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INTRODUCTION
There is more to diets than what you eat, but it all does start with what you 
eat. The basic foundations of healthy eating are vital to a successful diet. 
After years of eating without much thought, when you start to diet you have 
a lot to learn about food. While an entire diet program includes elements of 
food education, most take the information out and leave you with easy to 
follow menus. This is a great approach if you don’t’ care to really understand 
why some foods are good and others are bad on a specific diet, but if you 
want to customize a life maintenance plan you will eventually need to have 
some basic understanding of food guidelines, food groups, and nutrition.

Different diets may have different requirements, but a standard healthy diet 
begins with conventional guidelines and further understanding of your unique 
dietary requirements. Elements that contribute to your understand of healthy 
food habits are: 

• The Food Pyramid
• Dietary Guidelines For Americans
• Food Groups
• Fats
• Carbohydrates
• Proteins
• Sodium and Potassium
• Sugars and Sugar Substitutes
• Beverages
• Special Conditions
• Food Preparation
• Eating Out While Dieting

None of this information is difficult to learn or to follow, but it does take a 
particular mindset. As you learn more about food, the good and the bad, you 
can make more informed choices and steer clear of foods that can contribute 
to obesity and heart disease. 

THE FOOD PYRAMID
As scientific understanding of how food affects growth and nutrition 
increases, the U.S. Department of Agriculture changes its food pyramid 
guidelines. The last time the food pyramid was changed was in the spring of 
2005. Now, the pyramid holds vertical bands of color, in a rainbow effect, 
each determining a specific food group. The bands are wider or skinnier 

Eating Consciously – Taking Another Look At Food - Page 2



depending on the percentage of calories obtained for that particular food 
group to maintain good nutrition. It has the image of a person climbing up 
stairs to the side of the pyramid, indicating the importance of physical 
activity in any good diet program.

DIETARY GUIDELINES FOR 
AMERICANS

As part of the dietary education of Americans, the USDA also puts out a 
Dietary Guidelines for Americans, which last was updated in 2005. This 
valuable document can be obtained online and covers subjects like caloric 
needs, nutrition, weight management, physical activity, and food safety. It 
also covers some basic food groups and their recommendations. In addition, 
the Dietary Guidelines for Americans has an eating plan that is referred to as 
the DASH eating plan. It very clearly spells out the daily serving allotments 
for various food groups depending on the caloric intake of the diet plan. 
Instead of using cups or ounces, the DASH eating plan uses a system that 
dictates the number of servings allowed.

The DASH Eating plan contains information on diets of 1,600, 2,000, 2,600, 
and 3,100 calories. It lists the food groups and separates them out based on 
categories like grains, vegetables, fruits, fat-free or low-fat milk and milk 
products, lean meats, poultry or fish, nuts, seeds, and legumes, fats and oils, 
and finally sweets. One of the best things about the eating plan is that it also 
classifies good food products that are part of each group. For instance, grains 
are further split out into whole wheat bread, pretzels, popcorn, bagels and 
more. This gives you a good idea of what foods are actually contributing to 
what food group. It can help when you are grocery shopping or when you eat 
out at a restaurant.

FOOD GROUPS
The USDA pyramid food guide, on the other hand, is more concerned with 
actual quantities of food in the food categories. The number of cups or 
ounces are stated and applied to the various food groups. On the food 
pyramid, the colored bands represent the food groups as follows:

• Orange for grains
• Green for vegetables
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• Red for fruits
• Yellow for fats and oils
• Blue for milk and dairy products
• Purple for meat, beans, fish, and nuts

The purple and yellow colored bands are skinnier than the other bands to 
represent the information that a proper diet consists of less meat and fats 
and more fruits, grains and vegetables.

