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An Introduction to Nutrition for              
Whole Health 

How can focusing on what I eat and drink support my Whole Health? 
Making healthy choices about what you eat and drink is a powerful way to help care for yourself.  
Food and drink give our bodies the fuel used to work properly, stay healthy, and fight disease.  
The right foods help you not only to live, but to live well.  People often do not realize that their 
food choices affect the way they feel, both physically and emotionally.  Choosing foods that 
nourish rather than harm your body may help prevent chronic conditions and the need for 
certain medications in the future.  Food can also be used to help treat some health conditions.   

How much do the foods and drinks I consume really make a 
difference in my health? 
Each person’s body is different.  Therefore, how particular foods and drinks will affect your 
short-term and long-term health is unique to you.  However, in general, research tells us that 
your risk of developing a number of diseases can be affected by both what and how much you 
eat and drink.  These diseases include type 2 diabetes,1,2 heart disease,2 stroke,3 obesity,4 
breast cancer,2 cancer of the colon and uterus,5 gall bladder disease,2 and asthma.6 

Eating certain foods may help improve conditions such as chronic obstructive pulmonary 
disease (COPD),7 chronic back pain,8 fibromyalgia,9 autoimmune diseases such as rheumatoid 
arthritis,10 mental health,11 and sleep.12 

There is so much information on healthy eating.  Where do I begin? 
All the news and advice available on food and drink can feel overwhelming.  Also, new 
information is being learned all the time.  To make this self-care task easier and more helpful, 
focus on how you can use facts about food and drink to help you reach your personal goals.  
You can start in the following ways: 

• Think about why you want to consume food and drink that is healthy for you.  Why 
is that important?  Changing any habit can be hard.  It may involve changing long-
standing beliefs and actions.  Keeping your life goal in mind can sustain you as you take 
steps to change your eating habits to help improve your health.  For example, you may 
find it easier to eat in new ways if you keep in mind that healthier eating may help you be 
well enough to attend your grandchild’s graduation or wedding or to go on your dream 
vacation in the future.  

• Get help from your primary health care team.  If you have questions or interest in 
making a healthy change in your eating habits, see your primary health care team.  They 
will help you with this self-care goal.  A dietitian can help you design an eating plan that 
will be tailored specifically to your needs.  Most insurance policies cover the cost of a 
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consultation with a dietitian.  

How can I use nutrition to improve my health?  
You can use nutrition to improve your health in many ways.  The list below will give you some 
ideas on how your Whole Health can be improved through nutrition.  Different people will have 
different needs and goals.  Your primary health care team and a dietitian can suggest which 
foods to eat and which to eat less for each of the issues listed.   

• Reduce pain and inflammation.  Inflammation is one of the body’s natural ways of 
protecting itself.  It helps to fight off infections and to increase blood flow to places that 
need healing.  Inflammation may use pain as a signal that something is wrong with the 
body.  But, it is possible to have too much of a good thing.  Inflammation can spread 
throughout the body or become chronic (i.e., long-lasting).  This may indicate that your 
body has been dealing with a lot over a long time.  Inflammation can then lead to a 
variety of illnesses.13  For more information, you may want to see the Integrative Health 
handout “The Anti-Inflammatory Lifestyle.” 

• Manage weight.  Researchers estimate that 216,000 people died in the United States in 
2005 because they weighed too much.14  This was 1 out of every 10 people who died for 
any reason.  More and more people are not at a healthy weight.  Thus, even more 
people are likely to die from a cause that can be prevented.  Experts are calling this an 
epidemic.   

Also important is that extra weight may lower the quality of your life.  If you carry extra 
weight, you may not be able to do everything that you want to do.  If managing your 
weight is a goal you want to focus on, you may want to see some of the other Integrative 
Whole Health handouts on Nutrition, such as “Deciding How to Be a Healthier Eater,” 
“Healthy Tips on Eating Out and Grocery Shopping,” “How to Eat a Mediterranean Diet,” 
“Mindful Eating,” and “Managing Carbohydrates for Better Health”  

• Control blood sugar levels.  Almost 30 million people in the United States have 
diabetes,15 a chronic disease that can have serious complications.  This is almost 1 out 
of every 10 people.  And the number of people with the disease is growing rapidly.  
Controlling blood sugar levels can help prevent or manage diabetes.   

There’s another reason to control blood sugar levels.  When you eat too much of a sugar 
called fructose, your stomach may not send a signal to your brain that you are full.16  It is 
then easy to overeat.   

