






Energy-dense foods are clearly linked to 
weight gain. A good way to reduce the 
amount of these foods in your meals is 
to follow WCRF UK’s approach to eating. 
Reshaping your plate is not a quick-fix diet. 
Rather, it is a way of eating that provides 
delicious, satisfying meals that help you 
control your weight and help to protect you 
against chronic diseases such as cancer. 
It focuses your attention on two simple 
concepts: proportion and portion size.

Getting the proportions right

Take a look at your plate at dinner tonight. 
Traditionally it would probably contain a 
large piece of meat and a big helping of 
roast or buttery, mashed potatoes, leaving 
only a small amount of room for a serving 
of some green vegetables such as peas or 
green beans. A healthier plate would have 
a higher proportion of vegetables and fruits 
and low energy-dense plant foods. 

You can easily correct the proportions of 
food on your plate by following a simple 
rule of thumb: 

• Two thirds (or more) of your plate should 
be plant foods such as vegetables and fruits 
(to make up part of your 5 A DAY), as well 
as wholegrains, pulses such as beans, and 
tubers such as potatoes

• One third (or less) of your plate should be 
lean meat, reduced-fat dairy, fish or poultry 

To change your plate, gradually reduce 
your portion of meat to a smaller serving 
(80g/3oz cooked weight). Then fill the rest of 
your plate with wholegrains such as brown 
rice, wholemeal pasta or bulgur wheat, and 
your favourite vegetables. 

To reach two thirds, you can serve 
two or three vegetables at one 

meal – say, carrots, broccoli and 
peas. This will fill you up without 
loading you down with calories; 
at the same time they will supply 
the phytochemicals that are  
believed to boost your body’s 
defences against cancer and 
they add variety to your meals.
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Reshape your plate

Portion size

Once you have reshaped the proportion 
of foods on your plate, there is another 
important consideration: the size of the 
portions on that plate. Oversize portions 
have become a standard marketing tool  
for everything from fast foods and  
snacks to drinks. Larger, 'share-size'  
packs have become more common, 
particularly for snacks such as crisps, 
chocolate and biscuits. This trend has 
changed our perception of what makes a 
'healthy' portion. 

Large portions add unnecessary calories to 
your daily intake without you even realising. 
The larger the portion available to you, the 
more you are likely to eat. Again, start by 
looking at your plate.  

Does it hold a lot more food than it used 
to? If so, the thing to do is maintain the 
'two thirds plant foods' goal, but reduce 
portion size all around. Do it gradually; 
reduce each portion by one quarter. You’ll 
soon get used to eating slightly smaller 
servings. You could also try using a smaller 
plate; you will eat less but your plate will still 
look full.

Every small change you make to your diet 
to increase the amount of plant foods in 
your meals and to re-adjust how much you 
are eating will make a real difference to 
your waistline and your health. Gradually 
establishing these simple habits will 
increase your chances of keeping weight 
off for good. 

Drinking your calorie allowance dry 

When the Expert Panel advised people 
concerned with achieving a healthy 
weight to limit energy-dense foods, 
they made a separate reference to 
avoiding sugary drinks. 

Although sugary drinks are water 
based, they provide energy without filling you 
up. This means you can drink a lot of sugary 
drinks without feeling satisfied, plus you are 
likely to consume more food after drinking them 
as you will still feel hungry. (Milk is an exception 
because it contains protein and fat.) 

For most of us, cutting back on sugary soft 
drinks and fruit drinks is a good way to avoid 
weight gain. The best beverage choices are 
water or unsweetened tea and coffee (aim 
to limit coffee to no more than four cups a 
day). Natural fruit juice counts as one of our 
recommended 5 A DAY, but it does contain a 
lot of sugar, so it's best not to drink more than 
one glass a day. 
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By controlling the amount of energy you 
take in, you are taking the first step towards 
effective weight management. The second 
step is to increase the amount of physical 
activity you do, and so increase the amount 
of energy you burn. Together, these two 
steps can help you avoid weight gain. 

Your body burns energy all day – when 
you’re walking, talking, driving, working on 
a computer and even sleeping. You burn 
the most energy for things you’re not even 
thinking about – breathing, maintaining a 
normal body temperature, circulating blood 
and performing other functions just to stay 
alive. This is your 'basal metabolic rate', 
and for most people, it accounts for 60 to 
75 per cent of the total energy they use. 

But there is one area where we have 
significant control over the energy we 
use. That’s physical activity – walking, 
jogging, cycling, swimming, cutting the 
grass, house work and anything else 
that makes us move. The evidence that 
physical activity protects against weight 
gain, overweight and obesity is convincing. 
But in modern society, physical activity 
does not come easily for many people. 
This means that we have to make a special 
effort to build more of it into our lives.

What counts as physical activity?

Anything that makes you move counts, 
not just those things you do in a gym or 
through playing sport. WCRF UK's physical 
activity Recommendation is as follows:

• Start with 30 minutes of moderate 
physical activity a day, which will lower your 
cancer risk

• Then, gradually build up to 60 minutes 
or more of moderate physical activity, or 
30 minutes or more of vigorous physical 
activity every day to help prevent weight 
gain as well

Any increase in physical activity is 
beneficial, so take a look at your current 
activity levels and find ways to build it up (if 
you have not exercised before, it is a good 
idea to talk to your GP before you begin a 
new physical activity routine). 

