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The Fast way to better health



Intermittent Fasting is, without doubt, one of the hottest new approaches to weight loss on the planet. When The Fast Diet was published in January 2013, Mimi and I could never have imagined the response it would get. It quickly became an international phenomenon, and has since been embraced by celebrities like Beyoncé and Benedict Cumberbatch (‘You have to, for Sherlock’). One Foot in the Grave star Richard Wilson told a newspaper that he had lost 12lb on the diet in just five weeks. ‘The great thing is that the fasting days are tough but you know that the next day you can eat.’ Even the new slim-line Chancellor of the Exchequer, George Osborne, is rumoured to be on it.
         

I am passionate about IF because I find the science compelling and because there is such good evidence of potential health benefits. I am also convinced by the dramatic effects it has had on my own body. By way of background, for those of you who have not read the original book, two years ago I was an overweight middle-aged man, weighing in at around 85kg (13st 3lb), with a 36-inch waist. I was mildly embarrassed about the spare tyre round my gut, but not embarrassed enough to do anything about it.

Then I went to my doctor with a minor complaint and as part of the examination she suggested I have a routine blood test. When the results came back she told me that I was a Type 2 diabetic, with a fasting glucose of around 7.2 mmol/l. This was a nasty shock as my father had passed away at a relatively early age; when he died he was suffering from a range of diseases, including Type 2 diabetes, heart failure, prostate cancer and what I suspect was early dementia.
         

Rather than start on medication, I began researching alternative approaches and came across Intermittent Fasting. I decided to make a documentary on the subject; in the course of making the film Eat, Fast, Live Longer, I tried various different forms of IF, ranging from doing five days of almost total calorie restriction to alternate-day fasting (where you cut your calories every other day). Eventually I settled on a pattern I found easy to stick to, which I called the 5:2 diet.
         

On a Monday and a Thursday I ate a quarter of my normal calorie intake, going down from around 2400 to 600 calories a day. In 12 weeks on this diet I lost 9kg (nearly 20lb) and 4 inches off my waist. My body fat went down from 28% to 21%. My blood glucose fell to healthy levels. I also began to sleep better (I lost fat around my neck and stopped snoring).

I then began combining the IF with an intermittent exercise regime (‘Fast Exercise’) and soon began to see the beginnings of a six-pack. I can now fit into a suit I haven’t worn for 30 years.

As our website testifies, this is an experience that has been replicated thousands of times over. We now have feedback from countless people who have embarked on the 5:2 Fast Diet and found it to be positively life-changing.
         

So why has Mimi written a new book? Well, the original book laid out the science behind IF and gave useful tips on how to do it. What it didn’t do was produce a structured regime, one that would ensure fat loss over a comparatively short period of time. The Fast Beach Diet is an adjunct, if you like, designed to complement the original Fast Diet – a short-term, faster solution for those of you who perhaps have a fat-loss deadline to meet.
         

The original book also made very little reference to exercise. Although studies show that low intensity exercise, like jogging, is unlikely to lead to weight loss (people tend to compensate by eating more), there is plenty of evidence that a combination of calorie restriction and exercise will lead to more sustained weight loss than either done alone. The Fast Beach Diet includes useful sections on how to get fitter and better toned in just a few minutes a day.
         

Best of all, Mimi has produced a range of new and tasty recipes for your Fast Days. I have begun to work my way through them and can testify that they are full of flavour as well as hunger-killing fibre and protein.

I greatly enjoyed reading this book and learned something new from doing so. I hope you do too.

 


        Dr Michael Mosley
         
      



  
  
    

  
    
      
    

         


chapter 1
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The Fast Diet revisited… and an invitation to the beach




        ‘A year from now, you will wish you started today’
         
      

 

There are many good reasons to start the Fast Diet. You may be inspired by your sister or your best friend, your dad or your doctor. You may have decided you want to cut your risk of age-related disease. You may want to reduce your cholesterol, boost your brain, improve your mood, lower your blood pressure, lengthen your life.

Or you may just want to look good in a swimsuit.

I say ‘just’. But looking good and (more importantly) feeling good about your body is no mere vanity project. It can have a real emotional impact on a life. I’m reminded of one Fast Dieter who told me that, after years of fruitless yo-yo dieting, six months of 5:2 had given her enough body confidence to go to the local baths and swim with her young daughter for the first time ever. That’s not vanity. It’s the glorious stuff of life.

