Easy Tips for Planning a Healthy Diet

Professor Kyaw Myint Oo
Rector (Retd.), University of Dagon
Member of the Executive Committee

Myanmar Academy of Arts and Science

A healthy diet is one that helps maintain or improve general health. A healthy diet
provides the body with essential nutrition: adequate fluid, adequate essential amino acids from
protein, essential fatty acids, vitamins, minerals, and adequate calories. The requirements for a
healthy diet can be met from a variety of plant-based and animal-based foods. A healthy diet
supports energy needs and provides for human nutrition without exposure to toxicity or
excessive weight gain from consuming excessive amounts. Where lack of calories is not an issue,
a properly balanced diet (in addition to exercise) is also thought to be important for lowering
health risks, such as obesity, heart disease, type 2 diabetes, hypertension and cancer.

Healthy eating tip 1: It's not just what you eat, it's how you eat

Healthy eating is about more than the food on your plate—it is also about how you think
about food. Healthy eating habits can be learned and it is important to slow down and think about
food as nourishment rather than just something to gulp down in between meetings or on the way
to pick up the Kids.

o Eat with others whenever possible. Eating with other people has numerous social and
emotional benefits—particularly for children—and allows you to model healthy eating
habits. Eating in front of the TV or computer often leads to mindless overeating.

o Take time to chew your food and enjoy mealtimes. Chew your food slowly, savoring
every bite. We tend to rush though our meals, forgetting to actually taste the flavors and
feel the textures of our food. Reconnect with the joy of eating.

o Listen to your body. Ask yourself if you are really hungry, or have a glass of water to
see if you are thirsty instead of hungry. During a meal, stop eating before you feel full. It
actually takes a few minutes for your brain to tell your body that it has had enough food,
so eat slowly.

o Eat breakfast, and eat smaller meals throughout the day. A healthy breakfast can
jumpstart your metabolism, and eating small, healthy meals throughout the day (rather
than the standard three large meals) keeps your energy up and your metabolism going.

e Avoid eating at night. Try to eat dinner earlier in the day and then fast for 14-16 hours
until breakfast the next morning. Early studies suggest that this simple dietary
adjustment—eating only when you’re most active and giving your digestive system a
long break each day—may help to regulate weight. After-dinner snacks tend to be high in
fat and calories so are best avoided, anyway.
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Healthy eating tip 2: Fill up on colorful fruits and vegetables

Fruits and vegetables are the foundation of a healthy diet. They are low in calories and
nutrient dense, which means they are packed with vitamins, minerals, antioxidants, and fiber.

Try to eat a rainbow of fruits and vegetables every day and with every meal—the brighter the
better. Colorful, deeply colored fruits and vegetables contain higher concentrations of vitamins,
minerals, and antioxidants—and different colors provide different benefits, so eat a variety. Aim
for a minimum of five portions each day.

Some great choices include:

e Greens. Branch out beyond bright and dark green lettuce. Kale, mustard greens, broccoli,
and Chinese cabbage are just a few of the options—all packed with calcium, magnesium,
iron, potassium, zinc, and vitamins A, C, E, and K.

o Sweet vegetables. Naturally sweet vegetables—such as corn, carrots, beets, sweet
potatoes, yams, onions, and squash—add healthy sweetness to your meals and reduce
your cravings for other sweets.

e Fruit. Fruit is a tasty, satisfying way to fill up on fiber, vitamins, and antioxidants.
Berries are cancer-fighting, apples provide fiber, oranges and mangos offer vitamin C,
and so on.

Healthy eating tip 3: Eat more healthy carbs and whole grains

Choose healthy carbohydrates and fiber sources, especially whole grains, for long lasting
energy. In addition to being delicious and satisfying, whole grains are rich in phytochemicals and
antioxidants, which help to protect against coronary heart disease, certain cancers, and diabetes.
Studies have shown people who eat more whole grains tend to have a healthier heart.

Healthy carbs (sometimes known as good carbs) include whole grains, beans, fruits, and
vegetables. Healthy carbs are digested slowly, helping you feel full longer and keeping blood
sugar and insulin levels stable.

Unhealthy carbs (or bad carbs) are foods such as white flour, refined sugar, and white rice
that have been stripped of all bran, fiber, and nutrients. Unhealthy carbs digest quickly and cause
spikes in blood sugar levels and energy.

Tips for eating more healthy carbs

e Include a variety of whole grains in your healthy diet, including whole wheat, brown
rice, millet, quinoa, and barley. Experiment with different grains to find your favorites.

e Make sure you're really getting whole grains. Be aware that the words stone-ground,
multi-grain, 100% wheat, or bran can be deceptive. Look for the words “whole grain” or
“100% whole wheat” at the beginning of the ingredient list. In the U.S., Canada, and
some other countries, check for the Whole Grain Stamps that distinguish between partial
whole grain and 100% whole grain.



e Try mixing grains as a first step to switching to whole grains. If whole grains like
brown rice and whole wheat pasta don’t sound good at first, start by mixing what you
normally use with the whole grains. You can gradually increase the whole grain to 100%.

Avoid: Refined foods such as breads, pastas, and breakfast cereals that are not whole grain.
Healthy eating tip 4: Enjoy healthy fats & avoid unhealthy fats

Good sources of healthy fat are needed to nourish your brain, heart, and cells, as well as
your hair, skin, and nails. Foods rich in certain omega-3 fats called EPA and DHA are
particularly important and can reduce cardiovascular disease, improve your mood, and help
prevent dementia.

