition Facts Panel first appeared, showing per-serving nutritional information.

How to Read Nutrition Labels 

There are several key areas of a food label to look at. The first and most obvious is the front of the package. There you will find graphics designed to appeal to a specific consumer. For instance, bright colors and cute or goofy characters are aimed at kids. Also on the front are the product’s claims: “Tastes Great” and “ New and Improved” are the tame ones. It’s the health claims that consumers need to pay attention to. “Heart-Healthy,” “Whole Grain,” and “Less Sugar” are claims designed to draw the attention of health conscious, but not necessarily nutritionally savvy, shoppers.

Also on the package somewhere will be a list of ingredients, and the nutrition facts panel. It is these last two elements that consumers should be paying attention to.

The Nutrition Facts Panel 

Nutrients on the facts panel were chosen by their importance in relation to modern health issues. New listings appear as health concerns change. For example, the listing for trans fat is a relatively recent addition. Placement on the label is an indication of importance, too. For instance, sodium is not listed with the other minerals and micronutrients, but up high, next to cholesterol, because many people need to monitor their sodium intake.

The labels are placed on every food package, either vertically or horizontally. Sometimes you have to search a bit, as folds in the packaging can hide it. Sometimes, too, the label is on a box, but not on individually packaged contents.
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Most food served for immediate consumption, such as that sold in bakeries or delis, or served on airplanes or in hospitals, is not required to be labeled. But if a restaurant makes specific health and nutrient claims, then labels (typically on a separate sheet) must be provided upon request.

Serving Size 

The top of the panel lists the serving information. The serving size is the quantity of product that the facts are based on. The facts are not based on the entire package. If you do not read the serving size, the rest of the information is useless.

Serving sizes are often shocking. For instance, a regular four-inch bagel may constitute over two servings, while a serving of cookies may be just one cookie. Do not be misled by a low calorie count. Check the serving size before you get excited.

Don’t forget to take the food’s preparation, if any, into consideration. Serving size may be before or after water or other ingredients are added. This information will also be printed clearly in the serving size area of the label.

Servings per Container 

This little bit of information is useful if you tend to eat an entire package of food in one sitting. It will tell you how many servings are contained in the package. All it takes is some easy math to figure out just how many servings, and thus how many calories and grams of fat, were in that bag of chips you just wolfed down.

Percent Daily Value 

Daily values, (also known as daily reference values, or DRVs) show you how much of the daily recommended nutrients are in the product. The figure is given as a percent of a designated amount of nutrients required for a 2,000-calorie-per-day diet. The recommendations are high and considered the most that would be healthful for adults.

The percentage listed on the label is based on a recommendation of total daily nutrients. These daily nutrient percentages are as follows:

• Fat should constitute 30 percent of calories 

• Saturated fat should constitute 10 percent of calories 

• Carbohydrates should constitute 60 percent of calories 

• Protein should constitute 10 percent of calories 

• Fiber is based on 13 grams daily 

If you are on a special diet, these percentages will not apply. (See Chapter 19 for more information on special diets.)

RDI 

The term recommended daily allowance is being replaced by reference daily intake (RDI). Recommended daily allowance was prompted by investigations into diet and nutrition during World War II. Information gained in those studies was put to use in the armed forces, the civilian population, and in overseas relief efforts. The RDIs are the equivalent to the RDAs, and are used to determine the daily reference value percentages.

Calories 

Calories measure energy. They are determined by burning a weighed portion of food, and measuring the heat it produces. Different nutrients contain different calories. Carbohydrates and protein each contain four calories per gram, fat has nine calories per gram, and alcohol has seven calories per gram.

In prepared foods with numerous ingredients and varying portion size, the calorie designation is useful and welcome information. However, be careful not to limit your label reading to the calorie section. Low calories often mean low nutrition. Knowledge of calories is only a small part of your healthy eating arsenal.

Fat, Carbohydrates, and Protein 

A general listing for fat is given, followed by sublistings for saturated fat and trans fat, two forms of fatty acids that should be as close to zero as possible in healthy diets. (See Chapter 8 for more information about fat.) There are also listings for cholesterol and sodium, two nutrients that should be limited as well.