Not long ago, a magazine survey found that women think about their bodies every 15 minutes (which is, apparently, more than men think about sex). There are times of the year, of course, when we put ourselves under greater scrutiny still. On the beach, in summer, in our shorts and bikinis, we think about the shape we’re in even more often – a constant background hum, the helicopter moaning overhead. Men may not bang on about it quite as much, but they tend to be just as aware as T-shirt weather creeps up to ambush those hibernating pecs and paunches.
         

So now is the time to act. The beach beckons and this is your call to arms. The most challenging weeks of the year may be looming on the sun-kissed horizon, but that’s no reason to bury your head in the sand or collapse into a kaftan for cover. We have a plan. It is called the Fast Beach Diet. Think of it as ‘5:2, the Next Generation’. It promises to shake things up, with a wealth of new tips, tricks and takes to help you break the plateau, make the leap and reboot your 5:2 for summer. In the words of the late, great Janis Joplin, we’re gonna try… just a little bit harder. But first, let’s recap on the original Fast Diet – what it is and how it works.

What is the Fast Diet?

It may be radical, but the Fast Diet is also wonderfully economical with its rules. I like that The Times has called it the ‘haiku diet’ – a pithy, almost poetic agenda. All you really need to know is that:
         


• You eat normally for five days a week and then, for the other two days, you consume a quarter of your normal calorie intake – around 600 calories for men, 500 for women. So, it is not total ‘fasting’, but a modified version
            

• It is not continual fasting, but intermittent. Our experience is that non-consecutive Fast Days work best, though you can do them back to back if you prefer

• Most people divide their calorie allowance between breakfast and an evening meal, aiming for a lengthy ‘Fasting Window’ between meals. But you can skip breakfast and have a more substantial evening meal containing your whole calorie quota if it better suits your day

• It does matter what you eat on a Fast Day: plan your calorie quota by sticking, as the recipes in chapter 7 do, to the Fast Diet mantra: ‘Mostly Plants and Protein’. That way, you’ll stay fuller longer and get adequate nutrients in your diet



Why 5:2?

In the beginning, Michael tried several different fasting regimes; the one he settled on as the most realistic and sustainable was five days off, two days on, which meant that the majority of the time was spent free from calorie-counting. On this regime, in 12 weeks Michael lost more than 20lb of body fat and his blood glucose fell to a healthy level. I lost 22lb and returned to my pre-motherhood body weight (and, more importantly, shape).

That was only a little over 18 months ago. We’re still learning about the true long-term benefits of Intermittent Fasting, and we don’t, as yet, have a comprehensive account of potential pitfalls, particularly why some people flourish on 5:2 and others may find it harder. It may be that there is no ‘one size fits all’. What we do know is that thousands of people have followed the Fast Diet, lost weight, gained health and found it surprisingly sustainable, effective and life-affirming. New studies are underway and we hope to bring together the latest thinking in a fully updated new edition to be published in 2015.
         

So where’s the catch?

Really, there isn’t one. The Fast Diet, don’t forget, is simply a modern take on an ancient idea. Fasting, in one form or another, has been practised for centuries by most of the great religions, and if done properly seems to be extremely safe. There is no evidence of significant side effects (though some people may experience headaches and constipation, particularly at first; these can generally be prevented by drinking lots of water or calorie-free fluids, such as black coffee and herbal tea, and eating foods rich in fibre).

Indeed, the Fast Diet has helped to debunk some of the myths that have developed around the way we eat in the West – for instance that:


• You need to eat whenever you feel hungry

• Eating every few hours will increase your metabolic rate
            

• If you don’t eat every few hours your blood sugar will fall and you will feel faint



None of these widely held beliefs is backed by science. You will discover that short bouts of hunger are manageable and soon pass. Similarly, there is no metabolic advantage to spreading your calories over the day, nor is there any evidence that short periods without food will cause your blood glucose to plunge to seriously low levels. Most nights, don’t forget, you happily go 12 hours without eating and many people feel fine with a late breakfast, especially on a Sunday when the start can be in delicious slow-mo.