There are a variety of food pyramids offered for different life situations. No 
one pyramid is good for everyone. If you want to see specific food pyramids 
for groups like children or to customize it for yourself, check out the 
MyPyramid Plan on the USDA’s website. It is an online calculator that allows 
you to punch in your age, gender, weight, and activity level to figure how to 
customize the Pyramid for your particular daily needs. It will even give you a 
recommended number of calories per day guideline, which can be very useful 
when dieting.

The guidelines for a person of average build who doesn’t necessarily need to 
lose weight and has a good level of physical activity in their day is a 2,000-
calorie diet. Using that calorie count, the food groups are then estimated in 
daily servings as follows:

• Fruits and vegetables – Two cups of fruit and 2 ½ cups of 
vegetables per day.

• Grains – Three or more of whole grain products like breads and 
cereals. At least half should come from whole grain products and the 
other half from enriched grain products.

• Milk and Dairy – Three cups per day of milk or equivalent dairy 
products.

• Meat and Beans – Protein sources can vary from three to six ounces, 
but typically the pyramid isn’t too concerned with too little protein in 
one’s diet.

FATS
Fats in the diet are not as essential as the other food groups, and they are 
typically high in calories. However, if you are trying to maintain health fats 
can be an important food group to pay close attention to and adjust in your 
diet. 

Fats, in the food pyramid, consist of cooking oils, margarine, mayonnaise, 
butter, and salad dressings. These fats should be low in saturated fats and 
trans fatty acids and high in monounsaturated fats to get the optimal health 
benefits. 
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Health benefits of different fats are determined by their ability to increase 
your LDL (low density lipoprotein) or HDL (high density lipoprotein) levels. 
LDLs are considered bad cholesterol and have been linked to arteriosclerosis, 
heart attacks, strokes, and vascular diseases. HDLs are considered good 
because they have the ability to remove cholesterol from your arteries, thus 
offering some protection from cardiovascular diseases. 

Oils that are high in monounsaturated or polyunsaturated fats tend to raise 
the HDL levels. If you are concerned about cardiovascular disease, substitute 
fats that are high in saturated fats for those with monounsaturated fats. Oils 
that are high in monounsaturated fats are canola, olive, avocado and peanut 
oils. Nut oils are high in polyunsaturated fats and have the same effect. 
These include safflower, sesame and sunflower oils.

Saturated fats are usually found in meat products and tropical oils. They 
should be substituted with the monounsaturated or polyunsaturated oils. The 
focus on fruits, vegetables and grains in the food pyramid can also lead to 
cutting down on saturated fats in the form of meats, butter, cream, and 
whole fat dairy products.

Fried foods are very bad for a diet because they contain trans fatty acids. 
There is a great controversy over the presence of trans fatty acids in many 
processed foods like cookies and breads. Avoid foods high in trans fatty acids 
and stick with low fat or monounsaturated fat products.

CARBOHYDRATES
Like fats, carbohydrates can come in various forms: simple and complex. 
There are diets that make that distinction and will allow you to eat 
carbohydrates, as long as they are complex. Whole grains are forms of 
complex carbohydrates. Sweets and refined grains can be simple 
carbohydrates.

Complex carbohydrates are harder to digest than simple carbohydrates. It’s 
for this reason that many nutritionists advise people concerned with blood 
sugar levels to avoid simple carbohydrates. They digest quickly and can raise 
blood sugar levels quickly, instigating rises and drops in blood sugar that can 
be unhealthy. Complex carbohydrates are slower to digest and can provide a 
much steady stream of energy and can help to ease hunger cravings. 

Not all complex carbohydrates are healthy, however. Some complex 
carbohydrates have been refined and processed making them less healthy 
than their unrefined cousins. Things like white rice, regular semolina pasta 
products, crackers, and white bread are just as bad as simple sugars. Try to 
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keep your carbohydrates in natural form and you will get more nutrients, 
more fiber, and fewer problems with elevated sugar levels.