Carbohydrates are listed as a total figure, as well as being separated into fiber and sugar. Fiber is a carbohydrate that, while indigestible, is still vital for good health. Fiber helps keep digestion flowing, and maintains normal cholesterol and blood sugar levels. There is no daily value percentage for sugar, because it is not a recommended nutrient.

Protein is generally not a nutrient Americans need to be concerned with. We get plenty of it, so listing its daily value percentage is not required unless the product is marketed as a high-protein food, as in baby food or meal replacements. Often the grams per serving is all that is listed.

Vitamins and Minerals 

The only required listings in this section are vitamin A, vitamin C, calcium, and iron. These micronutrients are often deficient in the average diet. Products may choose to add more information on vitamins and minerals if the product contains significant quantities.
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What are micro- and macronutrients?
Vitamins and minerals are considered micronutrients because only small quantities are necessary for good health. (Micro is from the Greek mikros, meaning “small.”) Carbohydrates, protein, fat, and water are considered macronutrients, as you require a much larger quantity. (Macro is from the Greek makros, meaning “long.”)

Recommended Daily Limits 

On larger packages, just below the vitamins and minerals you may find a list of the daily limits of nutrients. These numbers, listed as quantities in grams, are based on a 2,000- and 2,500-calorie diet. This is a nice reminder of overall dietary needs. For a 2,000-calorie diet, the daily limits are as follows:

• Total fat should not exceed 65 grams 

• Total saturated fat should not exceed 20 grams 

• Total cholesterol should not exceed 300 milligrams 

• Total sodium should not exceed 2,400 milligrams 

Nutritional Claims 

It’s hard to find a label that doesn’t make some sort of claim hoping to make it into your shopping cart. But when you see the words “free” or “light” on the label, can you believe them? According to the FDA, you can. Manufacturers are required to provide scientific evidence before they are allowed to make claims on labels. There are twelve words that are strictly regulated: free, low, reduced, less, lean, extra lean, light/lite, more, fewer, high, good source, and healthy.

Free 

A label claiming to be calorie free must contain less than five calories per serving. Sodium-free, sugar-free, and fat-free foods must contain less than .5 grams per serving. “Cholesterol free” means the product has less than 2 milligrams of cholesterol per serving, and 2 grams or less saturated fat per serving.

Low 

“Low calorie” means the product has forty calories or less per serving. “Low fat” products must have 3 grams of fat or less per serving. “Low-cholesterol” means less than 20 milligrams per serving and 2 grams or less of saturated fat per serving. “Low sodium” must have 140 milligrams or less per serving. “Very low sodium” means 35 milligrams or less.

Reduced 

A product labeled “reduced” must have at least 25 percent less of the nutrient than the food it is referencing. For example, reduced-fat salad dressing must have 25 percent less fat than regular salad dressing. The synonym is “fewer.”

Less 

A product labeled “less” must have 25 percent less of a nutrient than the food it is referencing. For example, chicken broth labeled as having less sodium must have 25 percent less sodium than regular chicken broth.

Lean and Extra-Lean 

“Lean” foods must have 10 grams or less of total fat, 4.5 grams or less of saturated fat, and 95 milligrams or less of cholesterol per serving or per 100 grams. “Extra-lean” foods can have no more than 5 grams total fat, 2 grams saturated fat, and 95 milligrams cholesterol.

Light or Lite 

Products labeled “light” must have one-third fewer calories per serving than the food it is referencing, or 50 percent less fat than the reference food. If the product gets over 50 percent of its calories from fat, it must reduce the fat by another 50 percent to carry the “light” descriptor. Light sodium means the product has 50 percent less sodium per serving.

More 

Products labeled “more” must contain at least 10 percent of the daily reference value of the nutrient in question. Synonyms include “fortified,” “enriched,” “added,” “extra,” and “plus.”

Fewer 

Claims of “fewer” are the same as those for reduced. The product must contain at least 25 percent less of the nutrient than the referenced product.

