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Topic Overview

How do you get started on healthy eating?

Healthy eating starts with learning new ways to eat, such as adding more fresh fruits, vegetables,
and whole grains and cutting back on foods that have a lot of fat, salt, and sugar.

A change to healthier eating also includes learning about balance, variety, and moderation.

Aim for balance. Most days, eat from each food group—grains, protein foods, vegetables
and fruits, and dairy. Listen to your body. Eat when you're hungry. Stop when you feel
satisfied.
Look for variety. Be adventurous. Choose different foods in each food group. For example,
don't reach for an apple every time you choose a fruit. Eating a variety of foods each day will
help you get all the nutrients you need.
Practice moderation. Don't have too much or too little of one thing. All foods, if eaten in
moderation, can be part of healthy eating. Even sweets can be okay.

Why pay attention to what you eat?

Healthy eating will help you get the right balance of vitamins, minerals, and other nutrients. It will
help you feel your best and have plenty of energy. It can help you handle stress better.

Healthy eating is one of the best things you can do to prevent and control many health problems,
such as:

Heart disease.
High blood pressure.
Type 2 diabetes.
Some types of cancer.

Is healthy eating the same as going on a diet?

Healthy eating is not a diet. It means making changes you can live with and enjoy for the rest of
your life.



Diets are temporary. Because you give up so much when you diet, you may be hungry and think
about food all the time. And after you stop dieting, you also may overeat to make up for what you
missed.

Eating a healthy, balanced variety of foods is far more satisfying. And if you match that with more
physical activity, you are more likely to get to a healthy weight—and stay there—than if you diet.

How do you make healthy eating a habit?

First, think about your reasons for healthier eating. Do you want to improve your health? Do you
want to feel better? Are you trying to set an example for your kids?

Next, think about some small changes you can make. Pick ones you can keep doing.

Don't try to change everything at once.
Set an easy goal you can reach, like having a salad and a piece of fruit each day.
Make a long-term goal too, such as having one vegetarian dinner a week.

Where can you get support?

Having support from others can be a huge help. The more support you have, the easier it will be to
make changes. Ask family and friends to practice healthy eating with you. Have them help you
make meals, and share healthy, delicious recipes and cooking tips.

If you need more help, talk to your doctor or a registered dietitian. Look online for groups that
support healthy eating and share success stories.

Getting Started

Healthy eating is about balance, variety, and moderation.

1. Balance

Having a well-balanced diet means that you eat enough, but not too much, and that food gives you
the nutrients you need to stay healthy.

You can get more information from the Dietary Guidelines for Americans. These guidelines provide
tips for eating well to stay healthy and lower your risk of diseases such as heart attack and stroke.

Calories

Calories, the energy in food, are another part of balance. The more active you are, the more
calories you need. When you are less active, you need fewer calories.

How many calories you need each day also depends on your age, whether you are male or
female, and activity level.1 Some life situations, such as being pregnant or breastfeeding, can also
influence calorie needs. The Dietary Guidelines for Americans suggest:

Less active women and older adults need 1,600 to 2,000 calories each day.
Active women and less active men need 2,000 to 2,400 calories each day.
Active men need 2,400 to 3,000 calories each day.

But knowing how many calories you need each day is just one part of healthy eating. Eating when
you're hungry and knowing when you're full are also important.

Listening to your body



Young children are good at listening to their bodies. They eat when they're hungry. They stop when
they're full.

But adults may ignore these signals. They may keep eating after they're full, or they may eat
because they're bored or upset. If you ignore your body's signals for a long time (such as by
dieting or overeating) you may lose your ability to notice them. You get out of practice. Other
factors may influence what you eat.

Your body uses these signals to tell you when and how much to eat:

Hunger makes you want to eat. Your body tells your brain that your stomach is empty and
your blood sugar is low. This makes your stomach growl and gives you hunger pangs. You
can ignore hunger for a while, but then you reach a point where you will think only of food.
Fullness is the feeling of being satisfied. Your stomach tells your brain that you're full, and
you won't be hungry for a few hours.
Appetite is the desire for the taste of food and the pleasure we get from food. It's usually
linked to the sight, smell, or thought of food. Appetite can override hunger and fullness, such
as when you keep eating after you're full.