Should you be sceptical?

Michael and I certainly were. After all, anyone who has ever gone on a conventional diet knows that they are hard work; they may deliver results in the short term, but then life gets in the way – we’re soon bored and the weight creeps back on. We’ve found, however, that the 5:2 Fast Diet does work – for exactly the reason that other diets don’t: there is none of the boredom, frustration or serial denial that characterises standard diet plans; eating is still a pleasure; there’s no cutting of food groups, no pathologising of eating. And indeed, even the turbo version laid out here is full of forgiveness, generosity of spirit and the crucial adaptability required to fit it into a busy life.
         

A word on the benefits of Intermittent Fasting

The reason behind IF – briefly but severely restricting the number of calories you consume – is that it ‘fools’ your body into thinking it is in a potential famine situation and that it needs to switch from go-go mode to maintenance mode. Fasting is the shock that resets the clock. Its many benefits include:


• Fat loss of 1-2lb a week

• A reduction in a hormone called IGF-1, which means that you are reducing your risk of a number of age-related diseases

• The switching-on of repair genes

• Improvements in cardiovascular health and cholesterol levels

• A rest for your pancreas, boosting the effectiveness of the insulin it produces in response to elevated blood glucose

• Metabolic changes that tweak your body into burning fat and increase its insulin sensitivity; this in turn will reduce your risk of obesity, diabetes, heart disease and cognitive decline

• Increased levels of neurotrophic factor in the brain, which should make you more cheerful, even when contemplating your summer swimsuit
            



The Fast Diet and weight loss

While clinical studies into IF in general, and 5:2 in particular, are still in their early stages, there’s a great deal of convincing anecdotal evidence that the approach can be startlingly effective for many people. Anecdote, as Michael often says, makes poor science, but it does tell a story. Many thousands of people have adopted the plan and witnessed significant improvements in their weight, cholesterol and general health, and have gone on to post their success stories online (we have included just a fraction of these in the testimonials chapter at the back of this book). We regularly meet people in the street and see friends and family who’ve lost weight and gained health. My father, for instance, has lost four stone over the course of a year on the Fast Diet. That’s about the weight of an eight-year-old child. I can now get my arms all the way around him when we hug hello. It’s a seismic change, and a joy to behold.


HOW FASTING TARGETS FAT

What people sometimes forget in their drive to ‘lose weight’ is what they really want to lose is not weight as such, but fat. Carrying excess fat is not just a bummer on the beach; it’s bad for your health. Here’s what we know about the effect IF has on fat:
            

• It achieves a gradual weight loss – and it’s almost all fat

• It increases fat burn. More of the calories you use for fuel during a fast come from fat stores than muscle. A study from Nottingham University1 found that the proportion of energy obtained from fat rose progressively over 12-72 hours of fasting, until almost all the energy being used was coming from stored fat
            

• When we eat, we use the carbohydrate and fat supplied by the food for fuel, instead of tapping into our stored fat reserves. Constant grazing may be what’s keeping fat from being burned – and fasting is one way to release it

• Interestingly, the heavier you are, the more likely it is that fasting will lead to substantial fat loss with muscle being spared

• A bonus for Intermittent Fasters is that it seems to lead not just to fat loss generally, but specifically to fat loss around the gut – this is the visceral fat and is particularly dangerous because it increases your risk of heart disease and diabetes

• One reason why it’s important to preserve as much muscle mass as possible is that muscle is metabolically active. Lean tissue burns calories, even at rest




         

So why the Fast Beach Diet?

The Fast Diet’s USP seems to be its high level of compliance: we do it and we stick with it because most of the time, we’re not thinking about dieting at all. But some fasters want to boost the process at certain times of year. You may be one of those for whom the 5:2 has not proved the magic bullet you hoped for. Others among you may want to nudge yourself off a plateau and budge any reluctant pounds that are hanging on in there despite your adherence to 5:2.

I’ve written this book to be used as a primer for the summer holidays; the idea is to start the six-week regime in May, June or July, in good time for take-off (that’s clothes, not planes). The longer, brighter days and fresher produce of late spring and early summer make it an ideal time to embark or improve upon a weight-loss programme. And, as we’ve already established, there’s nothing like an approaching bikini – or T-shirt – to make you think twice about that piece of pie.