High 

Products with “high” on the label must contain 20 percent of the daily reference value or more of vitamins, minerals, fiber, or protein.

Good Source 

If a product claims to be a “good source” of something, it must have 10–19 percent of the daily value of that vitamin, mineral, fiber, or protein.

Healthy 

Perhaps the most crucial word of all, the “healthy” claim, has several criteria. It must provide at least 10 percent of the daily value of vitamins, minerals, fiber, or protein. If it is a meal product (meant to serve as an entire meal, such as a frozen dinner), it must contain 10 percent of the daily value of at least two of those nutrients. Sodium may not exceed 360 milligrams, or 480 milligrams for a meal product. The product must also follow the criteria for low–fat, low–saturated fat, and low cholesterol.

Health Claims 

Claims regarding specific health issues are strictly regulated by the FDA. The words “may” and “might” must appear as a part of such claims.

These claims are powerful. If a product meets the criteria, its label can state that the product may prevent cancer, or brain damage, or heart disease. These claims are exciting, but it’s important to note that these products do nothing in terms of prevention unless combined with a healthy lifestyle.

Many products link themselves to prevention of a certain disease. Claims regarding osteoporosis must contain 200 milligrams, or 20 percent of the daily value of calcium, and must be low in fat. Low-fat, low–saturated fat, and low-cholesterol foods and extra-lean meats may claim to help prevent cancer and coronary heart disease. These claims can also be made for high-fiber foods that meet the “low-fat” criterion and the “good source” criterion for fiber and vitamin A or vitamin C. Soy protein products for the prevention of cancer must meet the low-fat criterion and carry at least 6.25 grams of soy protein per serving.

Other Claims 

“Percent fat-free” products must meet the low-fat or fat-free criterion. The percentage used must reflect the amount of fat in 100 grams of the product.

Some products try to imply health. Stating a product is made with a nutritious product, such as soy or bran, is not allowed unless the product can meet the “good source” criterion.

The term “fresh” can be used if the product is raw or unprocessed. This means it has never been frozen or heated, and it contains no preservatives. This is used in products like fresh mozzarella cheese, sold in brine, and dated for freshness. Fresh-frozen products are frozen while still fresh in the orchards or on fishing boats. Some blanched and low-irradiated products may be called fresh as well.
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Claims that imply health through inclusion of certain ingredients are particularly problematic when new health and nutrition reports are in the news. To be sure what you’re buying is all that it claims, check the FDA website, www.fda.gov, for up-to-the-minute information.

The Ingredients List 

Ingredients are listed on products by weight, from most to least. The food’s main ingredient will be listed first. This is important to know, especially when looking at sweetened foods. If the food contains only one ingredient, such as a bag of dried beans, no ingredient list is required.

Ingredient lists are vital to people with allergies. It is estimated that 8 percent of children in the United States have food allergies. Of these, 90 percent are caused by one of eight foods: milk, eggs, peanuts, wheat, soy, fish, shellfish, and tree nuts. These eight foods must be listed on an ingredients list if they are used in the product. Color additives, too, must be acknowledged in the ingredients list by name, as well as soy-based flavor enhancers and milk derivatives called caseinates, commonly used in nondairy products. Beverages that claim to contain a specific juice must list the percentage of that juice.

Familiarizing yourself with the ingredients list, the food facts panel, and the labeling laws is an eye-opening experience. Take a look at the foods you have in your cupboard right now and see how they rate. You may be surprised.



Chapter 4 
All about Vitamins 

Vitamins are called micronutrients because they are required in small amounts. But the contribution they make to your overall health is gigantic. Vitamins are found in small amounts in the foods you eat, and some are created in your body. And because they are so varied, you must consume a variety of foods to maintain balanced nutrition. In this chapter, you’ll learn all you need to know about the different vitamins and how much you need of each.




The Importance of Daily Vitamin Intake 

Vitamins are a necessary component of a healthy diet. They are considered essential nutrients because our bodies either do not make them, or do not make enough of them. They are essential for normal body functions like cell growth, blood cell production, hormone and enzyme synthesis, energy metabolism, and proper functioning of body systems, including the immune system, nervous system, circulatory system, and reproductive system.