One way to control your blood sugar better is to pay attention to glycemic index and 
glycemic load.  Glycemic index gives you an idea of how much sugar different foods 
release into your blood and how fast they do it.  Glycemic load is a measure of how 
much of a carbohydrate is in a particular food.  Eating based on glycemic index and 
glycemic load will help keep sugars stable.  Fiber can also be a helpful way to slow the 
digestion of sugars in the body.  For more information on controlling blood sugar, see the 
Integrative Whole Health handout “Managing Carbohydrates for Better Health”.”   

http://www.fammed.wisc.edu/integrative
https://www.va.gov/PATIENTCENTEREDCARE/veteran-handouts/index.asp#food-and-drink
https://www.fammed.wisc.edu/files/webfm-uploads/documents/outreach/im/handout_ai_diet_patient.pdf
https://www.fammed.wisc.edu/integrative/resources/modules/nutrition-nourishing-fueling/
https://www.fammed.wisc.edu/files/webfm-uploads/documents/outreach/im/handout-deciding-how-to-be-a-healthier-eater.pdf
https://www.fammed.wisc.edu/files/webfm-uploads/documents/outreach/im/handout-healthy-tips-on-eating-out-and-grocery-shopping.pdf
https://www.fammed.wisc.edu/files/webfm-uploads/documents/outreach/im/handout-how-to-eat-a-mediterranean-diet.pdf
https://www.fammed.wisc.edu/files/webfm-uploads/documents/outreach/im/handout-MindfulEating-Final.pdf
https://www.fammed.wisc.edu/files/webfm-uploads/documents/outreach/im/handout_glycemic_index_patient.pdf
https://www.fammed.wisc.edu/files/webfm-uploads/documents/outreach/im/handout_glycemic_index_patient.pdf


 

3 of 7  Introduction to Nutrition for Whole Health 
University of Wisconsin Integrative Health 

www.fammed.wisc.edu/integrative 

• Increase gut health.17  Our intestines contain over 100 trillion bacteria.  Many of these 
bacteria help protect our health.  For example, they aid in digestion and help prevent 
infections.  They may help prevent colon cancer.  They even can affect our emotions.18  
Antibiotics, poor nutrition, inflammation, and stress can kill these helpful bacteria.  This 
changes the balance between helpful and harmful bacteria in the gut.  When there are 
fewer helpful bacteria, their important tasks may not be done as well as before.  
Probiotic foods (such as yogurt and kefir) contain live microorganisms.  You can eat 
these foods to improve the balance of bacteria in your intestines.  To learn more, see the 
Whole Health handouts “How a Healthy Gut Makes for a Healthier You” and “Probiotics 
for Specific Conditions.” 

• Reduce symptoms of disease.  Irritable bowel disease is an example of a disease in 
which symptoms can be improved through food.  Most people with this disease find that 
if they avoid food containing certain types of sugars, they have fewer symptoms.19  This 
works because they are limiting foods that are difficult to digest and can cause gas.  If 
you have irritable bowel disease, you may want to see the Whole Health handout “Eating 
to Reduce Irritable Bowel Symptoms: The FODMaP Diet.”  If you have a different 
disease, ask your health care team if eating a certain way might reduce symptoms you 
may have. 

• Learn if your body has difficulty with a particular food.  This is called a food 
sensitivity or food intolerance.  Some symptoms can be caused or made worse by eating 
certain foods.  These include allergies, nasal congestion, asthma, irritable bowel, eating 
disorders, and skin rash.20  You can use an elimination diet to quit eating a food or group 
of foods for a while, to see if your symptoms improve.  If your symptoms improve, you 
can continue to avoid or eat less of this food.  See the Integrative Whole Health handout 
“When Your Food and Drink Could Be Causing You Problems: Elimination Diets” for 
more information. 

• Maintain or improve your mood and behavior.  The way we eat affects our mental 
health and behavior.  A large study found that eating whole foods (fruits, vegetables, and 
fish) helped prevent depression.21  Eating a diet of processed meat, chocolates, sweet 
desserts, fried food, refined cereals, and high-fat dairy products increased risk for 
depression.  Hypoglycemia (very low blood sugar) can increase irritability.21  Skipping 
meals, eating foods that raise your blood sugar, and caffeine can cause irritability and 
anxiety.22 

