
INTRODUCTION TO NUTRITION  
CALORIES 

Most people have heard of calories and they know they have something to do 
with nutrition, but what actually is a calorie?  

A calorie is simply a unit of energy. More specifically, a calorie is the amount of 
energy needed to raise the temperature of 1 litre of water by 1 degree Celsius.  

So when you eat food, you are consuming the energy that is stored within the 
protein, carbohydrate, and fat of that food. The total amount of the energy stored 
in the food you are eating is represented by the calorie content of the food, shown 
on its nutritional label. You consume calories through anything you eat and drink!  

How does your body use calories?  

Your body is capable of doing only two things with the calorie energy that it 
absorbs; it must either burn it or store it.  

When we eat food the calories that are in it can never disappear or be destroyed, 
they can only change form. When we eat them, calories do not disappear but 
rather are transformed, or "burned," into the different types of energy that your 
body uses, OR, if they aren't burned, they are stored again as fat. Therefore any 
calories that you consume and do not burn must be stored in your body.  

Calorie rules for weight loss and weight gain.  

What we've learned so far leads us to some very simple rules about calories by 
which weight loss and weight gain can be explained. These rules are absolutely 
fundamental to determining how much you weigh.  

•If you eat more calories than you burn you will gain weight.  
•If you burn more calories than you eat you will lose weight.  
•If you eat the same amount of calories that you burn your weight will not   

change.  
 
To keep itself alive your body is always burning at least some minimum amount of 
calories that are used to support the function of vital organs like your heart, brain, 
nervous system, lungs, kidneys, liver, muscles, and skin. This rate of calorie burn is 
called your basal metabolic rate. If you want to accomplish anything beyond 
simply staying alive, such as moving your body for example, you will have to burn 
extra calories to do it. Below is an explanation of different contributors to your 
calories burned or calories out. 

 OF 1 15



Calories Out  

The chart above shows the four different contributors to our calories out. You don’t 
really need to know all these but it can be useful to know!  

Basal Metabolic Rate (BMR) - This is the amount of calories required to sustain 
life if all you did was just lay in bed all day doing absolutely nothing. We can’t 
manipulate this one to any real extent, it is what it is.  

Thermic Effect of Feeding (TEF) - Your body actually burns calories in 
response to eating food, mostly the act of eating and digesting it all. Protein 
induces the highest level of TEF out of all macronutrients. 

Exercise Activity Thermogenesis (EAT) - This is the most obvious one when 
looking at the amount of calories you burn. Exercise! This is any planned physical 
activity that you engage in so football, boxing, resistance training, running, cycling 
etc. This is often where people go to achieve fat loss but there is only so much that 
can be achieved here, if other areas are ignored efforts here will be futile (and 
ultimately extremely frustrating).  

Non-Exercise Activity Thermogenesis (NEAT)- This is all the calories you 
burn through physical activity that you do that is ‘unplanned’ or at least not in the 
same sense as exercise is planned. It refers to activities like walking to the shops, 
walking around town, household chores, dancing around a nightclub etc. Any 
physical activity at all that isn’t planned, it can literally be anything. The pie chart 
gives an idea of how much this can really contribute to your calories out. Often 
more than EAT! 
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Hopefully that helps give a better understanding of calories and give a better idea 
of how that might affect you and your goals. We will look at the specifics for you 
at a later stage, it’s just about getting the basics down for now. 

Now, from here it is very easy to fall into the trap that calories are the be all and 
end all, but this is not the case. The composition of our diet matters and we must 
consider macro and micro nutrients too. Collectively protein, carbohydrates, fats 
(and fibre) are regarded as macronutrients. This means they are nutrients that 
have to be eaten in macro (or large) quantities compared to the micronutrients 
which only need to be eaten in small amounts.  

In the next few sections I will explain exactly what each macronutrient does and 
means. Often these next sections are the ones that most people will have a harder 
time understanding. Not because it is difficult material, but rather because with this 
greater understanding, your current ideas on nutrition will likely be 
challenged. For example, you may think eating cereal with orange juice in the 
morning constitutes a good balanced meal, and if I suggest that you need to get 
protein at every meal including breakfast, you begin to wonder what does that 
even look like in a practical setting for you. Lot’s of thoughts will likely go through 
your head before we even get into implementing this stuff so just bare with me! 
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MACRONUTRIENTS  

PROTEIN 

Protein is one of the basic components of food and it is actually what makes all life 
possible. Protein can be further broken down into amino acids (often referred to 
as the building blocks of proteins).  