Healthy Eating: Recognizing Your Hunger Signals (See Healthy Eating: Recognizing Your
Hunger Signals in appendix)

2. Variety

Eating a variety of foods can help you get all the nutrients you need. Your body needs protein,
carbohydrate, and fats for energy. They keep your heart beating, your brain active, and your
muscles working.

Along with giving you nutrients, healthy foods also can give you pleasure. They can taste great and
be good for you at the same time.

Good sources of nutrients are:

Unsaturated fats like olive and canola oil, nuts, and fish.
Carbohydrate from whole grains, fruits, vegetables, legumes (peas, beans, and lentils), and
low-fat milk products.
Lean protein such as all types of fish, poultry without skin, low-fat milk products, and
legumes.

To work well, your body also needs vitamins, minerals, and water.

For more information about nutrients, see:

How nutrients work.
How vitamins work.
How minerals work.

In addition to nutrients, foods also contain other things that are important for good health. These
include:

Fiber, which comes from plant foods like whole grains, fruits, vegetables, legumes, and nuts.
Fiber may help control blood sugar and cholesterol. It keeps your intestines healthy and
prevents constipation.
Phytochemicals, which also come from plants and may protect against cancer.
Antioxidants, which also are in fruits and vegetables. They protect your body from damage
caused by free radicals.

3. Moderation



Moderation is your key to healthy, balanced eating. If your favorite foods are high in fat, salt, sugar,
or calories, limit how often you eat them. Eat smaller servings, or look for healthy substitutes.

And yes, you can have desserts and treats now and then. All foods, if eaten in moderation, can be
a part of healthy eating.

For more information, see:

Healthy Eating: Cutting Unhealthy Fats From Your Diet (See Healthy Eating: Cutting
Unhealthy Fats From Your Diet in appendix).
Healthy Eating: Eating Less Sodium (See Healthy Eating: Eating Less Sodium in appendix)
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Appendix

Introduction

Foods like cheese, butter, sausage, and desserts may taste good to you, but they can have a lot of
saturated fat. Eating too much of this unhealthy fat could lead to high cholesterol and heart
disease.

Start with small changes first. Use heart-healthy olive or canola oil instead of butter for cooking.
Drink fat-free or low-fat milk instead of 2% milk or whole milk. Pick leaner cuts of meat.

Use this topic as a guide for making healthy choices.

How can you make healthier choices?

Use the following chart as a guide.



Options for replacing unhealthy fats

Food
group Limit foods that are high in unhealthy fats Make healthier choices

Meat,
poultry,
and fish

Regular ground beef, fatty or highly marbled
cuts, spare ribs, organ meat, poultry with skin,
fried chicken, fried fish, fried shellfish, lunch
meat, bologna, salami, sausage, hot dogs

Extra-lean ground beef (97% lean),
ground turkey breast (without skin
added), meats with fat trimmed off
before cooking, skinless chicken, low-
fat or fat-free lunch meats, baked fish

Dairy
products

Whole milk and 2% milk; whole-milk yogurt,
most cheeses, and cream cheese; whole-milk
cottage cheese, sour cream, and ice cream;
cream; half-and-half; whipping cream;
nondairy creamer; whipped topping

Low-fat (1%) or fat-free milk and
cheeses, low-fat or nonfat yogurt

Fats and
oils

Coconut oil, palm oil, butter, lard, shortening,
bacon and bacon fat, stick margarine, peanut
butter that has been hydrogenated (the no-stir
kind)

Canola oil, olive oil, peanut oil, soft
margarines with no trans fats and no
more than one-third of the total fat from
saturated fat, natural peanut butter that
has not been hydrogenated

Breads
and
cereals

Breads in which fat or butter is a major
ingredient; most granolas (unless fat-free or
low-fat); high-fat crackers; store-bought
pastries and muffins

Regular breads, cereals, rice, corn
tortillas, pasta, and low-fat crackers.
Choose whole grains as much as
possible.