PROTEINS
The American diet gets too much protein from animals. Popular diets like the 
Atkins diet suggest that animal protein can help one to lose weight. This may 
be true, but it also can be a problem if you have heart disease in your family. 
Fats from meat are typically saturated fats and can cause an increase in 
heart disease. Meat is still recommended as a source of protein in the Dietary 
Guidelines for Americans 2005 but it is suggested the cuts of meat be lean 
and not fatty. Protein should be limited to 15 to 20% of the overall calorie 
count of the diet.

People who are on vegetarian diets get their protein from plant-based 
sources like soybean products, nuts, and other legumes. Not all protein has 
to be animal-based protein. With sufficient research and know-how protein 
from meat sources can be substituted with protein from plant sources with 
little ill health effects.

SODIUM AND POTASSIUM
An elevated consumption of sodium chloride (salt) has bad effects on blood 
pressure readings. In order to keep people from ingesting too much salt, the 
Dietary Guidelines for Americans 2005 recommends less than 2,300 mg of 
sodium per day. That’s the equivalent of 1 teaspoon of salt. Another effective 
way to reduce blood pressure issues is to increase the potassium in one’s 
diet. There are various foods like bananas and potatoes that are high in 
potassium, which can be part of a healthy diet. 

To keep from eating too much salt in the diet, avoid processed foods and 
meats. Canned foods, processed grains, and prepared foods can be very high 
in sodium. Some foods now come especially packaged with labels that read 
“low in sodium.” The less salt you eat in your diet, the less you will crave it. 
The taste buds tend to adjust to the level of salt you use for a long period of 
time.
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SUGARS AND SUGAR 
SUBSTITUTES

Refined sugars are simple carbohydrates that can have drastic effects on 
blood sugar levels and weight gain. They typically are nutrient poor when 
they are refined. You can check labels to find the presence of sugar in 
different food products, but the name will often be presented differently than 
sugar. 

Other names that indicate sugar content are:

• Brown sugar
• Corn sweetener
• Corn syrup
• Glucose
• Fructose
• Dextrose

In order to limit your sugar intake, you can try to avoid sweet drinks, 
pastries, cookies, candies, and desserts. If you want to keep the sweet taste 
but avoid the caloric intake, there are a number of sugar substitutes that can 
be used while you are on a diet. They are usually created with aspartame, 
saccharin, or sucralose. The three most popular brands of artificial 
sweeteners in each of these categories are Nutrasweet, Sweet’N Low, and 
Splenda respectively. There is a lot of controversy on whether any of these 
have negative health effects when consumed in large quantities. Most of the 
concerns center around the possibility of increasing the risk of cancer.

For those that want to go the all natural way, there is a plant called Stevia 
which has also been used as a low-calorie sugar substitute for centuries in 
other countries, even though it was banned in the U.S. until 1995. There are 
claims for and against the use of Stevia, with proponents suggesting it helps 
pancreatic functioning for diabetics and that the banning was due to political 
more than health reasons. Currently it is sold as a food supplement and not a 
sweetener. Look for it in a health food store and not the typical grocery 
stores.

If you have a sweet tooth and can’t drink your water with just sprigs of 
lemon or oranges in them, then using a sweetener can help you stay on your 
diet. Many people do not like to use sweeteners due to an unpleasant after-
taste, but others do not notice this aspect of the sugar substitute as much. 
It’s up to the individual what choices they make for their sugar substitutes.
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BEVERAGES
The number and types of beverages you drink in a day can easily blow any 
diet. It can be the subtlest of diet-busters. It may not occur to you that the 
morning cappuccino has as many calories as a burger with all the trimmings. 
Unless you know what you order a drink, you have to be specific so that it 
doesn’t come to your table in disguise as a healthy drink.

Stay away from alcoholic drinks when you are dieting. They are full of 
calories and have little nutritional value. They can lower your mood causing 
you to binge eat too. While a glass of wine is heart-healthy and might be 
considered on special diets, it’s not usually accepted in most diets.