That said, the principles of the turbo-driven 5:2 diet laid out here are applicable at almost any time of the year. You might like to use its additional hints and ideas if you are preparing to get married, if you have a big event coming up, if you’re starting a new phase in your life, if you’re ready to lose some baby weight, or if you’ve had a particularly sedentary and stodgy couple of months (after Christmas perhaps).

You may, of course, be coming to The Fast Beach Diet cold, without having read or acted upon the original book. This book is an adjunct. Think of it as a boot camp for the 5:2. It is a condensed, modified programme of greater intensity with the aim of helping you achieve a reasonable target weight in a six-week period. Note now that on the Fast Beach Diet, you will be encouraged to step it up – to get a tad tougher, a bit bolder, with your Fast Diet. But this extra commitment is intended to be short-lived. Just a bit more effort. For just six weeks.
         

Why six weeks?

In truth, the six-week figure is fairly arbitrary. I have used my own experience and a 25-year career in the fashion and body-shape business, together with what I have learned from many other dieters, to come up with a reasonable period during which I believe the average individual – someone with a little willpower and plenty of good intentions – can commit to and concentrate on a more intense 5:2 regime. It hinges on attention span and compliance; six weeks should be enough time to see measurable results without boredom setting in. It’s also, by happy coincidence, about the length of time we usually give ourselves to prepare mentally and physically for our summer holidays… the Six Week Sprint to the pool.

You may choose to extend the Fast Beach Diet, perhaps to two months. But be clear: it is only meant to be a short-term option; afterwards, you should return to the classic Fast Diet rules, without undue concern for calories on a non-Fast Day. Remember: it is this flexible and sociable foundation that lends the Fast Diet its psychological advantage.
         

If the Fast Beach Diet seems unnecessarily faddish to you, or if you’re not keen on a ‘fast-fix’ message, if you treasure the absolute simplicity of the original Fast Diet – well, I empathise and understand. Just stick with your original 5:2 Fast Diet. This book is aimed at people who want a short-term booster plan to get them from A (the sofa) to B (the beach) by undertaking a reasonable but more vigorous protocol. It’s not designed to be a ‘forever plan’ like the 5:2. It’s the Fast Diet, just a bit faster. So are you in? Here’s what to expect…

 

The Fast Beach Diet includes:
         


• A clear six-week plan to encourage fat loss

• Plateau-busting techniques to jump-start the 5:2 and make it work for you

• Mindfulness methods to help you tough out a fast and eat with understanding every day

• Habit-changing ideas to sharpen up on non-Fast Days

• A High Intensity Training (HIT) exercise programme for fitness and fat loss, achievable in just a few minutes a day

• Lots of brand-new, calorie-counted summer recipes, with plenty of healthy, speedy ideas for busy days

• Motivation, meal plans and 5:2 support to rev up your Fast Diet and help get you beach-fit for summer
            



When should you start?

If you do not have an underlying medical condition, and if you are not an individual for whom fasting is proscribed (see page 4), then there really is no time like the present. But first, a bit of prep.



  
  
    

  
    
      
    

         


chapter 2
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Getting started



Know yourself

Weigh in and plot your progress

Before the off, you really need to understand what shape you’re in. It’s time for a reality check; shrug off the winter layers and see what lies beneath. While noting the aphorism that ‘good health is not about weight; weight is an indicator of good health’, it is worth knowing your current weight, monitoring your progress, and having a target in mind.


• Ideally use a scale that measures body-fat percentage as well as weight, since what you really want to see is body-fat levels fall. Women tend to have more body fat than men. A man with body fat of more than 25% is considered overweight. For a woman, it’s 30%

• Though not without controversy, the easiest way to gauge which weight category you fall into (healthy; overweight; obese) is by calculating your Body Mass Index (BMI). This is your weight (in kgs) divided by your height (in metres) squared. Do note that a BMI score takes no account of body type, age or ethnicity, so should be treated with informed caution. Still, if you need a number, this is the one to watch
            