Fruits and
vegetables Fried vegetables; coconut; vegetables cooked

with butter, cheese, or cream sauce
All fruits and vegetables that do not
have added fat

Sweets
and
desserts

Ice cream; store-bought pies, cakes,
doughnuts, and cookies made with coconut
oil, palm oil, or hydrogenated oil; chocolate
candy

Fruit; frozen yogurt; low-fat or nonfat
versions of treats such as ice cream;
cakes and cookies made with
unsaturated fats and/or those made
with cocoa powder

Tips for healthier meals

Try some of these ideas:

Fill up on fruits, vegetables, and whole grains.
Think of meat as a side dish instead of as the main part of your meal.
Try main dishes that use whole wheat pasta, brown rice, dried beans, or vegetables.



Use cooking methods with little or no fat, such as broiling, steaming, or grilling. Use cooking
spray instead of oil. If you use oil, use a monounsaturated oil, such as canola or olive oil.
Trim fat from meats before you cook them. Drain off fat after you brown the meat or while you
are roasting it.
Chill soups and stews after you cook them so that you can skim off the fat after it gets hard.
To get more omega-3 fatty acids, have fish twice a week. Add ground flaxseed to cereal,
soups, and smoothies. Sprinkle walnuts on salads.
When you bake muffins or breads, replace part of the fat ingredient (oil, butter, margarine)
with applesauce, or use canola oil instead of butter or shortening.
Read food labels (See figure 1 in appendix) on canned, bottled, or packaged foods. Choose
those with little saturated fat and no trans fat.

Restaurant meals

If you eat out often, it may be hard to avoid unhealthy fats. Try these tips:

Order foods that are broiled or poached rather than fried or breaded. Restaurants often use
trans fats (hydrogenated oils) for frying foods.
Cut back on the amount of butter or margarine that you use on bread. Use small amounts of
olive oil instead.
Order sauces, gravies, and salad dressings on the side, and use only a little.
When you order pasta, choose tomato sauce rather than cream sauce.
Ask for salsa with a baked potato instead of sour cream, butter, cheese, or bacon.
Don't upgrade your meal to a larger size.
Watch portion sizes. Share an entree, or take part of your food home to eat as another meal.
Share appetizers and desserts.

Fat-free foods

Sometimes a fat-free food isn't the best choice. Fat-free cookies, candies, chips, and frozen treats
can still be high in sugar and calories. Some fat-free foods have more calories than regular ones.
Eat fat-free foods in moderation, as you would other foods.

Credits for Healthy Eating: Cutting Unhealthy Fats From Your Diet
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Introduction

Part of healthy eating is eating less sodium, or salt.

Does this sound hard?

It doesn't have to be, but you do have to think about it. You need to do more than just not use the
salt shaker. After all, almost all foods contain sodium naturally or as an ingredient.

You can start reducing the sodium in your diet by:

Reading labels to see how much sodium foods contain.
Limiting packaged foods and restaurant foods, which typically are high in sodium.
Not adding salt to your food during cooking or at the table.



Using low-sodium spices and sauces to add flavor to your food. Low-sodium foods can still
be tasty!

How can you reduce the amount of sodium you eat?

Getting started

Talk with your doctor about sodium. You'll learn how eating too much sodium may affect you
and how much you may need to cut back. Have questions ready to ask.
Talk with a registered dietitian (RD). An RD can help you find out how much salt you are
eating and find ways to cut back on salt. An RD can also teach you how to choose low-salt
foods when eating out and make suggestions for low-sodium recipes and meals.
Remember that the biggest source of sodium in the diet is not salt added at the table. In
general, the biggest source of sodium is processed foods and foods from restaurants.
Processed foods include canned foods, frozen dinners, and packaged foods such as
crackers and chips. They also include dry mixes, such as those you add to hamburger or
noodles.
If you'd like, keep a sodium record. It can show you how much sodium you eat at a meal or
during the day. If you have heart failure, use a record that allows you to also record your
weight
If you don't cook for yourself, let those who help you know that you want to eat less sodium.
Show this information to family members, friends, or senior centers or other organizations.

