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n	Blueberries: Blueberries are packed with healthy phytonutrients for the heart and blood 
vessels. Studies show that the flavonoid anthocyanin in blueberries helps to keep blood 
vessels open and even lower heart attack risk. In a study of more than 90,000 women, 
greater intakes of this compound were shown to reduce heart attack risk. They have also 
been shown to help with blood sugar control in those with diabetes. Blueberries have one 
of the highest antioxidant levels among all fruits, vegetables, spices, and seasonings common 
in the American diet. Another benefit is their low-GI. They can even be frozen without 
compromising their nutritional quality! Choose organically-grown berries, as they tend to 
be higher in phytonutrients compared with their conventionally-grown counterparts.

n	Pomegranate: While it is advised not to drink fruit juices on this plan due to their high 
sugar content, there is one exception to the rule: pomegranate juice. Studies indicate that 
small amounts of pomegranate juice (50 milliliters, or a little over 1.5 ounces) has been 
shown to help reduce blood lipids, blood pressure, and plaque buildup in arteries. 

n	Barley: Barley has a rich nutlike flavor and chewy consistency and it contains many 
important components for cardiometabolic disease while being low-GI. Barley is high in 
beta-glucan, a fiber that may help lower cholesterol, blood glucose, and insulin responses. 
Beta-glucan is also able to modify LDL lipoprotein particles in a favorable way—making 
them large and fluffy rather than small and dense. Those with gluten intolerance or celiac 
disease should refrain from eating this gluten-containing grain.
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n	Oats: Similar to barley, oats contain fiber, phytochemicals, and the beta-glucan compound 
that helps reduce levels of both cholesterol and blood sugar. What makes oats unique relative 
to barley is the presence of antioxidant compounds called avenanthramides, which help 
prevent free radical damage to LDL-cholesterol, thus reducing the risk of CVD. Whole 
grains such as oats are an excellent source of magnesium, an important mineral in the 
regulation of glucose and insulin.

n	Cocoa: This plan allows for the inclusion of dark chocolate (70% cocoa and higher) 
because of the cocoa polyphenols that appear to be helpful in keeping arteries wide open 
and protected from harmful free radicals. The healthy way to eat chocolate is to make sure 
it’s somewhat bitter with a higher percentage of cacao and minimal sweeteners (and no 
milk) added. Dark chocolate has caffeine, so caffeine-sensitive people should take that into 
consideration. One square of baker’s chocolate per day has been shown in studies to have 
health benefits.

n	Green Tea: Drinking green tea has been shown to be beneficial for reducing blood pressure 
and blood fats (triglycerides, cholesterol, and LDL-cholesterol) and may even help with 
lowering blood sugar. While studies vary in the amount and type of green tea used, the 
general recommendation for green tea consumption is based on the amount typically 
consumed in Asian countries, which is about 3 cups per day, supplying 240-320 mg of 
polyphenols. Talk with a healthcare practitioner as to whether the caffeinated or non-
caffeinated variety is indicated.



IFM  n  Cardiometabolic Food Plan Comprehensive Guide 20

Condition-Specific Therapeutic Considerations

© 2016 The Institute for Functional Medicine

 
If there is…

 
Reduce these foods

 
Increase these foods

High Blood Pressure n Sodium (limit to 2,000 milligrams—about 1 
teaspoon per day)

n Processed foods (packaged, canned) and 
frozen meals 

n Fast foods
n Soft drinks 
n Added sweeteners
n Caffeinated beverages 
n Alcohol 
n Use of oils in high-heat cooking

Proteins:
n Soy (fermented) 30 grams daily: natto, tofu, 

tempeh, miso
n Hydrolyzed whey (30 grams daily)
n Legumes (vegetable protein)
n Cold water fish: sardines, herring, haddock, 

salmon, or trout 
n Foods high in L-arginine: lentils, hazelnuts, 

walnuts, peanuts 
n Mixed nuts (unsalted)
n Cocoa (30 grams dark chocolate per day, or 

about 1 square of baker’s chocolate)

Vegetables and Fruit:
n Blueberries
n Seaweed (hijiki and wakame), 3 to 4 grams 

per day
n Garlic, 1-4 fresh cloves/day
n Mushrooms, ½ cup shitake, maitake
n Celery, 4 stalks/day 
n Foods high in lycopene: tomatoes,  

guava, watermelon, apricots, pink  
grapefruit, papaya 

n Pomegranate juice

Fats and Oils:
n Olive, flaxseed, and sesame oils

Carbohydrates:
n Increase complex carbohydrates 
n Increase high-fiber whole grains: oatmeal, 

oatbran, barley, wheat
n Fiber: psyllium 7gm

Metabolic 
Syndrome 

n Sucrose and  fructose 
n Processed foods  
n Refined carbohydrates like white-flour breads 

and pasta
n Fast foods 
n Saturated animal fat
n Over-cooked foods (e.g., meats) 
n Food or drink in plastic containers 
n Large meals (aim for smaller meals)  
n Eggs (less than one per day if blood sugar  

is elevated) 
n Fruit juices 

n Extra-virgin olive oil
n Cinnamon
n Green tea
n Mixed nuts (unsalted)
n Omega-3 fat sources from food and 

supplement sources (2 to 4 grams per day, 
especially in the case of high  
blood triglycerides)

n Fiber sources such as whole grains  
and legumes
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If there is…

 
Reduce these foods

 
Increase these foods

Dyslipidemia n Sucrose 
n Processed foods
n Fast foods
n Refined carbohydrates
n Trans fats (found in processed foods)
n High amounts of saturated fats (e.g., cream, 

full-fat cheeses, fatty meat)
n Margarine

n Fish 
n Green leafy vegetables
n Low-glycemic index fruits 
n Tomatoes
n Extra-virgin olive oil (about 5 TBSP per day) 
n Green tea 
n Soybeans (e.g., soymilk, tofu, tempeh) 
n Dark chocolate 
n Pomegranate
n Seeds and nuts (especially sesame)
n Red wine (check with a  

healthcare practitioner) 
n Garlic (1 to 2 cloves per day) 
n Rice bran oil
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What are the best sweeteners?