All of the antibodies and enzymes, and many of the hormones in the body are 
made from proteins. They provide the structure and contracting capability of 
muscles. They also provide collagen to the connective tissues of the body and to 
the tissues of the skin, hair and nails.  

Proteins also contain roughly 4 calories per gram. Generally, I recommend that 
people eat more protein! Most people need way more protein than they’re likely 
eating currently. This is the area people usually struggle with most when 
implementing dietary changes, but more on this later.  

Protein is harder to process than carbs or fat, therefore your body has to burn 
more calories to metabolise it (see TEF above!). Also, eating more protein will help 
you gain and keep more muscle, which will result in your body burning more 
calories at rest and giving shape and tone to the body. That’s exactly what you 
want.  

It can be hard to conceptualise what foods actually contain protein, unless you 
have been actively trying to get more protein into your diet for awhile already. 
Humans don’t eat macronutrients, we eat food. Although as I have just explained 
the food we eat does contain macronutrients, we find it is way easier to 
understand what protein containing foods are by actually talking in terms of food. 
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So below you will find a table of protein sources, that should give you a better 
understanding of where you can find protein in your diet.  

Is there a best time to eat protein?  

Ideally you would consume some protein at every meal you eat, as it is the most 
satiating macronutrient (keeps you fuller for longer) and is responsible for so many 
processes in the body. Certainly, it is important to have protein around exercising!  
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CARBOHYDRATES 

Carbohydrates are the main source of energy for all bodily functions and muscular 
exertion. They are necessary for the digestion and assimilation of other foods, and 
they help regulate protein and fat metabolism. They also provide some of the 
structural components necessary for the growth and repair of tissues. All 
carbohydrates contain roughly 4 calories per gram.  

Carbohydrates can be broadly broken down into two categories, simple 
carbohydrates and complex carbohydrates. While it is tempting to demonise 
carbohydrates, and especially the simple carbohydrates, as being bad for body 
composition goals, this is simply not the case. By no means am I saying that you 
should eat lots of simple carbohydrates, but I want you to understand that it is the 
overconsumption of calories in general, rather than a certain component of 
the diet that deserves the demonisation. This point is often overlooked! 

Now, as we will discuss later on more in depth, you should generally focus on 
getting more complex carbohydrates in the diet than simple 
carbohydrates. But what are simple and complex carbohydrates? Here is a 
table!(You may need to zoom in!)  
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Eat more veggies and less processed carbs.  
Yes, vegetables do actually fall under the category of carbohydrates, and 
although when I say carbohydrate you may initially think rice, pasta, bread, 
potato etc. these are just high carbohydrate food stuffs, and carbohydrates are 
actually found in a whole host of things. Regardless of where you are with your 
nutrition, eating less processed carbohydrates (those that contain a high 
proportion of simple carbohydrates) and more vegetables will likely lead to the 
best results, from a health, body composition and performance standpoint.  

Is there a best time to eat carbohydrates?  
To an extent there really isn’t a best time for carbohydrate intake, however there 
are better times to consume them. It should be noted that there is a high degree of 
variability between individuals and how they respond to carbohydrate intake. So 
this will likely take a little bit of playing around with to really dial it in for you as 
an individual. For everyone the best time to eat your carbohydrates is probably 
going to be around when you are most active i.e. around training. Some people 
will do better eating some of their carbohydrates in the morning, while others may 
feel better eating their carbohydrates in the evening, there is a lot of variability 
here. When deciding when to eat your carbohydrates I always try to remember 
that food is supposed to give you energy, so if you are feeling sluggish after 
eating a high carbohydrate meal, then that may not have been the right time to 
eat carbohydrates for you.  
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FATS 
Most people have unfortunately only been exposed to negative nutritional 
education on fat. This has lead to a fear and misunderstanding of fat intake. 
Dietary fat won’t make you fat! Whether you gain, lose or maintain your 
bodyweight comes down to calories. Not a specific food or nutrient. 

Dietary fat is either saturated, monounsaturated, or polyunsaturated, based on the 
number of double bonds that exist in the fat's molecular structure. For each of 
these three classes, there exists a large number of different chemical variations or 
"isomers". These include the EFA's or Essential Fatty Acids. You don’t really need 
to know that.  

Fats are required to produce and build new cells. They are a source of energy and 
are critical in the transmission of nerve impulses and brain function and 
development. They are also involved in the synthesis of other essential molecules 
such as hormones. Fats contain 9 calories per gram. Here is a table on some 
different sources, you may need to zoom in here again!  
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Is saturated fat bad?  