Reduce the amount of juices your drink, as they are high in calories too. 
Caffeine-rich drinks are often eliminated on diets as well, which can cause 
withdrawal symptoms. Stay away from carbonated soda drinks, which are 
high in sugar. Even healthy energy drinks and fruit smoothies can contain 
enough calories to replace a full meal, if you are not careful.

Stick with herbal teas, water, flavored water, or decaffeinated drinks. Use 
sugar substitutes when necessary. Try to get as much as six to eight glasses 
of water daily.

SPECIAL CONDITIONS
Don’t forget the foods that meet special conditions on your diet. Your diet 
may not just be about losing weight. If you have specific food allergies, 
medical problems, or your diet recommends avoiding certain foods, you 
should do it. It may be a lot harder on some diets than others to figure out 
exactly what ingredients are in your food that are prohibited. For instance, 
people on gluten-intolerant diets often can’t be certain which processed foods 
have come in contact with gluten products and which have not. Even some 
foods that are labeled “gluten-free” are made in factories that also produce 
gluten-rich products, causing contamination of all their products in a dieter’s 
point of view. The only way they find out is when they experience symptoms 
of allergic reaction.

In this situation, you need to start taking control of your own diet. Find 
stores that specialize in the types of foods that you can eat. You can ask 
them if they know if the manufacturer has a good track record. You can call 
the manufacturer too, using the 1-800 toll-free numbers on the side of the 
products. You can check out their websites and research the products you 
are interested in. It takes a little more work than just going grocery 
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shopping, but when your health is the issue, it’s better to work hard initially 
to understand what products are safe than to find out later they are not.

Some people have severe allergies to nut products. They would not be able 
to eat anything second-hand without knowing if it was contaminated with 
nuts. Special conditions can be mild to life threatening, but all should be 
taken into account with buying food, preparing it, and eating it.

FOOD PREPARATION
Knowing the ingredients and impact of various foods on your diet is essential. 
Understanding how the food storage and preparation process can alter those 
nutritional values is even more important. It’s not just important for people 
with medical conditions who need to avoid contact with specific food 
products, but also helpful for people who are cooking at home, or eating out. 

There are a number of different ways to eat your foods: raw, boiled, broiled, 
fried, baked, and microwaved. The more a food is processed, the less 
nutrition actually remains within the food. The more food is stored while it 
waits to be cooked can also affect the nutritional quality of the food. Also 
canned foods have different nutritional values and longevity than frozen or 
fresh. Fresh fruits and vegetables straight from a local farmer’s market 
contain more vitamins and minerals than those shipped form out-of-state 
and available at your local grocers. If nutrition is important in your diet, you 
will want to take stock of different food storage and preparation techniques 
and how they affect your diet.

Food safety is also important in food preparation, especially when you are 
learning to eat new foods that you may be learning about in your new diet. 
Fish and shellfish can easily spoil and must be refrigerated promptly to avoid 
getting sick on them. Previously frozen and defrosted fish should not be 
frozen again without risking salmonella.

Canned foods should be limited to things that are out of season or hard to 
prepare. They can contain excess amounts of sodium or sugar. They will 
have less nutritional value than fresh fruits and vegetables. If you’ve had 
some canned products in your pantry for a while, check the expiration dates 
and throw those products out, if necessary.

Meats should be refrigerated separately from other foods and used promptly. 
If they are not to be used promptly, they should be frozen and defrosted 
later. When preparing meats, poultry or fish, do not use the same cutting 
board as you are using for your vegetables. Cross-contamination from foods 
can cause you to get food poisoning later.
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Obviously, if you are eating raw foods they will have more nutrition than 
cooked foods. However, even some raw foods can be unsafe and should be 
carefully inspected before consuming them. There have been incidences of E. 
Coli contamination in foods like salads and spinach. Food poisoning is more 
dangerous for children and the elderly, but even so, no one wants to get food 
poisoning. Wash your fruits and vegetables before you eat them and throw 
out any produce that looks or smells bad.

