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Why “Real Food” Matters More Than Ever
Nutrition Advice Can Feel So Confusing

If you’ve tried to follow nutrition advice over the years,
you’ve probably noticed how often the rules seem to change.

One year fat’s the problem. The next year it’s carbohydrates. Sugar takes center stage for a while, and then sud-
denly the conversation shifts to calories, portion sizes, or protein.

With so many shifting messages, it can start to feel as though eating well requires learning a complicated and
constantly evolving system of rules. Even while I was getting my Masters in Nutrition, the discussions/argu-
ments we had demonstrated how differing our opinions and biases were.

But here’s something worth remembering: the human body hasn’t changed nearly to the degree as the nutrition
advice has.

For most of human history, food was fairly simple. Meals were built from foods that looked like what they were
— vegetables, fruits, meat, eggs, dairy, grains, nuts, and seeds. Those foods might be cooked, fermented, or
preserved in different ways, but they still resembled the foods that came from the land or from animals.

Over the past several decades, however, a large portion of the modern diet has shifted toward something quite
different: manufactured food products.

These foods are often built from refined starches, added sugars, vegetable oils, stabilizers, and flavor enhancers.

Many are designed to be extremely convenient, shelf-stable, and very appealing
to the taste buds.

Because these products are now everywhere, it can actually be surprisingly
difficult to recognize how different they are from the foods our bodies originally
learned to process.

And that difference turns out to matter much more than most people realize.

Why the Structure of Food Matters to Your Body

One of the things people often notice when they start paying attention to food is
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that some meals seem to hold them for hours, while others leave them hungry again surprisingly quickly.

You might eat one meal and feel steady and satisfied well into the afternoon. Then another meal — even one that
looked perfectly reasonable — leaves you looking for something else an hour or two later.

Many people assume the difference must come down to portion size or calories.

But often the explanation is much simpler than that.

Very often, it has to do with the structure of the food itself.

What Happens When Food Digests Slowly

Let’s look at a simple example.

When you eat foods that remain close to their natural form — things like vegetables, whole fruits, beans, eggs, or
meats — your body has to work its way through that food gradually.
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Fiber slows digestion. Proteins take time to break apart. Natural fats help
regulate how quickly food leaves the stomach.

Because digestion happens step by step, the carbohydrates in those foods
enter the bloodstream slowly.

This slower process produces a much steadier rise in blood sugar. The
hormone insulin, which moves sugar from the bloodstream into your cells,
is released in moderate amounts. Energy enters the body gradually instead
of all at once.

That steady rhythm is exactly what the body is designed to handle.

Most people notice the effect fairly quickly. Energy feels more stable, hun-
ger signals are calmer, and meals tend to last longer before the next wave of
hunger appears.

What Changes When Food Is Heavily Processed

Now here’s where the story changes a bit.

When foods are heavily processed, their natural structure is often broken
apart.

Grains are a clear example. When whole grains are milled into fine flour
and their fiber is removed, the starch becomes much easier for digestive
enzymes to break down. Instead of being absorbed gradually, the resulting
glucose can enter the bloodstream very quickly.

This is what people often experience as a blood sugar spike.

When blood sugar rises quickly, the body releases a larger amount of insu-
lin to bring those levels back down. If this happens only once in a while,

2 [ Dr. Marlene’s Natural Health Connections




your system handles it fine.

But when meals and snacks repeatedly create these rapid spikes, your system has to try to adapt to this new,
unfamiliar, and most importantly, not-normal-for-how-humans-evolved process.

Over time, this pattern can contribute to stronger hunger signals, increased fat storage, and the metabolic disrup-
tions associated with insulin resistance and type 2 diabetes.

In other words, the way a food is processed can completely change how the body experiences that food.

Two foods that look similar on a plate can behave very differently once digestion begins.

The Ingredient List Tells a Story

One of the easiest ways to see this difference is simply to look at the ingredient list.

Foods that remain close to their natural form usually contain very few ingredients — and the ingredients are
familiar. So when you read them, it’s normal words, not chemical words.

Butter is a good example. It contains cream and if it has anything added to it, it’s salt and that’s it.
Now, sometimes people hear the phrase “eat real food” and imagine it means returning to old-fashioned kitchen
practices like grinding flour or churning butter at home. Fortunately, that isn’t necessary because I can tell you

right now, I won’t be doing that and probably you won'’t either.

So even though this butter is packaged and transported, it’s basically in its natural form. You just didn’t have to
churn it (whew!).

Now compare that with many spreads that sit beside butter on grocery store shelves.

Some contain long lists of ingredients — refined vegetable oils, emulsifiers, stabilizers, preservatives, and artifi-
cial flavorings designed to imitate the taste and texture of butter.

From the body’s perspective, those are very different “foods”.
The simpler, more traditional food tends to digest more gradually and produce a more stable metabolic re-
sponse, while highly refined foods can often digest quickly and create the blood sugar swings we discussed

earlier.

Once you begin noticing this difference, the grocery store starts to look a little different.
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Putting This Into Practice: Looking at Food a Little More Closely

Once you understand how food ingredients and structure affect digestion, everyday eating patterns often be-
come much easier to evaluate.

Many foods that appear “normal” at first glance have actually been altered in ways that change how they behave
in the body. Because these changes are subtle, people often assume they’re making healthy choices without
realizing how much processing has occurred.

Bread is a good example.

Traditional bread contained only a few ingredients — flour, water, yeast, and salt — and it was typically fer-
mented slowly. Modern commercial bread, however, is often produced using refined flour along with dough
conditioners, preservatives, and additives that allow the bread to be made faster and remain soft for longer
periods of time.

Both foods are called bread, but they can behave quite differently in your system once digestion begins.