Add to your healthy diet:

e Monounsaturated fats, from plant oils like canola oil, peanut oil, and olive oil, as well
as avocados, nuts (like almonds, hazelnuts, and pecans), and seeds (such as pumpkin,
sesame).

e Polyunsaturated fats, including Omega-3 and Omega-6 fatty acids, found in fatty fish
such as salmon, herring, mackerel, anchovies, sardines, and some cold water fish oil
supplements. Other sources of polyunsaturated fats are unheated sunflower, corn,
soybean, flaxseed oils, and walnuts.

Reduce or eliminate from your diet:

e Saturated fats, found primarily in animal sources including red meat and whole milk
dairy products.

e Trans fats, found in vegetable shortenings, some margarines, crackers, candies, cookies,
snack foods, fried foods, baked goods, and other processed foods made with partially
hydrogenated vegetable oils.

Healthy eating tip 5: Put protein in perspective

Protein gives us the energy to get up and go—and keep going. Protein in food is broken
down into the 20 amino acids that are the body’s basic building blocks for growth and energy,
and essential for maintaining cells, tissues, and organs. A lack of protein in our diet can slow
growth, reduce muscle mass, lower immunity, and weaken the heart and respiratory system.
Protein is particularly important for children, whose bodies are growing and changing daily.

Try different types of protein. Whether or not you are a vegetarian, trying different protein
sources—such as beans, nuts, seeds, peas, tofu, and soy products—will open up new options for
healthy mealtimes.

o Beans: Black beans, navy beans, garbanzos, and lentils are good options.
e Nuts: Almonds, walnuts, pistachios, and pecans are great choices.
e Soy products: Try tofu, soy milk, tempeh, and veggie burgers for a change.



e Avoid salted or sugary nuts and refried beans.

Focus on quality sources of protein, like fresh fish, chicken or turkey, tofu, eggs, beans, or
nuts. When you are having meat, chicken, or turkey, buy meat that is free of hormones and
antibiotics.

Healthy eating tip 6: Add calcium for strong bones

Calcium is one of the key nutrients that your body needs in order to stay strong and healthy.
It is an essential building block for lifelong bone health in both men and women, as well as many
other important functions.

You and your bones will benefit from eating plenty of calcium-rich foods, limiting foods
that deplete your body’s calcium stores, and getting your daily dose of magnesium and vitamins
D and K—nutrients that help calcium do its job.

Recommended calcium levels are 1000 mg per day, 1200 mg if you are over 50 years old.
Try to get as much of your daily calcium needs from food as possible and use only low-dose
calcium supplements to make up any shortfall.

Good sources of calcium include:

« Dairy: Dairy products are rich in calcium in a form that is easily digested and absorbed
by the body. Sources include milk, yogurt, and cheese.

e Vegetables and greens: Many vegetables, especially leafy green ones, are rich sources
of calcium. Try turnip greens, mustard greens, collard greens, kale, romaine lettuce,
celery, broccoli, fennel, cabbage, summer squash, green beans, Brussels sprouts,
asparagus, and crimini mushrooms.

o Beans: For another rich source of calcium, try black beans, pinto beans, kidney beans,
white beans, black-eyed peas, or baked beans.

Healthy eating tip 7: Limit sugar and salt

If you succeed in planning your diet around fiber-rich fruits, vegetables, whole grains, lean
protein, and good fats, you may find yourself naturally cutting back on foods that can get in the
way of your healthy diet—sugar and salt.

Sugar

Sugar causes energy ups and downs and can add to health and weight problems.
Unfortunately, reducing the amount of candy, cakes, and desserts we eat is only part of the
solution. Often you may not even be aware of the amount of sugar you’re consuming each day.
Large amounts of added sugar can be hidden in foods such as bread, canned soups and
vegetables, pasta sauce, margarine, instant mashed potatoes, frozen dinners, fast food, soy sauce,
and ketchup. Here are some tips:
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Salt

Avoid sugary drinks. One 12-0z soda has about 10 teaspoons of sugar in it, more than
the daily recommended limit! Try sparkling water with lemon or a splash of fruit juice.
Sweeten foods yourself. Buy unsweetened iced tea, plain yogurt, or unflavored oatmeal,
for example, and add sweetener (or fruit) yourself. You’re likely to add far less sweetener
than the manufacturer would have.

Eat naturally sweet food such as fruit, peppers, or natural peanut butter to satisfy your
sweet tooth. Keep these foods handy instead of candy or cookies.

Most of us consume too much salt in our diets. Eating too much salt can cause high blood

pressure and lead to other health problems. Try to limit sodium intake to 1,500 to 2,300 mg per
day, the equivalent of one teaspoon of salt.

Avoid processed or pre-packaged foods. Processed foods like canned soups or frozen
dinners contain hidden sodium that quickly surpasses the recommended limit.

Be careful when eating out. Most restaurant and fast food meals are loaded with
sodium.

o Opt for fresh or frozen vegetables instead of canned vegetables.

o Cut back on salty snacks such as potato chips, nuts, and pretzels.

e Choose low-salt or reduced-sodium products.

e Tryslowly reducing the salt in your diet to give your taste buds time to adjust.
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