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How to use this ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.




Introduction


Helen says:


Welcome to the last diet you’ll ever need to do. The end to yo-yoing, the end to diets that make you hungry and miserable, and the end to faddy ideas where you don’t eat foods with carbs, or fats or anything else that’s actually good for you.


Writing about health for over 20 years means I’ve tried all those other plans. I’ve counted calories, I’ve drunk juice, I’ve eaten meals consisting mostly of meat and I’ve dabbled in vegetarianism. But while many of those were necessary experiments for work, counting macros – some people use the phrase ‘If It Fits Your Macros’ (IIFYM) – or what we call The Macro Method, is the one plan I choose to do on my own time.


Why? Because, while most of the other diets made me thinner (well, except being a vegetarian – that was a disaster of epic proportions), many of them also made me miserable and hungry or they didn’t allow me to live my life in my normal way, which meant that even though I loved the results, I had to come off them.


The Macro Method changed that. It’s based on the simple fact that every food you eat is made up of a combination of three main ingredients – protein, carbohydrates and fat, aka the macros. Unless you’re on a very restrictive eating regime, your daily diet is already a movable feast of those three things. However, it might not be the right combination or ratio. And that’s what macro counting aims to change.


Macro counting finds the best mix of protein, carbohydrates and fat to help your body reach its goal – not the body of someone a foot taller or 15 years younger. And, if you want to eat a biscuit or a burger while you do it, that’s totally okay.


I admit, at first I didn’t find it an easy diet – there is some maths involved and that’s never been my forte – but once you learn how it works, once you learn the macro breakdowns of your favourite foods or meals and learn the easiest way to record things, it gets much, much simpler. It’s not perfect – we’ll talk about the cons of macro counting in Chapter 1 – but it comes pretty close. After all, with The Macro Method you can eat any food you like, just maybe not quite as much of it as before – it’s science, not a miracle! But even with that proviso, I assure you that you won’t be hungry. And, most importantly, you’ll learn habits that set you up for eating well for life.


Sounds good doesn’t it? But don’t just take my word for it. Here’s my co-author Angela Dowden, a registered nutritionist, to explain why The Macro Method ticks all the boxes for her too.


Angela says:


I’ll admit to feeling a bit amused and perplexed when I first heard of people counting their ‘macros’ and realized that it simply referred to the amounts and ratios of protein, carbohydrates and fat in people’s diets.


I was coming to it, however, from the rather nerdy perspective of being nutrition-focused for more than two decades – rapidly dissecting a food label is part of my bag for many of the articles that I write – so when it came to dinner in the evening I didn’t want to start number crunching again, and couldn’t see how anyone would. But then I realized just how much of that core macronutrient knowledge had seeped permanently into my brain already and just how useful it was.


When speaking with people who had been trying to lose weight, or get leaner, without success, I heard stories of how getting to grips with macros for the first time was often revelatory and revolutionary.


And it makes perfect sense. You may have counted calories all your life and know exactly how many there are in a Mars Bar, G&T or a banana, but dissociate that knowledge from where those calories come from and you only have some of the tools you need for shedding kilos effectively and healthily.


Counting macros really buys into the crucial concept that a calorie is not just a calorie. In terms of the health effects, your hunger and how satiated you’ll feel, the type and ratio of calories – and the protein-, carbohydrate- and fat-rich foods they come from – is important.


Of course we eat food not nutrients, so in presenting The Macro Method we’ve made it very much ‘food-forward’, so that you’re not just thinking about your meals as a set of numbers, but also enjoying what you eat. If you’ve been overly caught up in trying to slash calories, or perhaps fat and sugar, The Macro Method will be the answer to helping you enjoy food while still being in control of what you put in your body.


Bon appetit!





Chapter 1: What Is The Macro Method?



Makros is the Greek word for ‘large’. Nutrients are compounds in food that your body needs to maintain function and health. Put them together and you have macronutrients, the main sources of fuel your body needs every single day. They are the protein in your meat, fish, eggs and dairy; the carbohydrates in your bread, pasta, rice – and sugary treats; and the fat in your avocado, nuts and oils. Alcohol is also a macronutrient – although maybe not as essential as the others in terms of helping your body thrive!


The Macro Method is a way of determining and tracking the optimum intake of these macronutrients in order to meet your goal. Whatever your goal – maybe weight loss, muscle building or simply fuelling yourself with a better quality of food so you feel energized, revitalized and nourished – there’s a macro ratio that can help you achieve it.


