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1 . Introduction  

I grew up in a household of junk food⎯not the normal 

amounts of junk food that kids sometimes get away with, but solely 

junk food.  Hamburger Helper was a regular dinner, as were fried 

bologna and egg cups; I ate hot dogs cold out of the package, and 

until I was a teenager, I actually thought mashed potatoes came out 

of a box of flakes that you mixed with milk and butter.   

What were vegetables?  Well, vegetables, to me, were sad, 

frozen, diced bits of lima beans, corn and carrots that were often side 

dishes to overcooked pork chops.  At restaurants, my siblings and I 

would often eat the jelly packets on the table while we waited for our 

mozzarella sticks and chicken finger meals.  Have I painted a gross 

enough picture for you? To me, this was perfectly normal.  Not 

surprisingly, I was overweight.   

 I became vegetarian at the age of eight, after seeing a lobster, 

whom I had been playing with all day in a kiddie pool in the 
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basement, dropped in a pot of boiling water for dinner, and I lost it. I 

cried so hard, and kicked and screamed.  I didn’t understand how 

anyone could do such a thing, let alone my own parents! It was that 

day that a light went off over my head and I realized that “chicken 

nuggets” were actually made out of chickens! My parents were not 

pleased, but I was determined not to eat meat and for the next 8 

years or so, I basically lived on a diet of dairy and various bread 

products. (Think pizza and grilled cheese.  Lots of pizza and grilled 

cheese.) I became more and more overweight each year topping out 

at 210 pounds at the age of 17. 

 That same year, as I was doing research for an English paper 

about vegetarianism, I stumbled across a website that explained the 

connections between the dairy and egg industries and the meat 

industry.  I was shocked!  It had never occurred to me that dairy 

cows and egg-laying chickens were treated so poorly and eventually 

slaughtered to become the “foods” that I had abstained from for so 

long. Never once did it occur to me that the meat industry relied 

upon the dairy and egg industries to keep sending them the dairy and 

egg animals that could no longer produce enough product to be 

useful.  With absolutely no prior knowledge of veganism, and not 

knowing a single vegan, I went vegan overnight. 

 A strange thing began to happen after I went vegan.  Even on a 

crappy teenage diet of plain bagels, French fries and soda, I was 

dropping weight and quickly.  For the first time in my life, it occurred 
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to me that I actually had some control over my body, when all this 

time I had believed I was genetically pre-destined to be overweight.   

I began working out and researching nutrition to learn more 

about healthy foods.  I continued to drop weight steadily.  I started 

tracking what I ate religiously to learn more about my body and see 

what worked and what didn’t.  I read books about dieting and 

“Eating Clean” and super foods and I wanted to be the most pristine 

eater I could be.   

I began lifting weights, and I fell in love with it.  Trainers were 

happy to teach me how to lift, but they had no idea how to help me 

when it came to my diet.  I heard over and over again that I couldn’t 

possibly get enough protein to build the muscle that I was looking to 

build.  Frustrated, I took to the Internet and kept researching on my 

own.  What were the non-vegan weight lifters eating?  Surely I could 

find a way to veganize it, right?  Well, I tried and I failed.  I could not 

figure out how to get that much protein while controlling my 

carbohydrates and fats.  It was incredibly frustrating. 

 I finally hit the jackpot, when I found an online trainer who 

was vegan!  She had an incredible body, strong and fit, and seemed to 

be exactly what I was looking for.  I signed up with her immediately.  

Upon receiving my meal plan, I was nervous, because following a 

meal plan was very new to me.  It seemed quite boring and the 

amount of food was small, but you have to suffer to succeed, right?  

Well, that’s what I thought, so I followed it to a T.   
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I did get some decent results physically, but mentally, I was 

becoming obsessed with food.  I would dream about my next meal all 

the time, and when it came, it was so bland that it wasn’t even worth 

it.  I had a cheat meal on Sundays, and I lived for this meal and all of 

the options that I could choose from for that meal.  Sometimes, the 

options even overwhelmed me to the point of not knowing what to 

eat.  It started small, but over months, Sundays turned into an all out 

binge fest, and I would vow every week to be even stricter with my 

diet.  All week long, I would be hungry and tired and dream of food 

and on the weekend, I would eat until my stomach hurt and the guilt 

and fear would set in. I had undone a week’s worth of work and so 

on and so forth . . .   

This spiral continued until I had a full blown eating disorder 

and had to take a giant step back from the fitness world for several 

years for my own health. 

 Reading this, you may see several red flags that I too should 

have seen.  But I was 18 years old, and had no idea what to look for 

in a good coach, and I assumed if someone had the body I wanted, 

that they would know how to help me get it (that’s another book 

entirely!).  While it’s easy to say, “This would never happen to me. I 

would never let it get to that point,” I assure you that it happens all 

the time.   

This is an incredibly common story told by both men and 

women in the fitness industry, some new and some veterans. Some 
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people are so caught up in this food obsession cycle that they can’t 

even see how unhealthy it is.  It’s the new normal.  The idea of 

“eating clean” as often as they can, and inevitably bingeing 

(sometimes in a planned fashion), is so commonplace that it’s sad.  

Often times, the health industry is anything but.  

 

 

 

Alongside the general fitness community is the vegan 

community, which is so divided by food choices that it isn’t even 

funny.  How many variations of the vegan diet are there?  Gluten 

Free. Soy Free. HCLF. Raw Vegan. Fruitarian. Oil Free. Sugar Free. I 

could go on forever . . .  

December 2003. Two 
months vegan and 
down 30 pounds from 
200. 

July 2008.  Obsessed 
with clean eating and 
on a strict meal plan 
and constantly 
anxious about food. 

October 2009.  
Having intense and 
frequent bingeing 
episodes and 
absolutely hating 
myself. 

July 2014. Two days 
before competing 
and placing first in 
my class.  Utilizing 
flexible dieting 
through my contest 
prep. 
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  This is all well and good, and everyone is entitled to eat 

whatever they choose, of course.  Where the problem lies, is that 

some people get so caught up in eating the cleanest, most whole-food 

based, least refined, most organic, etc., etc., etc., that they become 

obsessed with being the purest eater in the world, and oftentimes, 

build very unhealthy relationships with foods and “fall off the 

wagon,” the same way I did many years ago.   

 I am here to say that there is another way.   

When I finally felt able to step back into the fitness industry, I 

decided I was going to try something else.  I was going to try and eat 

roughly the same amount of calories, carbohydrates, protein, and fat 

that I was getting results with previously, but I was going to do it by 

eating foods that I actually enjoyed. I would just see what happened.  

And thus began my journey into flexible dieting.   

 Now, I am by no stretch of the imagination implying that I 

invented flexible dieting (also often called IIFYM, or If It Fits Your 

Macros).  This is simply the approach that worked for me nearly eight 

years ago, and it seems like people all over the world, vegan or not, 

are realizing that it works for them as well.  I believe the term was 

actually coined in a bodybuilding.com forum, but regardless, the 

principles are the same:  Eat what you want to hit your properly 

planned macronutrient requirements, and you will achieve results. 

Long story made very short:  You can work toward your fitness 

and physique goals without driving yourself crazy.  You can get lean 
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without turning down social events.  You can have abs and eat vegan 

cookies, in moderation and—be GUILT FREE with proper 

planning—right alongside your broccoli and tempeh.  The following 

is a guide to help you learn how. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	
  
	
  

11	
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. What Is Flexible Dieting?  

 Flexible Dieting, sometimes called IIFYM (an acronym for “If 

It Fits Your Macros”), is all about freedom of food choices.  It’s 

about eating in a flexible manner that allows you to still live your life.  

It’s about eating in a sustainable way, to get or keep the body and 

performance that you want, while creating as little anxiety and 

obsession around food as possible.  Whether your goal is to run a 

marathon, enter a powerlifting meet, get shredded for a bodybuilding 

show, pack on lean muscle, or drop 15 pounds, you can utilize 

flexible dieting while living a vegan lifestyle.   
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 At its most basic level, flexible dieting is about hitting your daily 

macronutrient goals with whatever foods you choose.  In a way, 

that’s really all it is, but on a larger scale, it is so much more than that.   

 

Flexible dieting is a way to create and maintain an eating 
style that allows you to reach your goals while actually 
adding to your quality of living rather than taking away 
from it.  
 

I think that we can all agree that being strong and relatively lean 

is something that most people want. So is having a social life and 

enjoying the pleasures that delicious foods bring.  Flexible dieting is 

about not sacrificing one for the other.  If you have come to a point 

where you resent your eating style for any reason, you need to change 

something if you ever want to make real progress and maintain it. 

At its very core, flexible dieting is about “hitting your macros,” 

but it is ultimately a way out of dietary restriction regardless of your 

fitness goals. It is not just another set of numbers to obsess about.  It 

is not something that is learned overnight, and like anything else, it 

will take a little experimentation and a lot of practice to see what 

works best for you and your lifestyle. 

What doesn’t bend, breaks, and it’s not called flexible dieting 

for nothing!  Your eating style needs to flow with your lifestyle and 

since life often throws us curveballs, you need to be flexible enough 

with your eating plan to allow for this. For many fitness enthusiasts 
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and die-hard meal planners, this is the hardest thing to embrace.  You 

don’t need to be absolutely dead-on with everything you eat one 

hundred percent of the time.  P r o  T i p : Nutrition labels can be off by 

up to 20%1, so the belief that you ever really know exactly what you’re 

eating is an idea that you need to let go of right this minute.  

However, that doesn’t mean that we can’t get really close, and do so 

without obsessing. 

 

What’s Wrong with A Meal Plan? 

 I have written meal plans for people for many years, and I 

absolutely do believe they have their place and can be incredibly 

helpful in many situations.  I work hard to make my meal plans very 

personalized, varied, delicious and that help my clients achieve their 

goals.  I ask clients what foods they like, what foods they miss, and 

never say, “Well, you can’t have X anymore.” But this is certainly not 

true for all, or even most coaches—not to toot my own horn, but it is 

far more work than most people are willing to put in. 

 There are many, many, many coaches out there, handing out 

meal plans with the same 5-7 foods on them, every day for months, 

low to no carbs, eating 6 small meals three hours apart, and giving the 

exact same plan to everyone.  Well, maybe they have one for men 

and one for women, but you get my point.  These are dangerous and 

dare I say stupid diets that do not take into consideration much about 



	
  
	
  

14	
  

a person’s lifestyle, and they disregard the client’s mental welfare 

entirely. 

As a starting point, I feel that a (well designed) meal plan can be 

a great way to learn portion sizes and what a balanced day of food 

intake looks like.  Clients learn which carb sources make them feel 

good and which ones make them feel bloated.  They learn what the 

proper amount of protein feels like and what certain kinds of meals 

do for their training sessions. As the meal plans change (which they 

should as progress is made) they can also see how it changes and 

why.  Meal plans, with proper explanations, can basically build a road 

map for someone wanting to learn what to eat for his or her goals, 

and they can be a hugely valuable teaching tool.   

Serious athletes can also benefit from meal plans because it 

gives them one less thing to think about so that they can dedicate 

more of their focus to training.  Also, the more serious the athlete, 

the more fine-tuned the plans can be as well to really nail nutrient 

timing and supplementation needs.  With a meal plan in hand, they 

can go on autopilot and crush their sport of choice.   
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However, there 

comes a point where a 

meal plan isn’t going 

to cut it.  One cannot 

be expected to live on 

a meal plan forever, 

nor should they.  The 

client will get bored, 

and will eventually feel trapped by their program, even if it is food 

they usually enjoy.  There is a strong correlation between people who 

diet “rigidly”, via a meal plan for too long and increased disordered 

eating behaviors, mood disturbances, and excessive concern with 

body image.2 I think most people who have tried to live on a meal 

plan for an extended period of time likely know exactly what I am 

referring to. 

