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A SCIENTIFIC BREAKTHROUGH



The Fat-Burning Machine Diet Bridges the Gap in Nutritional Thinking


By Stacy Sims, PhD


Stanford University exercise physiologist–nutrition scientist and cofounder of Osmo Nutrition


I am very pleased that Mike and Gale have written this book. For years I have been talking about the divide between medical practitioners and nutrition scientists regarding how people should eat and exercise. With the Fat-Burning Machine Diet, Mike and Gale have bridged that divide. Mike’s deep hunger for solutions and Gale’s commonsense approach have produced a result that is consistent with the science I’ve found in my research at Stanford, the University of Otago, and my research consultancy, as well as in my athletes’ and my own professional athletic endeavors.


The Fat-Burning Machine isn’t just a clever turn of phrase; it’s an actual description of how our bodies are designed to work. The plan incorporates nutrition and exercise in a synchronized way that is effective. The science is solid and people need to understand it, but there has been an absence of scientific discussion about these very important connections. One salient factor is that the medical community and the nutrition community are separately siloed in their own expertise. It’s not really their fault. It’s just the way they’ve been trained and organized. Most registered dietitians don’t have a background in exercise physiology, so they don’t always appreciate the connection between nutrition and exercise. Medical schools barely address exercise and nutrition; thus MDs and internists have very little background or expertise to counsel their patients on these matters. This silo effect leaves everyone narrowly focused—even though the science is suggesting a more holistic approach.


The end result is a lot of misinformation being disseminated to the public. Consider how the popular notions of what constitutes a healthy diet have come about. Back in the 1980s, there was a huge wave of opinion that a healthy diet should be low in fat and high in carbohydrates. Everyone got on the bandwagon, and the result was an obesity epidemic. As people replaced fat with sugar, America developed a major sweet tooth. Today everything has added sugar in it—even foods like bread, which shouldn’t be sweet. Then the fitness industry got on board and told people they needed high-carbohydrate diets to perform in their workouts. And people were getting fat and experiencing many related health problems.


In current times, there has been a backlash to high-carbohydrate eating. That’s why you’re seeing diet trends such as the Paleo diet, which is very high in fat and low in carbohydrates. The problem is, the pendulum has swung too far in the other direction. It’s based on a knee-jerk reaction to obesity, using a faulty reading of the science. In time, people will discover that this extreme diet approach doesn’t work either—especially for women. It changes their hormonal activity in ways that increase fat storage and menstrual dysfunction. In short, extreme “fixes” don’t work. They’re a terrible disservice to people who really want a true pathway to wellness.


The appealing thing about the Fat-Burning Machine Diet, from a scientific perspective, is that it emphasizes clean, balanced eating—the right combinations of food from the best sources—that produces true health benefits. For example, looking at the list of fat-storing vs. fat-burning foods, the underlying fact is that the fat-“burning” foods are actually anti-inflammatory foods. With less systemic inflammation, the body is under less “stress,” and is less inclined to store fat and create an environment for metabolic syndrome.




Fat-“burning” foods are actually anti-inflammatory foods. With less systemic inflammation, the body is under less “stress,” and is less inclined to store fat.





Your body is a machine, and this diet figures out how to keep it running as it’s intended to run. Look at the results. On the Fat-Burning Machine Diet, your body produces less cortisol (aka the “belly fat hormone”). You have less inflammation. You’re staying more hydrated. You have less central nervous system fatigue, so you can push harder and recover faster. Your skin and hair have more luster, and you’re sleeping better. All of these benefits come together holistically to make you a generally healthier person.


    *   *   *


    The underlying story is about hormones. I find that many of the problems people have with diet and fitness begin popping up as they get into their forties. They’ve been cruising along on certain diet and exercise programs, and suddenly even those who have been fit find that the old go-to training and nutrition habits aren’t producing the results they are used to. They start getting more abdominal fat, and they can’t hit the same intensities in their workouts. Of course, they’re very unhappy. But they don’t realize that this isn’t a sudden phenomenon. Those hormonal changes have been occurring under the radar for a long time.


We all know people in their twenties who have terrible diets but seem to get away with it. They say, “I have high metabolism,” and everyone accepts it at face value. But when they don’t see it overtly, there’s an undercurrent going on—subtle hormonal responses to the food they’re eating, their sleep patterns, their life stresses—as well as reproductive hormones that are not necessarily picked up on blood tests. People aren’t usually aware of these changes because they’re not overt. So they’re surprised and unhappy when they get to their forties and they start noticing problems.


Men and women have different issues. For women, as their estrogen and progesterone levels and ratios change, long before menopause, they become sensitive to carbohydrates and they start gaining weight—specifically, putting on fat around the abdomen. For men, it’s the gradual decline in muscle mass and the effects of declining testosterone. But while men and women have different hormonal impacts, they can find common ground in the program presented in this book.