As much as possible, refrain from eating any added sweeteners due to the damaging effects that sugar can have on 
blood vessels and other body organs. When craving something sweet, choose from the low to moderate-GI fruits 
listed on the Cardiometabolic Food Plan. Eating an apple or having a handful of fresh blueberries can help to quell 
sugar cravings. This plan does not include artificial sweeteners. Stevia may be used in limited amounts for food 
preparation. Only a small amount is required as it is an intensely sweet botanical. 

What drinks are allowed?

Drink water throughout the day. A good goal is to drink about half one’s body weight in ounces (e.g., a 160-pound 
person would drink 80 ounces, or 10 cups), with a limit of 100 ounces daily. Drink less water with a meal and more 
in between meals. Unsweetened herbal teas, such as mint, chamomile, or hibiscus, are also good choices as they 
provide flavor and medicinal compounds. Green tea helps with blood sugar control. Typical recommendations for 
herbal or green tea are 1-3 cups per day. Caffeine-sensitive individuals may be advised to drink decaffeinated varieties 
of green tea.

What about eating eggs? 

There has been an ongoing debate about eggs, particularly when it comes to heart disease, as originally it appeared 
that the cholesterol in eggs made blood cholesterol rise. It is now known that this is not so and that people with CVD 
may eat eggs on a daily basis. However, other research suggests that it is better for those with T2D to have fewer eggs, 
typically less than one egg per day.

What condiments are acceptable? 

Many condiments, such as teriyaki sauce, ketchup, barbecue sauce, and glazes, have sugar added. It would be best to 
avoid them entirely and to make homemade versions that are healthier. Adding more herbs and spices to foods can 
replace unhealthy condiments. 

What about drinking alcohol?

The alcohol question always surfaces, especially when talking about the 
Mediterranean diet, which includes red wine. There are phytonutrients present 
within red wine, such as resveratrol, that help to relax blood vessels, increase good 
cholesterol, and bring blood sugar into balance. However, red wine is also a form of 
sugar and added calories, and may not be good for everyone. A health practitioner 
who knows the individual patient’s health history can make a determination as to 
whether moderate or occasional use of alcohol would be appropriate and consistent 
with health goals. For a generally healthy man, 1 to 2 glasses (5 ounces or ⅔ cup) of 
red wine, depending on body weight may be perfectly acceptable at meals. Women 
should be advised to have just 1 glass of wine no more than four times a week due to 
the recognized association between breast cancer and increased alcohol consumption. 
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What about drinking coffee and tea?

The answer to whether or not to drink caffeinated coffee or tea is not 
so straightforward. In general, studies show that the short-term effects of 
caffeine include tightening of blood vessels, causing unfavorable changes 
in blood pressure. Also, caffeine increases cortisol, a stress hormone, so it 
can make people feel more wired and “on edge.” For some, caffeine can 
cause a speeding heart rate and abnormal heart rhythms. On the other 
hand, the phytonutrients in coffee, like chlorogenic acid and caffeic acid, 
may be helpful in better processing of blood sugar by the liver, thus 
helping to control the liver’s production of sugar. Moderate consumption 
of up to 3 cups daily has been shown to be associated with lower rates of 
T2D. Therefore, every particular situation must be evaluated and discussed 
with a health practitioner. Patients should be advised not to add cow’s 
milk and sugar. Rather, they should use dairy alternatives such as almond, 
flaxseed, coconut, and soy milks. 

Green tea may be a better drink for most people. It contains caffeine, but not as much as a typical cup of coffee, and 
it can be purchased in non-caffeinated varieties. Green tea contains phytonutrients that are anti-inflammatory and 
antioxidant, helping to assist with blood sugar balance, blood lipids, and the expansion of the blood vessels. Drinking 
both green and black teas has been associated with reduction in the risk of heart disease and stroke by 10% to 20%. 
Three cups per day appears to provide the most benefit in blood pressure lowering and reducing CVD risk overall. 

Why is coconut oil on this plan? Isn’t it bad for the heart?

Extra-virgin olive oil should be the staple oil for salad dressings and cooking, but small amounts of coconut oil can 
also be used. Research indicates that coconut oil may have some merit as it provides short- and medium-chain fats 
that can be quickly oxidized for energy. Too much coconut oil that is of low quality, however, is not healthy.  
On this plan, up to three teaspoons of coconut oil can be included per day. 

How can this plan become even more personalized?

A health practitioner may ask their patient to have genetic testing done for individual variations in certain genes 
(e.g., AGT, APO) so they can further tailor the patient’s program. Nutrition and food planning are becoming 
increasingly connected to genetics and epigenetics (the influence of the environment on gene expression).  
Ask a health practitioner for more information.
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The Cardiometabolic Food Plan is intended to be a phytonutrient-dense, metabolically-balanced approach 
to enabling the body to more effectively regulate inflammation, insulin, and metabolism. It works best when 
personalized for the patient by the healthcare practitioner. To make the transition seamless, there are a number of 
other tools to help in the process.

The following handouts are available from Functional Medicine healthcare practitioners to assist patients in 
implementing the IFM Cardiometabolic Food Plan:

n	Cardiometabolic Food Plan – Food List

n	Cardiometabolic Food Plan – Weekly Planner and Recipes
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