
HOW TO FIND A
STARTING POINT

THAT WILL LEAD TO
LASTING CHANGE
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Use this guide to self-assess where you fall on the
Nutrition Hierarchy. No matter where you find yourself,

we've got knowledge and tips to help you build a
foundation for long-term success.

GET IN SHAPE. EAT HEALTHIER. LIVE MORE.
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POWERED BY:



Level 1: Behavior & Lifestyle
Level 2: Energy Balance
Level 3: Macronutrients
Level 4: Micronutrients
Level 5: Nutrient Timing
Level 6: Supplementation
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THE NUTRITIONAL HIERARCHY

A lot of diets are overwhelming. If you've ever started a diet and abandoned it
after a few months, you're not alone. Chances are, you probably had a plan that
was too rigid or complicated. The Nutritional Hierarchy is a tool that can help
you avoid this 'all or nothing' mindset that so often keeps people from success.
Your starting point should meet you where you are. This resource is here to
help you find that place, as well as give you tools to take your first step towards
life-long progress.

MINDSET MATTERS

The goal of finding a starting point is to identify changes that are both
feasible and able to be personalized to our lifestyle and needs. Success
happens when we start where we are and commit to the process one
step at a time.

It's easy to look at a healthy eating goal and start equating success with
perfection. Before you self-assess your starting point, recognize the fact
that there is no perfect diet.  Likewise, there are no 'good' or 'bad' foods;
only ones that we should eat more of or less of depending on their
nutritional value.
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*Nutrition Hierarchy Pyramid credited to "The Muscle and
Strength Pyramid: Nutrition" by Eric Helms



SELF ASSESSMENT: FIND YOUR

STARTING POINT

Do I have the resources (time, energy, money) to improve my Nutrition?
Do I sleep 7-8 hours a night on average?
Do I participate in movement (i.e. exercise, walking, etc.) at least 3-5 times
per week?
Do I consume less than five (5) alcoholic beverages over the course of an
average week?
Do I eat out less than 3 times per week?
On a scale of 1-10, does my stress level average 6 or below each week?

LEVEL 1: BEHAVIOR AND LIFESTYLE

If the answer to two or more of these questions is NO, you may benefit from an initial focus
on your Behavior and Lifestyle Habits.

Have I ever tracked/quantified my food intake either through an app such as
MyFitnessPal or by keeping a Food Journal?
Do I have an understanding of what my maintenance caloric intake is?
Do I have an understanding of, and implement, appropriate portion sizes?
Do I regularly eat until I am satisfied instead of stuffed?

LEVEL 2: ENERGY BALANCE

If the answer to any of these questions is NO, you may benefit from an initial focus on your
total Energy Balance

Do I understand what constitutes high quality proteins, carbs, and fats?
Do I have a serving of protein (chicken, fish, etc.) at 80% of my main meals?
(1 serving of protein is approximately the size and thickness of your palm)
Do 70% of my meals have a source of carbohydrates (fruit, potatoes, etc.),
and healthy fat (olive oil, cashews, etc.)?
Do I understand my recommended intake of, and consume enough fiber?

LEVEL 3: MACRONUTRIENTS

If the answer to any of these questions is NO, you may benefit from an initial focus on your
Macronutrient Intake

Do 70% of my meals consist of whole, minimally processed foods?
Do I eat at least 5 servings of fruits and/or vegetables on an average day?
Do I eat a variety of different foods consistently?
Do the majority of my groceries come from the perimeter of the grocery
store?
Do I drink ½ - ⅔ my bodyweight in ounces of water regularly?

LEVEL 4: MICRONUTRIENTS

If the answer to any of these questions is NO, you may benefit from an initial focus on your
Micronutrient Intake
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95% OF PEOPLE CAN STOP HERE.

Have I confidently answered “YES” to each of the aforementioned
questions?
Have I mastered levels 1-4 on a consistent basis?
Have I plateaued in my fitness and nutrition performance/progress?
Do I have specific performance and/or body composition goals?
Am I willing to invest 90% more effort for a 5-10% increase in return?

BEFORE MOVING FORWARD, CONSIDER THESE QUESTIONS:

If the answer to ALL of these questions is YES, continue the assessment. Otherwise, your
resources (time, energy, and money) may be better spent on fine-tuning, reassessing, and
making continued progress on Levels 1-4.

Do I have the experience and knowledge to know and understand how
nutrient timing will affect my body?
Do I eat my meals at approximately the same times every day?
Do I track calories and macros and regularly eat less than my maintenance
caloric intake?
Do I intentionally fuel my body properly pre- and post workout?