Saturated fat itself is not bad. Although it has been demonised as the cause of 
everything from heart disease to obesity, it isn’t bad in moderation. The poison is 
in the dose, as the saying goes. Eating foods that lead your fat consumption to be 
overly skewed to a higher proportion of saturated fat (eating greasy frys every 
day, putting butter on everything etc.) isn’t that great. But neither is eating a 
ridiculously high amount of polyunsaturated fats. So it is generally sound advice to 
get a good balance of fats in the diet.  
The only fat we actually want to avoid is trans fat, as it really doesn’t have a 
place in the human diet. So that means avoiding thinks like biscuits, baked goods 
(not home made), and generally highly processed foods where possible. Doesn’t 
have to be avoid always but just being aware of this. It is usually trans fats that is 
to blame for arguments against fat!   

Is there a best time to eat fats?  

To an extent, no there isn’t a best time to consume your fats. Some people will do 
better with lower carbohydrates, and as a result higher fats, in the morning and 
vice versa in the evening. But that is purely personal preference. I generally like to 
just spread fat intake throughout the day, and if you are eating mainly whole 
foods it won’t be hard to get a good spread of fat in throughout the day. There is 
probably a less favourable time to get your fats in, and this is immediately after 
your workout. It actually doesn’t make a huge difference in overall results, but 
after training we do want to refill glycogen stores (essentially your bodies 
carbohydrate stores) and eating fats at this time will slow that process down. 
Again it’s nothing worth losing sleep over, but it is a consideration.  
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FIBRE 

Fibre theoretically has no caloric value but is still classed as a macronutrient. 
Dietary fibres are large carbohydrate molecules containing many different sorts of 
carbohydrates. The key difference between fibre and other carbohydrates is that 
they are not broken down by the human digestive system. Well this is what you will 
commonly hear at least. They are however digested (fermented) by the gut 
bacteria, and they do provide some caloric value to humans. However, their main 
benefit comes in the form of feeding the gut bacteria, and provide bulk to stools. 
They help keep you regular.  

There are two types of fibre; soluble and insoluble, and these are often found 
together in the same source.  

Soluble Fibres  

Can be dissolved in water (hence the name). These fibres are beneficial in that 
they can slow the speed of digestion due to their thickness, allowing your body 
absorb more nutrients. They are also very helpful in maintaining good artery 
health.  

Insoluble Fibres  

These are fibres which do not dissolve in water. Insoluble fibres do not affect the 
speed of digestion. These are very beneficial to good gut health.  
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Is there a best time to eat fibre?  
As with fat there is not best timing, and spreading fibre (and thus vegetable) intake 
throughout the whole day will give best results. This will help stabilise blood sugar 
to some extent, but also ensure you are getting a variety of nutrients throughout 
the day. The only time it may not be the best idea to have lots of vegetables, is 
around training. Before training may cause stomach upset, especially with lots of 
running, but this is individual and for after training is the same reason as not 
having large amounts of fat post workout, we want to get glucose stores back up 
quickly so slowing digestion down with fibre isn’t ideal. But as with fat, this isn’t a 
big deal in the grand scheme of things and results won’t be compromised by 
having fibre with your post workout meal.  

WATER 
Although technically not classified as a macronutrient, water is essential to life and 
needs to be digested in macronutrient size quantities. So we are going to class it 
as a macronutrient for this discussion, despite water having no caloric value.  

 
Water is obtained by drinking fluids and by eating food. It is mainly lost through 
perspiration, respiration and urination. Water is the basis for the fluids of the 
body. Water makes up more than two-thirds of the weight of the human body. 
Without water, humans would die in a few days. All the cells and organs need 
water to function. Water is the basis of blood, saliva and the fluids surrounding the 
joints. Water regulates the body temperature through perspiration. It also helps 
prevent constipation by moving food through the intestinal tract and eliminates 
waste from the body through filtering by the kidneys.  

 
The human brain is around 80% water by weight and is very sensitive to 
dehydration. (Bad brain hydration likely leads to cognitive impairment, and in the 
context of this document, it will likely lead to poor food choices). Adequate 
hydration is just as important, if not more important than adequate nutrition. In a 
survival situation, hydration is much more important than nutrition.  