Even when a coach wants to implement a variety of foods, one 

person cannot possibly fulfill every craving and desire that every 

client has, because they are different people, with different tastes and 

preferences.  Most importantly, the client should ultimately eventually 

learn how to make these changes on their own to satisfy their own 

wants, so that they can live their lives on their own terms without 

always needing a coach to hold their hand. 

What happens when you’re invited out to dinner and nothing 

on your meal plan is on the menu?  Do you bring Tupperware and 
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eat from that at the table?  Go hungry? Completely fly off the handle 

and say, “Screw it” and eat everything in sight?  What do you do at 

social events?  Vacations? Holidays?  Avoiding all festivities for the 

sake of a meal plan is a terrible way to live, especially long term, and I 

don’t wish that on anyone.   

If you have a good coach who wants to see you succeed, the 

end goal should be to learn how to eat for your lifestyle on your own.  

This can take a long time, and that’s ok.  But if you ask your coach a 

question about your plan and they can’t explain why it is set up the 

way it is, they will not be helping you learn how to fend for yourself 

once you are no longer with them.  If I coach someone well enough, 

eventually they will be able to create their meal programs on their 

own and they won’t need me anymore!   To me, that’s the marker of 

success with a client.   

Once someone has the skill of flexible dieting in his or her back 

pocket, they are always armed for success, no matter the occasion—

and they still get to partake in the joys of living! 

 

50/30/20 and Other Percentage-Based Diets 

Ratios and percentages are a way that many people are 

describing their diets these days.  People often say things like “I eat 

50/30/20” or “80/10/10” or what have you.  These are percentages 

of macronutrients; for example 50% carbs, 30% protein and 20% fat.   
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 The reason that I strongly dislike these kinds of dietary 

descriptions is that it tells me almost nothing about a person’s diet.  

That person could be eating 800 calories a day or 3000 calories a day; 

50/30/20 doesn’t give me any clue to that, and those are incredibly 

different diets. Eating 50% carbs on an 800-calorie-per-day diet is 

only 100g of carbs, whereas on a 3000-calorie-a-day diet it is 375g of 

carbs.  That’s an enormous difference, which illustrates how little this 

percentage breakdown tells us. A percentage of an unknown number 

is arbitrary and pointless.  

 
What does this tell me?  Nothing. 

Another reason that I don’t like percentage-based diets is that it 

encourages this idea that there is a magical ratio of carbs to protein to 

fat, and there isn’t. Ratios don’t matter; absolute numbers matter and 

they are different for everyone. 
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Why Flexible Dieting? 

 If you have fitness or physique goals, what you eat is going to 

play a huge role in whether you achieve them or not.  Eating 

improperly often makes workout programs nearly useless and you 

end up scratching your head wondering what is wrong with you.  

Nine times out of ten, the problem lies in the diet.   

Most people have a clue that the problem in their progress has 

something to do with what they’re putting (or not putting) in their 

mouths, and eventually take to their diet “clean it up,” often cutting 

out things like refined carbs, sugars, overt fats, gluten, etc.  Maybe 

they hire a diet coach who makes them a meal plan full of clean 

foods that will get them to their goals.  Maybe they decide to do a 

“juice cleanse” or a “sugar detox.”  Will these methods work?  

Maybe.  It’s possible, but will they last?  Almost certainly not.   

 Unless you plan on eating out of Tupperware every time you 

leave your house for the rest of your life, you are likely going to lose 

your results when you reach your goal and slip up on your new eating 

habits, or go back to your normal way of eating.  Can a juice fast last 

forever?  No, and nor should it.   

 By learning how to eat flexibly, you give yourself a set of tools 

that you can use for the rest of your life, at any given moment.  Does 

this mean you have to eat exactly X grams of protein, carbs, fat and 

fiber, every day forever?  NO!  How would that be flexible?! You 

have some wiggle room.  How close you need to get to your macros 
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will be determined by the precision needed for your particular goals, 

which we will get into later.   

 In my own personal experience, myself and many others I have 

worked with have been able to develop healthy relationships with 

foods, neither afraid of it or obsessed with it, while both working 

towards our athletic goals and actually living our lives.    

 

“I Don’t Do Macros” 

 This is a phrase I have heard time and time again. “I don’t do 

macros.”  Well, do you eat food?  What do you think that food is 

made up of? Macros! If you eat food, you do macros.  Just because 

you don’t count them, does not make you somehow immune to the 

fact your food contains protein, carbs and fats.  As my coach and 

mentor Layne Norton once said, “Saying you don’t do macros, is like 

saying you don’t do gravity.”  You’re eating macros whether you 

count them or not. 

 

“Eating Clean” and Why it Needs to Stop 

“I eat clean.”⎯What does that even mean?   

I can guarantee that whatever it means to you, is likely 

something different from what it means to the next person.  There is 

no agreed-upon list of clean and unclean foods, and there never will 
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be.  It is an arbitrary word generally used to make people feel good or 

bad about their food choices.   

Take for example, the vegan community.  There are many 

people who would say gluten or even grains are unclean foods, but 

many Eat to Live-ers would strongly disagree.  Macrobiotic vegans 

would say that soy is a clean food, but many vegans would say soy is 

a processed or dirty food.  Some would say fruit isn’t a clean food 

because it has too much sugar, while there are fruitarian groups who 

say fruit is basically the only clean food.   

Do you see where I am going with this? “Clean food,” means 

literally nothing and there is no way to quantify it.  Any word that 

gives morality to a person based on how healthy certain foods are 

and tries to make other, less-healthy foods (and the people who eat 

them) feel bad about it, isn’t something I see a need for. 

I went vegan for ethical reasons only, and I know that others 

have found their own unique paths to veganism.  Regardless of how 

you got here, I am glad you’re here.  We’re all on the same side, 

fighting for the same things.  So, please, for the love of god, stop 

insulting other vegan’s food choices.  If it’s vegan, we’re all good. 

 

Aren’t Whole Foods Better for You?  

You’d be hard pressed to find someone who can tell you, with a 

straight face, that an Oreo is just as good for you as broccoli.  And I 

am certainly not about to be that person.  What I will say is that we’re 
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not here to demonize or glorify any particular foods. If your 

macronutrients are set up properly, you will likely be eating a lot of 

whole foods to hit that goal, and if you don’t, you will likely be pretty 

miserable, because eating mostly healthy foods makes us feel pretty 

good! 

 For example, I 

could hit my macro 

goals today by eating 

nothing but plain Boca 

Burgers, Un-frosted 

PopTarts, and some 

Fiber One (as 

demonstrated in a loose 

study by Dr. Mark 

Haub called “The 

Twinkie Diet”3).  I 

could.  Why wouldn’t I?  Well, in short, it would be very little actual 

food and I would be very hungry all day long.  I would rather have 

full plates of seitan, kale, whole grain bread with peanut butter and 

jelly and some buffalo style Beyond Meat at dinner.   

Whole fruits and veggies are nutritionally dense, meaning they 

have a lot of nutrients per gram, and are typically not calorically 

dense, meaning they have few calories per gram, and they are great to 

A typical “vegan junk food” meal of a veggie burger and 
fries from Red Robin, is equivalent in macronutrients to a 
“healthy” vegan meal of a Thai tempeh salad at Veggie Grill. 
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eat when cutting or dieting, because you get a lot of food, for few 

calories. 

 Calorically dense foods, or foods that have a lot of calories per 

gram, are often seen as bad, but that’s not necessarily the case.  Nuts, 

seeds, avocados, whole grains and beans are all fairly calorically 

dense. So are cookies, ice cream and potato chips.   

Let’s imagine that you’re a skinny young guy with a speedy 

metabolism, desperately trying to gain weight on 5,000-6,000 calories 

a day.  Now imagine trying to do it with whole foods only?   

For this young ectomorph, I imagine that would be really hard, 

especially since my people in his position generally have a hard time 

eating enough food anyway.  Add to that a constantly full and bloated 

feeling, and he’s probably set up to fail.  So for him, it would be 

beneficial to incorporate some refined carbohydrates and processed 

foods to get a lot of calories without being very uncomfortable.  You 

need to look at things on a case-by-case basis.  

There is a lot of food shaming in the vegan and fitness world 

and it is one of my biggest pet peeves. There is no morality in your 

vegan food choices, and what I mean by that is that eating whole 

foods doesn’t make you “good” or “pure” and unhealthy/processed 

foods don’t make you “bad”.  There is no need to attach your self-

worth to the types of foods that you eat.  Eating foods you love, in 

moderation, leaves absolutely no reason for even a hint of guilt.  
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What is Different about Being Vegan? 

 You may be wondering, “What does any of this have to do with 

being vegan?” Honestly, nothing.  Being vegan makes little difference 

in flexible dieting, which is part of the magic of it.  Anyone can do it. 

The number one difference that I have found in my time 

coaching vegans is that, in general, we can eat more.  Our 

maintenance level of calories seems to be higher than our 

omnivorous counterparts.  Now, this is just anecdotal, and I have no 

scientific studies to back this up, but I have found it to be the case 

over and over again.  Basic “calorie calculators” are pretty much 

useless in my opinion for this reason. 

The second difference in being a vegan who practices any version of 

IIFYM are the protein sources.  You knew we had to go there in a 

vegan book about nutrition, didn’t you?  I know I just told you that 

you can eat basically 

whatever you want to reach 

your macronutrient goals, 

and in a sense, you can! As 

long as you hit your goals, 

that is.  However, when 

determining your 

macronutrient goals, most 

vegans will find that the 
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protein goal is higher than what they are used to, and that’s ok! You 

can tweak things to fit your lifestyle, and it’s all about learning the 

skill.   

All vegan protein sources, unlike many non-vegan protein 

sources (like chicken or egg white), also come with some additional 

carbohydrates and/or fats, so there is definitely a bit of a learning 

period required for hitting this number, whatever it may be for you. 

 

What Flexible Dieting is Not 

One of the biggest critiques of flexible dieting is that many 

people use it as a way to eat junk food all day and not feel bad about 

it.  Some say that it may work for physique goals but that it doesn’t 

take a person’s overall health into consideration.  I don’t believe this 

to be true. 

Flexible dieting is not about cramming as much “junk” food 

into your day as possible.  There are people who do this, and I think 

they are taking the term, “If it fits your macros” a little too literally.  

Yes, as long as you’re not on a serious cut, you can probably work a 

real treat into your plans every day!  But, that doesn’t mean that you 

eat nothing but processed foods and nothing green.  

Don’t get me wrong, as demonstrated above, it can be true, but 

flexible dieting is all about what you make of it.  And this is where 

good ole common sense comes in to play.  I would like to think this 

goes without saying, but I know that there are some people out there 
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just thrilled with the idea 

that I have given them 

permission to eat Oreos 

and protein powder all day 

and promised them abs as 

a result.  That is not what 

I’ve said at all.   

I think most of us 

understand the value of 

fresh vegetables, fruits, 

grains, legumes, nuts and 

seeds.  They are loaded 

with vitamins, minerals, antioxidants, phytonutrients, and fiber.  They 

make us feel good, they keep us “regular,” and they keep us full.  By 

all means, you should make these foods the majority of your diet (and 

you will probably have to if your macros are set up properly). 