The same pattern appears with many breakfast foods and snack products. Cereals made from refined grains
digest far more quickly than intact grains. Just consider — that flaked, mesh, or “O” shape isn’t found in nature.
Packaged snack foods often combine refined starches with more sugar, oils and flavor enhancers actually scien-
tifically designed to encourage addiction and overeating.

When you begin looking at foods through this lens, something interesting happens.

You start realizing that many products in the grocery store are not really foods in their original form at all —
they are carefully engineered combinations of refined ingredients.

That doesn’t mean every processed food must be avoided. Modern life would make that nearly impossible. I
still buy crackers, dark chocolate, and wine because I'm certainly NOT going to be making those myself!

But simply becoming aware of how food is constructed can make many nutrition decisions far easier.

Once you recognize the difference between foods that remain close to their natural state and foods that have
been heavily reconstructed, the patterns begin to reveal themselves.

4 | Dr. Marlene’s Natural Health Connections



Try This Today: Two Small Observations

1. Look at the Ingredient List

Over the next few days, try a simple experiment that can help you notice how different foods affect your energy
and appetite.

First, look at the ingredient list on one or two packaged foods you commonly eat. Count how many ingredients

appear and notice whether those ingredients are familiar or difficult to recognize. Foods that remain close to
their natural form usually contain only a few simple ingredients.

2. Pay Attention to How You Feel

Second, pay attention to how you feel after different meals. Meals built mostly from whole or minimally pro-
cessed foods can make you feel a bit steadier for several hours. Meals built from refined or heavily processed
foods may leave you feeling hungry, tired, or craving something sweet sooner than expected.

This exercise isn’t about perfection, and it certainly isn’t about eliminating foods overnight.

Instead, just start noticing how different foods behave in the body.

And once you begin recognizing those patterns, many nutrition decisions become much clearer.

What’s Next?

Part Two of Food Isn’t
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Q: Why do my joints hurt
more when I try to exercise?
— Elaine W.

A: Joint discomfort during activity
can come from several different
factors, and it doesn’t always mean
there’s damage in the joint itself.
Often, the issue is related to the
muscles surrounding the joint. If
those muscles are tight, weak, or
imbalanced, the joint may take

on more stress than it’s designed
to handle. Poor alignment or
movement patterns can also place
uneven pressure on certain ar-

eas, which can lead to discomfort
during activity.

When muscles aren’t doing their
share of the work, joints tend to
compensate — and that’s when
irritation can develop. Over time,
this can create a cycle where dis-
comfort leads to less movement,
and less movement leads to more
weakness and instability. Starting
with gentle strengthening, improv-
ing flexibility, and focusing on
proper form can often reduce dis-
comfort as the body becomes more
balanced and supported.

It’s also important to distinguish
between normal adjustment and
warning signs. Mild soreness when
starting a new activity can be
expected, but sharp, persistent, or
worsening pain should be evaluat-
ed.

In many cases, modifying the type
of exercise can make a big differ-
ence. Lower-impact activities like
swimming, cycling, or controlled
resistance training — allows joints
to improve while staying active.

Q: Can poor gut health contrib-
ute to weight gain?— Laura S.

A: Emerging research suggests that
the microbiome may play a mean-
ingful role in weight regulation.
Certain gut bacteria can influence
how efficiently calories are extract-
ed from food, how inflammation

is managed, and even how appe-
tite hormones signal hunger and
fullness.

When the gut is inflamed or out of
balance, those signals can become
less precise. Some individuals may
experience increased cravings,

less satiety after meals, or more
frequent blood sugar swings. An
imbalanced microbiome can also
worsen insulin resistance, which
encourages fat storage — particu-
larly around the abdomen.

There’s also a digestive compo-
nent. If food isn’t being broken
down and absorbed efficiently, the
body may not get consistent access
to nutrients, which can affect ener-
gy levels and appetite regulation.
Over time, that can contribute to ir-
regular eating patterns or increased
intake.

Additionally, chronic low-grade
inflammation originating in the

gut can influence metabolic hor-
mones and make it harder for the
body to maintain a steady weight.
This creates a situation where even
small dietary imbalances can have
a larger impact.

While gut health alone doesn’t
determine body weight, it does
influence how efficiently the

body processes and responds to
food. Supporting the microbiome
through fiber-rich vegetables,
adequate protein, healthy fats, and
reducing refined carbohydrates
often helps stabilize both digestion
and metabolism.

Q: Is occasional heartburn nor-
mal? — Steven P.

A: Occasional heartburn can hap-
pen, particularly after large meals
or when lying down too soon after
eating. Certain foods, alcohol, or
eating quickly can also contribute
to temporary symptoms.

However, frequent reflux may indi-
cate that digestion isn’t functioning
optimally. Contrary to common
belief, heartburn isn’t always
caused by excess stomach acid.

In some people, low stomach acid
allows food to linger longer in the
stomach, increasing pressure that
pushes contents upward.

That pressure, combined with a
relaxed or weakened lower esoph-
ageal valve, makes it easier for
stomach contents to move in the
wrong direction. Over time, repeat-
ed reflux can irritate the lining of
the esophagus and make symptoms
more frequent.

Supporting digestion, slowing
down meals, and adjusting timing
— especially avoiding late-night
eating — often improves symp-
toms.

Do you have a question
for Dr. Marlene?

Send your health-related questions to
drmarlene@naturalhealthconnections.
com. Please include your first name and
the initial of your last name. Although she
cannot answer each question directly, Dr.
Marlene will select a few in each news-
letter and will address other questions

and concerns in articles in future issues.
Answers are intended for educational
purposes only and should not be viewed
as medical advice. If you need help with
your subscription or have questions

about Primal Health supplements, email
support@primalhealthlp.com or call 877-
300-7849.
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