Since no single food contains all the vitamins you need, you must obtain them through a variety of foods. You can take a pill that contains vitamins, but it is always preferable to get them the natural way. The reason is twofold. If you take a supplement because you assume your diet is poor, you may not be supplementing the right nutrients. More importantly, getting your vitamins by eating healthy foods provides the body with many other nutrients necessary for good health, including fiber, carbohydrates, protein, and water.

Fat-Soluble Vitamins 

Four of the essential vitamins are fat soluble. That means that they dissolve in fat, not water, and are stored in fatty tissue and in the liver. Because they can be stored for long periods of time, people consuming a well-balanced diet do not need to supplement them. In fact, because these vitamins hang around, they are more prone to toxicity than the water-soluble vitamins.

A normal amount of fat in the diet is necessary to metabolize these fat-soluble vitamins. They are absorbed through the large intestine, and there must be some fat present for successful absorption. After absorption, these vitamins are stored in the liver until needed.

Vitamin A 

Also known as retinol, vitamin A is primarily found in animal foods, including dairy products, fish, liver, and egg yolks. It has a pro-vitamin, called beta carotene, which is found in vegetables with orange pigment, like carrots, sweet potatoes, and apricots, as well as some dark, leafy greens including spinach and kale.

As you may have guessed by its pseudonym, beta carotene, and its presence in carrots, vitamin A is important for the health of your eyes. It is vital for night vision and the adjustments the eye regularly makes to various light levels. Vitamin A also helps keep skin healthy, promotes healthy bone and tooth growth, and is vital for proper cell division and reproduction. It also strengthens and moistens mucous membranes, which helps resist infections.

Deficiencies are rare, but symptoms may include night blindness and seriously dry and itchy skin, as well as slow tooth and bone growth.

Signs of vitamin A toxicity include dry itchy skin, nausea, and headache. Excessive beta carotene has been known to turn skin a pale orange.
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A pro-vitamin is not a vitamin that has renounced its amateur status. Also known as a vitamin precursor, pro-vitamins are organic compounds that, once ingested, the body converts into a vitamin.

Vitamin D 

Because it is naturally synthesized by sunlight on your skin, vitamin D is sometimes called the sunshine vitamin. Ten minutes in the sun is enough to give you your daily dose. During the Industrial Revolution, when people began spending more time indoors, and the skies were clouded by pollutants, rickets was rampant. Rickets is a disease in which bones do not harden properly and become soft and painful. Scientists suspected a dietary deficiency along the same lines as scurvy, and it was soon found that cod liver oil eliminated the disease. It was also noted that long doses of sunshine were restorative.

Vitamin D’s main function is to control the absorption of calcium, which promotes the hardening of bones and teeth. Deficiency in vitamin D leads to rickets in children, and a similar affliction in adults, osteomalacia. It might also be a contributor to osteoporosis. These conditions occur when bone mineralization is impaired, keeping bones from hardening properly. As a result, they become soft, weak, painful, and fragile. People living with minimal sunshine, in areas with lots of cloud or fog cover, spending much of their time indoors, or covered with sunblock, are likely candidates for vitamin D deficiency. Because of this, vitamin D has been added to many products, most notably milk. Small amounts occur naturally in a few foods, including sardines, herring, and cod liver oil.

Toxicity of vitamin D in mild forms leads to nausea, irritability, and weight loss. Severe cases result in mental and physical growth retardation, calcium in the blood, and kidney damage.
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Will sunblock prevent vitamin D absorption?
Proper use of sunblock, with a sun protection factor (SPF) of 15, will deflect or absorb all but 7 percent of the UVB rays that synthesize vitamin D (and cause skin cancer). But most people fail to apply sunblock properly. You need at least an ounce, or about two tablespoons, and it should be applied fifteen to twenty minutes before going outdoors so that it has ample time to penetrate. Most people apply it too late, and too sparingly, cutting its effectiveness in half. Chances are you’re still getting your vitamin D.