But, the point is, if there is something less healthy that you’re 

craving once in a while, or you like to have a little dessert after 

dinner, as long as you account for it in your daily totals, it will do no 

damage to achieving your goals; not a damn thing.  

Contrary to what many would expect, it has been shown that 

flexible dieters actually have consistently healthier vitamin and 

mineral intake than “clean eaters” or people who live on a rigid meal 

plan. When you think about it, it makes sense that someone eating 
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the same half dozen foods over and over again would be very high in 

some vitamins, but pretty low in others.  By utilizing flexible dieting 

to incorporate more variety into the types of foods a person eats, 

they also are getting a wider variety of vitamins and minerals as well.   

 To reiterate, flexible dieting exists as a way to enjoy a variety of 

foods, and to enjoy friends, family, social occasions, and eating foods 

you actually like, without having an anxiety attack, or flying off the 

handle.  It is not an excuse to banish all nutrient-dense foods from 

your diets. Eat your veggies.  
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3.What Are Macros? 
“Macro” is short for macronutrients.  Most of us are familiar 

with micronutrients, which are vitamins and minerals like Vitamin C 

and Calcium, and are crucial for a plethora of obvious reasons.  We 

get them in tiny amounts to reach our daily requirements either 

through food or supplementation.   

Macronutrients however, are what give our bodies the energy to 

carry out life’s functions, and to create tissue in the body.  They are 
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carbohydrates, fats, protein, and to a degree, fiber.  These 

macronutrients contain calories, or energy. 

 
 

Protein 

Protein is the hot button for nearly any vegan, and with good 

reason.  For as long as you’ve been a vegan, you have probably been 

poked and prodded by everyone and their brother about how you 

can possibly sustain life when you get no protein.   

Obviously, we know that there are a lot of myths about vegans 

and protein, and we’re all here and alive and well, and obviously we’re 

not protein deficient.  I believe that you can get enough protein, as a 

vegan, without much thought. If you’re a sedentary person, all you 

need to do is eat a variety of foods and ensure that you eat enough 

calories to be sure you are getting enough protein.   
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However, when you take on an 

athletic endeavor (which I’m assuming 

most reading this book are currently 

doing!), your protein intake needs to 

change and it becomes more critical to 

ensure you’re getting enough of it.  

With planning, many people can still 

do this with whole foods, but there is 

also no shame in supplementing whether that is with a plant-based 

protein powder, or by eating higher protein foods like seitan, tofu or 

an analog food like Beyond Meat.   

Many are quick to point at a vegan who supplements and say 

that they need supplements because their vegan diet is lacking. It’s 

important to remember that nearly all athletes supplement in one way 

or another, so being vegan has nothing to do with it, rather it’s the 

higher demands being placed on their bodies by athletic endeavors.   

 Proteins are made up of amino acids, which we know are in 

almost every food.  And while you don’t have to worry about food 

combining to make “complete” proteins, as was once believed in the 

1970s4, there are certain amino acids that are more important to 

muscular growth and repair than others (namely leucine5) so it is 

important to ensure that you’re getting enough.  

 Your skeletal muscles are made up almost entirely of protein 

and water, and every time you work out, you break down those 
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muscle fibers and then amino acids repair and rebuild them and make 

them stronger.  

When your main goal is to be leaner or lose fat, protein is a 

particularly important macronutrient.  The reason for this is that the 

body actually burns energy (calories) when digesting protein, roughly 

20-30 percent of the calories, in fact, in a process called 

thermogenesis.6 Keeping protein relatively high while in a fat loss 

phase also helps to keep you satiated and decreases the likelihood of 

muscle loss.7 

This doesn’t mean you can eat all protein and only protein.  

Eating too much protein can cause fat gain just like overeating any 

other macronutrient does, although not quite to the same degree.8  

Eating more protein than you require doesn’t mean you will gain 

more muscle.  Just because enough is good, that doesn’t mean that 

more equals better.9 

 

Carbohydrates 

 Carbohydrates are your body’s first choice for fuel.  

Carbohydrates give you energy, and if you’re an athletic person, 

trying to hit your workouts hard every day and reach a goal, you need 

energy!  Carbohydrates also provide fuel for your brain, which as far 

as I can see, is a pretty important organ to keep in tip-top working 

order.  Have you ever heard of the low-carb brain fog? Carbs are not 
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the enemy here.  The key is the right amount of carbs timed 

appropriately. 

 Under-eating carbohydrates, empties your glycogen stores 

(consider these your human gasoline tank), which is your body’s first 

source of energy during exercise lasting more than thirty seconds.  

When your body goes to use them for fuel, and there’s nothing there 

many people think your body begins burning fat for fuel; in a perfect 

world, maybe.  In fact, your body begins to use both fat and muscle 

for energy, breaking your muscle down into amino acids and using 

them for fuel, as well as your fat.10 Kind of seems counter-productive 

to your workout, no?  

 On the flipside, overeating carbohydrates, like any other 

macronutrient will lead to weight gain, in the form of building new 

tissue.  How much of a surplus you consume, combined with the 

manner in which you train, will determine how much of that is fat 

and how much is muscle.  But grossly overeating carbs will almost 

certainly result in fat gain, as our bodies are only capable of building 

so much muscle in a certain time frame, without the use of anabolic 

drugs.   

 

Slow Digesting Carbs versus Sugary Carbs 

 Carbs get a bad rap all around, but they are absolutely 

necessary, just like the other macronutrients.  The problem is that 

when people think “carbs,” the often think of crackers, chips, 
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cookies, candy and soda.  These foods are very calorically dense and 

incredibly easy to overeat (did you know a serving size of chips, is 

like . . . 13 chips?  Who is eating 13 chips?  No one. That’s my 

point.), and overeating anything beyond what our metabolisms are 

capable of using, be it bananas or vegan ice cream will cause weight 

gain.   

 But both fast-digesting and slow-digesting carbs have their 

place!  For example, if you’re headed into an intense training session 

and you haven’t eaten in a while and all you had on you was oatmeal 

and Skittles (or dates—also a fast digesting carb), I would say eat the 

Skittles! You need that energy instantly, and that’s what a fast 

digesting carb will give you.   

Now, if you’re headed into a long work meeting and know you 

won’t be able to eat for the next several hours, eat the oatmeal—it 

will keep you feeling full for longer due to the fiber making it digest 

more slowly.   

All carbs, be they fast or slow, jelly beans or quinoa, are broken 

down into sugar in the body.11 At what pace is really the question.  

But the fact of the matter is that if you are eating within your caloric 

and macronutrient goals, getting enough fiber daily, and training 

regularly, eating some sugary, or “empty” carbs is not going to inhibit 

your progress at all, and at certain times, can even be beneficial.12  
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   Basically what I’m saying is if you prefer white potatoes over 

sweet potatoes, just eat the damn white potato!  

Generally speaking, carbs are the most easily manipulated 

macronutrient to tweak when either building or cutting—this is the 

first number to play with. 

 

Fat 

Fat is the most calorically dense 

macronutrient with 9 calories per gram; 

ma

ny 

people are terrified of it.  Anyone 

remember Susan Powter yelling 

into crowds “It’s the fat that 

makes you fat!” during daytime 

infomercials? No? Clearly, I’m dating myself.  Anyway, fat, like carbs, 

gets a bad rap because people tend to overeat it.  At 9 calories per 

gram, it is very easy to overeat.  Have you ever measured an actual 

serving of peanut butter?  It’s probably much smaller than you think.  

It’s only 32g, by the way. 

 Fat plays a vital role in our hormone balance, which is 

particularly important when dieting or cutting calories and hormones 

tend to shift.  Fat also allows us to absorb fat-soluble vitamins A, D, 

E and K, which serve many functions, not the least of which are 



	
  
	
  

34	
  

healthy skin and hair.13 Essential fatty acids, which are types of fats 

that we need to get from our food because our bodies do not 

produce them on their own, help with brain and tissue development, 

act as anti-inflammatories, and strengthen the immune system.13 

 Did I mention they’re delicious?  They are incredibly satiating, 

despite usually being eaten in fairly small amounts.  They help “tide 

you over” while dieting and they are also a great way to increase 

calories easily when going through a muscle building phase. 

 This is one place where I will clearly say that some fats are 

healthier than others and some are better avoided.  I’m not saying 

never ever, ever have something with trans fat, but I would avoid it 

when possible and definitely try to get the vast majority of your fat 

from non-hydrogenated sources, and be sure to get your Essential 

Fatty Acids in by eating foods such as flaxseed or by taking a high 

quality algae oil supplement. 

 

Fiber 

Fiber is technically a type of carbohydrate, but it acts quite 

differently than other carbs.  Unlike starchy or sugary carbs, fiber is 

not entirely digested by the body, although it can be broken down 

into short chain fatty acids in the gut, and encourages good digestive 

flora. 

As we all know, fiber keeps you “regular,” and that’s a good 

thing.  The daily recommendation for fiber is about 35g a day for 
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men and 25g a day for women.  As vegans, most of us sit back and 

laugh at this.  Yeah, for breakfast maybe!  You’d be hard pressed to 

find a vegan that doesn’t reach these fiber goals, even “junk food 

vegans.”  However, there is another end of the spectrum though, and 

that is eating too much fiber. 

Your body can typically handle the amount of fiber that it’s 

accustomed to, so “too much” will vary from person to person.  

However, while fiber acts as a broom that helps sweep waste through 

us, too much fiber can actually clog up the pipes, so to speak.   

Too much fiber can lead to bloating and digestive discomfort, 

but more alarming than that, it can attribute to mineral deficiencies 

(like iron, which athletes need more of) by lowering absorption rates.  

Also, just as an aside, since fiber mostly goes right through you, it 

cuts in to the amount of carbohydrates you can actually absorb and 

use for energy.  My theory is that a vegan’s tendency to eat far more 

fiber than the Standard American Diet plays a large part in why 

vegans seem to be able to eat more overall calories—but that’s just a 

theory.   
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4.Getting Started 
 I suppose this is the biggest question and the mystery that stops 

many people from trying flexible dieting.  Many people believe that 

there is a magical set of macro numbers that will transform their 

bodies.  And there very well may be certain macros that will 

transform your body—but they are going to be very individual to the 

person.  Believe me, it would make my job much easier if it were as 

simple as applying a math equation to everyone and then everyone 

would have their perfect macros for the rest of their lives, but it isn’t. 

There is some math though! So let’s get down to it. 
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Finding Your Maintenance Calories 

 Google “How many calories should I eat?” and you will find 

endless calculators, each giving you a different caloric number, and 

leaving you completely confused and lost, and not knowing what to 

believe.  While these types of calculators can serve their purpose in 

certain situations, they are still ballpark figures and often with a very 

wide range, so I suggest sparing yourself the headache and not relying 

on them.   

Although humans have the same basic physiology, you are very 

individual in many ways!  You have your own unique lifestyle, 

sleeping patterns, body fat percentage, age, hormone levels, energy 

patterns, metabolism, eating habits, etc. and no calculator on the 

Internet will take all of that into account.   

Your maintenance level of calories is the number of calories 

you need to maintain your weight right now.  If there is no accurate 

calculator to do this, how do you figure out what this number is?  

You track what you’re eating right now.  Simple as that. 

