
WE often associate eating with cultural traditions, socialisation and pleasure. However, let’s
not forget that the primary objective of consuming food is to give our body all the energy and
nutrients it requires to function well and stay healthy.

The nutrients we require are divided into macronutrients (like carbohydrates, fibre, protein,
fats and water) and micronutrients such as vitamins, minerals and phytochemicals.
This might sound like a lot to remember, so by now you’ll probably be asking yourself the
question: what is the best way for me to ensure I reach the required intake for all these nutri-
ents?
And the answer is actually quite simple: in your daily diet, you should rely mostly on foods
that are highly nutritious (=nutrientdense).
But is this really how most people would eat these days?
Unfortunately, over the last decades we’ve been progressively switching to diets containing
fewer whole, nutrient-dense foods (like vegetables, crops, nuts or legumes), in favour of
more refined, processed foods such as store-bought instant noodles, white crackers or
bread, chips, cookies, fizzy drinks or lollies.
And this is a problem, not only because these foods are often high in harmful ingredients like
salt, sugar or fat, but also because they’re very low in precious nutrients.
So, when you eat processed, refined foods, you still get calories – and therefore energy -
from them, but not a lot of nutrients. And this is exactly the idea behind the expression
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“empty calories”.
What are calories?
But let’s take a step backwards first. What are calories? The foods and the drinks you con-
sume contain calories which your body uses (=burns) to produce the energy it needs to move
(for example when we walk or exercise), and to perform its vital functions (like breathing or
digesting).
As long as the amount of calories you eat and drink is comparable to the amount of calories
you burn, you keep a stable weight.
But what happens when you consume more calories than your body needs?
That’s when you start to put on weight. So, each of us have an average amount of calories we
should stick to to be able to keep a good weight.
The perfect situation is when you acquire the appropriate amount of calories your body
requires from foods that are also high in other nutrients - like legumes, nuts or vegetables -,
as this will help you meet both your caloric and your nutrient needs.
However, as we were saying earlier, over time we’ve been increasingly switching to foods
that still contain calories but are otherwise quite low in nutrients.
This means that even if you meet (or even exceed) your caloric needs by eating these foods,
you can still develop nutrient deficiencies and health issues due to low intake.
So, what should you do to improve your diet?
Keep an eye on the foods you eat and always opt for the ones that are high in nutrients
instead of those that give you “empty calories”.
Diets high in low-nutrient foods in fact tend to increase your risk of developing nutrient
deficiencies and disease.
Whenever you go shopping, be sure to check out the nutrition facts of the foods you’d like to
buy and compare them with those of their possible alternatives.
The products which are more nutrientdense should always be your first choice.
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