What is moderate activity? 

Moderate activity will get your heart 
pumping faster and make you breathe 
more deeply, but you’ll still be able to 
carry on a conversation. Here are some 
examples of moderate activity:

• Walking at a brisk pace of about 3.5mph

• Yoga (actively changing positions)

• Cycling at a leisurely pace

• Dancing

• Swimming at a leisurely pace

• Gardening

• Vacuuming and other household chores

You may want to start with the goal of 30 
minutes of brisk walking or other moderate 
activity. Find 10 or 15 minutes here and 
there during your day, and you will achieve 
30 minutes before you know it. You could: 

• Walk or cycle to a friend’s house instead 
of driving

• Park at the far end of the car park

• Take a break from the computer and 
walk around either inside or outside

• Abandon the lift in favour of the stairs

• Turn on some lively music to help you 
pick up the pace during household chores

As your fitness level improves, challenge 
yourself to do more until you’re reaching 
60 minutes every day.
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What is vigorous activity? 

Vigorous activity pumps the heart even 
faster, and so builds up fitness. You’ll 
probably start to sweat and feel out of 
breath. You will have a difficult time talking 
during these activities. Here are some 
examples of vigorous activity:

• Jogging and running at 5mph or more

• Tennis (singles), football and other 
energetic team sports

• Aerobic exercise classes or using 
cardiovascular gym equipment (stair 
climber, stationary bike, etc.)

• Hill walking

• Fast swimming

• Fast dancing

• Cycling fast or with hills

To make vigorous activity a regular part of 
your life, choose an activity you enjoy and 
look for opportunities to carve out time, 
even if that means setting the alarm clock 
a bit earlier. Ask your family or friends to 
participate. What do they enjoy? Maybe 
you’ll find a walking partner, or perhaps 
you can take your family cycling or skating 
instead of going to the cinema. 

Moving more for  
weight management

Tipping the balance

The amount of energy you burn during 
any activity depends on its duration and 
intensity. To burn more calories, you can 
work harder or longer or try a combination 
of the two. Weight lifting or other resistance 
training, flexibility and balance are also 
parts of a complete fitness programme, so 
consider all types of activities and look for 
variety. 

Moving more will also help you to reduce 
the amount of time you spend being 
sedentary – this is important as inactive 
pastimes are associated with weight gain. 
Try to reduce the amount of time you 
spend being sedentary, especially watching 
television, which now accounts for a lot of 
our leisure time. 

Activities that keep us idle are frequently 
associated with eating energy-dense 
foods like crisps and sweets, and drinking 
sugary beverages; plus, while watching 
television, we’re often viewing commercials 
for these types of food and drinks. So by 
being active not only will you be burning 
more calories, you could also be avoiding 
unnecessary ones too.

15



The lean individual 

If you are slim today, you are clearly doing 
well at achieving energy balance. But it is 
still a good idea to be aware of what you 
are eating and how active you are. Life 
changes can have an effect on our eating 
habits. Going to college, getting married, 
changing jobs, having children and joining 
new social groups all influence our food 
and activity choices. So it is important to 
keep a check on your weight and address 
any changes quickly. 

• Be aware of your food choices. Aim to 
eat mostly low energy-dense foods. Swap 
sweets for fruits and extra servings of meat  
for a second serving of vegetables.
• Commit to daily physical activity. Look for 
opportunities to add steps to your day.
• Keep an eye on your weight. Weigh 
yourself regularly but not too often (about 
once a week), and make changes to your 
lifestyle if the scale goes up. 

Overweight or obese 

For many people, weight gain is so slow 
that they’re shocked to suddenly find 
themselves two or three stone overweight. 
A few simple changes to your diet and 
lifestyle could make a real difference to 
your weight though, so there is no need to 
despair. The first step is to halt the weight 
gain and then to focus on losing those 
extra pounds.

• Make sustainable, life-long changes. It’s 
very common to feel anxious about weight 
gain and attempt to quickly shed the 
pounds. In the long run, this rarely works. 
Making realistic, gradual changes that you 
can stick to is key to long-term weight 
maintenance or weight loss.
• Increase the proportion of low energy-
dense foods you eat. Fill your plate with 
non-starchy vegetables and snack on fruit.

• Limit fast food.
• Drink water and sugar-free beverages 
instead of sugary drinks. 
• Gradually increase your physical activity 
through sport, planned exercise or daily 
activities. Aim first for 30 minutes of 
moderate activity a day and then build up 
to 60 minutes or more.

Overweight or obese for many years

If you have been overweight for a long 
time, it may feel like returning to a healthy 
weight is impossible. You may have tried 
to lose weight before but for any number 
of reasons been unsuccessful. In severe 
cases, medications, health conditions or, 
occasionally, genetics make weight loss 
especially difficult. In this situation,  
WCRF UK recommends that you try to 
prevent further weight gain and focus 
on healthy eating and physical activity 
individually rather than on 'losing weight'.

