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Eating Just One
We’re still quite early in the New Year, and the blush is likely not yet off those weight loss resolutions - although history suggests it will be all too soon, alas.  Last week, we chewed variations on the theme of “best” diets.  This week, let’s bite right into the common core of them all: portion control.

Michael Pollan, a nutrition writer and activist for food-related policy change, has emerged as something of a modern Messiah of clean eating.  Descending from whichever mountain he climbs to seek epiphanies, he has passed along to us all three now rather famous commandments (or maybe they are just recommendations): eat food, not too much, mostly plants.
The first is potentially open to interpretation, and vulnerable to food industry mischief, but the intent is clear enough.  We are advised to eat food, rather than food products.  Food with ingredients we can pronounce.  Food with ingredients we can identify.  Food with ingredients we can situate somewhere in the kingdoms of the known universe: animal, vegetable, mineral.  Real food that doesn’t glow in the dark.

The third also conveys a clear message.  We should eat mostly plant foods, as anthropologists agree even our Stone Age hunter-gatherer forebears did.  We should eat mostly plants because doing so would be good for us, and good for the planet.  We should prioritize foods grown on plants, rather than manufactured in them.  
The intent of the first and third of Pollan’s commandments is quite clear.  We get it.  Of course, that doesn’t mean we are complying.  
We are not a society that demonstrates much devotion to true food.  The average supermarket in the U.S. proffers some 50,000 products; the U.S. food supply, something in the neighborhood of 800,000.  Vegetables, fruits, beans, legumes, nuts, seeds, grains, eggs, fish, seafood, dairy and meats add up to a rounding error!  What is all the rest?

We do no better eating mostly plants.  If compliance is defined as meeting daily recommendations for both vegetables and fruits, adjusted for our age and size, only about 1.5% of us clears the bar.  Not impressive!

But again, at least we understand commandments 1 and 3.  What about that middle one: not too much?  Here, I don’t think we have a clue.
We know what it means, of course.  It means portion control.  It means calories count.

And, despite the diversions of iconoclasts, that is irrefutably true.  Calories, a measure of energy, do count.  We have clear evidence that if calories are restricted, people can lose weight eating Twinkies.  If calories are excessive, people can gain weight eating pure protein.  Sir Isaac Newton was right.
We know what “not too much” means, but by and large, we have no idea how to get there from here.  

The obvious approach- just eat less- is a non-starter. Most of us eat to feel full and satisfied, and stop when we get there.  Eating less means eating less than we want- and feeling hungry all the time.  People can do that for a few weeks or even months, but hardly anyone manages it long term.  When eating less means eating less than you want, it doesn’t last.

There is another way.  
The food industry has tipped their hand by taunting us with “betcha’ can’t eat just one!” They basically acknowledge that, given the chance, they design foods no normal human can stop eating.  From a food supply perspective, maximizing the number of calories it takes to feel full is a R&D triumph.

But it is, of course, a public health disaster- and quite probably a disaster for your personal health as well.  It is part of the reason we have epidemic obesity and diabetes.  If you struggle with your own weight, it is almost certainly part of the explanation.

But now consider the last time you found yourself unable to stop eating apples, or spinach, or salmon, or walnuts.  Among the many virtues of real food is that, even if it’s delicious, generally- you CAN eat just one.  Better food choices help us fill up on fewer calories.   That is true of ‘better’ packaged foods as well.
There is plenty of evidence, but what has my attention at the moment is a very compelling anecdote.  Sally Galvin, a mother of two, used the NuVal nutrition guidance system in her supermarket to trade up the quality of her choices in every aisle- and lost 115lbs!   For her story, see http://www.nuval.com/moms.  
 I know of many such anecdotes, and collectively they provide proof of an important principle.  Pollan’s counsel is good, but warrants an addendum.  The way to eat less is not by eating less than you want, but by making better choices.  The way to control quantity is by improving quality.

Choose your foods wisely, and when you are so inclined… I betcha’ can eat just one after all!
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