Vitamin E 

This vitamin is a powerful antioxidant. Additionally it works to protect vitamins A and C and red and white blood cells, promotes iron metabolism, and helps maintain nervous system tissue. Some past studies suggest that vitamin E can slow the development of heart disease, but current wisdom notes that diets high in all antioxidants lower risks of cancer and disease. You’ll find vitamin E in seeds, whole grains, and nuts.

Deficiency in vitamin E is rare, but toxicity can occur. Symptoms include nausea and gastrointestinal disorders.

Vitamin K 

This vitamin is sometimes called the band-aid vitamin because its primary function is in the clotting of blood. In fact, the K comes from the Danish word koagulation. Vitamin K also helps hold calcium in your bones. It is naturally produced by bacteria in the intestines, but it can also be found in dark, leafy green vegetables, like turnip greens, spinach, broccoli, and cabbage.

Deficiency results in excessive bleeding. Because vitamin K is formed by bacteria in the intestines, bacteria-killing antibiotics can be problematic. Also, because it is fat soluble, people that have difficulties digesting fat may become deficient.
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Antioxidants can slow, prevent, and reverse damage done by oxidation. Oxidation is an electron transfer process (the loss of electrons by a molecule, atom, or ion), which can produce free radicals. Free radicals damage body cells and tissues.

Water-Soluble Vitamins 

Water-soluble vitamins dissolve in water, and, because your body is made mostly of water, they cannot be stored. Once ingested, they are easily lost through sweat and urine. In food they are easily lost by poor storage and excessive cooking. Therefore, you need a continuous supply of these vitamins to stay healthy.

Institutional food is a frequent source of water-soluble vitamin deficiency. Cooking in such quantities frequently results in overcooked and reheated foods, which causes considerable loss of these nutrients.

Eight of the water-soluble vitamins were once thought to be the same compound, designated by early scientists as vitamin B. Later, it was shown to be several compounds, and broken up into a group commonly known as the B complex. Cooking vegetables in water is the best way to eliminate water-soluble vitamins. Unless you are making soup, and therefore plan to consume the cooking liquid, you should steam or quickly sauté your veggies over high heat. Canned vegetables, which are subjected to high heat in the canning process, are short on vitamins, too.

B1—Thiamin 

The main function of thiamin is its role in creating an enzyme (thiamin pyrophosphate) that is essential in the conversion of food to energy. It also contributes to the proper functioning of the nervous system by keeping the heart muscle elastic. Thiamin is found in whole grains, seeds, legumes, pork, and liver, and is fortified in many food products.

B2—Riboflavin 

This vitamin’s most important job is cell respiration. Oxygen and food molecules enter a cell, and there, enzymes release the food’s and oxygen’s energy. These enzymes contain riboflavin. If riboflavin is absent, the cells cannot release enough energy.
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Serious athletes, who are regularly expending a lot of energy, may benefit from increased riboflavin, due to its role in protein synthesis and energy metabolism.

Riboflavin also regulates cell growth, helps in the production of red blood cells, and is important for healthy hair and skin. It helps the immune system by making antibodies and keeping mucous membranes healthy and able to fight off germs. Some studies suggest that it can be useful in reducing migraine headaches.

Riboflavin is found in dark green vegetables and whole grains. It is also found in milk products, especially cottage cheese and yogurt. This is because riboflavin is easily destroyed by light, and packages of cottage cheese and yogurt are typically opaque.

Deficiency results in dry cracked skin, especially around the mouth and nose. Eyes can also become sensitive to light. There is no known toxicity.

B3—Niacin 

Here is another enzyme-producing B vitamin that is used in the release of energy from cells. In addition, niacin helps control glucose levels in blood, and it is necessary for healthy nervous and digestive systems.

Niacin is found in high-protein foods such as fish, meat, poultry, peanuts, and in whole grains. When corn became a staple food of the poor throughout Europe, South America, and the southern United States, the niacin-deficiency disease pellagra became widespread. Symptoms include dermatitis, skin lesions, swollen tongue, mental confusion, aggression, and dementia.
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Hominy, which is corn soaked in lye (lye is an alkali solution traditionally derived from ash), is the basis for corn tortillas, posole, and grits. The alkali makes the tryptophan in corn available as a nutrient, and corrects corn’s niacin deficiency.