It all comes back to the need for nutrition and exercise science to work together. While working in the Stanford Prevention Research Center (SPRC), the center of all research in physical activity and nutrition, it was very apparent to me that the physical activity research scientists were myopic in their expertise, and the nutrition research scientists were myopic in theirs: The physical activity scientists would factor nutrition as a cofounding variable, and the nutrition research scientists would put physical activity into an “afterthought variable” column. The integration of the two was a rarity, and for most, it didn’t even cross their minds! When your physician is looking at how to treat metabolic syndrome, most of the research he or she is reading is about reducing carbohydrates, with little attention to the exercise component. The question never gets asked—how does physical activity mitigate the onset of metabolic syndrome? The best thing about the Fat-Burning Machine Diet is that nutrition and exercise work so beautifully in concert. It’s the right path and an excellent example of how science can change the trajectory of your health, fitness, and life.


Many people are legitimately frustrated by the absence of practical information and support when addressing their weight and fitness issues. Often they’ve had negative experiences with popular diets that promised big but did not deliver. The Fat-Burning Machine Diet is a scientific approach for people at all levels of fitness. Remember, your body is designed to work this way. It’s a real breakthrough to know you can give your body what it needs—and succeed.


    *   *   *


    Dr. Stacy Sims has contributed to the environmental exercise physiology and sports nutrition field for more than fifteen years as both an athlete and a scientist. Her personal interest in sex differences and performance has been the basis of her academic and consulting career—always looking at true physiology to apply innovative solutions in the sports nutrition world. Stacy served as an exercise physiologist and nutrition scientist at Stanford University from 2007 to 2012, specializing in sex differences of environmental and nutritional considerations for recovery and performance. Preceding her work at Stanford, she was a senior research scientist at Otago University, where she transferred her PhD work of sex differences in hydration and exercise in the heat to investigating the interactions of human performance, fabrics, and extreme environmental conditions. An elite athlete herself, Stacy has extensive experience working with athletes at the highest levels of sport worldwide, from the Olympics to the Tour de France.





THE FAT-BURNING MACHINE PROMISE



Nine Ways the Fat-Burning Machine Diet Will Change Your Life


Congratulations. By opening this book, you are embarking on an important journey. Before we get started, I want to make a promise: The Fat-Burning Machine Diet will change your life in unexpected ways. It’s not just about losing weight, although that will happen. It’s not even just about achieving a higher level of fitness, although that will happen, too. The biggest surprise for people who go on this diet is that it improves their overall well-being. The checklist is impressive:


• Improved body shape


• Reduced belly fat


• Better tone in arms and legs


• Better sleep at night


• Better recovery from workouts


• Less food needed during workouts


• Reduced or eliminated hot flashes


In this book, we will show you how to optimize your performance so that your body looks and functions the way that you want. You’ll discover a new sense of control. You’ll feel better. There’s a good reason people hate most diets. They feel lousy. They’re hungry, moody, grouchy, foggy-brained, and just downright miserable. When I became a Fat-Burning Machine, my body got a much-needed tune-up and just started humming along. In fact, the most magical part of my journey was encountering all the extra benefits that I had never anticipated. Here are nine amazing benefits of the Fat-Burning Machine Diet:


1. IMMEDIATE WEIGHT LOSS


Everyone who goes on the Fat-Burning Machine Diet loses some weight right away. And the weight loss continues steadily. The people we’ve surveyed report losing at least one to two pounds a week, and some have had even greater results—six to ten pounds in the first three weeks of the diet.


Each person’s body is different, but the results show one common thread: The weight loss begins to happen immediately. Susan’s experience was typical. A self-described “yo-yo dieter” her entire life, she had reached her highest weight ever—241 pounds—when she started the Fat-Burning Machine Diet. Within 4 months she lost 27 pounds and 18 inches. Best of all, she did it without hunger cravings that had sabotaged previous diets. The promise: You’ll achieve fast and steady weight loss.


2. LOOK TEN YEARS YOUNGER


People report looking younger on the Fat-Burning Machine Diet, and I can attest to that. Once I became a Fat-Burning Machine, the tone, feel, and tightness of my facial skin changed fairly quickly. I tend to gain weight in my face, which gives me a puffy, pale look. After I started the diet, my skin color became flush and it started to glow. My skin felt less dry and brittle. It was as if I was using a miracle moisturizer. My face quickly tightened up, and I no longer looked so puffy. My double chin disappeared. I lost ten years in less than ten months. Today I look younger than most of my friends. The promise: Your skin will look and feel vibrant and younger.


