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The human body needs enough energy (calories) and nutrients to work properly and 
to maintain good health. In the last few years, health experts have concluded that the 
quality of life may be improved through healthy eating habits and regular exercise. 
Healthy eating is based on nutrient needs from a variety of foods over several days. 
Remember, moderation is the key.

The following recommendations for healthy living have been adapted from 
the 2005 Dietary Guidelines for Americans,1 directed at people aged 2 years and over. 
These guidelines recommend that most Americans eat less, exercise more, and make 
sensible food choices.1

ADEquATE NuTRIENTS WITHIN CALoRIE NEEDS
The 2005 Dietary Guidelines recommend that individuals take the following steps to 
ensure that nutrient needs are being met within an appropriate amount of calories:

•	Choose nutrient-dense foods with little saturated and trans fats, cholesterol, added 
sugars, salt, and alcohol.

•	Follow a balanced diet plan such as MyPyramid or the DASH (Dietary Approaches 
to Stop Hypertension) Eating Plan.

WEIGHT MANAGEMENT
Being too fat or too thin may lead to health problems. A “healthy” weight depends 
on how much of the body weight is fat and where the fat in the body is found. 
Family history plays a role in body size and shape. A physician or registered dieti-
tian can help provide individuals with an ideal weight for height value. Individuals 
at a healthy weight are recommended to avoid weight gain. Those individuals who 
are already overweight should first aim to prevent further weight gain and then lose 
weight to improve health. Managing weight is easier if long-term changes in eating 
behavior and physical activity are adopted. For example, individuals can make the 
following changes to their lifestyle:

•	Choose	sensible	portion	sizes,	and	choose	desserts	wisely.

•	Get	moving.	Get	regular	physical	activity	to	balance	calories	from	the	foods	eaten.

•	Remember	that	although	heredity	and	the	environment	are	important	influences,	
behaviors help determine body weight.

PHYSICAL ACTIVITY
Exercise is healthy for all age groups. It reduces the risk of developing heart disease, 
strengthens the heart and lungs, improves blood pressure, prevents diabetes in adults, 
keeps a person fit and helps manage weight. Current recommendations suggest par-
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ticipating in at least 30 minutes of “moderate intensity” exercise such as hiking, walk-
ing (3.5 mph) or easy gardening most days of the week. For most people, exercising 
longer or harder can increase health benefits. For weight management, 60 minutes of 
“moderate to vigorous” exercise such as walking (3.5 to 4.5 mph), aerobics, or running 
(5 mph) on most days of the week is recommended. Finally, for weight loss, 60 to 90 
minutes of moderate-intensity physical activity on most days of the week is  
recommended.

FooD GRouPS To ENCouRAGE
Choose a variety of foods from all of the food groups, especially fruits and vegetables 
(2 cups fruit and 2 ½ cups vegetables), whole grains (3 oz), and milk products  
(3 cups). The forms and ratios of nutrients found in food vary within each food group. 
No single food can supply all the needed nutrients.

Fats
Diets high in fat may increase the risk of developing obesity and certain types of cancer, 
as well as increasing the risk for heart disease. The Dietary Guidelines recommend that 
total fat intake should be kept between 20 and 35 percent of total calories, less than  
10 percent of total calories should come from saturated fat, and cholesterol consumption 
should be kept under 300 mg per day. Furthermore, it is recommended that trans-fat 
intake be kept as low as possible. To reduce fat in the diet, follow these suggestions:

•	Use the Nutrition Facts label to choose foods lower in fat, saturated fat,  
and cholesterol.

•	Choose fat-free or low-fat dairy products, cooked dry beans and peas, fish, and lean 
meats and poultry.

•	Limit the use of oil, shortening, and margarine when preparing foods (i.e., substitute 
fruit juices for part of the oil in salad dressings and for cooking).

•	Limit the use of margarine, butter, cream, and salad dressing at the table.

•	Trim fat from meat and remove skin from poultry.

•	Boil, bake, roast, or broil meats and other foods instead of frying.

Carbohydrates
Vegetables, fruits, and whole grains are excellent sources of carbohydrates. These 
foods play an integral part in adding variety to the diet and are generally low in fat. 
Specifically, these products provide:

•	some complex carbohydrates (which break down to produce the energy needed by 
the body)

•	fiber (which helps prevent constipation and may also reduce the risk of developing 
intestinal cancers)

•	many essential vitamins and minerals

Sugars, another source of carbohydrates, are found in many forms, such as table 
sugar (sucrose), brown sugar, fructose, honey, corn syrup, molasses, and fruit juice 
concentrate. Sugars and many sugary foods are high in calories and limited in nutri-
ents. Take care not to let soft drinks or other sweets crowd out other foods needed to 
maintain health, such as low-fat milk or other good sources of calcium. Excess sugar 
consumption can contribute to tooth decay. Teeth should be flossed regularly and 
brushed with toothpaste containing fluoride.
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Sodium and Potassium
Sodium is in salt and many other foods. The 2005 Dietary Guidelines recommend lim-
iting salt consumption to 2,300 mg per day, as too much can contribute to high blood 
pressure. Listed below are ways to reduce the use of salt and sodium:

•	Limit the consumption of salted snacks, such as chips, crackers, pretzels, and nuts.

•	Check the labels for the amount of sodium in foods. Choose those lower in sodium 
most of the time.

•	Flavor foods with herbs, garlic, pepper, and other spices.

•	Use salt sparingly, if at all, in cooking and at the table.

Consider the following facts when making food choices:

•	Fresh and plain frozen vegetables are lower in sodium than canned vegetables.

•	Fresh fruits and vegetables are high in potassium, a nutrient which reduces the 
effects of salt on blood pressure, making them an excellent food choice.

•	Milk and yogurt are lower in salt than cheese.

•	Fresh meat, poultry, and fish are lower in sodium than most canned and processed 
ones.

Alcoholic Beverages
Alcoholic beverages supply little or no nutrients. If adults choose to drink alcoholic 
beverages, they should do so in moderation. Moderation is considered 1 drink (for 
example, a glass of wine) per day for women and 2 drinks per day for men. The fol-
lowing people should not drink alcoholic beverages:

•	children and adolescents

•	women who are pregnant or trying to get pregnant (as alcohol may cause major 
birth defects)

•	individuals who plan to drive or engage in other activities that require attention  
or skill

•	individuals using medicines, including over-the-counter kinds

•	individuals who are alcoholics

FooD SAFETY
Foods that are safe from harmful bacteria, viruses, parasites, and chemical contami-
nants are vital for healthful eating. Safe means that the food poses little risk of food-
borne illness. Farmers, food producers, markets, food service establishments, and 
other food preparers have a role in keeping food as safe as possible. However, foods 
should also be stored and prepared safely in the home, and individuals should be alert 
when eating out.
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Follow the rules below to keep your food safe:

•	Clean. Wash hands and surfaces often.

•	Separate. Separate raw, cooked, and ready-to-eat foods while shopping, preparing, 
or storing.

•	Cook. Cook foods to a safe temperature.

•	Chill. Refrigerate perishable foods promptly.

•	Avoid. Avoid raw (unpasteurized) products such as milk, eggs, meat, juices, or 
sprouts.

Be very careful with perishable foods such as eggs, meats, poultry, fish, shellfish, 
milk products, and fresh fruits and vegetables. Those individuals at high risk of food-
borne illness, including pregnant women, young children, elderly persons, and people 
with weakened immune systems or certain chronic illnesses, must be extra careful.
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