It’s not a one-size-fits-all diet though. You have to adapt the rules to fit your body’s needs; even the diet plan in this book (see Chapter 5) will probably need tweaking a little bit for you to use it. In return though, you’ll be able to lose weight without deprivation, eating foods you enjoy and learn the skills you need to keep it off for life. No wonder it’s often suggested that macro counting is the healthiest diet you can follow.


But before we get to that, let’s find out how we discovered this wonder diet – and for that we can thank bodybuilders, influencers and tech geniuses!


How Did Macro Counting Become Popular?


Macronutrients are not new. They are the very basis of the science of nutrition and we’ve been talking about their role in health for over a hundred years. Macro counting as a way of weight control, however, only really emerged thanks to the bodybuilding community of the early 1980s.


Bodybuilders have a very specific goal – they need to build muscle while stripping fat. A number of top competitors in the field, realizing that this took more than just watching their calories to achieve, started looking at how controlling the macros in their diets more precisely affected their results. Over the next two decades, macro counting became a bit of an open secret in the fitness community, evolving from just a way for people to get bigger into a solution for those wanting to fine-tune their diet in all sorts of ways.


Around the year 2010, it became easier for the average person to practise the idea. This was when wellness technology really started to expand. The first fitness tracker, the Fitbit, became popular, smartphones gave us a mini computer in our pocket and the launch of an app called MyFitnessPal made it possible to log calories – and how they were made up – in seconds. While at this point most people were still concerned more with calories than macros, thanks to plans like Atkins and the South Beach Diet, an awareness had developed that food was a sum of its parts rather than just a single entity and that those parts affected different bodies in different ways. This was the beginning of the mainstream macro movement.


Social media then made it explode. Suddenly Instagram was full of fitness influencers showing off their coconut ice-cream treats or their giant organic burgers, using the phrase ‘if it fits your macros’ to explain how they could eat such things and look the way they did. Soon the acronym IIFYM became a recognizable hashtag on Instagram, and there are now millions of posts talking about it.


Fast-forward to today and scientists have become our new health gurus and ‘evidence-based’ is the buzzword of the day. Trend prediction agencies now say that the concept of ‘following the science’ is infiltrating other areas of our health and wellness too. In their 2021 trend report, Backslash, the cultural intelligence arm of advertising agency TBWA, said ‘wellness is growing up; the next wave of wellness will be legitimized by science and elevated by institutions…it will have to prove that it works.’1


Counting macros ticks that box. It’s based on the absolute foundation of nutritional science and is the way your body survives and thrives. And there’s never been a better time to apply that science to your own health and wellbeing.


How Is It Different From Calorie Counting?


One of the most common misconceptions about counting macros is that it’s just calorie counting under another name. Let us explain why that’s not quite true.


Calories are a unit of energy. We take them in when we eat and we burn them simply by existing, as well as through movement. The balance between the amount you take in and the amount you burn is the basic principle of weight gain or weight loss. Consume more calories than you burn and you will gain weight; reverse that scenario and you will lose weight.


Calorie counting assumes that all calories are equal and that 200 calories of sugar has the same effect on your body as 200 calories of chicken – but it absolutely does not. If you eat 200 calories of sugar, it’s quickly metabolized into glucose, the type of sugar your body prefers to use for fuel. When glucose is released into the system, a hormone named insulin is released to move it to where it has to go. When glucose is released slowly there is no problem with this – correct levels of insulin are created and have time to ‘think’ about where that glucose is needed most and send it there. However, if high levels of glucose enter the system quickly (as would happen with your 200 calories of sugar) the body can overshoot on insulin production. Excess glucose in the bloodstream is harmful, so the body therefore makes it its priority to move it quickly, sending it to be stored in your liver and muscles – or, if there is an excess, in your fat stores. Not only is this a potential cause of weight gain, but the excess insulin can also cause a rebound effect of low blood sugar levels, which can lead to you feeling hungry or tired – and potentially trigger you to eat more.


Eat 200 calories of chicken and the reaction is very different. Chicken is a high-protein food and protein is not turned directly into glucose, which means very little insulin is released when you eat it. This prevents the blood sugar rise and fall described above. On top of this, protein helps lower the level of the appetite-stimulating hormone ghrelin in the body and raises levels of a hormone called peptide YY that signals to your brain that you are full. Combine this with a more stable blood sugar response and you don’t feel anywhere near as hungry after eating 200 calories of protein as you do after 200 calories of sugar.