3. BOUNDLESS ENERGY


Tom, a surgeon who went on the Fat-Burning Machine Diet, knows how important it is to be alert and energized. In his line of work, it could be a matter of life and death! Within three weeks on the diet, he reported, “In a nutshell, I feel great, more alert, and have more sustained endurance through a day of long difficult cases and surgeries. I’m not famished midday or midafternoon anymore.”


Greater energy throughout the day is one of the best things about this diet. I have always been an active person, but I now feel that I have limitless energy, and I enjoy everyday activities more. I take the stairs, and I enjoy walking and doing chores around the house. I no longer need to sit down a lot—I even have a standing desk. Promise: You’ll have more energy than ever for the everyday tasks and pleasures of life.


4. SLEEP LIKE A BABY


People tend to underestimate the importance of a good night’s sleep. If you don’t sleep well, it has a domino effect on the rest of your day. Studies show that poor sleep also slows down your metabolism and makes it harder to burn fat. Poor diet habits upset your hormones and disrupt sleep.


I noticed the sleep benefit of the Fat-Burning Machine Diet very soon after I started. Falling asleep and staying asleep was always such an issue for me. I was such a restless sleeper. Now, I fall asleep quickly and sleep through the night in a deep, relaxed manner. In the morning I jump out of bed, ready to take on the day. Promise: You’ll sleep well and feel completely rested in the morning.


5. AN END TO MOOD SWINGS


Mood swings are debilitating. And although they seem to be mental, they’re actually physiological. When your body stores fat and doesn’t process sugar properly, it affects your stress hormones and makes your moods feel like a roller coaster. I hated that side effect of being overweight more than anything else. I tend to be a happy and optimistic person, but the mood swings took over and made me anxious and nervous. I didn’t feel like the “real” me. I am now calmer and more clearheaded. Promise: You’ll feel happier and less stressed.


6. NO MORE HUNGER AND CRAVINGS


Nearly everyone who struggles with being overweight describes their biggest problem as food cravings—especially for sugar. I can relate. For most of my life I was a binge eater, and my binges were triggered by cravings I couldn’t seem to control. On the Fat-Burning Machine Diet, not only am I satisfied with the food—no more hunger pangs!—but the cravings are gone.


People who have gone on the Fat-Burning Machine Diet report the same thing—especially what they experience as an “addiction” to sugar. As Lisa, one of our fat-burners, reported, “After five weeks on the program, I am more satisfied after meals; I don’t have the sugar hunger cravings that plagued my diet. I really enjoy eating this way—my taste buds have changed, and I now enjoy much more flavor in all the foods I eat. This is a sustainable nutrition plan vs. a ‘diet,’ as I don’t feel deprived.” After eleven weeks, Greg was amazed at the results: “I have lost twenty-two pounds and lost four inches around my waist. I do not have the hunger cravings I was having before I cut out the sugars.” Promise: You’ll feel satisfied and full.


7. DIGESTIVE DISTRESS DISAPPEARS


When I was overweight, I developed acid reflux. It was horrible, and I started taking Prevacid to relieve the pain. Acid reflux isn’t just uncomfortable. It creates a terrible cycle of health problems. Ultimately, my reflux resulted in two bouts of pneumonia within one year. Once I became a Fat-Burning Machine, my acid reflux went away and has never come back. Not one day. Diet participants report similar experiences with digestive distress, including no longer feeling sick after eating. Promise: No more digestive agony.


8. JOINTS STOP ACHING


One of my friends has a joke that goes something like, if you don’t wake up aching, you are probably dead. Before I started the Fat-Burning Machine Diet, I was starting to think that was my reality. As I became heavier, I really felt my age. If I exercised or played a round of golf, I always suffered with creaky joints and pain in my knees and shoulders. And then suddenly, it all went away when I became a Fat-Burning Machine. The inflammation decreased, and I wake up ache-free every morning. My legs no longer feel like tree trunks after I exercise. Promise: Fitness you can enjoy—no more aching joints.


9. A FEELING OF WELL- BEING


The best thing about the Fat-Burning Machine Diet is that you’ll feel healthier and more alive. Before the diet, I always seemed to have a cold or other flu-like symptoms—a cough, a sniffle, an ear infection, and a dull headache. Something always seemed to plague me. Those symptoms have all gone away. No sick days in the last four years!


Paul, who started the plan after seeing how well it worked for a friend, describes that wonderful feeling of well-being: “For me it has been a comprehensive lifesaving program that incorporates better eating and better exercise into my life. I wouldn’t say it’s a diet, or an exercise program, it is a new way to live your life. I am happy to report I’ve dropped almost 20 pounds in just under two months. I now weigh 176 pounds. My energy level is through the roof, and I’m experiencing far less back pain. In short, the path that the Fat-Burning Machine program has put me on is a guide for the rest of my life. I can’t believe I didn’t do it sooner, and I’m never going back to that other way of living.” Promise: You’ll discover a new sense of well-being.