• Use the BMI equation to calculate an upper and lower limit for your desirable target weight. So, for example, I am 5’7” (1.70m). A normal, healthy BMI is between 18.5 and 24.9, so a reasonable weight for my height would be somewhere between 53.5kg (about 8st 4lb) and 72kg (about 11st 3lb). This is obviously a fairly wide range: it’s up to you to decide what’s right and what’s possible

• If you are significantly heavier than your target weight, see your doctor before embarking on the Fast Beach Diet. It’s important that any weight-loss or exercise programme is safe, and heavier individuals should seek medical advice before starting

• Measure your waist as an indicator of internal ‘visceral’ fat: male or female, ideally your waist should be less than half your height. Most people underestimate their waist size by about two inches because they rely on trouser size. Instead, measure your waist by putting the tape measure around your belly button

• You may choose to have your bloods tested for fasting glucose (an important measure of fitness and predictor of future health), cholesterol and triglycerides. Your doctor should be able to do this



Be realistic

Precipitous weight loss is not advised, so be sensible and choose a target that seems reasonable. Make a plan. Write it down, recognising that dieters who keep an honest account of what they eat and drink are more likely to lose the pounds and keep them off. Try using the pull-out chart included in this book. I suggest weighing yourself twice a week, first thing in the morning, preferably the day after a fast. You might like to use a tracker – the Fast Beach Diet app will do this, or try the tracker at www.thefastdiet.co.uk to plot your progress.
         

Remember, everyone is different. There will almost certainly be fluctuations in your weight. Some weeks, you may achieve impressive weight loss. Others, you may grind to a halt. If you have not been on the Fast Diet already, you may find that in the early weeks of the Fast Beach Diet your weight drops quite quickly (some of this will be water). What you’re looking for is a downward trajectory, with an average weight loss of about 2lb a week; but don’t get hung up on the day-to-day numbers. Realise that the goal here is HEALTH. Looking good in a swimsuit is nice. But a long and healthy life is so much better.

Prepare yourself

As 5:2 devotees well know, it’s worth spending a little time getting ready for a Fast Day. Don’t over-think it, but it does matter that you have at least considered what, how and when you’re likely to eat – not least because we live in an ‘obesogenic environment’ with opportunities to consume calories at every turn. If you are embarking on the six-week Fast Beach Diet, here’s how to maximise your chances of success…
         


Plan your Fast Days
         


• Eliminate illicit food stashes: empty your snack drawer at work; clear the house of junk food. Those biscuits may look innocuous, but they’re out to trip you up

• Shop on non-Fast Days, so as not to taunt yourself with undue temptation

• Stock up on herbal teas and healthy low-cal drinks (see pages 60-61)

• Remember: if you don’t buy it, you can’t forage for it, so shop wisely. Buy more fresh vegetables and have them handy

• Have a clear idea of your favourite Fast Day foods, remembering to embrace Variety and Volume – the double V key to staying fuller longer

• Make good Fast Day food in advance and have it ready in the freezer. Keep it simple, aiming for flavour without effort (for great recipe ideas, see pages 103-41)

• Don’t bump into food by accident – if you’re in a rush, you’ll never make yourself an interesting salad. You’ll stop off at the petrol station and buy a packet of M&Ms

• Be flexible – work out your plan according to your needs, the shape of your day, your family, your commitments, your preferences. You may like to eat once, or twice, first thing or last. Some individuals prefer to be told exactly what to eat and when; others like a more informal approach. That’s fine. It’s enough to simply stick to the basic method – 500 or 600 calories a day, with as long a ‘window without food’ as possible, twice a week – and you’ll gain the plan’s multiple benefits
            




Clear the diary
         

Begin on a day when you feel strong, purposeful, calm and committed. Tell friends and family that you’re starting the Fast Beach Diet: as we’ll see, once you make a public commitment, you are much more likely to stick with it. Avoid high days, holidays and days when you know food will be the focus. But do keep busy; it’s the best way to zip through a Fast Day and on to tomorrow without dwelling too much on the process. Some women may find fasting more challenging on the days preceding a period; we don’t yet have any clear human studies on the impact of IF on the menstrual cycle, but if you feel this may be the case for you, perhaps fast on the days following the start of your period, not before.