 Seriously, if your weight is relatively stable (within a couple 

pound range on any given day), whatever you are eating right now, is 

your maintenance caloric level.  So it is time to start tracking.  Get a 

pen and paper, an Excel spreadsheet, a notepad on your phone, or 

the My Fitness Pal app (more on this later), and start recording! 

 You want to be as specific as you can be.  Record the amounts, 

the food itself, and the calories.  Don’t fudge the numbers, don’t 
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sneak unrecorded food, and don’t try to be “good” just because 

you’re keeping track.  Just eat whatever you normally eat and keep 

track of it.  While practicing flexible dieting, you’re going to be 

tracking your food eventually, so you might as well get used to it 

now.  Do this for 7 days and get the average number of calories (add 

up all of the numbers and divide them by 7).  This is your rough 

caloric maintenance.   

This is the most accurate way to find out where you currently 

are, calorically and metabolically speaking.  This is far more accurate 

than any calculator on the planet. 

 

Why Calories 

Matter 

When it comes 

down to it, weight loss 

and weight gain are both 

determined by caloric 

balance.14 I think most of us understand the concept that when we 

eat more calories than we burn, we gain weight, and when we eat 

fewer calories than we burn, we lose weight.  No matter how clean, 

whole, or unprocessed a food is, if you eat over your caloric 

maintenance, no matter the source, you will gain weight15.  Calories in 

versus calories out are on the bottom line of any physique goal, so 

they do matter.   
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However, they are not all that matters.  Where your calories 

come from, macros, will determine what kind of tissue you gain or 

lose (in conjunction with your training of course).  For example, you 

can lose 20 pounds by restricting calories alone, but without planning 

your macronutrients, and weight training appropriately, the weight 

lost is far more likely to be coming from muscle16.  Conversely, you 

can definitely gain weight by eating a surplus of calories, but without 

a clue where they are coming from, you can easily gain more fat than 

you intended15.   

 

 

A Word about Metabolism 

 Most people think of their metabolism as an unchangeable trait, 

like their height or eye color.   

“I have green eyes.”   

“I have a slow metabolism.”  

That’s the way it is taught, and that is often the way it is 

portrayed in health and fitness publications.  I am here to say that it is 

not so.  Your metabolism can change.  It is in no way static.  Your 
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metabolism is actually quite good at adapting to new stimulus and can 

change dramatically fairly quickly.  You can even change your actual 

genetic set point over longer periods of time.17 

Now, these changes can be good or bad depending on what 

you do (and of course “good” and “bad” are subject to the individual 

and that individual’s goals), but the point is that it can change.  So, 

just because you have found your caloric baseline for now doesn’t 

mean that’s what it will be forever.  Your diet, your work 

environment, your sleeping patterns, your workouts, muscle gain, fat 

loss, and even your age can play big roles in how efficiently your 

metabolism burns energy.   

You are not chained to your current metabolism for life. 

 

Determining Your Goals 

 Setting your goals is a crucial, but often overlooked step in 

determining how you are going to set up your diet.  Be realistic in 

your goal setting, and don’t be afraid to ease your way into it by 

starting with “Maintenance Macros” and transitioning into “Cutting” 

or “Building” macros as you get used to the process. 

 Since you have determined the number of calories needed to 

maintain your weight, you now need to decide whether you want 

your weight to stay the same, go down, or go up, ideally by way of 

building muscle and/or shedding fat.  As discussed above, you will 
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need to eat more than your maintenance calories to build muscle, and 

less than your maintenance calories to shed fat.   

 

“But I Want to Build Muscle AND Burn Fat!” 

 If I had a dollar for every time I heard this!  And who can 

blame anyone?  Don’t we all want to build muscle and burn fat at the 

same time?  But the sad fact is that it is very, very difficult (some 

would say impossible) for someone to do both simultaneously.   

This isn’t to say that it absolutely can’t be done.  It can be done, 

but usually at a very slow pace.  The exceptions to this rule are: 

• Beginners, untrained individuals, and people brand new 
to exercise. 

• People using anabolic steroids. 
• People with fantastic genetics. 
• People returning to fitness after a year or more off. 
• Young people, often still in puberty. 

 

However, even these lucky folks will hit a sticking point 

eventually. At that point it is best to focus more on one goal: muscle 

building, or fat loss; bulking or cutting; growing or shrinking.  And 

you don’t have to be married to that goal forever.  You can cycle 

through them in short or long bursts, or just work to where you want 

to be, and maintain from there. 
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Maintenance/Body Recomposition 

If you are already a healthy weight that you’re comfortable with 

and are just looking to tweak your body fat levels, but not necessarily 

drop or gain much weight, Maintenance, or Body Recomposition is a 

good place to start.  Also, if you are new to exercising, and/or have a 

significant amount of weight to lose, maintenance is a great place 

start.  As you begin to exercise more frequently, the number of 

calories you burn will increase, thus creating a larger caloric deficit 

within this category. 

Seasoned athletes can also do well in a maintenance stage for a 

long while, just tweaking things slowly as they go to enhance 

performance, without gaining or losing significant amounts of weight, 

or losing strength, speed or power. 

 

Muscle Building/Bulking 

If you are on the smaller or thinner side and are looking to add 

mass to your frame, you may choose to focus on building.  Note that 

you will be eating more calories than your maintenance level in order 

to build tissue.  The larger the surplus, the faster the gain will happen, 

but the more likely you are to also add some fat.  The smaller the 

surplus, the more likely the tissue gained will be mostly muscle (with 

proper training), but it will be a slower process.  
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Fat Loss/Cutting 

If you are looking to lose some fat or weight, but maintain your 

muscle, this is where you want to be.  You will be eating less than 

your maintenance calories in order to create the caloric deficit needed 

to lose fat.  The larger the deficit, the more likely you are to lose 

muscle tissue as well as fat.  The smaller the deficit, the more likely 

you are to lose mostly fat, and while it takes longer, the results are 

also generally longer lasting.  This fact assumes you are following a 

sound resistance-training program. 
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5.Calculating Your Macros 
This is really the foundation of the book, figuring out your own 

unique macros.  It is important to remember though, that these are 

not absolute-100%-surefire-figures-for-the-rest-of-your-life macros.  

They are estimates, albeit thorough and well planned, they are starting 

ballpark figures.  Each macro often has ranges, and you can feel free 

to experiment within those ranges to find what feels best for you and 

gets you the best results.  But, this is a great jumping off point. 

 

Calories 

 Previously, we discussed how to determine your maintenance 

caloric level, and we also discussed various goals and what they mean. 

Hopefully, you have decided which direction you’d like to go and at 

this point, we can determine your starting calorie intake. 
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Maintenance:  For maintenance and body re-composition goals, all 

you need to do is keep your calories the same and use this as your 

caloric number in the macro calculations below. 

 

Muscle Building:  In a building phase, you need to decide how 

much you want to build and how fast.  This will determine your 

caloric surplus.  The more calories you add, the faster you will gain 

weight, and the higher the likelihood of fat gain.  The fewer you add, 

the longer it will take to gain weight, but there is a lower likelihood of 

fat gain.  I personally always like to err on the side of slower weight 

gain. This makes dieting a less painful process later, should you 

decide to eventually cut calories.  This being said, to enter a building 

phase you can add anywhere from 200-600 calories to your 

maintenance calories.  A 500-calorie surplus per day, in theory, 

should result in a 1 pound of weight gain per week.  Gaining more 

than this (unless you are starting from a very thin or even 

underweight place), generally means that you are gaining fat as well as 

muscle.   

 

Fat Loss:  Conversely, cutting calories means we will need to create a 

caloric deficit, and you need to determine how quickly you’d like to 

do this.  The larger the deficit and the faster you lose weight, the 

more likely it is you will lose muscle.  And the smaller the deficit, the 

slower you lose weight, but it is less likely to be muscle and more 
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likely to be fat loss.  In addition to that, I would like to add that 

slower weight loss is typically more maintainable, and is longer lasting 

than crash dieting.  From your maintenance calories, you can subtract 

anywhere from 200-800 calories per day to enter a fat loss phase.  If 

you are losing more than 1-2 pounds per week, you are almost 

certainly losing some muscle.   

For our example, let’s use a 180-pound person (Let’s call him 

Joe the Example Man), with a maintenance level of calories that is 

2300.  He wants to enter a fat loss phase at a moderate pace.  His 

calorie calculation would be: 

 

 

Protein 

Protein is the first macronutrient you should calculate.  To 

determine your protein requirements, you will need to estimate your 

body fat percentage.  It doesn’t need to be exact, as almost no 

method will give you a perfectly accurate measurement, but be honest 

with yourself.  A few ways you could go about finding your rough 

body fat calculations are 
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• Going to a nearby gym and seeing if a trainer can measure 
you with calipers 

• Ordering a pair of calipers online and learning how to 
measure yourself. 

• Getting a “dunk test” or hydrostatic weighing. 
• Getting a Dexa Scan (This is the most accurate method, 

but also quite expensive) 
I don’t recommend hand held scales or bio-impedance body fat 

scales because they are usually so far off that it isn’t even worth using 

them as a guide.   

 If you have no idea where to start, the chart below can be a 

good starting place, although it will obviously not be perfect since 

everyone stores fat differently, and everyone has a difference amount 

of muscle mass.  Again, it doesn’t have to be exact, but typically 

speaking, our body fat is usually higher than we think, so bear that in 

mind. 
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Although this chart is vague and limiting in its practicality, it can give you a 
rough idea of where you fall on the body fat scale if you have no other method 
of measuring. 

 

Once you have your rough body fat percentage, multiply it by 

your weight in pounds.  Then subtract your answer from your weight.  

What you are left with is your lean body mass (LBM), or the fat free 

mass in your body.  This is skeletal muscle, bone, connective tissue, 

and organs. 

 
The amount of protein you require is based on your lean body 

mass.  You should be aiming to get anywhere from .8-1.2g of protein 

per pound of lean body mass, depending on your goals.7 This is a 

fairly large range, and where you decide to fall in the range can be 

determined by a few guidelines.   

People in a building phase and younger people in general can 

stay on the lower end, about .8-1g/ pound LBM.  Those in a fat loss 

phase and older people (45+) should stick to the higher end around 

1-1.2 g per pound of LBM.7 If you are in a maintenance phase, you 

can play around within the range to find what suits you best. 
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Let’s take Joe, who is going into a fat loss phase. His calculation 

would look something like this: 

 

 

Pro Tip: Many people can stop right here!  If you’re brand new to 

tracking your food and are already feeling overwhelmed by all of 

these numbers, you can focus on these two numbers to start: your 

calories, and your protein.  If you can hit these two numbers regularly, 

you are in a great place, and you will likely see results from this alone.  

As you become more confident in the process of tracking and 

reaching your protein goals, then you can start calculating your carbs 

and fats and trying to reach those numbers as well.  But there is no 

need to rush things.  You are more likely to succeed if you take it one 

manageable step at a time rather than ambushing yourself with a 

dozen new meticulous goals. 
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Fat 

Fat should be the second macronutrient to calculate, just for 

simplicity’s sake.  Determining your fat requirements will be 

dependent on your preferences.  Which do you prefer: carbs or fats? 

Because the more fat you have, the fewer carbohydrates you will get 

and vice versa.   

When I ask which you prefer, what I mean is which do you find 

makes you feel the most satisfied?  Which gives you better workouts?  