    *   *   *


    Who doesn’t want to feel this way? And that’s the promise of the Fat-Burning Machine Diet. Take the journey with us, and see for yourself. It will change your life. I promise.
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I WAS A FAT-STORING MACHINE


Forty-plus Years of Heavy Diet and Exercise Left Me Tired and Fat


For most of the past forty-plus years, I was a fat-storing machine. Sometimes I was able to slow it down, but I was never able to turn it off completely. It has been one of my life struggles, and I never really understood why it was so hard to stop gaining weight. My body just seemed to want to store fat, rather than burn it.


I watched the fat build up around my waist over the years. Pound by pound, inch by inch. I didn’t know how it happened. I weighed less than 200 pounds throughout high school, and then I never saw that number again. From the time I graduated in 1986 to 2012, I gained 53 pounds, going from 192 to 245 pounds. I didn’t gain it all at once. I didn’t even gain the “freshman 15.” I gained the weight a pound or two a year for 26 years! Every few years I had a new set point—195, 200, 205, 210, 215, 220, 225, 230, 235, 240, 245, and so on. And each time I hit a new set point, it was hard to go back to the previous one. As I reached my fortieth birthday, I was suddenly thinking that 250 pounds or even 300 pounds was more of a possibility than 200 pounds.


It wasn’t for lack of effort. I wanted to lose weight, but my goal kept eluding me. Over the years I had tried so many different things, but none seemed to work. I was a great starter. I did every diet and fitness program that came out. High carb, low carb. No meat, all meat. I did every diet for a while and then gave up when they stopped working. (In my pantry, I still have the bars and shakes to prove it.) I always had some initial success with diets, but I could only get back to my last milestone weight. I could never go backward to a previous set point. None of the diets I tried actually worked for more than a short time.


I’m not a cynic, but it seemed to me that the whole point of the diet industry was for the diet or program to have short-term impact rather than long-term success. They get you on a program, make you change your diet or even buy their food for a set amount of time, and then tell you to go back to your normal life. How could that possibly work in the long term? It’s a clever way to make money, because people buy into the promise, and then blame themselves—not the diet—when they fail.


The real problem is that most diets just don’t work. They are moments in time rather than sustainable change. They treat symptoms for a while, without ever addressing the core. We can lose weight from time to time by eating less, but that only slows the process down. We never really turn off our fat-storing machines; we just get them to idle for a while and then when they go back on, it seems like they’re stronger than ever.


I know this for a fact because, like I said, I was a great starter of diets and training programs. I have at least two full shelves of diet books in my library. Multiple copies of several of them. And for many years I was the gym’s best customer with top-level membership—all the bells and whistles. But then I only went two, maybe three times before I gave up or became too busy. Working out in a gym felt monotonous, and I simply never grew to have a routine.


Gym life wasn’t for me, but I loved to compete. I was always athletic. I exercised and played sports at various levels of intensity. The thing is, it didn’t seem to matter. I kept gaining weight. I never made sustained progress, and I had no idea why. It didn’t make sense. I was committed. It was just that I would get to a certain point and then the progress stopped. It was like I could only peel back the first layer of fat, but never get more of it to disappear.


The fat always came right back. It would come back faster than I lost it, and I would even gain more than I had lost. The idea of being slender and fit seemed like a lofty and utterly unobtainable goal for me.


I wasn’t alone. Most of the people that I know are pretty busy—working and playing hard. Many of us already exercise. We are the weekend warriors. We like to run, we play pick-up basketball, we ski, we enjoy riding our bikes or playing the occasional doubles tennis match with our spouses and friends. We coach our kids’ soccer teams, and we dream of having a regular Saturday golf game someday. We enjoy yoga and even give Spin classes a whirl occasionally. Even the people I know who aren’t especially athletic would like to find exercises that fit their abilities and schedule.


And yet, whether we exercise or not, few of us are really satisfied with our bodies. Most of us feel that we have a few extra pounds that we would like to lose. We see the fat in the mirror around our waists, on our hips, and on our chins. We feel the weight in the tight fit of our jeans. Who doesn’t know the dread of putting on a shirt or sweater that we haven’t worn in a while and feeling it straining at the seams?


As we get older, it seems like those few extra pounds become a lot of extra pounds. We didn’t gain them all at once—it took some time. But they do add up and they don’t go away. Maybe it doesn’t feel that bad because it is happening to our friends, as well. Our waistlines increase while our hairlines decrease. It just seems like a function of age.


