Think Fiber for Heart Health

By Susan Burke March, MS, RD, LD/N, CDE

Most women think that cancer is the leading cause of death, but heart disease kills twice as many women over 25 as all types of cancer, according to the American Heart Association. And although smoking is the leading modifiable risk factor for heart disease, diseases linked to obesity are ranked just behind—type 2 diabetes. But what you eat is also modifiable, and research shows that you can lower your risk for heart disease when you make your “usual” diet high in fiber and low in saturated and trans fat.  Other variables influence health, but your diet is the one variable that you can control.  

Some things you can’t change—you can’t change your genes, or your inherited risk for diabetes, high cholesterol and atherosclerosis.   Overweight may increase risk for these diseases, but where you carry your weight can increase the risk even more.  Weight is just a number on the scale, and isn’t the final factor in disease risk, for example, if your BMI is over 25, but your waist size is less than 35 inches (women) or less than 40 inches (men), you’re probably more muscular than fat.  Can you be fit but fat?  You can be fit and overweight—that is, if your body is muscular and trim.   But, the greater the percent of weight from stored fat, the higher your risk for eventually getting diseases such as high blood pressure, diabetes, heart disease, depression, arthritis, and even cancer. Excess fat stored on the abdomen may lead to hormonal changes, inflammation and possibly arterial plaque buildup, so reducing your weight and your waist can help lower your numbers into a healthier range.

Make your mantra “high fiber, lower some fats”.  Limit saturated fat in whole milk dairy products and fatty meats, and trans fats (hydrogenated oils, solid at room temperature) in solid stick margarine and shortening.  Enjoy healthy fats in monounsaturated fats, such as olive and canola oil, and heart-healthy omega-3 fatty acids from fatty fish and flax seed and nuts.

Diets high in fiber help lower risk for high cholesterol.  High fiber choices include whole grain cereals and breads, whole fruit and vegetables (not juice—just fructose in a glass with water), salads (without high-calorie dressings), starchy vegetables (potatoes, peas, corn, winter squash), scrubbed skins of fruits and vegetables contain both soluble and insoluble heart-healthy fiber (as do whole oats and other grains).  

Fiber ideas: Instead of commercial breadcrumbs—usually full of oil and trans fat—use a breakfast cereal such as Grape Nuts or bran flakes without added sugars. 

More ideas:

· Look for 100% whole grain or 100% whole wheat on the label. If you see words like made with whole grain or multigrain, be sure to check the Nutrition Facts label for the amount of fiber per serving. 

· Serve an easy to make fruit salad for dessert—instead of the ‘same old’ apple, pear and orange, choose some ‘super’ papaya, kiwi, cantaloupe—all extremely good sources of vitamins A and C.

· Eat whole fruit, instead of drinking fruit juice and save hundreds of calories.  

· Scrub and eat the skins of most fruits and vegetables

· Have a baked apple for dessert: core and fill cavity with a teaspoon each of cinnamon and sugar or non-nutritive sweetener or honey: microwave for approximately five minutes, until soft.  Eat with a tablespoon of yogurt or low or nonfat yogurt.  

· Keep bags of frozen crunchy vegetables in your freezer: microwave for snacks (sprinkle with dehydrated butter granules); Add lots of vegetables your stews or soup.

· Make your own healthy trail mix: roasted almonds, walnuts, pecans, and raisins.  A half-cup has about 100 calories.  

· Add fiber-rich fresh or frozen berries to your favorite yogurt.  Make a fruit smoothie with a cup each of berries and crushed ice, a half-cup each of nonfat yogurt and milk.

· Substitute whole-wheat flour for half of the white flour in your recipes.

· Eat oatmeal or oat cereals for breakfast.

· Unleash Your Inner Artist:  Be creative and modify your favorite recipes.  Use an online tracker, such as on Sparkpeople.com (it’s free!) and see what happens when you adjust your ingredients, such as substituting turkey breast for ground beef in your meatloaf (halve the calories and fat).  Cooking can be a relaxing outlet for your creative talents.  Planning a healthier menu and bringing it to the table brings a feeling of accomplishment and satisfaction unlike other projects.