Avoid high-sodium foods

Try not to eat high-sodium foods. These include:

Smoked, cured, salted, and canned meat, fish, and poultry.
Ham, bacon, hot dogs, and lunch meats.
Hard and processed cheese and some types of peanut butter.
Frozen prepared meals.
Canned vegetables and soups, broths, and bouillon.
Salted snack foods, such as chips and crackers.
Pickles, sauerkraut, seasonings high in salt, and other condiments. These include steak
sauce, onion salt, garlic salt, mustard, ketchup, and especially soy sauce. Even light soy
sauce is still very high in sodium.
Most restaurant food, especially fast food like french fries, hamburgers, pizza, and tacos.

Low-Salt Diets: Eating Out

Cook with less sodium

Use fresh fruits and vegetables (or frozen vegetables) and fresh meat. These contain less
sodium than canned foods or meats like lunch meat, bacon, ham, and jerky.
Pick dairy products that are lower in salt, such as milk and yogurt instead of cheese.
If you use canned vegetables, drain and rinse them with fresh water. This removes some—
but not all—of the salt. Or choose "no salt added" canned vegetables.
Flavor your food with garlic, lemon juice, onion, vinegar, herbs, and spices instead of salt.
Make your own salt-free seasoning, salad dressings, sauces, and ketchup without adding
salt.
Take the salt shaker off the table to avoid adding salt to your food. Try using half the salt a
recipe calls for.
Don't cook with (or drink) softened water.
Try a low-sodium cookbook. It can be a big help if you aren't sure how to reduce the salt in
your cooking.

Know how to find sodium



If you know how much sodium is in foods, you can have more flexibility in what you eat. If you eat
one high-sodium food, you can balance it with very low-sodium foods during the rest of the day. To
do this:

Use the Nutrition Facts on food labels (See figure 1 in appendix) .
Learn how to find sodium. This includes finding hidden sodium, keeping track of milligrams of
sodium, and understanding what labels such as "low-sodium" mean.

Credits for Healthy Eating: Eating Less Sodium
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Introduction

One reason that many of us are not at a healthy weight is because, somewhere along the line, we
stopped listening to our body signals that naturally tell us when we're hungry and when we're full.

The signals are still there, but we're out of practice when it comes to paying attention to them.

Learning to recognize those signals again can help you get to a healthy weight and stay there.

How can you get back in touch with your hunger signals?

Figure out where you are now

First, find out what signals you are following. Keep a food journal for 2 weeks, or longer if you need
to. Write down not only when and what you eat but also what you were doing and feeling before
you started eating. Using the hunger scale below, write down where you were on the scale before
you ate and where you were afterwards.

When you look back at your food journal, you may see some eating patterns. For example, you
may find that you almost always eat dinner in front of the TV. You may find that you always eat an
evening snack, even when you're not hungry. You may find that you often snack when you "feel"
like you want to eat (because of boredom, stress, or some other emotion), but you're not truly
hungry.

Use a hunger scale

A hunger scale can help you learn how to tell the difference between true, physical hunger and
hunger that's really just in your head. Psychological hunger is a desire to eat that is caused by
emotions, like stress, boredom, sadness, or happiness.

When you feel hungry even though you recently ate, check to see if what you're feeling is really a
craving brought on by something psychological.

When you start feeling like you want something to eat, rate your hunger on a scale of 1 to 10, with
1 being starving and 10 being so full you feel sick. A rating of 5 or 6 means you're comfortable—
neither too hungry nor too full.

1—Starving, weak, dizzy



2—Very hungry, cranky, low energy, lots of stomach growling
3—Pretty hungry, stomach is growling a little
4—Starting to feel a little hungry
5—Satisfied, neither hungry nor full
6—A little full, pleasantly full
7—A little uncomfortable
8—Feeling stuffed
9—Very uncomfortable, stomach hurts
10—So full you feel sick

To eat naturally, the way a baby does, eat when your hunger is at 3 or 4. Don't wait until your
hunger gets down to 1 or 2. Getting too hungry can lead to overeating. When you sit down to a
scheduled meal, stop and think how hungry you are. If you feel less hungry than usual, make a
conscious effort to eat less food than usual. Stop eating when you reach 5 or 6 on the scale.

