
Common Sense Nutrition, Part 1 
by Kim Baugher 

 
 
Does it seem like nutrition can be confusing?  It's no wonder, considering 
all the different sources of nutritional advice.  Many diets have emerged 
over the years promising to help people lose fat, or put on muscle, or do 
both at the same time.  Often these diets will credit some magical food - 
anyone remember the grapefruit diet?  Others label a particular macronutrient 
as evil, such as the low fat craze of the 80's and the re-emergence of low 
carb diets such as Atkins.  While people have obviously had success with some 
of these approaches, I think they can be unnecessarily complicated and tend to 
miss the big picture. 
 
The biggest factor in losing fat is reducing your caloric intake. 
According to the Law of Thermodynamics, energy in - energy out = energy 
deficit or surplus.  It's simple physics.  Unfortunately, you'd have to jog 
for a long time to make up for that pint of Ben and Jerry's you ate last 
night.  Exercise is obviously important when trying to losing fat, but eating 
less calories is even moreso.  Does this mean that you have to starve 
yourself?  No.  What you should do is make intelligent food choices.  This 
in turn will allow you to enjoy eating while leaning up.  Being a little 
hungry when dieting is inevitable, but there's no reason to torture yourself. 
 
Conversely, the biggest factor in putting on muscle is to increase calories. 
You have to take in more than you're burning off.  It's easy to say, "You 
just need to eat more."  But for those who have trouble putting on weight 
it's a lot harder than it sounds.  So do you need to stuff yourself until 
you feel like puking?  No.  Again, I think intelligent food choices can make 
things a lot easier for you. 
 
 
Eat Your Fruits and Veggies 
--------------------------- 
 
Fruits and veggies should make up the base of your diet.  Why?  First and foremost, 
vegetables and fruits contain lots of great nutrients such as vitamins, minerals, fiber, 
phytonutrients, and flavanoids which may be important for health.  They're also a good 
source of water, which is something we can all use more of.  Because many fruits and 
vegetables are low glycemic they provide for even levels of blood sugar and will give you 
the energy you need for longer periods of time. 
 
Green leafy vegetables are particularly nutritious, but don't limit yourself here.  A good 
rule of thumb is to include various colors of vegetables - red, green, orange, etc.  This 
will ensure that you're getting a good variety, not to mention that it will make things a 
little more interesting.  Eating doesn't and shouldn't have to be boring. 
 
Common advice, especially in this age of low carb dieting, is to eliminate intake of starchy 
vegetables in order to lose fat.  I think this is fairly good advice, as starchy vegetables 
tend to be calorically dense. You don't have to eliminate them entirely, however.  A few 
things you can do are to limit their intake to times when your body can better tolerate 
them, such as in the morning or in the meal after training when insulin sensitivity is 
higher.  Another option is to go for a lower-glycemic alternative like sweet potatoes, or a 
lower calorie alternative like mashed cauliflower.  Also, leave the peel on - it's a good 
source of fiber and nutrients and will help fill you up more.  On the other hand, athletes 
attempting to gain weight may want to take in starchier vegetables in favor of other kinds.  
However, they shouldn't neglect other sorts of vegetables because they'd be missing out 
on a lot of good nutrients.   
 



More common advice for losing weight is to eliminate fruit from your diet due to its 
fructose content.  I think this is a big mistake.  Many fruits, particularly northern fruits, 
are very low in calories and are made up of mostly water and fiber.  Eating a piece of fruit 
can help satisfy your sweet tooth, and so you'll be less likely to eat something you 
shouldn't.  Also, the fiber in piece of fruit before a meal can help fill you up and keep you 
from pigging out.  I don't know anyone who's gotten fat from eating apples! 
 
Sweeter tropical fruits don't have to be eliminated, but stick to eating them at times when 
you would eat starchy vegetables (i.e. in the morning and after a workout). 
 
How About Grains? 
----------------- 
 
I normally recommend that athletes look to fruits and vegetables first for their 
carbohydrate needs.  Grains can also be an excellent source of carbohydrates, but I like 
them to take a back seat to fruits and vegetables for a few reasons.  Many grain products 
are processed, which means they've been altered in some way or another.  Even grains that 
we normally think of as being unprocessed, such as oatmeal, are typically flattened 
(rolled) and pre-cooked to provide for shorter cooking times.  Processed foods require 
less work on your part to eat and digest, and highly processed foods also tend to have 
high glycemic indexes - that is, they can spike blood sugar levels and energy levels can be 
uneven as a result.  Furthermore, highly processed grain products tend to be very 
calorically dense, and so it's easy to eat too much.  Finally, highly processed grain 
products lack the nutrients that the less processed ones do.  Including grains in your diet 
can be a good idea when you include the right types and eat the 
 
Athletes attempting to lean up should take in grains that have been processed as little as 
possible.  Steel-cut oats, scottish or irish style oats, millet, and sprouted grain breads 
are all good choices.  The best times to eat these types of grains are before or after one's 
workout. 
 