Same calories consumed, very different reactions in your body – and, over time, this could make a big difference to your weight.


Macro counting does start by working out your daily calorie needs, but once you’ve used them in this initial calculation, you don’t really think about calories again. You focus solely on the amount of protein, carbohydrates and fat you consume.


What Results Can You Expect?


On average, with a balanced macronutrient profile, you can expect a weight loss of around 0.45–0.9kg (1–2lb) a week. It’s slow and steady, but what’s important is that it’s a plan you can safely sustain for however long you need to lose your desired amount of weight.


If you want to lose weight faster, we’ll tell you how to do that, but if you follow the method – and the 21-Day Plan – in this book, about 3kg (or half a stone) of weight loss a month is what you could hope to achieve.


The Pros Of The Macro Method


So that explains how macro counting is different to calorie counting, but you might still need to know more to be convinced that this is the best plan for you. Let’s take a look at the benefits.


Knowledge


Tracking your food intake is one of the most successful ways to ensure weight loss. A study published in the journal Behavior Therapy found that people who took note of what they ate, when they ate it and how many grams of fat were in their meal, lost twice as much weight as people who were dieting but not recording their food intake.2


On The Macro Method you learn more about the food you eat and the negative patterns that contribute to not reaching your goals than on any other diet plan. When you start to track your macros, you might realize that the breadsticks you nibble while cooking supper are what tip you over your daily carbohydrate intake, and are therefore probably the main contributors to the two kilos you put on last year. Or that the spoonful of mayonnaise you like to put on your bread adds quite a lot of fat to your daily total, but doesn’t have much nutritional value to go with it. And you’ll start to wonder if maybe you’d prefer to ‘spend’ those macros in a different way.


By recording your food intake you might also start to notice how foods affect you. Maybe you’ll discover that if you have most of your carbohydrates at lunch, you feel more sluggish in the afternoon, or that it’s on the days when you eat onions that your stomach puffs up at night. You can learn a lot about why your body behaves the way it does through tracking your macros.


Good food


Macro counting naturally encourages healthier food choices. Most people don’t want to feel hungry or deprived on a diet – and you will learn that some foods are literally a waste of the macros from which you have only a set number to choose. This naturally prompts you to start picking more wholesome, natural choices. Yes, you can eat chocolate, but you might find that it becomes a food you eat smaller portions of, or save for once a week, rather than a daily way to spend a chunk of your carbohydrate and fat allowance!


Eating in a macro-counted way is also easier if you eat unprocessed foods (less maths) and this may power up its weight-loss effects too. A large, long-term US study found a clear correlation between certain food types – including crisps, sugary drinks and processed meats – and weight gain. Conversely, people eating unprocessed foods like vegetables, wholegrains, fruits, nuts and yogurts were less likely to have gained weight during the 20-year trial.3


Abundance


The list of foods you can eat on a macro plan is huge – there are literally hundreds of delicious ways to spend your macros and this is an important distinction from most diets, which focus more on what you can’t eat. And that can lead to greater success, as one US study found focusing on what you can eat when you start an eating plan gives far better results than thinking about what you can’t.4 If you ever feel yourself falling into thoughts of deprivation on the plan (and don’t want to spend some of your macros on a treat), spend ten minutes writing a list of every single food you can think of that you can enjoy while still meeting your macros and you’ll feel your whole energy shift.


Adaptability


There is no one way to lose weight – when a study in the New England Journal of Medicine compared four diets with totally different macro breakdowns (one low-fat with average protein, one low-fat and high-protein, one high-fat with moderate protein and one high-fat and high-protein), they discovered that each plan amounted to roughly the same average weight loss of 6kg (13lb) in six months.5 It therefore doesn’t matter how you try and lose weight so long as you find a plan you can stick to. Macro counting allows you to do this, as you can change up your macro percentages in all sorts of ways until you find the right one that works for you.


Choice


While most diets dictate what you have to eat, macro counting lets you choose – and considering a 2009 study found that dieters given the most control over elements in their diet, such as how they tracked their food intake, were more motivated to continue their plan and more likely to stick to it, that’s a very good thing.6



The Cons Of The Macro Method


Of course, it isn’t all plain sailing and it certainly takes a bit of a leap to adjust to The Macro Method way of life. When you read this list of negatives, you might start to feel a bit disheartened, but please don’t. No diet is perfect, and macro counting is no different, but by addressing the downsides you can come up with strategies to counteract them.