But those extra pounds really bother us. Not because we see ourselves as fat, but because we think those extra pounds are unfair. Why do some people get to eat whatever they want and never gain weight?


I wanted to be fit. I even started using the term “Fat-Burning Machine” to describe the process of efficient metabolism I aspired to. But my workouts weren’t getting me there. I had just about resigned myself to the fact that I would be fat my entire life. I figured we each have our things, and this was mine. I was the fat guy who does lots of sports.


In 2010 I was at a tipping point. I was over 230 pounds, my cholesterol was too high, and I had over a 40-inch waist. My doctor wanted to put me on medication. I was quickly getting to the point of no return.




If you had asked me at my fattest point, did I have a better chance of winning the lottery or becoming a Fat-Burning Machine, I would have quickly said winning the lottery.





If you had asked me at my fattest point, did I have a better chance of winning the lottery or becoming a Fat-Burning Machine, I would have quickly said winning the lottery. I had more control over winning the lottery. I could improve my odds by buying more tickets. And somebody always wins, so there was a chance my number would come up.


I felt I had no chance of becoming a Fat-Burning Machine. I was reading all of those books, trying all of the diet and fitness programs, trying to improve my odds, but nothing was working.


A WORD OF INTRODUCTION


By now you’re wondering, who is this guy and why am I listening to him? So, before we go further, there a few things that you need to know about me.


I have been a political pollster and strategist for twenty-eight years. I spend a good part of my time asking people questions in surveys and analyzing what they say. I am optimistic by nature and as you can imagine, extremely outgoing. I don’t fade into the shadows or end up in corners at parties. On the other hand, I am fairly serious and thoughtful. While not overly ideological, my opinions are well informed and fact-based.


But what being a pollster really means (and why it’s important to this story) is that I am interested in people and what motivates and persuades them. I like to understand what they do and why they do it and how I can change their attitudes or behaviors. I have also taken those skills that I learned on the campaign trail for candidates such as Hillary Clinton and former New York City mayor Michael Bloomberg and brought them into boardrooms for clients such as Facebook, BlackBerry, and the National Hockey League.


Working with some of the most interesting and successful people in the world, I became curious about how they achieved their success. I even collected their stories in my first book, What Makes You Tick? How Successful People Do It and What You Can Learn from Them. I fundamentally believe that successful people have secrets that they haven’t yet shared about their achievements. Over the years, my inspiration, creativity, and curiosity came from so many different sources in the political, entertainment, and business world. I interviewed everyone from Heidi Klum to Bob Costas to Steve Forbes. Understanding the prototypes of success was a journey of self-learning for me. It helped me understand my own success, and I was happy to share their stories with others so that they could succeed as well.


I also get a lot of inspiration at home. I have been married for half my life. Literally. I am forty-seven, and I got married at twenty-three. My wife, Marcela, is from Argentina, and she is smart, confident, and beautiful. We met at work, and she is also a pollster, working for heads of state in Latin America. We have two incredible kids—Matthew, 21, and Isabella, 19. Marcela is one of those perfect people I described earlier—she has no weight issues and is probably in better shape today than when we got married. I used to think she was just lucky, but you know what? I was wrong. She works at it constantly. She is a Fat-Burning Machine and I never realized it. Why? Because I didn’t know her secrets.


As a pollster, I am trained to look for patterns. I look for patterns in how people think and how they behave. I believe that everything is predictable and everything can be explained. I am more surprised when things don’t happen the way that I expected than when they do. I predict outcomes, based on varying sets of factors. Time and again, I have witnessed the ways people change their minds and behaviors when they receive new information. Maybe that’s why I believed that I could find the answer to my questions. I wasn’t satisfied with just being overweight. I figured that if I just asked enough people, I would find the solution to my problem. I believe in people. People have answers. I just had to ask the right questions.


A FINAL WAKE-UP CALL


For a long time I had been working toward competing in the Chicago Triathlon—in my old hometown. In 2010, I thought I was finally ready. I looked forward to the beautiful swim in Lake Michigan, the brisk ride up and down Lake Shore Drive, and a nice run past Soldier Field and McCormick Place into Grant Park. It was going to be a great way to see the old neighborhood.


This particular year it was hot. And when I say hot, I mean searing Chicago sun, sweltering 100 percent humidity, and oppressive heat. It was one of those days I remember from growing up in Chicago—when they’d warn the sick and elderly to stay indoors. Blistering.


I did the swim with no problem—I was a swimmer in high school—and even Lake Michigan was warm that day. The bike ride was spectacular, although I felt a little slower than normal. And then two miles into the run, I hit a wall like I have never done before. Everything just went into slow motion. My legs, my arms, my whole body just slowed down. I kept telling myself I would walk until the next water station and then I would start running again. It never happened. It took me one hour and forty-three minutes to complete six miles. It should have taken me an hour. And I felt beat.