• Influence your sleep.  Foods with caffeine can make going to sleep a challenge.  Some 
foods also cause acid reflux, which can lead to a rough night.  People who are 
overweight can have more problems with their breathing at night.  (Excess weight can 
lead to sleep apnea).  New studies have shown that if you do not sleep enough or have 
poor sleep, you may eat food that is less healthy and have a harder time losing weight.12  
If you have trouble sleeping, you may want to see the Whole Health handout “Change 
Your Habits to Sleep Better.”  You might also talk with a dietitian or other member of 
your health care team.  They can help determine if your food and drink are affecting your 
sleep and offer suggestions specifically for you.   
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What can I do next to become healthier using food and drink? 
Gather baseline information.  What are you eating and drinking on most days?  Write down 
everything you eat and drink for a few days—a week or two can be particularly helpful.  Be sure 
to include weekends if you eat or drink differently on those days.  Doing this activity can help 
you become more aware of your eating habits.  To learn even more, keep track of additional 
information such as 1) how you felt physically and emotionally each day, 2) how much sleep you 
got, 3) how active you were, and 4) how stressed you were.  The handout “Integrative Whole 
Health Food, Drink, Activity, and Symptom Log” can help you with this task. 

Review your food journal.  It can be very helpful to do this with a member of your primary 
health care team or a dietitian.  When you review what you usually eat and drink, be sure to also 
note what you are already doing well.  Identify an area you would like to work on. 

Learn some tips.  It is important to learn more about a food and drink topic that you would like 
to work on.  What, in particular, interests you about using food and drink to increase your 
health?  Again, your primary care health team and a dietitian can give you information that 
focuses on your specific needs and interests.  The materials listed at the end of this worksheet 
are also excellent sources of information. 

Be thoughtful.  Think about why you are eating and drinking certain foods.  Are you hungry, 
or are you eating because you are bored, grieving, stressed, or tired?  Do you eat in certain 
ways because you are eating alone?  Do you usually eat with others?  If so, is your eating 
influenced by the foods other people choose?  Do you eat unconsciously when you are busy, 
watching television, or working on the computer?  To what extent do your culture and upbringing 
affect your food choices now?  Are these choices healthy or ones that would be good to limit to 
a few times per year?  Your answers to these questions can help prepare you to set a food and 
drink goal and change the way you eat and drink.  

Set a food and drink goal.  Start with a small step—one that you can succeed at.  For 
example, can you drink water or herbal tea instead of soda?  When you reach your first goal, 
consider if you can make this change permanent.  When you have accomplished your first goal, 
set another goal that is doable.  If you are having trouble accomplishing a goal, you might want 
to try a different goal.  You can always come back to the first one and try again.   

As you are working on these small goals, think about your larger life goal.  How will these 
smaller steps help you to reach your important life goal? 
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What is a good way to set a goal? 
Consider writing a SMART goal.  SMART stands for  

• Specific: what exactly will you do?  
• Measurable: how much and how often will you do it?  
• Action-oriented: what action will you take?  
• Realistic: is this a goal you can achieve?  
• Timed: when will you start and when will you end?  

For more tips on setting goals, see the handout “Change your Behavior” from the VA’s MOVE! 
Program.  You can access it at this link:  
http://www.move.va.gov/docs/NewHandouts/Standard/S09_ChangeYourBehavior.pdf  

For you to consider: 
• Did anything especially catch your attention in this handout?  If so, what? 
• Do you want to use food and drink to improve your health?  If yes, what specifically do 

you want to improve?  Is it one or more of the eight health benefits listed on pages 2-3 or 
do you want to use food and drink for a different health reason? 

• What is the first food and drink goal you will work on? 

The information in this handout is general.  Please work with your health care team to use 
the information in the best way possible to promote your health and happiness. 

For more information: 
ORGANIZATION RESOURCES WEBSITE 

University of 
Wisconsin Integrative 

Health Program 

A variety of Integrative Whole 
Health handouts on your 
surroundings 

https://www.fammed.wisc.edu/integrati
ve/resources/modules/ 

VA “MOVE! Weight 
Management” 

Program 

• Website describing 
MOVE! program options 

• Links to a variety of 
handouts and worksheets 
on nutrition 

• Links to videos 

• Description of MOVE! 
Group Sessions (Contact 
your primary care provider 
for a referral) 

• Link to the MOVE! Coach 
mobile app, a program 
that allows you to set, 
track and achieve your 
goals on your own. 

http://www.move.va.gov/index.asp 
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https://www.fammed.wisc.edu/integrative/resources/modules/
https://www.fammed.wisc.edu/integrative/resources/modules/
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This handout was adapted for the University of Wisconsin Integrative Health Program from the 
original written for the Veterans Health Administration (VHA) by Charlene Luchterhand MSSW, 
Education and Research Coordinator, Integrative Health Program, University of Wisconsin 
Department of Family Medicine and Community Health.  The handout was reviewed and edited 
by Veterans and VHA subject matter experts. 
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