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By Dawn Jackson Blatner 

IT’S BACKYARD BARBECUE season, and I will 
not be sitting in the corner with an empty bun. 
Even though most of the time I enjoy plant-based 
vegetarian foods, there are 
times I want the beef patty, 
pork chop or chicken sau-
sage, too. I am a flexitar-
ian—someone who can 
enjoy the health benefits 
that come with eating a 
mostly plant-based diet, but 
without the extremes of 
being a strict vegetarian.

Flexitarianism is an eat-
ing style rich in whole grains, fruits, vegetables, 
beans and nuts—and while it minimizes meat, it 
doesn’t exclude it altogether. This type of flexible 

Try a vegetarian-
like diet, without 
the extremes

health
for your

A dash of curry powder turns 
brown rice a magical yellow 
color—magical because the 
compounds in curry powder 
have disease-fighting powers 
such as protection against cer-
tain types of cancer (especially 
colon and skin), heart disease 
and arthritis. This dish is flexi-
tarian because fish can be sub-
stituted for black beans.

1 baby bok choy, cut in half

2 teaspoons olive oil, split

1 clove garlic, minced
1/4 teaspoon curry powder
1/8 teaspoon cumin

Pinch of cinnamon

1 cup cooked brown rice 
(precooked microwavable or, if 
time allows, simmer your own)

½ cup canned black beans, 
rinsed and drained

OR 2 ounces cooked salmon, 
tuna or other fish

Toss bok choy with 1 teaspoon 
oil and garlic. Grill (on indoor 
grill pan or outdoor grill) 5 min-
utes, flipping once. Saute curry, 
cumin, cinnamon, cooked brown 
rice and black beans (or fish) in 
remaining 1 teaspoon olive oil 
over medium heat. Serve grilled 
bok choy on rice and beans (or 
fish). Makes 1 serving.

Nutritional information:  491 calories, 
12 g total fat, 2 g saturated fat, 0 mg 
cholesterol, 334 mg sodium, 81 g carbs, 
14 g fiber, 20 g protein. 

vegetarian lifestyle can help you lose weight, reduce 
the risk of certain diseases and add years to your life, 
all while being budget- and Earth-friendly. And it’s 
easy to follow—you don’t have to change your 
whole diet or live on sprouts and tofu alone. 

Here’s a look at the benefits of becoming a 
flexitarian. 

The flex facts
Going flexitarian can benefit your waistline, 

your wallet and the world. Dozens of scientific stud-
ies analyzed by Nutrition Reviews suggest that peo-
ple who eat a plant-based diet generally weigh about 
15 percent less than meat eaters. In other words, the 
average American woman would weigh 25 pounds 
less if she became a flexitarian. 

In addition to weight 
loss, the American Institute 
for Cancer Research esti-
mates that following a plant-
based diet has the potential 
to prevent one-third of can-
cer cases. It is a plan your 
heart will love, too, since a 
plant-based diet tends to 
lower cholesterol and blood 
pressure. You can live not 

only a healthier life but a longer one eating this way: 
A study published in The American Journal of 

Flexitarian —
the word is a combination 
of flexible and vegetarian—
enjoys a hearty amount of 
vegetarian cuisine without 
going cold turkey on meat.
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Clinical Nutrition found flexitarians live almost 
four years longer than non-vegetarians.

Budget-friendly food is important in 
these economically challenging times. Meat 
and poultry tend to be among the most 
expensive items on a grocery bill, so downsiz-
ing can save you money: The average price of 
an ounce of meat is 25 cents, whereas an 
ounce of beans is only 8 cents—less than 
one-third the price.

Foolproof flex phases
Some people think that working more 

vegetables, grains and fruits into their diet 
requires a complete dietary makeover. That’s 
not the case. In many recipes, it’s a simple 
case of substituting a plant-based protein, 
such as beans, for meat. And it can be done in 
three easy phases.

Add, don’t subtract. Instead of trying to 
completely cut out meat, focus on adding 
beans, veggies, fruits and whole grains to cur-
rent meals and recipes. For example, instead 
of turning your favorite lean-beef chili into 
100 percent vegetarian chili, start by adding 
more chopped vegetables and kidney beans to 
the original version. 

Do the 50-50 swap. The next step is to 
actually decrease the meat in your favorite 
meals by half and swap in plant proteins 
such as black beans, pinto beans, white 

beans, kidney beans, garbanzo beans and 
lentils. A perfect swap is 1/4 cup beans for 
every ounce of meat or poultry. For exam-
ple, instead of making tacos with 4 ounces 
of chicken, make chicken and black bean 
tacos with 2 ounces of chicken and 1/2 cup 
black beans (use rinsed and drained canned 
beans to save time).

Try meat-free meals and recipes. The 
final step is to try at least one new com-
pletely vegetarian recipe each week to build 
up your meatless cooking repertoire. Get 
recipes from friends, Web sites, cookbooks 
and magazines, or get inspiration by order-
ing vegetarian options at your favorite res-
taurants. If you find that you crave meaty 
flavor, you can satisfy those savory urges by 

1 lime, juiced

1 tablespoon olive oil

1 teaspoon cumin

1 clove garlic, minced

Dash of salt
3/4 cup canned 
black beans, rinsed 
and drained

OR 3 ounces cooked, 
diced chicken breast 

3 cups shredded 
romaine lettuce

1 tomato, chopped

10 whole-grain tortilla 
chips, crushed
1/4 avocado, chopped

  Dawn’s
Black Bean 
    Taco Salad

This salad is tossed with just enough crushed 
chips to offer a nice texture contrast to the 
creamy avocado and tender black beans. This 
dish is flexitarian because chicken can be sub-
stituted for black beans. Whisk together lime 
juice, oil, cumin, garlic and salt. Toss all ingre-
dients together. Makes 1 serving. Tip: The 
lime, garlic and cumin salad dressing can also 
be used to marinate fish before cooking. 

Nutritional information:  495 calories, 27 g total fat, 4 g 
saturated fat, 0 mg cholesterol, 186 mg sodium, 56 g 
carbs, 15 g fiber, 15 g protein.

eating more plant-based foods with umami, 
a taste component. Considered the fifth 
taste, umami (it means “savory” in Japanese) 
is common in meat and fish but can also be 
found in a variety of vegetarian-friendly 
sources such as mushrooms, Parmesan 
cheese, potatoes, tomatoes and walnuts.

Try this approach in your own home. It 
doesn’t entail the big steps of becoming a 
complete vegetarian, but still offers many of 
the health benefits.  C

Costco member Dawn Jackson Blatner is a 
registered dietitian and national spokesperson 
for the American Dietetic Association. Author 
of The Flexitarian Diet (McGraw-Hill 2009), 
her Web site is www.dawnjacksonblatner.com.
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