· Tools to Lose:  Stock up on nonstick pans for baking, grilling, sautéing—even for soup. Nonstick is one of life’s little pleasures because you don't need to add fat to make food tasty.  Instead, use a little cooking spray, wine, water, or juice and lower calories, naturally. 

· Make It Right:  Bake, broil, grill, poach, or sauté foods instead of deep-frying.  Coat a chicken breast in low-fat buttermilk and then crushed cereal flakes, and bake—this simple substitute for fat calories is so crispy and tasty you’ll never return to frying. Another strategy for heart-smart cooking: instead of basting with butter or margarine, cut the saturated and (especially) trans fat and use flavorful vegetable broth, white wine, or orange juice (my personal favorite!).

· Reduce:  Simply reduce the amount of fat and/or sugar in your recipes.  For example, replace half the oil or butter with applesauce or fruit puree for an equally moist muffin or cake; use one-third less sugar in cakes or cookies.  Instead of adding sugar to cereal, add fresh or dried fruit.  Bake with a non-nutritive sweetener such as Splenda.   

· Stay Lean:  Buy the leanest cuts of meat and trim all visible fat before cooking, or substitute ground turkey breast for ground beef—be sure to buy turkey breast—"ground turkey" often contains turkey skin and dark meat, and is usually equivalent or higher in saturated fat than lean ground beef.  

· Dairy:  Whole milk contains a gram of saturated fat per ounce.  Pediatricians advise that by age two, kids should be drinking and eating nonfat or low fat dairy.  

· Milk, sour cream, yogurt, and cheese all are sold in low and nonfat varieties. 

· Low-fat buttermilk makes a good substitute for whole milk in many of your favorite recipes. 

· Nonfat evaporated milk has a “creamy” consistency and works well as a cream substitute in sauces, pies, ice cream, and, of course, in tea and coffee. 

· Choose evaporated milk instead of condensed milk, which is heavily sweetened with sugar. 

· Eggs:  I love eggs, and find them a versatile and low in calories (about 80 per whole egg). Substitute two egg whites for one whole egg and cut the fat, cholesterol, and calories.   

· Read labels:  Before buying, read the serving size first.  Until you know the serving size, the rest of the numbers are irrelevant.  For example, a bottle of soda usually contains 2.5 servings, but most consumers read just the “calories” which indicates calories per serving, therefore multiply that number by 2.5 for an accurate calorie count. 

· Portion distortion:  Oversized bowls and plates encourage overeating.  Are your dishes gigantic?  Use a salad plate for your entrée, and better yet, buy smaller-sized plates and bowls.  Studies prove that the more you’re served, the more you eat, and if you’re always eating out of oversized dishes, you learn to eat more.  If you’re too tempted to eat more, definitely avoid buffets and “all you can eat” restaurants—sometimes it becomes “eat all you can”.   

· A Non-Negotiable Contract: The best predictor of weight management is activity.  To make your cells more insulin-sensitive, and to keep your heart strong, get at least 30 minutes of regular activity daily, such as walking, swimming, dancing, or biking.  You can accumulate this, but start today.  Go out the door, walk for 10 minutes one way, and 10 back—that’s 20 minutes of activity.  Now, instead of sitting on your chair in front of the computer, sit on a balance ball, and every 20 minutes bounce for 2 minutes, stretch, and breathe…accumulated activity adds up to a healthier heart.  Keep walking: even if you can’t get to a gym or to an aerobics class, you can move!  Use a pedometer—a great tool to motivate you to get in your steps.  I put on my pedometer when I wake up and take it off to go to sleep, leaving it up-front-and-center, on the bathroom counter so I see it first thing in the morning when I’m brushing my teeth.  Many weight maintainers wear their pedometer daily, long after they’ve reached their goal.  Just think of it as your daily exercise reality check.  
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