It wasn’t the first warning sign, but for some reason that experience was a big wake-up call for me. It was now or never. I had to do something about my weight and overall health. But how would I do it? I couldn’t go on another diet. I couldn’t endure another yo-yo effect. I needed real change or I would be 250 pounds before I knew it and my dreams of triathlons would fade away and so would my fitness. Something had to change—but what?




I knew if I was going to lose the weight this time, I would have to do things differently. But how?





I knew if I was going to lose the weight this time, I would have to do things differently. During the 2008 presidential election, I remember sitting in the back of a campaign bus with Hillary Clinton on a cold dark night in Columbus, Ohio, after a campaign rally. By that point, Hillary was frustrated with how the race was going. She was exhausted and she said to me in an exasperated tone, “Why don’t the voters get it? You don’t hope for change. Change takes hard work.” Those words have stuck with me for years, and I realized that if I was going to get the change that I wanted, I was going to have to work hard for it. I couldn’t just buy the books, start the diet, or join the gym. I had to work harder. But more than that, I had to work different.





TWO



    


A FAT-BURNING SECRET REVEALED


The First Step to Understanding Why I Was Gaining Weight


After the Chicago Triathlon, I was miserable, lost in my thoughts, feeling like my weight was out of control. And then I got lucky when my friend Stu led me to Dr. Laura Lefkowitz. The introduction was made by pure happenstance. Stu and I are golf buddies and we were playing golf at Friar’s Head, one of my favorite courses on Long Island.


I noticed that Stu looked absolutely amazing. Like me, he lived an active lifestyle but had a few extra pounds to lose. And he had lost most of them—over twenty pounds—since the last time I saw him earlier that summer. How had he done it? I was proud of him, but also jealous of his success.


I couldn’t help myself. On the first hole, before he was able to even take his first putt, I began to quiz him. He told me that he had started seeing a cool nutritionist who had made weight loss easy for him. She had a magic combination of meals that made it easy to lose weight and not be hungry at all. Needless to say, I was interested and I scheduled an appointment with Dr. Lefkowitz as soon as I could.


That’s how I found myself walking into a building in a Manhattan neighborhood somewhere south of Union Square and north of Greenwich Village.


Dr. Lefkowitz’s office was spartan, and I saw immediately that this wasn’t about fancy decor or pretense. No poseurs in this practice. Just people who wanted to get down and do the work necessary to lose weight. I was intrigued, but highly skeptical due to my past disappointments, and I took it out on the warm, attractive woman sitting across the desk from me.


As we started our conversation, I didn’t make it easy for Dr. Lefkowitz. I peppered her with questions:


• What was different about her approach? I had tried every diet and followed every program in the past with fleeting results. I was past gimmicky stuff like Atkins or trendy diets like South Beach. I needed something deeper that I could get into and commit to for a longer period of time. I had also witnessed firsthand the failure of trendy surgeries like lap bands and staples. My mother had bariatric surgery around 10 years ago and instead of losing weight, she became masterful at beating the restriction or taking out the saline solution to loosen it. She developed severe acid reflux as well. I just didn’t want to take a chance that would happen to me. I would rather be overweight and happy than have to endure that type of torture.


• How did I know that it would work? I realized there were no guarantees, but I didn’t want to waste my time. I believe in the predictability of data. Who were Dr. Lefkowitz’s other patients? Men? Women? Young? Old? How much did they have to lose? How did they do? Did they lose it? Did they keep it off? I had no desire to start drinking fitness shakes or meal replacements. I wanted real food that I could prepare at home and eat at restaurants. I also wasn’t interested in a program that was designed to keep Victoria’s Secret models thin. I didn’t want to suddenly start eating air as my main course. I needed to know that Dr. Lefkowitz had patients like me.


• How long would it take? I really didn’t know how patient I would be (no pun intended). The longer it took, the more frustrated I would be and the more likely I would be to drop it. On the other hand, I didn’t want another short-term fix that didn’t provide a long-term solution. I had to get my head in the game. So I would need to see steady results to keep the momentum and interest.


• Why was Dr. Lefkowitz qualified? I believe in insights. I expected her to know something or see something that others did not. I was looking for an unusual intuition or area of expertise that made her uniquely qualified to help me. Run-of-the-mill trainers, specialists in exercise, and nutritionists wouldn’t work for me. I was completely convinced that there was something more interesting or scientific out there that I could tap into that would help me.


Dr. Lefkowitz was patient with me. She could feel my frustration, and she let me know it. She had a wonderful quality of empathy that began to put me at ease.