SECTION 5: NUTRIENT TIMING

If the answer to any of these questions is NO, you may benefit from an initial focus on your
Nutrient Timing

Even with healthy eating habits, am I having difficulty consuming enough of
each Macronutrient from eating whole, minimally processed foods?
Even with healthy eating habits, am I having difficulty consuming enough of
each Micronutrient from eating whole, minimally processed foods?
Is there a specific need to consume a certain supplement?

SECTION 6: SUPPLEMENTATION

If the answer to any of these questions is YES, you may benefit from an initial focus on your
Supplementation

EMBRACE YOUR STARTING POINT
No matter where you found yourself on the hierarchy, know that answering 'no' to a
question does not equate with a failure. The hierarchy is fluid and all-encompassing.
High-performance athletes may find themselves focusing on behavior and lifestyle if
their sleep and stress levels have gotten out of hand. Likewise, individuals who generally
find themselves in Level 4 (micronutrients) may occasionally need to track a day's food
intake to monitor their current habits and overall energy balance (Level 2). Re-
assessment is key, and the goal is progress, not perfection.
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UNDERSTANDING THE NUTRITION

HIERARCHY AND TAKING FIRST STEPS

Behavior and lifestyle is probably the most important aspect of the whole nutritional
pyramid. It is also an area in constant need of re-assessment, as life is always changing.
Examples of behavior and lifestyle habits include exercise, sleep, mindset, and stress
management; all factors that work alongside proper nutrition. As we build an awareness
of our current behavior and lifestyle habits, we are better equipped to address our needs
with healthier actions. Focus on adherence and happiness here. If our attempts to eat
healthy are filled with stress, negative self-talk, or an all-or-nothing mindset, it will be
hard to adhere to our goals.

LEVEL 1: BEHAVIOR AND LIFESTYLE

SAMPLE FIRST STEPS

Choose some kind of movement at least 3 times per week
Make a healthier swap with your takeout choices (restaurant or menu option) OR
limit takeout to twice/week
Establish a night-time routine to help increase sleep
If you find yourself mindlessly snacking when you are stressed, experiment with
healthier substitute actions like a walk, journaling, reading, etc.

Energy Balance refers to our overall energy intake and output. If we eat more or fewer
calories than we need, this will directly influence our overall weight, fitness, and health.
That being said, finding balance doesn't have to include counting calories. If you're
focusing on this level, remember the word 'balance' is key. There are no 'good' or 'bad'
foods, and a mindset focused on restriction is hardly ever sustainable.

LEVEL 2: ENERGY BALANCE

SAMPLE FIRST STEPS

Try tracking your food intake in some way. This could be counting calories, a food
journal, or taking pictures of your plate. Awareness precedes change, and it's
important to know where the majority of your intake is coming from.
Use hand measurements as portion guides. Click HERE for the Precision Nutrition
guide.
Eat slowly and to 80% full- this well help your body start to identify it's natural
fullness and hunger cues.
Eat more protein. Protein makes us feel fuller for longer; naturally reducing our
overall energy intake.
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While Energy Balance (i.e. calories) determines whether weight is gained or lost,
macronutrients will largely determine whether that change is body fat or muscle. The
three main macronutrients that make up the food we eat are protein, carbohydrates, and
fats. While tracking macros can be helpful to some, the most important factor to
consider is the quality of foods you are eating. Building the habit of choosing 'better'
options is key to developing a well-balanced diet.

LEVEL 3: MACRONUTRIENTS

SAMPLE FIRST STEPS

Use "The Plate Method" when building your meals (1/2 plate veggies, 1/4 plate
protein, 1/4 plate healthy carbs)
Include a serving of protein at each of your main meals
Make 50% of your carbohydrates come from whole-grain sources
Build up a recipe index with meals that include a protein, healthy carb, and veggies
Focus on increasing your fiber intake (The best sources are legumes, whole grains,
vegetables, and fruits, with nuts and seeds in moderation)

Micronutrients are vitamins, minerals, and other compounds that are involved in almost
all biological processes that keep our bodies healthy. Without enough micronutrients it
is hard for us to function properly. Since micronutrients are best absorbed through
whole foods, including whole, nutrient-dense foods is the best way to fuel our bodies
with the nutrients they need.