 
Eat Your Critters 
----------------- 
 
As most athletes know, especially strength athletes, protein is also very important.  The 
amino acids from protein provide the building blocks for muscle, but they're also used for 
building other structures in the body and are important in other functions. 
 
The best sources of protein are lean meats (e.g. chicken, turkey, fish, buffalo, venison, 
ostrich) and fatty cold water fish (e.g. wild salmon).  This isn't to say that you shouldn't 
eat steak.  However, fattier meats tend to be higher in levels of omega-6 fatty acids (an 
exception to this is grass fed beef, or meat obtained from wild game, which tend to be 
higher in omega-3's).  While omega-6's are important, we as a society tend to get way too 
many of these in our diets already and too few omega-3's.  Limiting intake of these while 
increasing intake of sources of omega-3's (such as cold water fish) will help balance your 
intake out.  Also, eating lean meats allows you to control your intake of fats by getting 
them from other sources. 
 
Speaking of Fat... 
------------------ 
 
Fat is also an important part of your diet and should not be neglected.  Fat is utilized by 
your body for the production of hormones among various other functions.  And while fat is 
calorically dense - 9 calories per gram of fat - the notion that taking in fat will 
automatically increase your waistline is false.  In fact, athletes who are attempting to 
put on weight may want to increase their fat intake as an easy way to increase their 
calories.  Omega-3 fatty acids can not only help your body utilize nutrients better (and in 
turn help one lose weight), but can also help alleviate symptoms of depression, can reduce 
inflammation, and have so many other health benefits that it would require a whole 
article just to mention them.  Fat provides satiety and can help keep you fuller for longer 



- in my opinion this is the main reason why low carb diets are so successful with many 
people. 
 
Olive oil, nuts, cold water fish and eggs are all good sources of healthy fats.  Athletes 
wishing to restrict their calories should still take in fats from some source, but be 
careful, particularly with nuts and nut butters - it is very easy to eat a lot of this and in 
turn take in too many calories.  Also be sure to take in fat from a variety of sources, as 
various kinds of fat (monounsaturated, polyunsaturated, and even saturated) have 
different benefits.  Avoid fats containing trans-fatty acids, however. 
 
Putting it All Together 
----------------------- 
 
So, to summarize... 
 
For athletes attempting to lose weight: 
 
-The base of your diet should be made up of fruits and vegetables.  The majority of this 
should be made up of green leafy vegetables and northern fruits as they are more filling 
because they contain more fiber and water.  Starchy vegetables and tropical fruits can be 
included, but do so sparingly and at appropriate times. 
 
-If you need help meeting your energy requirements, grains can also be included, but do so 
at the appropriate times (in the mornings and before/after a workout). 
 
-Protein requirements should be met by taking in lean meats and cold water fish.  Fattier 
cuts of meat can be included but limit your intake of these in favor of the former sources 
mentioned. 
 
-Fats should not be neglected as they can provide satiety and are utilized for various 
functions in the body.  Certain kinds also provide numerous health benefits and can 
actually help facilitate weight loss.  Be careful not to overdo it, though. 
 
For athletes attempting to gain weight: 
 
-The base of your diet should be made up of fruits and vegetables.  The majority of this 
should be made up of starchy vegetables to provide calories, but other vegetables and 
fruit should not be neglected because of their nutrient content. 
 
-Grains can also be included in the diet and can provide an excellent source of energy, but 
attempt to take in most of your calories from minimally processed sources.  This will 
provide for even blood sugar levels and in turn longer levels of energy. 
 
-Protein requirements should be met by taking in lean meats and cold water fish.  Fattier 
cuts of meat can be included but limit your intake of these in favor of the former sources 
mentioned. 
 
-Fats can provide for a dense source of calories and can help your meet your caloric 
requirements.  Certain kinds also provide numerous health benefits and can actually help 
facilitate better utilization of nutrients. 
 
So, there you go.  In part 2 of this series I'll discuss nutrient timing and go into more 
detail about how the types of food you eat can effect weight loss. 
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