 
I recommend roughly 40 ml per kg of body weight. So for a 100kg person that 
means 4L water daily. For a 50kg person that means 2L per day. The majority of 
people fall somewhere in that range, so a blanket statement of 2-4L per day is 
often used, but if you want to be more accurate you can workout how much you 
need for yourself by multiplying your bodyweight in KG by 40ml. This will give you 
your target in millilitres! Divide by 1000 to get litres!  
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GETTING THE MOST OUT OF YOUR DIET 

The majority of people are aware of what good food choices look like, and I’ m 
not going to hammer you with more information on what to eat. You already know 
this information. However, what I do want to make you aware of is, how to make 
better choices and understand your diet a little bit better. (I will also be 
recommending potential food swaps or meals as we go) 

To do this I have created (*copied* except with some of my adjustments) a 
(hopefully) pretty handy food guide chart, that not only shows you where a food 
stuff falls (from Avoid up to Best), but also allows you see where you can make 
better choices in the same category.  

The first time you see this, it can be a little bit overwhelming and you wonder 
where to start. But don’t worry about that just yet. We haven’t gotten into the 
actual implementation stuff yet, this is just to give an idea of where foods fall!  

The way this is laid out, is on the basis of trying to avoid foods that commonly 
cause people digestive issues (hence why breads are lower down than you think 
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they would be, and also why wild and brown rices are lower than white rice 
despite having a better fibre profile. Enough people report digestive upset eating 
these foods that it marks them down lower on the “ideal” list). But not only that, it 
has been organised so that foods that are easily over consumed are lower on the 
list (again why breads are lower). There are a few things that might surprise you, 
like why corn is so low down? Well it is low down in the vegetable category 
because although everyone thinks of it as a vegetable, it is in fact a grain just like 
wheat or oats.  Foods that offer you more nutrient bang for your buck are higher 
up on the table too. These foods allow you to get more nutrients in on a per 
calorie basis.  

Just to be clear, there isn’t a one size fits all style diet. These are merely 
guidelines, and whenever you make generalised guidelines you lose a 
lot of nuance. So some of these foods may be ideal for you, but they have  
been marked lower. Or some of the foods are marked higher, may be wholly 
inappropriate for you. This is just a very general starting point for nutritional 
experimentation.  

By no means do I expect you to be 100% with your nutrition all the time, and 
obviously making better choices does take time. To make it a bit easier on 
everyone, I have some guidelines I use so you don’t have to constantly recheck 
the food guide to see if you are eating the right foods and can more accurately 
ensure you are getting a variety of nutrients.   

Regardless of where you are in your nutrition, following these “rules” to some 
extent at least, will lead to a higher quality diet.  

Aim for 9-13 Servings of Plant Foods Everyday 
I know this number sounds huge. And it is definitely a lot, but working towards this 
number no matter where you currently are will make a huge difference in overall 
health. If you currently have zero, make it your goal to have 1! Work your way up 
from there.  

A typical serving is half a cup of cooked vegetables, one cup of raw leafy 
vegetable, or a medium-sized piece of fruit. Aim for every meal of the day to have 
about 3-4 servings of plant foods so that eating three meals per day, you would 
make your serving requirement everyday.  

Eat the Rainbow of Colours 
Most people eat a very bland diet devoid of nutrients, a good guide to better 
nutrient density is to eat the rainbow (not skittles). Make it your goal to get as 
many colours into your diet everyday, it both boosts your micro nutrition and the 
enjoyment of your diet.  
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Vary Your Choices 
There are a huge number of nutrients. If we eat the same foods over and over 
again, even if they are colourful, we may be missing out on some nutrients still. 
Vary your diet and try a new food every week to ensure that you are getting 
different a good spread of nutrients!  

Substitute blander food for more colourful foods 
Think of foods that you commonly eat that may not be as nutrient dense and 
simply replace these with nutrient-dense options. Simple substitution is the easiest 
way to get more colour in.  

Now when I say eat a variety of colours you likely think of maybe three or four 
different colours you can choose from, but there are actually so many more colour 
choices you could make to increase the amount of nutrients in your diet.  

Here is a list of different colour foods that will help guide you in making more 
nutritious food choices. There are broadly 6 colour categories, so trying to get 
something from each category daily will lead to a diverse diet full of actual 
nutrition.  
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So that is quite a lot of information to take in! Hopefully it all makes sense and 
helps with your understanding of nutrition. This is just to get an all round general 
understanding. From here we will work towards how to implement changes into 
your diet based on this information and assessing your nutrition tracking (photo 
food diary and myfitnesspal). If there are any questions or issues at all please 
ask!! 

P.s. here is a video I made about ways to increase your veg intake and 
some background on why it might be a good idea! It may help with 
the practical side of things!  
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