When it's time to eat, make healthy choices

For your body to be truly satisfied, your meals need to be balanced. This means that each meal
should contain:

Carbohydrate. You get this from grains, fruits, and vegetables.
Protein. You get this from meat, fish, eggs, milk, yogurt, cheese, dry beans, and nuts.
Fat. You get the kinds of fat that help you stay healthy from:

Fish, walnuts, and flaxseeds and flaxseed oil. These have omega-3 fatty acids.
Olive, canola, and peanut oils; most nuts; avocados; and olives. These have
monounsaturated fats.
Safflower, corn, sunflower, sesame, soybean, and cottonseed oils. These have
polyunsaturated fats.

Your meals should contain tastes that you like and want. This also helps you feel satisfied.

Learn when to stop eating

Try to stop eating before you get too full. Too full is uncomfortable. It means you ate too much.

Get in touch with what "satisfied," or "pleasantly full," feels like for you.

Relax before you start eating, and then eat slowly. Remember that it takes some time for
your stomach to tell your brain that you're full.
Stop a quarter of the way through your meal, and check your hunger level. If you're still
hungry, keep eating, but stop again at the halfway point. No matter what your parents taught
you, you don't have to clean your plate.
Learn what proper portions are. We're used to restaurant portions, but restaurant portions
usually contain much more food than we need.

Don't deny yourself

Lots of people think that healthy eating means never having dessert or french fries or any of the
things they love to eat. That's wrong.

Your appetite, which can include a desire for sweets or other less-than-healthy treats, is a strong
body signal. And part of keeping your body at that "satisfied" level on the hunger scale is eating
tastes that you like and want.

If we try to have an eating plan that cuts out all treats, we probably won't stay with that plan. In
fact, we're more likely to go "off the wagon" and eat too much of those foods.



But it's important to recognize when it's your appetite talking instead of your true hunger. Knowing
which body signal is talking can help you control what you are eating.

If you're eating healthy and listening to your body signals, a piece of birthday cake or an
occasional order of french fries can fit into your healthy eating plan. When the holidays come
around, it's okay to eat the traditional foods you love. Just keep listening to your body signals and
eat only enough to reach that "satisfied" level.

A few more tips

Try not to let your hunger drop to a 1 or 2 on the hunger scale. When you get that hungry,
you're likely to eat faster, make poorer food choices, and keep eating past the "satisfied"
point.
On the other hand, let yourself feel some hunger between meals. Mild hunger is a good
thing. After all, it's a sign that you're not overeating. Teach yourself to appreciate hunger
pangs as a natural part of life, as a sign that you're a healthy eater.
Give cravings 10 minutes. When you suddenly feel the need to eat, tell yourself that you will
wait 10 minutes. If it was only a craving, you will have forgotten about it by then, and the urge
will be gone. If 10 minutes goes by and you still have the urge to eat, you may be starting to
get hungry.
Don't eat more now because you think you might not have time to eat later. Eat what your
body needs now, and worry about later, later.
Some people find that it's easier to schedule lots of small meals throughout the day. Other
people do better with "three square meals." Whichever you choose, try to eat on a regular
schedule every day, according to how hungry you usually get. Eating regular meals can help
you be more aware of hunger and fullness.
Does leaving food on your plate drive you nuts? Take smaller servings. Save leftovers for
another meal. Share plates with someone. Ask yourself what's more important—a few bites
of "wasted" food, or your health?
When you eat, make your food the main attraction. Sit down at the table with your family.
Don't eat in front of the TV. Don't read while you eat. Give your attention to what you are
putting in your mouth, how it tastes, and how your body reacts to what and how much you're
eating.
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Topic Images

Figure 1

Nutrition Facts Label

Source: U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA), http://www.fda.gov.

You will find this label on most foods.

The Nutrition Facts label allows you to compare similar foods or to check whether the food is a
good source of a nutrient. The % Daily Value section can tell you whether a food is high or low in
a particular nutrient. If you want to limit a certain nutrient (such as saturated fat or sodium),
choose foods with a lower % Daily Value.

Serving sizes of similar foods are the same on all Nutrition Facts labels, to make comparing
foods easier. There may be more than 1 serving in each container. This can make a difference
when you are watching your calories and nutrients. *The % Daily Value is based on 2,000
calories a day. You may need more or less than 2,000 calories a day. You can see how many
calories you need each day at www.choosemyplate.gov.
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