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Putting the Holiday Season Under Your Belt…But Not!

Thanksgiving signals the arrival of a singular season, the only one not ruled by the rotation of planets, but by our own cultural inclinations.  The Holiday Season, borrowing a bit from both fall and winter, stuffs enough shopping, socializing, partying, reminiscing, singing, and solidarity into a 6-week span to keep us sated all year.   
And in the process, it tends to stuff us as well, because perhaps above all, the holiday season is about the food.  First, there is the Thanksgiving meal itself, which can run up to 4500 calories for those who push the envelope.  Then, there is food at parties, food at the office, and food arriving in the mail, punctuated by the occasional sit-down feast.    
Despite its many dietary pitfalls, the holiday season typically contributes less than you might think to our waistline.  The average person gains about a pound between Thanksgiving and New Year’s Day, although some of us, of course, gain more.  

So the prevention of holiday weight gain is not all that daunting.  Despite the temptations, there are ways to put this year’s holiday season under your belt, and not be obligated to loosen your belt come January.  And yes, you can still enjoy the parties.  With a bit of thoughtfulness, you can have your holiday cake, and keep your wardrobe, too!  Here’s how.
Make your holiday indulgence more about quality, than quantity.  Whatever your personal, traditional favorites- from shrimp cocktail to chocolate mousse- by all means enjoy those.  But forego the more mundane items you can have any time that tend to come along, such as chips, and crackers, and cheese.  A one ounce slice of gouda cheese adds 100 calories; 5 Ritz crackers add another 100. Just because something is sitting out in a bowl or on a platter does not mean you have to eat it.
Many parties feature buffet-style eating.  Buffets make restraint difficult because variety- of color, texture, scent, and taste- stimulates appetite.  Variety, as the saying goes, is the spice of life- and the holiday season is perfectly spiced to put the appetite center into overdrive.

Defend against this hazard in two ways.  First, rather than starve yourself before a party, which sets you up to binge, take the edge off your appetite with a small snack before you leave home.  Eat just enough- an apple, for example (a medium apple is pretty filling at about 70 calories)- to foster a bit of thoughtful restraint while still leaving plenty of appetite for the party.

Then, avoid an excessive variety of choices.  Look over the entire buffet, and identify those items that interest you most.  Limit the variety of foods you put on your plate at any one time.  Just as a shopping list prevents a trip to the supermarket from wandering off course, a few minutes to plan your approach to the buffet table will maximize the ratio of pleasure to calories.  Choose wisely.

 Since the holidays offer us some time away from work, there is more time for physically active recreation.  Take advantage of that.  For some, this means vigorous activity such as skiing or skating.  But health and weight control benefits will result from just a bit of extra walking, too.  
Plan a walk after a holiday meal- a 'constitutional' after eating will require that you stop eating while you can still move!  If that doesn’t work, a walk before the meal is fine.  Either way, you will be burning calories, and creating a great opportunity to catch up with friends and family.  And if the weather outside is too frightful for walking, put on your favorite music and get in a bit of dancing for the sheer pleasure of it, and a side helping of health benefits.
Alcohol is a concentrated source of calories, so those holiday libations might easily make their way to your waistline.  A glass of eggnog may be as much as 340 calories; a glass of red wine is about 125 calories.  In addition, the disinhibiting effects of alcohol may cause you to eat more than you would if less lubricated.

Defend against both of these hazards without giving up the holiday cheer.  Start eating before you start drinking.   You will have made your food choices before your judgment drifts away on tiny bubbles.  Once you start drinking, alternate non-alcoholic beverages with alcohol. An intermittent glass of water or seltzer is an ideal way to space your drinking out, and keep the total down.

At a sit-down meal, start with a salad.  At a buffet, get launched with some of the raw veggies (10 slices of green pepper provide a total of 5 calories!).  A bit of the nutritious, filling, low-calorie fare will leave a bit less room for the weightier items that follow.

There is no reason to eat before, during, and after a meal.  Limit appetizers set out in front of a television. Nibbling all day, then eating some more, is a sure
formula for caloric overload.  Besides which, you'll generally enjoy a wonderful meal less if you've been eating all day leading up to it.
Whenever possible, plan or choose a sit-down meal rather than a buffet.   A sit down meal offers the boundaries of what's on your plate, while a buffet is often an invitation to eat all
you can.  And the table is a place not just for eating, but for conversation.

Pause while eating to enjoy the company.   Put down your utensils between mouthfuls.  Research shows that extending a meal gives you a chance to register fullness before overdoing it.  Not to mention it’s impolite to talk with your mouth full! 

Minimize dietary additions such as gravy (about 8 calories per tablespoon) and butter (about 35 calories per pat) and dips (about 125 calories per quarter cup).   Calorie dense spreads, sauces, and dressings can add less to the meal than they do to your waistline.  Avoid these
items, or use them sparingly- and use only those that truly matter to you.  No
need, for instance, to have a holiday turkey with both gravy and cranberry sauce (generally up to 100 calories); pick one.
Each year in the United States, a weight loss pledge tops national polls as the most popular of New Year’s resolutions.  But you can beat the holiday rush by getting some simple weight control strategies under your belt right now.  Your belt will thank you.
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