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	Get the latest Petaluma weather conditions at Northbayweather.com 
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Najine Shariat says the typical American approach to diet and nutrition has major shortcomings. Photo by Terry Hankins.
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Nutritional awareness 
Najine Shariat's diet approach looks at the whole person, not just their physical condition 
May 5, 2004 
By LOIS PEARLMAN
ARGUS-COURIER STAFF 
Anyone meeting nutritionist Najine Shariat for the first time would probably be so impressed with her vitality and enthusiasm, not to mention her slenderness, that they would want to know what she eats so they could eat it too. 
But that kind of one-diet-fits-all attitude is exactly what Shariat says is wrong with the typical American approach to diet and nutrition. The fad diet du jour only addresses a single aspect of a person's being, usually their physical condition, and ignores everything else -- their physiological needs, their culture and the more subtle issues like self-identity. 
So Shariat, who works half the week at the Petaluma Health Center and the rest of the time in her private Santa Rosa practice, has come up with an approach that takes into account everything about a patient, from their medical condition to what they want out of life. 
She calls it the "Box Therapy," which she says with a chuckle indicating that the name is less than glamorous. 
Each of the boxes, she said, represents a primary aspect of a person's life -- the emotional, the physiological, and something she describes as "what are they searching for in life?" She has developed this approach after much of study, experience working with patients and three years in Europe investigating that continent's various food cultures. 
It was those years in Europe that really made her look beyond the physical need for nutrition to consider what role food plays in people's lives and what their relationship is to eating. 
Europeans, she believes, have a healthier relationship with food than most Americans. They do a lot of their eating in public -- at sidewalk cafes and in bistros -- the food is part of a larger social experience, they don't "block out the enjoyment" of their food by reading or watching television while they eat, they savor their food instead of thinking of eating as a chore, and they value quality above quantity. 
And Europeans, unlike Americans, Shariat said, do not obsess over dieting. 
"Fat phobia is not there," she said. "When you go in the markets there is no low-fat or no-fat food and no non-sugar food." 
Shariat is in a position to understand the different approaches to food followed by various cultures, because she has lived in the U.S., Canada, the Middle East and all over Europe. 
Born in Iran, she went to Paris with her family when she was 3 and spent her childhood "moving from country to country" because her father was a chemist working in the international petroleum industry. She learned several languages, which has proven to be an enormous help working with Spanish-speaking patients at the health center. 
After high school graduation, she went to college in Montreal, because she couldn't speak English, then enrolled in medical school at McGill University. She had originally planned to become an internist, but a short time after she arrived at McGill a close friend died from an eating disorder. 
That event got her thinking about the importance of food in people's lives, and she dropped out of medical school to study nutrition. "There were enough doctors in the world, but not enough nutritionists." 
Life eventually led her to Sonoma County, and nurse-midwife LeAnn James invited her to work with pregnant women at the Petaluma Health Center. Her initial focus was nutritional counseling for women with gestational diabetes. Some 65 percent of women who first suffer from diabetes during pregnancy will find it coming back to haunt them at some point later in their lives, Shariat said. 
Little by little she increased her time at the clinic, and is now working there three days a week, seeing patients with diabetes, high cholesterol, eating disorders and obesity, as well as pregnant women. Some of her patients, she said, are skeptical about her multi-faceted approach to nutrition, but they come around once they see that it works. 
"I have to go across the borders, meet them where they are," she said. 
Any Petaluma resident can make an appointment to work with her at the health center, even if they don't qualify for other services there. At this point, her waiting list is three weeks long. 
"Most people never expect to see a dietitian in a health center. It is considered a luxury, not a necessity. Usually nutritional counseling is very expensive, and only available in a private setting," she said. 
Because she believes she has found an approach to diet that works, Shariat's future plans include finding to spread the word. She has taped a series of shows for Channel 50's Health Beat, and is looking into writing a nutritional advice column. 
"I do believe there is a way to get this movement out there," she said with typical enthusiasm. 
(Contact Lois Pearlman at lpearlman@arguscourier.com) 
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