LEVEL 4: MICRONUTRIENTS

SAMPLE FIRST STEPS

Add more whole, unprocessed foods to your diet.
"Taste the Rainbow"- the more varied the colors are on your plate, the more
nutrients your body will be getting.
Include vegetables and/or fruit at every meal.
Increase your water intake (swap out one sugary beverage a day, have a glass of
water before your coffee in the morning, carry a water bottle with you at all times,
etc.)

"Building the habit of choosing
'better' options is key to developing

a well-balanced diet."
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Nutrient timing refers to eating specific nutrients (such as protein or carbs), in specific
amounts, at specific times (such as before or after exercise). This practice isn't
particularly important for those who are simply trying to look and feel better. If an
individual is too focused on the timing of their meals and losing sight of bigger health
factors such as sleep or vegetable intake, then this strategy can be detrimental to
progress. That being said, there are individuals who have found pre-and post workout
nutrition to aid in performance and recovery. Others have found certain meal schedules,
or frequency of meals, that work best for their energy levels. Document your efforts,
track your experience, and find what works for you.

LEVEL 5: NUTRIENT TIMING

SAMPLE FIRST STEPS

Consume your meals at consistent times each day
Eat your last meal at least 2 hours before you go to bed
Include protein and carbs in your pre-and post-workout routine
If you have specific body or performance goals, consult with a professional to assess
and come up with the best plan for you.

Supplements are intended to be used when you cannot get the proper nutrients from
your current diet. Some individuals need supplements due to a dietary restriction, a
documented deficiency, or a medical condition. For most of us, a diet full of whole-foods
and a wide range of ingredients is oftentimes enough to provide us with adequate
nutrient needs.

LEVEL 6: SUPPLEMENTATION

COMMON SUPPLEMENTS

Fish Oil- provides Omega-3's, which can be difficult to include naturally if you are
not eating fatty fish twice a week
Multi-Vitamin- these can help combat any micro-deficiencies that naturally occur
with today's modern diet
Protein powder- for active individuals having difficulty including enough protein
throughout their day, protein powder is an easy way to get a quick source before or
after a workout, or occasionally in a smoothie as a meal supplement.

SAMPLE FIRST STEPS

If you think you might need supplementation outside of a multi-vitamin, fish oil, or
occasional protein shake, it is important to talk to a professional. Blood tests can
document any existing deficiencies, and a dietitian or nutrition coach can assess your
current diet in order to provide you with guidance moving forward.
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The best diet is the one you can sustain long-term. Committing to the process and
putting in consistent effort (no matter how small) will lead to change. While it's easy to
feel like you're not doing enough, a mindset of 'something over nothing' can have far-
reaching health effects. For more on how improvements in consistency truly drive
change, check out Precision Nutrition's article here.

It's common for us to tackle our goals with an initial giant leap. We'll picture a consistent
'perfect day' of whole foods, no alcohol, exercise and a good night's sleep. And while this
is a great goal, it's not one that can be accomplished in one step. Just as you would
never attempt to take an entire staircase in one leap, treat your nutritional journey the
same way.

Pick a 'first step' from your starting hierarchy level (or create one that you know you can
maintain) and commit to that habit until it's ingrained. Then, move onto another step. A
focus on small steps means you can keep building on your progress without it ever
feeling like a chore.

Health is going to look different month to month and year to year. Change is constant
and re-evaluation is important. It's okay to move up and down among the hierarchy
levels, as the nutritional hierarchy is fluid and all-encompassing. Habits that brought you
decreased stress in the past may not be as effective today. Or, prepping your meals may
look different as your time commitments change. Awareness precedes change, and
continuing to self-assess where you are will help you keep moving forward no matter
the season.

CREATE LASTING CHANGE

Accountability is key to consistency because we are more likely to say no to ourselves
than we are to say no to others. Find a friend who shares similar goals as you. Or, invest
in a coach who has the knowledge, resources, and expertise to help you build healthy
habits for life-long progress. Motivation is never constant, and having someone walking
alongside you makes it a lot easier to be successful.

-----------------------------------------------------------------
All information and tools presented and written within this PDF are intended for informational purposes only and should only be used as a general guideline. All content
within this PDF is not intended as medical diagnosis or treatment and should not be considered a substitute for professional medical expertise. If you think you have any

type of medical condition, you should seek professional advice.

THE IMPORTANCE OF SMALL STEPS

CONSISTENCY BEATS PERFECTION

YOUR STARTING POINT WILL CHANGE

ACCOUNTABILITY IS KEY
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https://www.precisionnutrition.com/body-transformation-research