Many diets prefer that you cook your food using a method that doesn’t add a 
significant amount of calories. Frying is one method to avoid when you are 
trying to cut calories. Fried foods are high in trans fatty acids, high in 
calories, and can bust a diet quickly. Stick with broiled, boiled, or even 
microwaved foods. The quicker something cooks, the more nutrients it 
retains. For that reason, pressure-cooking is a great way to retain nutrients 
while boiling may be far behind, even though boiled foods have fewer 
calories. However, microwaving is done at very high temperatures and there 
is some indication that it may actually decrease nutrients even though the 
method is very fast. 

From better to worse, in terms of nutrient values, the methods of cooking 
chosen would be:

• Steaming 
• Stir-frying 
• Broiling/Grilling
• Sautéing 
• Poaching 
• Roasting 
• Baking
• Boiling

EATING OUT WHILE DIETING
Having read this report, you can get a good view of why some foods are 
recommended in some diets and avoided in others by the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture’s food pyramid guidelines. These guidelines stress a particular 
philosophy of health maintenance and not necessarily weight loss. However, 
the same information used to maintain a good weight can also be used when 
you are on your life maintenance plan to keep the benefits of your diet in 
your life. 

The pyramid guidelines can be used to help you choose good foods when you 
are eating out. It provides a bit of common sense without any scientific 
strategies that target metabolism or other common weight loss mechanisms. 
It just is a way to eat healthy and maintain a good weight. 
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Some of the ways you can use this information when you eat out is in 
understanding which foods to avoid. By not ordering alcoholic or sweetened 
carbonated drinks, you save a ton of calories. Ordering water with a sprig of 
lemon is not only diet-wise, but it saves money too. You will know to steer 
clear of the deep-fried foods and settle for foods that are steamed or broiled, 
for fewer calories.

Fats that might have been overlooked in restaurant entrees now may be 
more important. Make sure to ask the server to put your dressings on the 
side and keep the sauces light. Soups that seem light in calories but have 
ingredients like cream won’t fool you. If you’re not certain about something 
on the menu, ask the server. They can tell you what is in the dish, which can 
help you decide whether it is worth ordering.

You will want to keep your eye out for dishes touted as vegetarian or low-
sodium. As long as they are not deep-fried and loaded with buttery sauces, 
you should be okay. Desserts may be off-limits but a cup of herbal tea may 
make a great way to end a meal. Keep sweeteners that you use in your 
pocketbook and don’t be afraid to bring them out when you are at a 
restaurant. 

Be specific about the preparation of your foods when you are eating out. 
Remember portion control. While a food may be healthy, eating too much of 
it will certainly pack on the pounds. If the serving sizes at a restaurant are 
too big, share your meal with a friend. You not only save calories, but you 
save money too. Don’t fill up on breads and appetizers before the main 
course. Stick to whole grains, instead of refined carbohydrates. Having a 
good understanding of why certain food choices will help you lose weight 
makes it easier what to decide to eat when you go out. It may seem to take 
a little more effort, but the results of a lean and healthy body are worth the 
extra effort.

These guidelines for food groups and servings can vary with diet approaches. 
With the Atkins diet, you will be asked to eat more protein than the food 
pyramid recommends. Weight Watchers will count calories and use prepared 
foods more than fresh foods to help you lose weight initially. Other diets, like 
low-sugar diets may emphasize new food groups like foods on a glycemic 
scale, a different way of categorizing food for health and weight loss. You can 
still use the pyramid guidelines to give you a brief overview of what a typical 
diet might focus on, even if the emphasis is more on health than weight loss. 
If you want more information on specific diets and strategies to lose weight, 
order our online e-book called Dieting Wisdom: A Sane Way To Lose Weight. 
In it, you will find a thorough plan to help you put your diet knowledge into 
action with whatever diet you choose.
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