
36 September/October 2014 | Energy Magazine™ 

Five Principles for 
Eating Your Way to 

Good Health
Joan Borysenko, Ph.D.



September/October 2014 | Energy Magazine™  

O 
 
ne diet does not fit all, says Joan Borysenko, 

PhD, author of the forthcoming book, The PlantPlus 
Diet Solution: Personalized Nutrition for Life, to be 
released October 1, 2014 by Hay House. But there 
are a few smart food choices that most people can 
benefit from. In this article, Joan looks at the confu-
sion surrounding low-fat and low carb diets, explains 
the biology behind our individual dietary needs and 
offers five principles for healthy eating that apply to 
just about everyone.

In 1961 President Dwight D. Eisenhower was diag-
nosed with heart disease  and put on a low-fat diet. 
Since then, reducing dietary fat—while increasing car-
bohydrate intake—has become nutritional dogma in 
spite of some sketchy research. Yes, the rates of heart 
disease have gone down over the past 50 years, but 
experts don’t think that diet was involved. Less smok-
ing, better emergency medicine, more long-term care, 
fewer cases of rheumatic fever and healthier moms 
who bore higher birth-weight babies are the likely 
causes of the decrease in heart disease. 

On the other hand, the very dietary changes that 
were put in place specifically to reduce the incidence 
of heart disease—which still claims the lives of one 
in four Americans—ignited an epidemic of obesity, 
diabetes and Alzheimer’s disease instead.

We’re at a turning point where the children now be-
ing born in the United States are the first generation 

whose lifespan is on track to be shorter than that of 
their parents. Ironically, one of the culprits may be the 
way we’ve been instructed to eat for the past half-
century. One single medical recommendation—to eat 
low-fat foods—spawned a high-carb feeding frenzy 
that may be the single most expensive mistake ever 
made in the name of evidence-based medicine.

We’re falling down the nutritional rabbit hole at great 
speed. We must become nutritionally literate. But 
how do we know what to eat? And how do we know 
if we can trust the studies that are meant to give us 
the answers?

I’ve worked my way through a veritable mountain 
of medical science to ferret out reliable research. I 
have a doctorate in medical science (cell biology) 
from Harvard Medical School, so by training—as well 
as by instinct—I’m an inveterate diet sleuth. When 
my husband, Gordon, was diagnosed with coronary 
artery disease and I was diagnosed with hypertension, 
we decided to investigate the effect of food on what 
ailed us. Both of us were fit. We’d long eaten a diet of 
organic, nutrient-dense foods. What was the prob-
lem? And what might the solution be?

Our first diet experiment was consuming an ultra-
low-fat vegan diet, which had been shown in the 
1990s to reverse coronary artery disease. President 
Clinton is a poster child for the efficacy of this kind 
of diet. He’s slimmed down and avoided any more 
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that you should eliminate are Minus Foods, which 
come from the same nutrient groups.

Gordon and I, perhaps because we both have simi-
lar Eastern European ancestry, have Plus and Minus 
Foods in common. We get bloated and gassy and de-
velop metabolic disturbances when we eat soy, beans 
and grains—Minus Foods for us. We thrive on eating 
dairy, fish, meat and eggs, our Plus Foods.

No matter how you personalize your diet, you can 
guard your health and that of your family by abiding 
by a few basic food rules:

1. Eat plant-based whole foods. The greater the 
diversity and color of the plants you eat, the more 
nutrients you get. Different vegetables, herbs, 
nuts and fruits contain a range of micronutrients 
and phytochemicals that help prevent cancer and 
other diseases. They also provide different types of 
fiber (prebiotics) that feed our friendly gut bacte-
ria (probiotics). Our microbes perform a number 
of jobs. They are our first line of immune defense; 
they synthesize vitamins and neurotransmitters; 
and they prevent leaky gut, the root cause of 
insulin resistance and metabolic syndrome—con-
ditions related to the development of diabetes, 
heart disease and dementia. 

2. Eat organic when possible. The herbicides and 
pesticides used in conventional farming are far 
more dangerous than we’ve been led to believe. 
They lead to oxidation and inflammation, two of 
the processes that cause aging and disruption of 
cellular function.

cardiac events, a great outcome. Unfortunately, for 
Gordon and me, this didn’t work. After 14 months on 
an ultra-low-fat vegan diet, my blood pressure went 
through the roof, and I ended up on three different 
meds. Gordon’s blood lipids went south in a hurry, 
and he developed metabolic syndrome. To add insult 
to injury, both of us gained weight. That unexpected 
result got my research antennae quivering. What was 
the problem?

The answer is simple: One diet does not fit all. About 
half of us are genetically suited to thrive on a rela-
tively high-carb, low-fat diet. The other half needs a 
higher-fat, lower-carb diet. And there are other vari-
ables that determine what we need to eat.

In brief, we all have three genomes: our regular genes 
that we inherit from our parents; our microbiome, 
the bacteria that we co-habit with and their genes; 
and the epigenome, the control panel that turns 
genes on or off in response to environmental changes, 
which range from the effects of stress, trauma and 
emotions to the kind of foods we eat.

Unless you hail from an ancestral culture like the 
Inuit, whose metabolism evolved to burn meat and 
blubber, or an African hunter-gatherer tribe that lives 
largely on tubers, fruits, leaves and the occasional bit 
of meat, you—like most of us—are a mongrel, with 
genes that developed to digest foods native to several 
different locales.

Our mongrel status suggests that we’re best off eating 
a diet that is plant-based, with additions and sub-
tractions based on our own three genomes. These 
additions are what I call Plus Foods. These range from 
dairy to eggs, grains to fish, meat to soy. The foods 



3. Choose non-GMO. Genetically modified food 
crops (that’s most of the corn and soy in the 
United States) are a gamble that the precaution-
ary principle should rule out. If we’re not sure 
whether it’s safe to let the genie out of the bottle, 
we’re better off keeping it corked. 

4. Eat humanely. Animals raised in Concentrated 
Animal Feeding Operations (CAFOs), where ani-
mals are kept and raised in confined situations, 
live in misery. Animals that range freely and eat 
grass unpolluted by pesticides have a healthier 
ratio of omega-6 to omega-3 fatty acids. That’s 
better for them and better for us, too. In addi-
tion, when you choose fair-trade products, you 
provide a more humane life for farm workers, so 
they can feed their own families. 

5. Be carb-reasonable. The average American eats 
350 to 400 grams of carbs a day, many of them 
with no or low nutritional value. These carbs 
cause blood sugar surges that create a metabolic 
sludge called advanced glycation end-products, 
which the body can’t excrete. Experts recom-
mend consuming an average of 130 grams of 
carbs a day. If you’re overweight, or have diabetes 
or pre-diabetes, it’s best to limit your carb intake 
to well under 130 grams a day and have them be 
exclusively from vegetables and low-sugar fruits, 
in order to lose weight and help normalize your 
metabolism. If you eat about a pound of low-
starch vegetables a day, cut out flour and sugar 
and focus on eating whole, organic foods, you’re 
on your way to better health—whether you’re a 
vegan, vegetarian, or omnivore. E
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