Organization


Spontaneity is not a friend of the macro dieter. Ideally you should plan all your meals for the week in advance, to ensure you’re going to reach your macro levels. If you don’t, you could find yourself suddenly trying to redo an entire recipe to lower your carbohydrate count at 8pm at night.


Eating out


As you don’t necessarily know what a restaurant is putting in your food, eating out can be a problem. Is the reason that mashed potato tastes so good that it’s not just potato, but butter, cheese and/or cream as well? This lack of detailed information can throw your macros completely out. The good news is that there are ways around this, which we’ll talk about here.


The macro-rut


While one of the selling points of macro counting is that no food is banned, because it can be a bit fiddly at first to work out how to fit your macros into your meals, some people find themselves sticking to a more limited diet – eating the same breakfast, lunch and/or dinner pretty much every day. That’s not a good idea, even if that daily meal plan is full of unprocessed foods and perfectly macro-balanced. You see your body thrives on variety – particularly the bacteria in your gut, which play a vital role in health and weight control. Research has found these bugs are healthiest if you’re consuming more than 30 different types of plant-based foods (fruits, vegetables, wholegrains, herbs and spices) a week.7 If you want to reach optimum health on The Macro Method, you need to avoid the macro-rut and keep things varied.


Micronutrients


Micronutrients are the vitamins and minerals we need every day for a healthy body, but ensuring you reach adequate levels of these isn’t really addressed in the basics of macro counting. If you’re getting all of your protein calories from meat, fish or poultry and ignoring dairy, you’re unlikely to be reaching the desired level of calcium you need every day. If all your carbohydrates come from pasta, rice or bread, and you don’t have a good intake of fruit and vegetables, you might be low in nutrients like vitamin C or folate. Again, variety is the key to reaching the right amount of micronutrients as well as your macros.


Maths


Counting calories sees you just ending up at one place by the end of the day. But with macro counting you have three goals to keep track of and hit each day – for carbohydrates, fat and protein. There’s no denying this is harder to balance.


Obsession


You have to count everything on the plan – even that teaspoon of ketchup you added to your meal. Some people can take this too far and get stressed or anxious if they don’t reach their exact macro ratios every day. The fact is, macros are a good guide to getting you to your goal fastest, but if one day you have 43 per cent of your carbohydrate calories rather than 40 per cent, you are not going to completely derail your results. Just try not to be too obsessed and apply a little common sense. Later in the book (see here) we’ll introduce you to a rule that will help you more with this.


Delayed results


The whole point of macros is that one size does not fit all and some people might need to adjust their percentages to find the exact ratio that works best for their body before they see any results. If you do, don’t give up – just adjust the figures and be patient with the process. We know that can be hard, particularly when there are diet plans out there claiming to create the same amount of weight loss in two weeks that it might take you a month or two to lose counting macros. But remember, with this plan you’re learning to control your food intake for life, not just a fortnight.


So, there you have it, that’s what macro counting is all about. Now, how do you determine your own personal macro profile? Fetch a calculator, turn to Chapter 2 and let’s find out.





Chapter 2: Calculating Your Personal Macros



The fundamental key to making The Macro Method work for you is your personal macro calculation. These figures tell you exactly how many grams of protein, carbohydrates and fat you should eat each day. Not anyone else. You.


It does take a little bit of maths and some concentration to do this, so grab a cup of tea or coffee, a pen and a calculator, and sit down somewhere quiet to take it all in. The good news is that while it’s a bit convoluted to read, if you follow the steps one by one, it’s surprisingly easy to calculate – and once it’s set up you don’t need to worry about complicated formulas again. (Well, at least until you’ve lost a lot of weight and you need to update your figures – but by then you’ll feel so motivated you won’t mind getting the calculator out again!)


There are five steps to working out your personal macros.


Step One: Calculate Your Basal Metabolic Rate


Your basal metabolic rate, or BMR, is the amount of calories you burn simply through being still and staying alive. It’s the calories you burn on tasks like breathing, pumping blood around your body, repairing muscles, filtering out toxins and making hormones.


Your BMR is determined by your height and weight, your age and your gender and it accounts for around 70 per cent of the calories you burn each day. About another 10 per cent of your calorie expenditure is taken up by digesting food and breaking your macros down into the sugars, amino acids and other nutrients you need to maintain your health.


There are a few different formulas that allow you to calculate your basal metabolic rate, but when they’ve been compared against each other, the Mifflin-St Jeor formula has been shown to be the most accurate.8 So that’s the one we’re going to use here.
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