The best source of niacin is from the amino acid tryptophan, found in much of the animal protein you eat. Half of this amino acid is converted to niacin in the body. Vegans, who do not eat animal protein, run the risk of niacin deficiency.

B5—Pantothenic Acid 

This vitamin, found in every food and made by intestinal bacteria, is important in the creation of enzymes that enable the conversion of fat and carbohydrates into energy. It is also part of hormone and red blood cell formation.

There is no recommended amount because it is so readily available in food. The best source for B5 is organ meat, but it is also plentiful in salmon, whole grains, eggs, beans, and milk. Be aware that frozen meat that has been defrosted loses half of its pantothenic acid.

Deficiency has only been witnessed in lab studies, and results in fatigue, mood swings, nausea, and cramps.
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Some endurance athletes claim pantothenic acid helps them train harder. Extra B5 is taken to better release energy from fats and carbs and incur less lactic acid buildup. To date there has not been extensive research into these claims, however.

B6—Pyridoxine 

This vitamin builds over sixty enzymes, working for your immune and nervous systems and helping form red blood cells. It turns the protein you eat into proteins your body needs and helps convert carbohydrates into energy.

B6 is best found in high-quality protein foods like chicken and fish. It occurs in dairy, but not as much, so again, vegetarians are frequently deficient. Deficiency symptoms include getting sick frequently because the immune system is weakened. Also common with B6 deficiency is anemia, a low red blood cell count.

Some medications cause excretion of B6, including drugs for high blood pressure, asthma, arthritis, and birth control, as does alcohol. Toxicity is possible with large doses, more than 2,000 milligrams per day. B6 toxicity causes neurological damage. Symptoms can include tingling or numbness, and difficulty walking.

B9—Folic Acid 

This vitamin is essential for strong bodies. It aids in protein metabolism, helps new red blood cell formation, and has been shown to prevent spine and brain birth defects and lower the risk of heart disease.

Beans are a good source of folic acid, as is spinach, asparagus, and chicken or beef liver. As with all water-soluble vitamins, nutrients are easily lost in cooking. Deficiencies cause anemia, nausea, sore tongue, headache, and weakness. Because B vitamins work together, being low in one usually means you are low in them all.

Deficiency in folic acid can also be a sign of cancer. Cancer cells use up folic acid to fuel their cell division. Toxicity from folic acid is not a concern, as excess is excreted. Too much folic acid, however, can mask a rare type of anemia caused by a deficiency of B12.
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Anemia is the most common blood disorder, classified as a deficiency of red blood cells or hemoglobin. It can be caused by loss of blood, destruction of red blood cells, or insufficient red blood cells. Symptoms include weakness, fatigue, lack of concentration, and in extreme cases, shortness of breath and heart failure.

B12—Colabamin 

Found only in animal foods, B12 is crucial to maintaining healthy red blood cells, immune systems, and the development of genetic material. It helps the nervous system by strengthening the fatty layer of nerve cells.

Your body absorbs only about half of the B12 you take in, so intake is double what you need. Because it is found in animal foods, vegetarians may need supplements, as may the elderly. As people age, their bodies have difficulty absorbing B12, and the difficulty increases the older you get. Additionally, potassium supplements interfere with B12 absorption.

A condition known as pernicious anemia is caused by B12 deficiency. Other deficiency symptoms include pins and needles in hands and feet, numbness, depression, memory loss, and dementia.

Biotin, Choline, and Inositol 

These are vitamins that you do not need to consume because they are made in adequate amounts by bacteria in your intestines. Toxicity is unknown and deficiency is rare, but they are worth mentioning, as they work closely with the other B vitamins, converting your food into energy. Biotin in particular helps you utilize fats and proteins. Choline and inositol work together in the formation of neurotransmitters, crucial for brain function, cell membranes, and to move fats out of your liver.