Clear your mind
         

Not as dippy as it sounds: the success of your Fast Beach Diet will depend largely on getting your mind in gear at the outset. Think positive. Stay strong. Be bold. Have a clear idea of what you want, why you want it and what the hurdles may be. To help yourself, answer the following questions before the off:


• What’s my motivation?

• What’s my weakness?
            

• What’s my goal?



Write down the answers and put them somewhere handy – tucked in your purse, stuffed in the bread bin, stuck inside the front door with Blu-Tack… Once you’re off the blocks, you may well find, as many Fast Dieters do, that occasional fasting makes you feel more connected, happier in yourself. There’s plenty more on motivation and mindfulness in the pages ahead.
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Your Fast Days in practice



So. Today’s the day. Six weeks until the great reveal. We all do it, don’t we? We calculate a reasonable interval between now and the first beach outing, a window of opportunity and diligence that, in theory, should get us swimsuit-ready in a great six-week leap. Women apparently plan to lose an average of 8lb in the run-up to a holiday. The operative word here is ‘plan’. I suspect that the reason everyone looks so despondent in the departure lounge at Gatwick is that they’ve all been bitterly disappointed by the scales that very morning. But with the Fast Beach Diet, you’re stacking the odds in your favour. Stay focused. Stay firm. This, you can do.

Which days to choose?

It really doesn’t matter. It’s your life, and you’ll know which days will suit you best. Monday is an obvious choice for many, perhaps because it is more manageable, psychologically and practically, to gear yourself up at the beginning of a new week, particularly if it follows a sociable weekend. For that reason, fasters might choose to avoid Saturdays and Sundays, when family lunches and brunches, dinner dates and parties make calorie-cutting a bore. Thursday would then make a sensible second Fast Day, chiming, if such things appeal, with the teachings of the Prophet Mohammed, who is understood to have fasted the second and fifth days of the week. But be flexible; don’t force yourself to fast when it feels wrong. If you’re particularly stressed, off-colour, tired or peevish on a day that you have designated a fast, try again another day. Adapt. Do, however, aim for a pattern. That way, over the six-week period, your fasts will become familiar, a low-key habit you accept and embrace.
         

When to eat?

Go with a timetable that suits you. Some fasters appreciate the convenience and simplicity of a single 500/600-calorie evening meal, allowing them to ignore food entirely for most of the day; some people say they actually feel hungrier during the day if they have breakfast. Having just one meal, as late in the day as possible, will clearly intensify the fast – allowing your body a longer period in which to be in a fasted state. Others prefer to eat breakfast and then avoid food for a Fasting Window of around 12 hours until supper.

Since it is the fasted state that is so beneficial to us, eating lots of small meals is likely to significantly reduce the benefits, particularly if you graze on carbohydrates. Mark Mattson at the National Institute on Aging agrees that eating the 500/600 calories at one meal is better than eating several smaller meals over the course of the day. It is, however, only ‘better’ if you actually do it. Compliance is critical, so experiment a bit and opt for a pattern that works for you. Remember that over time, as you get used to the diet, your body should acclimatise to periods of fasting; so keep your personal pattern flexible and adjust to a more lengthy Fasting Window when you feel able. Stay alert and tweak the regime to suit your needs.
         

What to eat

Aim to have food that makes you feel satisfied, but stays firmly within the 500/600-calorie allowance – the best options to achieve this are foods that contain lean protein, and foods with a low Glycaemic Index – for more on this, see page 46. So, stick to the Fast Day mantra: ‘Mostly Plants and Protein’.

The Fast Diet does not recommend boycotting carbs entirely, nor does it suggest living permanently on a high-protein diet. We certainly don’t advise eating protein to the exclusion of all else on a Fast Day, but you do require an adequate quantity, for muscle health, cell maintenance, endocrinal regulation and immunity. Protein is satiating too, so it’s a valuable part of your calorie quota. We recommend that you boost the protein content of your diet on Fast Days, so that it makes up a greater proportion of your diet on just those days. The best advice is to stick to recommended governmental guidelines, which allow for a (quite generous) 50g per day. Go for ‘good protein’ – steamed white fish, eggs, prawns, tofu and plant protein from nuts, seeds and pulses (which are also full of fibre and act as bulking agents on a hungry day). When it comes to veg, bring in the Double Vs – plenty of Volume, plenty of Variety.
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