Better sleep?  Better focus in your daily life? These are important 

questions to ask if you’ve never thought about it before, but once 

you’ve been practicing flexible dieting for a little while, you will start 

to figure out the answers for yourself.   

If you’re scratching your head over this one, I will say that you 

can safely fall anywhere in the range of having 20-40% of your 

calories coming from fat7.  For hormonal health reasons, and the 

absorption of fat-soluble vitamins, I would not recommend going 

below twenty percent of your total calories coming from fat.18   

If you are in a fat-loss phase and end up having to drop your 

calories significantly, consider staying at the higher end of that range 

so that your overall number of grams stays in a healthy range. 

Joe feels likes fat, but he’s not crazy about it.  He may calculate 

in the middle of the range, like so: 
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Carbohydrates 

 The most manipulated macro will almost always be carbs.  

Carbs can be manipulated in many ways (some of which we will get 

to later) to stimulate fat-loss, to promote muscle growth, to give you 

immediate energy when needed, to boost hormone levels, and to give 

you killer workouts.   

So, there’s a lot we can do with carbs.  For our purposes at this 

point, we are going to fill our remaining calories with carbs.  How we 

do this will require the most math you will need to do in this whole 

book. (It’s not that bad though, I promise.) 

You take the number of calories you’re going to be eating, and 

subtract the calories from protein (by multiplying the grams by 4, 

which is the number of calories per gram of protein).  Then also 

subtract the calories from fat (by multiplying the grams by 9, which is 

the number of calories per gram of fat).  What you are left with is the 

number of calories that will be coming from carbohydrates.   
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Divide this number by 4 (the number of calories per gram of 

carbohydrates) and you have your carbohydrate goal for the day.  In 

simpler terms: 

 

(Protein x 4) + (Fat x 9) = Calories from protein and fat 

Total calories – Protein and Fat calories = Carb calories 

Carb calories ÷ 4 = Carbohydrate grams 

 

If that was confusing, here’s Joe to show us how it’s done. 

 

 
 

Fiber 

 I’m not going to discuss this one too much because I’m not 

concerned that any vegan won’t get enough fiber.  Just to cover my 

bases however, have 14g of fiber per 1000 calories as a minimum. For 

Joe who is consuming 2000 calories per day, this would be 28g.   

You should establish an upper limit for yourself as well, and 

this will vary from person to person, so pay attention to your body’s 
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reactions.  As a general guideline though, I like to keep my cap at no 

more that 30g per 1000 calories.  For Joe, this would be 60g.   

The most important thing about fiber is to be fairly consistent 

with how much you have every day.  Try to eat in about a 10g range 

on most days.   

 
 

And there we have established the baseline macros for your goals! 

Now, what do we do with these three numbers? 
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6.Tracking, Counting and Logging 

Your Food 
Tracking your food is not fun.  

There’s nothing glamorous about it.  

It’s tedious, and it gets old fast.  I’d 

be lying if I told you otherwise.  But, 

and this is a big but, it is crucial to 

track your food with flexible dieting, 

especially while you are learning how 

to do it.  

 If you’ve never tracked your eating habits before, this could be 

a big eye opener for you.  Many people do not even realize how 

much they have been over-eating, or under-eating.  Most people have 

no idea what their food is actually comprised of, so tracking your 

food for long enough can teach you a lot about yourself both 

physically and mentally.  
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 You will need to regularly use a food scale, at least until you get 

accustomed to what food serving sizes look like. This will take a 

while.  You can test yourself along the way by guessing and then 

putting a portion on the scale to see how close you are. (See? Just 

turn it into a game!). 

You’ll be shocked at how accurately you can guess with enough 

practice.  You can use measuring cups for liquids, but for solid foods, 

the scale is much more accurate than measuring cups.  Measuring 

cups can vary when measuring food, depending on whether it’s a 

level scoop, or how much the food has settled in a package, or even 

how the food is chopped.  The scale, however, does not lie.  Case in 

point: Weigh out 16 g of peanut butter on the scale.  Then, measure a 

tablespoon of peanut butter in a measuring spoon and weigh that.  I 

bet you dollars to donuts that the one in the measuring spoon weighs 

more.  

There are a four key points to being successful with food 

tracking: consistency, recording honestly, and having a plan daily. 

 Being consistent with your food tracking is so, so, so important 

in achieving the results you’re going for, especially in the beginning.  

You should be tracking everything you eat for a couple of reasons.  

Every time you weigh and log something, it is practice, and you will 

eventually get better at it and it will become second nature, but like 

anything else, you have to put in the effort until you really “get it.”  

Secondly, tracking everything helps you to hold yourself accountable.  
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You’re far less likely to sit on the couch and plow through a bag of 

chips if you know you’re going to have to record it later. 

 Food logging will be a wasted effort if you’re not being honest 

about what you’re eating.  You can’t play the “if I didn’t log it, it 

didn’t happen” game and expect to get the results you want.  

Snacking while you’re cooking, the beer you had out with your pals, 

and that heap of BBQ Sauce you put on your tofu----yeah, that all 

counts, so you should track it.   

Also, do you know what five ounces of tofu looks like?  Most 

people don’t, and that makes sense; why would they?  But guessing 

how much something weighs by eyeballing it can throw you way off 

your whole day’s goals, especially if you do it regularly.  That could 

easily set you back a week.  Accuracy is crucial, so use your scale 

whenever you can until you’re an estimating pro. 

 

My Fitness Pal 

 The way you decide to track your food is up to you, but I can’t 

speak highly enough about the My Fitness Pal (MFP) app, which you 

can download for free to any smartphone, or use on a desktop.   

 

D i s c l a im er : Don’t EVER, under any circumstances, use the 

preset macronutrient or caloric “suggestions” that MFP gives 
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you after you punch in your body weight, age, goals, etc. 

They’re garbage. Utter garbage.  More on this later . . .  

  

My Fitness Pal has an incredible amount of versatility and once 

you’ve logged a few days of food, it gets easier and easier. The food 

database alone makes it worthwhile; it contains nearly everything.  I 

can count the number of times on one hand that it hasn’t had a food 

that I was looking for in its database, including things like meals from 

certain restaurants, like Native Foods.   

There are many ways to enter foods, depending on how precise 

you want to be.  You can enter foods based on “serving sizes” as 

suggested on the labels or you can enter foods in units such as 

“medium apple”.  Because I like to be as precise as possible, I like to 

enter any food that doesn’t come out of a package in grams, which is 

the most accurate method.  The easiest way to find food in grams is 

to just search for the food with the word “grams” after it.  For 

example, if I want to find cooked brown rice in grams, I would type 

“brown rice cooked grams” into the search bar.   

You can add your own recipes, you can scan barcodes of pre-

packaged foods, you can save meals that you frequently have, and 

you can copy meals from previous days.  It’s very easy on the user, 

and I’m all about user-friendly things that make my life easier.   
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Having a Plan of Attack 

Although flexible dieting is about being, well, flexible, having at 

least a loose plan is going to be incredibly helpful to your success.  

  

Whether you want to plan your food a day in advance or a full 

week in advance, flexible dieting still allows you the freedom to work 

in the foods that you enjoy.  Trying to wing it from the get-go, 

however, is a recipe for failure when you’re learning.  Slow down 

there, killer. 

I personally like to plan my daily meals in the morning, but 

many people like to do it the night before.  I pretty much always eat 

the same thing for breakfast (creature of habit), and then I take about 

5 minutes to plan the rest of my day.  This way, I have a plan, and if 

it changes a little bit, it’s easy to manipulate a few grams here and 

there, but overall, I know what I’m going to do.   



	
  
	
  

59	
  

Some days I wing it, but I’ve also been doing this for years.  In 

the beginning, have a plan that works for you and that you feel 

confident about and branch out from there as you become more 

comfortable. 

Putting your food into MFP a day, or even a week in advance is 

also great because, once it’s logged, you’re much more likely to eat it.  

And also, as you get used to it, buying groceries becomes both more 

fun than eating a strict meal plan, and also allows you to not buy a 

bunch of extras, because you already have a rough idea of what 

you’re going to eat. 

 

Why is My Fitness Pal Telling Me to Eat 1200 Calories? 

For all of the reasons that I love My Fitness Pal, I absolutely 

loathe its caloric pre-sets.  It uses a basic calculator from the data that 

you enter when you sign up for an account.  As discussed earlier in 

the book, calculators 

don’t know jack about 

you, but by telling you 

a number of calories 

you should eat (and 

not explaining how 

they came to that 

number) they make 

you think, “I need to eat X calories to hit my goals.”  As a society, we 
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like to focus on numbers; we like concrete goals and MFP plays on 

that by creating one for you, but it is usually horribly off.   

When you sign up for a My Fitness Pal account, the program 

prompts you with several questions about your current weight and 

your goals.   It then uses a basic calculator to calculate your 

“maintenance” calories—see, that is in quotes because it always 

wrong.  And any woman who has every selected the goal of losing “2 

pounds per week” then automatically has 1000 calories slashed from 

that maintenance number (something I do not recommend), which is 

usually well under 1200.   But, since the general consensus is that 

anything under 1200 is unhealthy and something not able to be 

maintained (Duh.), it defaults to 1200 so as not to drop 

“dangerously” low.  And that, my friends, is how the magical 1200 

number came to be.  Mystery solved.  It’s not a magic number.  It’s a 

computer programming error that has turned into a widespread 

phenomenon resulting in thousands of women who severely under-

eat.   

 

How to Hack MFP Custom Goals 



	
  
	
  

61	
  

If it seems inconvenient that the My Fitness Pal macro goals are not 

what you want them to be, that’s because it is.   You can change your 

nutrition goals, but it only allows you to change your macros by 

percentages in 5% increments, and not by actual grams, unless you 

want to pay the new premium fee of ten dollars a month, which is 

pretty steep. This situation is very frustrating when you are trying to 

hit precise numbers because, as I’ve mentioned, percentages are 

arbitrary.   

 

There is a way to change the goals to grams and enter what you 

want them to be, but you will 

have to do it from a desktop 

computer, as it cannot be done 

from your phone, unless you 

have the premium subscription.   

 

S t e p s  t o  c h ang e  Y o ur  cu s t om  g o a l s  

t o  g r ams :  

1. Log into My Fitness Pal on your computer. 

2. From here, open another tab and go to: 

My Fitness Pal Macro Hack Instructions 

 

How	
  MFP	
  is	
  automatically	
  set	
  up	
  with	
  
percentages	
  

http://karoshiethos.com/2013/08/13/javascript-bookmarklet-for-enhanced-macro-goals-in-myfitnesspal/
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3. Watch the YouTube video on the page to get the exact 

instructions for your browser. 

4. Install the script by following the directions that apply to 

your browser.  

5. Once you have the script installed, go back to your MFP 

window.  (Depending on your browser, you may need to 

click the bookmark, or it may automatically update.  The 

directions are in the video.) 

6. From here, go to:  

www.myfitnesspal.com/account/change_goals_custom 

You will see you have a drop down menu from which you 

can now select “grams” as an option and type in the number 

of grams you want for each macro and fiber.  You need to 

make sure the calories line up with this, and if you’ve 

calculated correctly, it should.  

(Carbs x 4) + (Protein x 4) + (Fat x 9) = Total Calories 

7. Click “Change Goals” and you’re done.  When you look at 

your phone, it should be changed! 

 

http://www.myfitnesspal.com/account/change_goals_custom
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Changing Your Meals in MFP 

Since MFP pre-sets your meals to be Breakfast, Lunch, Dinner 

and Snack, while you’re on your computer, you may as well go ahead 

and change your meals to whatever you’d like them to be.   