She answered my questions, but more importantly she made me curious to learn more. You see, Dr. Lefkowitz is a special type of nutritionist. She’s an MD, with a deep understanding of body chemistry. Perhaps most comforting to me, Dr. Lefkowitz had once been fat herself. It was one of the factors that motivated her to choose a nutritional expertise. I could tell by looking at her that she’d found an answer for herself. And I liked the fact that she understood what it was like to struggle with weight. She wasn’t going to preach or have me do something that she hadn’t done herself.


That was a relief. As we talked, I relaxed.


Before our initial consultation, I’d filled out a long questionnaire, and now we talked about my answers.


There was one “catchall” question at the end of the questionnaire that struck me. Usually I would leave those blank, but this one I answered. It asked, “Anything else you would like to share?” And that was the moment of truth. Would I really share something that I had never told anyone else? Would I take a chance? I felt that I had nothing to lose, so I took the first step on my journey and acknowledged that I had a problem. I wrote that I felt like I was a compulsive binge eater. I ate when I was nervous or overworked or tired.


As we talked about my answers, I found that the feelings I’d kept bottled up for years started pouring out. I knew I was a fat-storing machine, but I couldn’t stop.


Finally, Dr. Lefkowitz looked me straight in the eye and said, “Mike, this isn’t so hard, and you don’t have to be so emotional. You have a very common phenomenon. Many people share your problem.”


But it felt emotional, not physical. Little did I know how wrong I was.


It was completely physical. And every day I was making it worse.


THE BIG BREAKTHROUGH


Before my visit, Dr. Lefkowitz had asked me to get a blood test to understand my cholesterol and blood sugar levels, telling me that the results would offer clues I could use. Now she turned to the facts.


She told me to look at my symptoms:


• I had been steadily gaining weight


• My waistline was increasing each year


• My cholesterol had been steadily rising


So, what did that mean?


Dr. Lefkowitz told me I had a textbook case of metabolic syndrome. I had to manage insulin and cortisol better, address my cholesterol problem, and lower my blood sugar. Left untreated, I was at significant risk for type 2 diabetes.


My mind was racing. Suddenly I was speechless. Excuse me? Metabolic what? Metabolic syndrome? Never heard of it. I mean, truly never heard of it. I have probably read and heard of everything else under the sun that had to do with being overweight. I hadn’t heard of this one. Who even knew metabolic syndrome existed and that it was relevant to people with active lifestyles like me? I didn’t. How could I suffer from metabolic syndrome? I wasn’t one of those inactive people on the edge of serious health ailments. I wasn’t prediabetic . . . was I? Nobody had told me about metabolic syndrome.


It was exactly the insight that I was looking for. I leaned forward in my chair. I wanted to learn.


Dr. Lefkowitz explained that metabolic syndrome was relatively new as far as syndromes are concerned. In fact, metabolic syndrome has only been diagnosed in the last twenty years, and yet it is as widespread as pimples and the common cold. According to the American Heart Association, forty-seven million Americans have it. The syndrome runs in families, and the risk of developing metabolic syndrome increases as you age.


Interestingly, metabolic syndrome is not a disease. It is a constellation of obesity-related factors that come together to make you a fat-storing machine.


You can’t contract metabolic syndrome in an instant—it takes time—and in the same way, you can’t really get rid of it so quickly. You can only control it.


I certainly fit the profile. But what I found so fascinating was that I knew I had some of those factors individually, but I had never really thought about them together. At my last physical, my primary doctor wanted me to start taking cholesterol medicine because my LDL (low-density lipoprotein—the “bad” cholesterol) had finally passed the normal threshold, and she’d suggested that I change my diet to start eating more vegetables, and maybe exercise a little more. Same old, same old. I saw now that my doctor was treating my symptoms, but she did not identify or treat my actual syndrome.


My mind traveled back to all the doctors I’d seen over the past twenty-five years. I couldn’t think of a time I hadn’t heard some variation of the standard advice: 1) Eat more vegetables, less French fries. 2) Try to exercise more. 3) Drink more water. It all started to sound like a Charlie Brown cartoon, “Waaa . . . waaaa . . . waaa.” White noise.




My weight gain was finally making sense to me. Not only was I overweight, but with metabolic syndrome, I was also at risk for heart attacks, strokes, and type 2 diabetes.





But now, suddenly, with the diagnosis of metabolic syndrome, I got it. My weight gain was finally making sense to me. Not only was I overweight, but with metabolic syndrome, I was also at risk for heart attacks, strokes, and type 2 diabetes.


Fortunately, metabolic syndrome was Dr. Lefkowitz’s specialty. She could see it, diagnose it, and treat it like a pediatrician would treat a child’s cold. And she was going to help me.


