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Nutrition Matters 

Creating a Healthy Home Environment 
You can change how you eat by changing your environment – what foods you have in the house, what 
foods you have out on the counter, where you eat your meals, and even the size of your plates. 
Researchers like the psychologist Brian Wansink describe why we tend to eat more than we think and 
how we can retrain our brains to be satisfied with less, and healthier food. 

Size matters 
Pay attention to the volume of your food. We often think of reducing portion sizes and reducing calories 
in order to improve our diets and lose weight. Another approach is to eat high volume food and replace 
calorie dense foods with nutrient dense foods. This will not only result in calorie reduction, but will also 
provide more nutrients to fuel your cells and keep you in optimal health.  

➢ Calorie density: foods high in calories and low in volume like butter, French fries, whipped 
cream, creamy dressings. For comparison, 1 medium baked potato has 163 calories while the 
same portion of French fries has 617 calories. 

➢ Nutrient density: foods high in nutrients like spinach, beans, lean chicken and fish.  

Eating larger volumes of foods has the obvious benefit of 
increasing fullness, but research also indicates that our 
minds are more likely satisfied with a full plate of food. 
We tend to get used to a certain amount of food on our 
plates and people perceive plates that look full (i.e. filling 
a smaller plate vs the same amount of food on a larger 
plate) as more satisfying. In essence, we think we are 
eating more food if the food fills up the plate. Researches 
have tested perceptions of fullness after meals and most 

people feel like they’ve eaten more food when served on a smaller plate.  
 
We also tend to estimate how much to eat based on volume. We tend to eat the same amount of food 
from one meal to the next, from one day to the next.  

➢ To keep from feeling deprived, serve yourself the same volume of food while decreasing calories 
by focusing on nutrient dense foods and limiting calorie dense foods.  

You eat what you see 
Reengineer your kitchen so you are inspired to eat healthy foods. Keep calorie dense foods like cookies 
and candies out of sight, put them in a cupboard or covered container. At the same time, keep fresh fruit 
on the counter. Researchers are able to predict body weight based on the types of foods people have 
out on their counters. The more calorie dense foods you are exposed to, the more likely you are to be 
overweight and the fewer nutrients you will be feeding your body. 
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Creating a Healthy Home Environment – Cont. –   

Prime yourself to health 
Priming is a type of unconscious memory where we associate two things together like yellow and  
banana. You can bring this to a conscious level by thinking of positive aspects of healthy activities. For 

example, if you are trying to eat more vegetables, spend a few minutes each 
day writing about a vegetable you ate, how you prepared it, and how it made 
you feel.  
In addition you can reduce unconscious food cravings and hunger by limiting 
where and when you eat. This works by training the brain (memory) to only 
expect food at certain times and places. So if you only eat at the table you 
are less likely to have cravings and expect food when you are driving or 
watching TV.  

➢ Free yourself from the tyranny of the hungry mind by limiting your intake to specific areas. 

Don’t taste the rainbow 
Have you ever noticed how you can feel full of one food, but when presented with another you just 
might have some more room? This is a common experience at buffets, where people tend to eat more in 
part due to the increased variety of foods. Sensory specific satiety is the term used to describe this 
concept. Our taste buds become saturated with a flavor, resulting in decreased ability to taste and enjoy 
that food. You can use this concept to your benefit by limiting the types of foods on your plate to 2-3 per 
meal. Or making a clear, specific plan of what you will eat before getting to the all you can eat buffet. 

 
What’s Fresh? 

Spice up your winter. February and March are the one time of year 
in California where we don’t have a wide variety of seasonally fresh  
foods. While we certainly can still get delicious fresh foods – many  
roots, lettuces and some cabbages – it’s also a good time to think of 
creative ways to add flavor while boosting the nutrients in your meals.  

• Add a bit of citrus juice, mustard or vinegar after cooking to enliven the flavor of your soups, 
stews, and vegetables.  

• Include fresh or dried spices and herbs like ginger, cinnamon, or chili powder during cooking. 
•  Fresh herbs can be chopped up and mixed into soups, stews, or tossed with salads.  
• Look for multiple colors, textures, and flavors to increase the appeal of your meals. 

 

News Bites 
The researchers behind many of the mindless eating techniques in this newsletter created a study to 
evaluate the effectiveness of making small changes to environmental ques in people’s ability to create 
healthier habits and lose weight. They followed 504 participants for at least one month and found that 
42% were able to lose weight, and weight loss was higher with consistent adherence to the healthy 
habits. Those who followed the plan most closely lost the most weight. While this study was short term 
and the weight loss modest, it does indicate that small changes, if maintained over time, can result in 
significant improvements. The researches also concluded that the key to success may be finding the 
small changes that you can maintain. So experiment with ways to engineer your environment and stick 
with the ones that work for you! 

Want to read more? Check out the clinic's website sffc.org and our  
nutrition blog sffcdietitian.wordpress.com 