 

S t e p s  t o  c h ang e  Y o ur  M e a l s  i n  M FP :   

1. Click on the blue “Food” tab near the top.  

2. Click “Settings” on the dark blue stripe right under it.   

3. From here, you can add meals or change meal names, (such 

as pre and post workout, snack #1, snack #2, or even Meals 

1-5 like I have).   

4. On this page you can also make your food journal private, 

public, or public to friends only. 

 

Why Are My Calories Always Wrong?  

This is the part that confuses a lot of people: Don’t even look 

at the calories on My Fitness Pal from here on out.  Just pay attention 

to protein, carbs, fat and fiber.  “But Dani, I thought that the number 

of calories we need to hit was the basis of all of this planning?! Now 

you’re saying to ignore that?!”  Well, yes. 

How	
  MFP	
  will	
  look	
  when	
  you	
  are	
  finished.	
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Calories do matter, and they are the basis for all our calculations.  

If you hit your macros, you are hitting your calories, but they will 

almost never add up to what you set them to, and it will infuriate you.   

Why does this happen?  In the USA (this may be different in 

other countries), food companies are allowed to fudge the numbers 

on their nutrition labels a little bit by excluding fiber calories.19 

What’s worse is that not all companies do this, so it’s confusing. If 

you’ve hit your macros at the end of the day, but your calories are 

way off, don’t sweat it.  You’re right and they are wrong—it makes 

no sense.  

 
 

 
Labels	
  that	
  lie!	
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Let’s take a look at this label.  This is Joseph’s Flax, Oat Bran and 

Whole Wheat Pita—one of my favorites. 

8g carbs    x 4 = 32 calories from carbs 
6g protein    x 4 = 24 calories from protein 
2g fat        x 9 = 18 calories from fat 
32 + 24 + 18 = 74 Total Calories 

 
But the label says 60 calories. Hmmmm…. Now let’s add in the fiber 
calories: 

 
4 cals per gram of fiber x 4 g fiber 
on the label = 16 calories 

16 fiber calories + 58 “Label 
Calories” = 74 Total Calories  

 
So you can see they subtracted 

the fiber calories and rounded to 60 

calories.  And there are many, many companies that do this.  The 

point here is, your calories will never line up exactly to what you want 

them to in MFP, but as long as you’re hitting your macros, you’re 

good. 

 

Should I Track Fruits and Veggies? 

Fruits and vegetables should be tracked, yes, especially the stricter 

your goal is.  This is an area where you don’t need to get super 

obsessed with weighing every piece of lettuce you have.  But, as 

vegans, a cup of broccoli is nothing (can you believe that’s actually a 

serving to a lot of people?), and we think nothing of wiping out a 
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whole bag, which can easily add up to 150-200 calories.  Obviously, 

these are super nutrient dense foods, and I encourage you to eat 

them.  But track them like anything else. 

 

Should I Subtract Fiber? 

 No, you should not subtract 

fiber.  Although fiber is not digested in 

the same way that other carbohydrates 

are, a portion of them are broken 

down into fatty acids, and you do 

absorb calories from them.20 Do not 

worry about net carbs, and do not 

subtract fiber from your carbohydrate 

count.  Count them all. 

 

 

What About Sodium and Sugar? 

Many people have questions about sodium and sugar when they 

begin tracking their food.  Simply put, I don’t worry about them 

much.  If you are sodium sensitive or have high blood pressure 

problems, watch your sodium and keep it where your doctor has 

recommended.  But if you don’t have issues with sodium and you’re 

exercising hard fairly regularly, sodium is important to keep your 
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electrolytes in balance.21 Your body is regulating your electrolyte and 

water levels minute to minute, so as long as you keep your sodium 

fairly consistent, you shouldn’t have issues with bloat or water 

retention. 

I am of the mindset that if you are getting enough fiber, it is 

quite difficult to get too much sugar.  Obviously certain medical 

conditions, like diabetes, should be treated differently as explained by 

your doctor.  But for someone without those conditions, I wouldn’t 

worry about sugar much as long as you get enough fiber, and stay 

within your carbohydrate goal. 

 

Should I Log My Exercise? 

 When you log your exercise in MFP, it automatically changes 

your caloric and macro goals for the day. Since we took into account 

your current maintenance level of calories, including your current 

workouts, you should not be logging exercise in MFP.  If you want to 

keep track of your exercise, which I always recommend, you can use 

your phone’s notepad, or a fantastic app called Fit List. 

 

Do I Eat Back Calories I Burn?  

Another big question people have, particularly those who use 

MFP regularly is, “Should I eat back the calories I burn during 

exercise?”  No.  You have already calculated your goals based on 
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your current lifestyle, including your training, so you don’t need to 

“eat back” exercise calories, because they are already accounted for.  

Trying to do so often gets far too complicated, and most people (and 

cardio machines, and calculators) largely overestimate how many 

calories are actually burned during exercise.   

The exception to this is an out of the ordinary physical event, 

like a race or rock climbing all day.  In this case, I would look at it on 

a case-by-case basis and add calories accordingly. 

 

How Closely Do I Need to Hit These Numbers? 

Depending upon how strict your goal is, you can be looser or 

tighter with hitting your macro numbers.  For example, if you are in a 

maintenance or building phase, you can safely have a 5-10g window 

on your protein and carbs and a 3-5g window on your fats.  Some 

days you’ll be a little over, and some days you’ll be a little bit under.  

As long as you are not always over or always under, it will balance out 

and there is no need to obsess. 

Those looking to cut, especially for a deadline, like a bikini 

competition or a powerlifting meet, often need to be a bit more 

meticulous about hitting their numbers.  Even in these cases, it is 

unreasonable to expect someone to nail every single gram every 

single day, but the aim should still be to try to come as close as you 

can.  In certain cases, this will mean making some sacrifices. Flexible 

dieting may be easier than “regular” dieting, but to reach certain 
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goals, no matter how you choose to go about doing so, it will be 

difficult. Flexible dieting may allow you more wiggle room in your 

food choices, but for certain goals, you will come to a point where 

your macros force you to be more strict. 

Be honest with yourself and evaluate whether you’re being as 

strict as you should be (Notice that I say strict, not restricted.), or if 

you’re being too uptight when you don’t have to be.  And then adjust 

accordingly.  What doesn’t bend breaks; be flexible. 

 

How Do I Hit These Numbers On a Vegan Diet? 

 The number one issue that vegans have with flexible dieting, or 

IIFYM, is that they do not know how to hit their protein goals 

without going way over on carbs or fat or both.  This can be very 

tricky, because unlike our omnivorous counterparts, basically all of 

our protein sources contain trace amounts of carbs or fat, and often 

more than trace amounts.   

Non-vegans often think of foods as “a protein”, “a carb” or “a 

fat” food.  As vegans, we’ve waved goodbye to this kind of thinking 

long ago, because we know that there is protein in just about 

everything, right?  Well, now it’s about putting this train of thought 

to good use. 



	
  
	
  

70	
  

Basically, every food gets a certain 

percentage of its calories from each 

type: protein, carbs and fat.  Let’s take 

for example peanuts, which many of us 

have long thought of as a great source 

of protein.  Peanuts get 14% of their 

calories from protein, 15% of their 

calories from carbs, and 71% percent of 

their calories from fat!  So, if anything, 

the last thing that peanuts are is “a 

protein food.”  This doesn’t mean that 

peanuts don’t supply protein, but you 

will see that they quickly   add up the fat 

grams as well.   

Now, let’s take a look at black beans, another food that vegans 

commonly refer to as “protein.”  Black beans get 22% of their 

calories from protein (more than peanuts!), 3% of their calories from 

fat, and 75% percent of their calories from carbs.  This is really more 

carbs than anything else, even though it also has protein, which 

shouldn’t be discounted. 

Macronutrient	
  breakdown	
  of	
  
peanuts.	
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I call foods like these “protein extras.”  They are clearly more 

of a fat or carb than a protein, but don’t discount the protein that is 

does have and that will go towards your protein total as well. 

There are many high protein vegan foods that are lower in the 

other macronutrients such as tofu, seitan, certain brands of tempeh, 

mock meats (not all though, check the labels), plant based protein 

powders, black bean pasta by Explore Asian, and on and on.  You 

just have to know where to look.  

Macronutrient	
  breakdown	
  of	
  black	
  beans.	
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In the Venn diagram below, I have illustrated plenty of vegan 

foods that fall into various categories.  This is not an exhaustive list, 

but it contains many, many vegan foods to help you hit your 

numbers.  For example, if you are realizing that you are lacking in 

protein and carbs, you could either pick something that is higher in 

protein and carbs and lower in fat (like beans), or eat a smaller 

amount of a mostly protein food and a mostly carb food (like protein 

powder and a banana). 
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Many people think that to practice flexible dieting as a vegan 

you have to drink protein shakes.  You don’t!  Even though I own 

VeganProteins.com, and sell vegan protein powders for a living, I 

personally rarely drink them, simply because I prefer food!  Food 

keeps me fuller for longer than a protein shake.  Protein shakes do 

have their place and can definitely be more convenient when you’re 

on the road, unprepared, or don’t feel like eating.  They also tend to 

be an optimal choice post workout because they are designed to have 

a great amino acid profile.  But unless you’re both soy free and gluten 

free (which you have no need to be if you don’t have an allergy), you 

don’t need to rely heavily on protein shakes.   

I consume plenty of seitan, 

tofu, and mock meats.  Actually I 

rely more on mock-meat type 

foods as my calories get lower 

when I am cutting calories, simply 

because they are usually lower in 

fat and carbs than tofu and tempeh. 

Vegans have been told for a long time that too much protein is 

bad for us.  There have been very 

few studies done on higher amounts 

of plant proteins, but what has been 

found thus far is that plant proteins 

don’t have the same effect as animal 
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proteins.22 Many believe that too much protein is bad for the kidneys, 

but this is based on a study from 1983 that was later debunked.  The 

findings showed that high protein diets (a fair amount higher than I 

have been recommending here) increased the amounts of blood 

filtered through kidneys (GFR, or globular filtration rate), but that it 

had no adverse or damaging effects in healthy kidneys.23   
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7. Meal Timing 
For decades now, we have been 

beat over the head with the 

importance of eating 6 small meals 

a day to “speed up the 

metabolism” and “trick the body 

into burning more fat.”  First of 

all, you’re not going to trick your 

body into doing anything.  It is 

much smarter than you or I.  But 
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more importantly, as more scientific studies are released, all of this 

talk about 6 small meals every 2-3 hours is turning out to be 

malarkey.24   

 However, this doesn’t mean that the importance of all meal 

timing should be thrown out the window.  There are some basic 

components of meal timing that can be used by anyone.  For more 

advanced athletes and those who are now confident in their ability to 

hit their macros regularly, fine-tuning meal timing can be very 

beneficial to athletic performance. 

 

How Many Meals? 

 The most important factor in deciding how many meals you 

should eat per day is the answer to the question:  What works for 

your lifestyle?   

If you’re on the road all day and find it easier to graze and have 6 

small meals a day, by all means, go for it!  But if you prefer to have 

sit-down dinners with your family, maybe you would prefer three 

square meals, and that is okay, too.   