DR. LEFKOWITZ EXPLAINS METABOLIC SYNDROME


Dr. Lefkowitz explained to me that my symptoms and blood tests told the tale of my metabolic syndrome:


• High blood pressure


• High blood sugar


• Unhealthy cholesterol levels


• High triglycerides


• Excess abdominal fat


Metabolic syndrome is characterized as having three of the five symptoms listed above. Weight gain is only part of the picture. It’s a very common condition. Statistics are my business, and this was a doozy: Health studies by the National Institutes of Health and the American Heart Association show that one-third of all Americans are affected by it.


Simply put, metabolic syndrome is a disorder that causes calories to be stored instead of burned. If you have metabolic syndrome, you’re not good at using calories from sugar for energy. It’s called insulin resistance. Insulin is a hormone that shuttles glucose into cells to be used as energy. The insulin receptors on your muscles operate under a lock and key system. The insulin docks in an insulin receptor, turns the key, and lets the sugar into the muscle. But when you have insulin resistance, the insulin doesn’t open the door. You literally can’t get sugar into the muscle.


When the sugar is locked out, it shuttles to the liver and is converted to stored fat. Other types of food like protein and fat are not dependent on insulin for providing energy. They go through different pathways, so you don’t get the same effect. But sugar utilization—and that means carbs, especially simple carbs—is stymied. The fuel you think you’re using for energy isn’t working. It’s like being a diesel engine and trying to run on regular gasoline.




Insulin resistance is like being a diesel engine and trying to run on regular gasoline.





She also explained why exercise didn’t stop my weight gain or food cravings. If someone has metabolic syndrome, they can’t utilize calories well. Exercise is important for addressing metabolic syndrome, but if your fat-burning mechanism is blocked, you can still gain weight—even with exercise. And in addition to weight gain, there are other issues that interfere with your well-being—like fatigue, mood swings, and a general feeling that it’s hard to get through the day.


Some experts estimate that even people who don’t have more than one or two of the symptoms—and might not technically have metabolic syndrome—may be storing fat as a result.


• Large waist circumference. Sometimes called abdominal obesity, this is defined as a waistline that measures at least 35 inches for women and 37.5 inches for men. People who store fat around their waist are at much higher risk for diabetes, heart conditions, and obesity because that fat is hormonally active and prone to cause systemic havoc. If you have a large waist circumference, it’s a sure sign that your body is storing fat.


• High triglyceride level. Triglycerides are a type of fat found in your blood. This is fat that is meant to be stored. If you eat more calories than your body needs, they get stocked away in your fat cells for later use. Over time, if you eat more calories than you burn, your triglyceride level goes up. High triglycerides are over 150 milligrams per deciliter (mg/dL)—meaning you’re storing more fat than you’re burning. Ideal triglyceride levels are under 100 mg/dL.


• Reduced HDL cholesterol. HDL is often referred to as the “good” cholesterol. LDL cholesterol is considered the “bad” cholesterol because it contributes to plaque, a deposit that can clog arteries. HDL cholesterol is considered “good” cholesterol because it helps remove LDL cholesterol from the arteries. It’s good for heart health and keeps your engine running. Low HDL is less than 50 mg/dL.


• Increased blood pressure. Not only is this unhealthy, but studies show that being overweight goes hand in hand with high blood pressure. This condition is met if you are taking blood pressure medications or if your blood pressure is greater than 120/80 millimeters of mercury (mm Hg) at rest.


• Elevated blood sugar. Elevated blood sugar is a result of insulin resistance, when the cells are no longer sensitive to insulin. As a result, higher levels of insulin are needed in order for insulin to have its proper effects. So the pancreas compensates by trying to produce more insulin. Count this trait if you have a fasting blood sugar level above 100 mg/dL.


This list seemed daunting at first, but Dr. Lefkowitz assured me that even people with metabolic syndrome can beat the fat-storing cycle, lose weight, and achieve fitness. Best of all, we don’t have to be hungry or miserable. The lifestyle changes that address metabolic syndrome also help people feel better and more energetic. For me, understanding metabolic syndrome was like opening a window and breathing fresh air.




Metabolic syndrome is a disorder that causes calories to be stored instead of burned. If you have metabolic syndrome, you’re not good at using calories from sugar for energy. Instead, they get stored as fat.





Dr. Lefkowitz also showed me that some clues could be found in my childhood. Not surprisingly, I was an overweight kid. It was enough of an issue that my parents and I knew that I needed to go on a diet when I was about ten years old. I was pretty independent and hard to control. So one day they came up with this brilliant idea that they’d help tame my eating impulses by locking the kitchen cabinets and refrigerator with chains. As I look back, I remember that it was quite embarrassing for me, but as I think about it more deeply, I realize that it was even more embarrassing for my parents.
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