• Increase the proportion of plant foods 
on your plate and in your overall diet, 
especially vegetables and fruits.
• Cook and serve your food in ways that 
don't add extra fat or calories, such as 
baking, stir-frying, steaming and sautéing. 
Instead of using high-fat cheese and cream 
sauces, flavour dishes with herbs, lemon, 
vinegar or mustard.
• Try to reduce your alcohol intake.
• Gradually develop a sustainable physical 
activity programme – the best way to 
start is by increasing how much you walk. 
Check with your GP before you begin.

Making simple changes such as these will 
really help you come closer to achieving 
energy balance. You may even find that 
you start to see your weight steadily fall 
too. It is important that you make any 
weight loss goals achievable and realistic. 
As a first step, perhaps aim to reduce your 
weight by ten per cent, rather than simply 
aiming for your target BMI. 

Staying slim throughout life

Our metabolism (the rate at which our bodies use energy) does slow down slightly after 
the age of about 30. We probably need fewer calories in our 50s and 60s than we did 
in our 20s. 

One of the reasons for this is that the amount of lean muscle in our bodies begins to 
decline. Part of the problem is that we tend to become less active as we age, making 
weight gain even more likely. Muscle burns more calories than fat (even when we are 
resting) so to counteract this, we need to make sure we are including plenty of physical 
activity in our day-to-day lives. 

One of the best ways to prevent the pounds creeping on is to increase how active we 
are each day, which could be as simple as a half-hour walk to and from the shops to 
buy the paper.
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At any weight, there’s 
something you can do
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The double benefits of moving more and eating well

By eating a diet rich in fruits, vegetables, pulses and 
wholegrains – all low energy-dense foods – you’ll be better 
able to manage your weight, and that means a lower 
cancer risk. But there is another reason to eat a plant-
based diet too. These same foods are packed with 
vitamins, minerals, phytochemicals and fibre, which help 
to boost our health and to protect us from cancer and 
other diseases. There are different phytochemicals in 
different groups of foods, so aim to eat a variety. 

Like a healthy diet, physical activity helps shield you from 
cancer in two ways. By helping you maintain energy balance, it 
will help control your weight and lower your risk of cancer. Activity	  
also speeds up digestion, which may lower the risk of bowel cancer. And being active 
lowers the hormone levels that affect your risk of hormone related cancers such as 
breast and endometrial (womb) cancer.

The bottom line is that a plant-based diet and being physically active are  
win-win strategies. They work together to keep you fit, prevent weight gain, 
lower your risk of cancer, protect you from other diseases and overall, they 
improve the quality of your life.



 

About WCRF UK

WCRF UK is the principal UK charity dedicated to the prevention of cancer through  
the promotion of healthy diet and nutrition, physical activity and weight management. 
WCRF UK is committed to providing cancer research and education programmes which 
expand our understanding of the importance of our food and lifestyle choices in the 
cancer process. 

By spreading the good news that cancer can be prevented, WCRF UK hopes that many 
thousands of lives will be saved. The education and research programmes of WCRF UK 
are funded almost entirely by donations from the public. 

This booklet gives information based on WCRF UK’s Recommendations for Cancer 
Prevention developed from the Expert Report: Food, Nutrition, Physical Activity, and the 
Prevention of Cancer: a Global Perspective (2007). The Report, produced by WCRF/AICR, 
is the largest study of its kind ever published and its Recommendations are based on 
the most comprehensive review of all the available evidence. WCRF UK is committed to 
interpreting scientific research in the field of food, nutrition, physical activity and cancer 
prevention and to translating the results into meaningful and practical advice for the  
public to follow. 

WCRF UK’s healthy eating and lifestyle information is aimed at the general population and is 
not intended to influence individuals who are following special diets (on medical advice) or who 
have special dietary or exercise needs. The information contained in WCRF UK’s education 
publications relates to the prevention of cancer. WCRF UK is not engaged in giving medical 
advice. For advice in specific cases, please consult your doctor.
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WCRF UK’s Recommendations for Cancer Prevention

	1.	Be as lean as possible without becoming underweight

	2.	Be physically active for at least 30 minutes every day

	3. 	�Avoid sugary drinks. Limit consumption of energy-dense foods (particularly 
processed foods high in added sugar, or low in fibre, or high in fat) 

	4. 	�Eat more of a variety of vegetables, fruits, wholegrains, and pulses  
such as beans

	5. 	�Limit consumption of red meats (such as beef, pork and lamb) and avoid 
processed meats 

	6. 	If consumed at all, limit alcoholic drinks to 2 for men and 1 for women a day

	7. 	Limit consumption of salty foods and foods processed with salt (sodium)

	8. 	Don’t use supplements to protect against cancer

Special Population Recommendations

9. 	�It is best for mothers to breastfeed exclusively for up to 6 months and then add 
other liquids and foods

	10.	� After treatment, cancer survivors should follow the Recommendations for   
 Cancer Prevention  

And, always remember – do not smoke or chew tobacco