 People with muscle building goals may find it easier to eat 

smaller meals more frequently to avoid bloating and gas from very 

large meals.  Likewise, people cutting calories can often benefit from 

larger, but more infrequent meals because it actually allows the dieter 

to feel full and satisfied while in a caloric deficit. 
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Eating for Performance. Pre- & Post-Workout Meals. 

Let’s say you want to take it a step farther than this. How could 

you set up your meal timing to optimize your performance? The 

theories of beneficial meal timing mostly revolve around muscle 

protein synthesis and glycogen storage for better workouts. 

When we eat protein in the right amounts, we stimulate muscle 

protein synthesis (MPS, the process of muscle repair and 

rebuilding).25  We can only stimulate MPS 3-4 times a day, so I like to 

divide my protein intake evenly over that many meals to capitalize on 

this.26   

Protein:  Once you’ve decided how many meals you plan to have, 

divide your protein goal by that number and try to eat about that 

much protein at each meal.  Aside from the muscle repairing benefits, 

trying to eat all of (or most of) your protein in one sitting, is almost 

guaranteed to bring some digestion unrest, if you know what I mean.  

Athlete or not, I recommend splitting up protein fairly evenly 

between however many meals you plan to have. This is the same 

during building, fat loss, and maintenance phases. 

 Carbohydrates:  The next step is to focus on carbohydrates.  If you 

work out hard or regularly and you want to maximize your workouts, 

it is a good idea to concentrate a large portion of your carbohydrates 

around your workouts.27 I like to have 50-60% of my daily carbs 

It	
  is	
  
customary	
  
to	
  define	
  an	
  
acronym	
  at	
  
first	
  
appearance.	
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around my workouts (25-30% both before and after), and then 

spread the rest through the day however I’d like.   

 Fat:  When looking at dietary fat, more important than when to 

have fat, is when not to have fat, which is around your workouts. Your 

pre- and post-workout meals should each be low in fat, no more than 

10% of your daily fat.  The reason for this is that fat slows down the 

digestion of the rest of your meal.28 Before and after your workouts, 

you want that energy to be taken in as quickly as possible.  The rest 

of the day, however, spread your fats out however you’d like, 

especially during the time of day when you are usually the most 

hungry, as fats are incredibly satiating. 
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Early Risers 

 If you are one of those 

crazy people who wake up at 

the crack of dawn to work 

out, you’re probably 

thinking that it would be 

impossible to get down that 

much protein and 

carbohydrate at 5 am.  And honestly, you’d probably throw up during 

your burpees if you tried.  To these people, I suggest trying to get 

something down, even if it’s small.  Perhaps make a protein shake 

with a banana the night before and put it in the fridge so it’s ready 

when you wake up.   

Alternatively, the night before your workout, you can have  25-

30% of your carbs with your last meal of the night, so that it keeps 

your glycogen stores full until morning, when you’ll train fasted, and 

have your post workout meal as detailed above afterwards.  It’s not 

ideal, but it’s still a good option for this specific scenario. 

 How close to training you have your pre- and post-workout 

meals depends upon what your stomach can handle. If you eat too 

much, or eat too soon before your training, you may throw up or get 

queasy because all of the energy your body was using to digest your 

food is now being used for your exercise.  This is not good.  I find 
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that anywhere from 30 minutes to 2 hours before I go work out is a 

good time frame for my pre-workout meal.  I try to eat my post-

workout meal as soon as I get home, although anything up to about 

two hours is ok. I’m usually hungry right after training, as I imagine 

most people are. 
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8. The Dreaded Plateau  

Although no one likes to think this is going to happen and at 

some point, you will hit a plateau.  Learning how to recognize a true 

plateau and how to react to it is just as important as calculating and 

hitting your initial macros.  As has been mentioned before, your body 

is a crazy efficient machine, and it will adapt to nearly anything you 

throw at it, including new macros, training protocol, etc.  And 

sometimes, you have to go back to the drawing board and start all 

over in order to keep making progress.  But not too soon . . .  
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 One major problem that I encounter over and over again in the 

fitness community is that people switch it up way too frequently.  

Whether it’s a meal program, a set of macros, or even a training 

routine, people are constantly bouncing around from program to 

program and wondering why they aren’t getting the results they want. 

Your body needs time to adapt and change with a program before 

starting a new one and macros are no different.   

When someone recalculates their macros too frequently, they 

are setting themselves up for failure because they don’t stick with 

something long enough to learn what works for them and what 

doesn’t work.   

 On the flip side, some people want to stay married to their 

macros and never change them once they’ve been figured out.  

Unfortunately, for most people, one set of macros will not take them 

all the way to their goal, and that’s okay and totally normal.  You will 

hit plateaus, and at that point, you should start tweaking. 

 

Give Your Macros a Chance 

 You just spent a great deal of energy calculating your starting 

macros—stick with them!  Try and hit these macros consistently for 

at least four weeks and see how they are working out for you and 

your goals.  Your macros will need to be tweaked as you make 

progress, but don’t change them just for the sake of changing them.  

Change them because you need to, not because you’re bored or 
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anxious about their possibly not working. Patience is a virtue and a 

very important one with any physical goals because these changes do 

not happen overnight.   

  

Track Your Progress 

A key component to gauging your progress is to actually gauge 

your progress!  I can’t stress enough the importance of progress 

photos and measurements, particularly the photos.  Set up a time 

when you take photos and measurements, whether that is weekly, bi-

weekly or monthly is up to you, but be sure to make this a priority.   

If your main goal is to be building muscle, you’re looking for 

weight gain and increased size, and increased muscular development 

in the photos.  If your main goal is fat loss, you are looking for 

weight loss and/or more muscular definition in your progress 

photos.  If your main goal is maintenance and body re-composition, 

you are looking for certain measurements to go down (waist, hips, 

etc), and others to go up (lats, biceps, etc) and more definition in 

photos, without much or any weight gain. These markers will help 

you determine whether you are making progress. 

I actually recorded an entire podcast episode on the best ways 

to gauge your progress, which you can listen to for free here: 

M us c l e s  B y  B ru s s e l s  R a d i o :  d on ’ t  d o ub t  y o ur  p rog r e s s  

 

http://www.veganproteins.com/dont-doubt-your-progress-episode-6-muscles-by-brussels-radio/
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What To Do When Progress Stalls 

 If you are still making progress, even if it’s slow, don’t change 

anything! If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.  If after checking your progress, 

you’ve found that you are stalling, you can adjust your carbs and fats 

up or down accordingly. I am not a fan of big jumps in macros, so I 

prefer to check progress more frequently (weekly) and make smaller 

adjustments.  If you check progress less frequently, you can add or 

subtract on the higher end. 

If you’re stalled on gaining weight, you should add anywhere 

from 5-15g carbs, and 2-4g of fat, depending on your preferences.  If 

you find that not only are you not gaining weight, but you’re actually 

losing weight (this sometimes happens with serious ectomorphs whose 

metabolisms will adapt to pretty much anything to keep them thin), 

go ahead and make a bigger jump anywhere from 25-50g carbs and 5-

10g of fat.   

Likewise, if you are stalled in a fat loss phase, you can subtract 

anywhere from 10-20g carbs, and 3-6g fat.  If you are pretty far into 

your fat loss phase, and you don’t want to drop your calories lower, 

you can try swapping 5-10g of carbohydrates for 5-10g of more 

protein.  Increasing protein can help with fat loss through the process 

of thermogenesis, and can increase feelings of satiety. 

How do you know if you’re stalling in a maintenance phase?  In 

short, nothing is changing. Your measurements aren’t changing; your 

photos aren’t changing; your strength is not increasing.  At this point, 
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you can either change your goals up to more of a fat loss of muscle 

building focus, OR you can tweak your macros using the ranges from 

above.  If you choose to tweak your macros (for example, by 

lowering fat and raising carbohydrates), be sure to give it another few 

weeks before you determine whether or not it is working for you 

before you change them again. 

 

Refeeds 

Refeeds can be particularly important during a serious fat loss 

phase.  As we diet, our bodies become accustomed to the lower 

amount of food, and they start to slow all of our systems down 

including metabolism.29   

As far as your body knows, when you’re dieting you’re starving 

or in a famine.  The body is a pretty badass machine that adapts to 

almost anything, whether you like it or not.  It is trying to protect you 

from starving to death! This is great for keeping us alive in times of 

crises (Thanks, body!), but not so great when we want to see our six 

pack by summer.   

As well as slowing down all of your body’s functions like 

digestion and staying warm, dieting also lowers your hormone levels, 

including, but not limited to, leptin. 

Leptin is basically the mother of all fat burning hormones.  It is 

the hormone that sends messages to your brain that you’re not 

hungry and that you’re getting enough food and that your body can 
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safely afford to burn fat. These hormonal changes are a major reason 

why progress in a fat loss phase slows down much more so than in a 

building phase.29  

 
A refeed is a day when you bump your calories up to 

maintenance level, lower protein and fats and fill the rest of the 

calories with carbs.  Because leptin responds best to carbohydrates, it 

is best to focus mostly on carbs during a reefed day (while still getting 

essential proteins and fats). 30 A reefed day can be something to look 

forward to in a dieting phase because you get to eat a larger amount 

of carbs than usual, and it’s kind of fun!  Consider is a kick-start for 

your metabolism and the fat burning process. 

Refeeds should be done in conjunction with lowering carbs 

and fats on your other days as explained in the section above.  You 

can’t just stall out on fat loss and add a refeed day and expect to 

make progress; you will need to keep lowering on your non-refeed 

days as well.  You shouldn’t be thinking of a reefed until at least 4 

weeks into dieting or when your progress starts to significantly slow 

down.  You can start with once a week and bump it to twice a week 

as you become very lean (the leaner you are, the faster your hormone 
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levels drop as your body aims to hold onto your essential body fat35).  

Try and have your refeed days on your heaviest training days (usually 

a leg day). 

 To set up a refeed, you increase your calories to maintenance 

for one day.  You also lower your protein and fat to the lowest 

recommended amounts in the macro calculating section, and fill the 

remaining calories with carbs. 

 

 

We’ll bring Joe back for this one. 
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When to Start Over 

Sometimes, you will make so much progress toward your goal that you 

are almost a different person from where you started!  This is usually a good 

thing!  If you find yourself in a situation where you have gained or lost 20 or 

more pounds, it may be a good time for you to go all the way back to chapter 5 

and re-calculate your macros from scratch.   

Your body fat and lean body mass is probably quite different from 

where you started.  It is also likely that your metabolic rate has changed 

significantly.  In this situation, re-calculate and start again. 
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9. Eating Out, Social Situations 

and Traveling. 
Figuring out what to eat when you go out has always been the 

plight of the vegan, hasn’t it?  Well, add flexible dieting into the mix, 

and you might throw in the towel and say “screw it” for the day.  But 

wait!  It can be done! 

 The most important thing to remember here is that it’s called 

Flexible Dieting.  You have to be willing to be flexible.  You’re not 

going to be able to get everything exactly correct, right down to the 

gram, but that’s okay because you don’t eat out every meal of every 

day of your life, do you?  These are often special occasions, meant to 

be lived and enjoyed, and in the mean time, you do the best you can. 
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Eating Out 

Eating out can be a little bit tricky because unless it’s a vegan-friendly 

restaurant, it’s unlikely that they will have much in the way of higher 

protein vegan foods.   