Vitamin C 

This is arguably the king of all vitamins. Also known as ascorbic acid, vitamin C plays an important role for over 300 functions in the body. It is the body’s main antioxidant, it protects the immune system, helps build collagen for connective tissues, and heals wounds. Vitamin C is vital in the absorption of iron and calcium. It helps maintain blood vessels, bones, teeth, and the formation of brain hormones.
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Rose hips are a potent source of vitamin C. Classically used for jellies and teas, rose hips are the fruit of the rose plant. They appear as red, orange, or purple balls, left on the bush after the flower has died. Remove the seeds and skin and dry or puree the inner pulp. Rose hip tea is available at health food stores.

Vitamin C is associated with citrus fruit, which carries a lot of it, but it is also found in leafy greens, especially watercress, kiwi fruit, peppers, potatoes, broccoli, strawberries, and tomatoes. Vitamin C requirements are increased by smoking, stress, allergies, birth control pills, antibiotics, and fever.

Deficiency results in scurvy, a disease whose symptoms include spots on legs, sore and bleeding gums, tooth loss, wounds that reopen, and eventually death. British sailors were given a daily ration of lime to prevent scurvy (that’s where the nickname “limey” originated). Because such deficiencies are easily treatable with vitamin C, fatalities are rare.

Vitamin and Nutrient Quantities 

If ingested in large quantities, all nutrients can be dangerous. Safe intake levels vary, and as such, the dietary reference intake (DRI) is the best current assessment of safe quantities. Many people are of the opinion that if something is good for you, a larger quantity is even better. In an attempt to deter people from this misconception, and prevent the possibility of side effects, DRI is available for all vitamins and minerals.

Following is an easy-to-use list of the vitamins, their functions, sources, and the recommended daily intakes. The measurements are listed in various forms because there is not one standard unit, especially for such small amounts. A milligram (mg) is a unit you are probably familiar with. It is 1/1,000 of a gram. Micrograms (mcg) are more unusual. A microgram is equivalent to 1/1,000,000 of a gram. Pretty small indeed.

An international unit (IU) is a bit more complicated. Used to measure drugs and vitamins, the IU of a substance varies with the biological activity and potency of the substance. The IU to mg conversion rate differs with each substance, but each substance ratio is set, having been determined by the World Health Organization. For example, 1 IU of vitamin A is equal to .03 mcg of retinol, and 0.6 mcg of beta carotene. 1 IU of vitamin C is equal to 50 mcg of ascorbic acid.

This simple conversion can help you better understand the amounts referred to in the following table: 1 gram is equal to .035 ounce. One ounce is equal to 28.35 grams.

Vitamin Reference Chart 

[image: 9781598697049_0053_001]
[image: 9781598697049_0054_001]
Supplements 

Nearly half of all Americans take dietary supplements, but less that 10 percent take them under a doctor’s care. This multibillion-dollar industry makes its money from claims, legitimate or not, of increased performance, weight loss, resistance to illness, stamina, and improved mood. But it all boils down to adequate nutrient intake.

The very best way to get your nutrients is to eat them in a variety of foods. Science is always learning, and while we understand much about nutrients in food, there are certainly elements in food that are not yet understood. This is especially true in the study of trace minerals.

Sometimes supplements are necessary. Women who are pregnant, nursing, or premenopausal can benefit from vitamin supplements. People on special diets, such as vegetarians, or those consuming high amounts of protein or less than 1,200 calories a day will almost certainly need supplementation. Athletes, too, can use extra nutrients, as they use more energy than the average person. Your doctor may prescribe supplements to counteract medications or illnesses that interfere with vitamin absorption.
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Supplements can be overdosed. Overdose of iron from vitamin supplements is the leading cause of poisoning death in children under the age of six. Keep your vitamins, and all your medications, well out of the reach of children.

If you feel you fit into one of these groups, and you may benefit from vitamin supplements, it is still a good idea to consult a physician.

If you feel you need a supplement because you eat poorly, be sure to choose one that has 100 percent of the RDI for at least ten essential nutrients. Supplements are required to list all of the ingredients and quantities in the supplement facts panel, not simply with the ingredients, even if there is no RDI. This is good news for consumers interested in knowing what they are about to swallow.
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