Don’t be afraid to look at the menu online (many have their 

nutrition facts listed online) and narrow down what you’d like to a 

few options and plan your day around that.  You can save some (not 

all!) of your carbs and fats up for a special occasion, like eating out, 

because typically restaurant meals are high in both.  Determining 

what you’ll eat ahead of time relieves anxiety about your food choices 

on the spot.  It also keeps you from being that person who is logging 

their food on their phone while everyone else is trying to be social.  

This is the best option. 

More spontaneous trips out to eat can be a little stressful if they 

take you by surprise, and you will probably have to estimate a bit.  

Despite not usually having a decent vegan protein option in a lot of 

places, even chain restaurants often have a veggie burger that 

happens to be vegan on the menu.  

You can always ask what brand it is and look it up in My Fitness Pal.   

Think about how many macros you have to fill.  Do you have a 

lot of carbs and fat to fill?  Then you can maybe get away with a small 

side of fries.  Not so much wiggle room?  Skip the bun and swap the 

fries out for steamed veggies or a salad.   
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 Let’s pretend that you’re in a situation where you choose to 

order a veggie burger.  You ask what kind it is (for two reasons: 1. To 

make sure it’s vegan, and 2. So you can track it more accurately) and 

it’s a Boca Burger.  That’s easy to look up.  When it arrives, you see 

it’s on a sesame seed bulkie roll, which is also easy to look up (no, it 

may not be exact, but you will get pretty close). And you get about 

1.5 cups of mixed steamed veggies—plug it all in, and you’re good to 

go.    

Pro Tip: Unless you order your food with no oil (which you 

should if you’re trying to keep your fat low), just automatically 

assume that there is anywhere from .5-1.5 tablespoons of oil in your 

meal.  I worked in restaurants for a long time. Trust me on this—the 

cooks in the back are free pouring it.  

 A veggie burger is a pretty easy situation to imagine, so let’s 

look at something a little trickier.  How about a stir-fry type bowl 

with brown rice, veggies, tofu and a sauce of some kind?  This has a 

lot of ingredients and you’re not sure how much of each.   

 

You have a couple of options here:  

1. Try looking up the restaurant in MFP.  You may be surprised to 

find your meal is already there!  That’s the best-case scenario.  
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2. Ask for the sauce on the side and try to guesstimate how much of 

each food is in it.  Because you’ve been practicing at home by 

weighing and measuring your meals, you’re getting pretty good at it 

by now.  You estimate it to be 1 cup of cooked brown rice, about 3 

oz tofu, another cup of mixed veggies, and when you see the sauce 

on the side, you realize that it’s made mostly of peanut butter.  The 

rest is easy to log; then try looking up “Peanut Sauce” and I bet there 

will be something close there.   

Goddess	
  Bowl	
  from	
  Life	
  Alive	
  in	
  Lowell,	
  Ma.	
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 So, you can see, this is not an exact science.  As mentioned 

before however, you need to decide how strict you must be and hold 

yourself to those standards.  If you’re two weeks away from a 

bodybuilding show, stick to what you know⎯like steamed veggies 

and a salad with dressing on the side.  If you’re in a maintenance 

phase, or looking to put on some size, you are obviously able to take 

a few more liberties with food. 

 In certain situations, there is no easy way to look up and track 

your food, and that can be a bit of a struggle.  For example, I often 

go to a mom and pop flatbread restaurant (read: no nutrition facts to 

be found anywhere) and order a veggie flatbread with no cheese.  

There is no way that I can look that up exactly.  What I have found to 

be the best way to do this is to look on My Fitness Pal for something 

from a big chain restaurant that is similar to what I actually ate, even if 

it’s not vegan, because I know the macros will be close.  In this 

particular case, I have found looking up a Domino’s Veggie Lover 

Pizza with no cheese is pretty darn close to what I guess is in my 

flatbread pizza. 

Parties and Social Situations  

 Social situations, like a party at someone’s house, are a little bit 

trickier.  Vegans are already used to not having many options at these 

gatherings. (If you ever have a chance, search the hashtag 

#whyveganspreeat on Instagram, it’s hilarious.  Not a ton of photos, 
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but they’re priceless.)  Since we’re already used to these situations, it 

is actually easier for us than it is for many non-vegans. 

  You can always do 

the old standby and bring a 

dish to the party so that 

you know you can have it 

and you know exactly 

what’s in it.  This can also 

help show other people 

how delicious and simple 

veganism can be, which is 

always a win.  Or you can 

make the best choices you 

can by estimating⎯just like 

when eating out.   

 I always recommend 

having some protein before you go; it can be in the form of a packet 

of protein powder, a protein bar or some vegan jerky, which we carry 

at VeganProteins.com I might add!  Keep something in your car or 

purse just in case. 

 

 

 



	
  
	
  

95	
  

Traveling Tips 

Protein is definitely the hardest thing for 

a vegan to find on the road, depending 

on where you are traveling.  This is why 

I always recommend bringing it with 

you on a trip (unless you’re headed to a 

big city; you can probably find it there).   

Individual protein powder packets are great things to have on 

you while on the road.  They travel well, they don’t go bad, and 

they’re pre-portioned.  I also like to bring protein bars, vegan jerky, 

or packets of vegan deli slices or pre-baked and seasoned tofu. The 

protein bars and jerky don’t go bad, and don’t need to be 

refrigerated. The deli slices and tofu seem to be okay outside of a 

fridge for about a day, so eat those first. (Don’t quote me on that.  

That’s just my experience thus far.) 

 Individual oatmeal packets are a great thing to have on the road 

when you’re looking for a nourishing breakfast, and you can even use 

the crummy little coffee pot in your hotel to make it.  Rice Cakes or 

apples and peanut/almond butter are good travel snacks as well. 

 You can usually find fruits and veggies anywhere, even truck 

stops, so I don’t worry about them, but I do sometimes bring agreens 

powder with me, just in case I find myself in a produce desert (it’s 

happened). 
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 Other things I always bring with me when traveling for more 

than a day are: my mini food scale (depending on how strict I need to 

be at the time), utensils, napkins, a small bottle of hot sauce (for 

literally everything), individual soy milk packages, and umpteen 

packets of stevia, my sweetener of choice.  

 But again, the biggest thing to remember is that your diet 

shouldn’t be ruling your life while you’re out with your friends or on 

vacation.  If you are spending more than a few minutes logging or 

tracking food while you should be living in the moment or enjoying 

your family, you need to loosen the reigns a little bit (unless you’re in 

contest prep or something like that which requires one to be more 

strict).  

 Perfection is the enemy of the good, and you need to focus on 

doing the best you can with what you have.  With enough practice at 

home, and a little planning, all of these situations get much easier. 
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10. F inal Thoughts 
At the end of the day, you have to ask yourself: Can you see 

yourself eating the way you’re currently eating in 5 years? 1 year? 6 

months?  If the answer is “no” because you’re trying to follow a very 

strict diet to reach your athletic goals, then it is time to rethink your 

strategy.   

I’m not suggesting that you settle for mediocrity and only give a 

half-effort.  What I am suggesting is finding a way to have the best of 

both worlds.  The purpose of life is to live it, and if you’re feeling 

bogged down by an eating style that doesn’t allow you to partake in 
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activities you enjoy, then something somewhere will give, whether it’s 

your relationships with your family and friends, your goals, or worse 

yet, your mental health.   

Through the process of learning how to eat flexibly and enjoy 

special foods in moderation, and without the mental struggle of guilt, 

you can have the best of both worlds.  

I hope that the end of this book finds you with a new 

perspective on eating, and at the very least, has opened your eyes to 

how dangerous restrictive meal plans and dietary dogma can be for 

vegans and athletes alike.  I would not write about something that I 

didn’t personally believe in and I believe that flexible dieting holds 

the key to then end of many people’s internal struggles and unhealthy 

relationships with foods. 

It’s not always easy, but nothing worth having is.  You will need 

to put in effort to make this work for you and your life, but effort 

does not have to equate suffering, restricting, and becoming a recluse.  

You can be strict, without not restricted, and learn to thrive in all 

areas of your wellness journey.   
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1 1 . Guides & Products to make 
your life easier. 
• Food Scale 
• Measuring Cups 
• Shaker Bottles 
• IsoBag, 6 pack bag, or big lunch 

box for traveling 
• Stevia 
• Cooking Spray 
• Kevita/Kombucha 
• Zevia Sodas/Soda Water 
• Hot Tea (dessert teas are 

amazing!) 
• Spices, herbs 
• Extracts (Vanilla, Cinnamon, 

Almond, Butter—yup, butter 
extract is vegan) 

• Teese Cheese (Low fat) 
• Kite Hill Almond Cheese (Low 

carb) 
• Puffed Kamut 
• Low Carb Wraps (Flat Out, 

Joseph’s, etc) 
• ProTings (vegan protein chips) 
• Yves Canadian Bacon 
• Beyond Meat Strips 
• Upton’s Seitan 
• Gluten Flour 
• Gimme Lean (no fat) 
• Explore Asian Pasta 
• Wink Ice Cream (vegan protein ice 

cream) 
• Vegan Jerky 

• Vegan Protein Bars 
• Walden Farms pancake syrup 

(artificial sweeteners here) 
• Unsweetened Vanilla Almond Milk 
• PB2 
• Chewing Gum 
• Spaghetti Squash 
• Zucchini 
• Broccoli Slaw 
• Salad of all kinds 
• Strawberries 
• Grapefruits 
• Shirataki Noodles 
• Tofu Noodles 
• Vinegars 
• Salsa 
• Mustards 
• Light Nayonaise 
• Pickles 
• Hot Sauce 
• Low Sugar Ketchup 
• Fat Free Refried Beans 
• Near East Falafel Mix Vegetarian 
• Fit Quick Waffle Mix 
• Nutritional Yeast 
• Protein Powders 
• Cocoa Powder 
• Mori Nu Silken Tofu 
• SO MANY VEGETABLES 

 

http://www.veganproteins.com/proteins-more-shop/sundesa-blender-bottle-28oz/
http://store.veganessentials.com/teese-soy-free-vegan-cheese-by-chicago-vegan-foods-p2318.aspx
http://store.veganessentials.com/yves-meatless-canadian-bacon-p3121.aspx
http://store.veganessentials.com/beyond-meat-chicken-free-strips-p4013.aspx
http://store.veganessentials.com/categories.aspx?Keyword=uptons&x=0&y=0&hiddenInputToUpdateATBuffer_CommonToolkitScripts=1
http://store.veganessentials.com/categories.aspx?Keyword=jerky&x=13&y=20&hiddenInputToUpdateATBuffer_CommonToolkitScripts=1
http://www.veganproteins.com/proteins-more-shop/new-rawfusion-whole-foods-protein-bars/
http://www.veganproteins.com/proteins-more-shop/bulkpb2/
http://www.veganproteins.com/proteins-more-shop/fitquick/
http://store.veganessentials.com/red-star-nutritional-yeast-p734.aspx
http://www.veganproteins.com/product-category/proteinformulas/
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NOTES:____________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________ 

Exercise Set #1 Set #2 Set #3 Set #4 Rest Notes 
Reps Wt Reps Wt Reps Wt Reps Wt 

1 .            
2 .           
3 .           
4 .           
5 .           
6 .           
7 .           
8 .           
9 .           
1 0 .           
1 1 .           
1 2 .           
Cardio Distance  Time Notes 

    

Vegan Proteins Workout Log 
 

Workout:__________________ Date:_____________ Time:___________  

Notes Key: 
PR: Personal record 
D: Last reps difficult. 
+ : Go up in weight next 
week. 
- :  Went down in strength. 
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