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FOREWORD


The plant-based diet is coming of age at a time when a real cultural shift in food and lifestyle is taking place in North America before our eyes.

All around us we can see the impact from the growing number of people adopting a plant-based diet. From the increase in plant-based foods offered in grocery stores coast to coast, to the number of athletes, celebrities, doctors, family, friends, and neighbors who call themselves vegans, the world is changing in ways that benefit all of us.

Regardless of how a plant-based diet piqued your interest and compelled you to pick up this book, the planet and the animals thank you. In the social media–laden world we live in today, ideas are being spread and minds are being opened to new thoughts and worldviews at a faster rate than ever before. Each one of us has the power to influence a community, population, or society from the comfort of our smart phones, regardless of where we are, simply by sharing information.

We are witnessing a greater degree of health problems than ever before, environmental concerns are at an all-time high, and there is a palpable desire to change for the better. We are on the verge of something historic, a cultural shift during our lifetimes that we will be able to talk to future generations about, saying, “I remember when . . .”

Here, Karina’s comprehensive approach to bridging the gaps between health, fitness, and great food creates a blueprint to follow to ensure success in health and in life. A plant-based diet not only supports the health of the individual but the health of the planet and all those with whom we share this precious place.

With tangible steps to get you on the right track in your quest to pursue a deeply meaningful change in health and fitness, combined with shopping and food preparation tips and one hundred innovative plant-based recipes, this is your new go-to resource for holistic wellness.

As a vegan athlete since 1995, I have two decades of experience in numerous sports backgrounds, including becoming a champion runner and champion bodybuilder. I am confident that my vegan athlete colleagues featured in this book will inspire you to elevate your own training to new heights. If you have been away from exercise for a while, perhaps you will be inspired to start anew, and you will have the guidance from those who have been down that road to direct you on your own path to success.

From eating right to fuel an active lifestyle, to the exercise benefits you can expect to experience, to healthy meal plans and recipes, this book covers it all. As a personal training specialist with a master’s degree in Gerontology—specializing in health and aging—Karina will steer you in the right direction to optimal health. Karina has been following a plant-based diet and vegan lifestyle since she was a teenager. She walks her talk proudly and teaches you how to do the same.

Whatever it is that moves you, follow your passion and make it happen. Wishing you all the very best in health and fitness.

Robert Cheeke, bestselling author of Vegan Bodybuilding & Fitness: The Complete Guide to Building Your Body on a Plant-Based Diet; founder & president of VeganBodybuilding.com
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INTRODUCTION


The culture of food in North America is changing—and fast. Taking our continent by storm is a rapidly growing movement about food. Plant food, that is. More than 8 million North Americans choose to exclude meat from their diets, and an additional 25 million rarely eat meat. Many of these individuals consume no animal products whatsoever. Why do these vegans and vegetarians choose to forgo the steak, yogurt, or ice cream? Most commonly, they cite increasing and maintaining personal health. Add to this the steadily growing population of health and fitness enthusiasts who adopt plant-based diets to meet their performance goals, plus those looking to vegan diets for weight loss, and we’ve got a full-blown diet and lifestyle movement quickly expanding across the globe.

In line with being health conscious, individuals following or interested in plant-based diets know the importance of regular exercise to complement healthy eating. Ranging from elite amateur athletes to everyday fitness enthusiasts to inactive people who don’t know where to begin, vegans and vegetarians need a practical, healthy-living guide tailored to their diets.

That’s where The Vegan Athlete comes in.

This book is a comprehensive active-living guide and cookbook for current and aspiring vegans and vegetarians interested in making regular physical activity a part of their lives. I hope it motivates and inspires you to increase the quality (and length!) of your life by enjoying a whole foods, plant-based diet and engaging in regular exercise. If you’re already enjoying a plant-based, active lifestyle, this book will support you in continuing to reach your health and fitness goals. With brand new recipes, at-home workouts, interviews with vegan athletes, and lifestyle tips, you’re sure to add something new to your healthy-living repertoire. If you’re new to vegan and/or active living, this book will get you started on the right foot.

The first edition of this book, published in 2014, was the first book in plant-based health to provide extensive lifestyle and fitness information, interviews with vegan athletes, as well as a collection of recipes. The Vegan Athlete contains healthy-living advice for everyone from beginners to amateur athletes, plus a well-rounded collection of one hundred mouth-watering recipes catering to the nutritional needs of active people. This book bridges the gap between diet and fitness, approaching health holistically and as a long-term lifestyle.

WHO SHOULD READ THIS BOOK?

This book is for you if you’re interested in leading a healthy, active lifestyle that helps you feel good, look good, and live a long life free of illness. Sounds good, right? Trust me, it is. But why is it that so many of us lose our way when it comes to health and fitness? Why are so many of us overweight or even obese? Why do we feel so tired and lack energy? Why do we have so many health issues and diseases like diabetes, osteoporosis, heart disease, and cancer?

I think we all know the answers. Being active and eating right can be hard work. Unhealthy, sugary, or fatty foods are usually delicious and difficult to give up. Many people don’t know where to start, especially given the overwhelming amount of health-related information available today. We’re busier than ever in our daily lives, and so much is expected of us that taking time for our own health doesn’t seem to fit into our schedules. Add to all this the personal barriers many of us face, like lacking the motivation or interest to start up an active lifestyle, and you’ve got a host of reasons why people are inactive, overweight, and disease-ridden.

If you’re just starting out with eating a healthy diet and becoming more active, you might find it to be hard work. The longer you stick with it, though, the easier it becomes. Healthy living doesn’t have to be difficult, overwhelming, or stressful. This book assumes that, like most people, you’re very busy and have many commitments in your daily life. That’s why you’ll get plenty of healthy-living tips meant to simplify your life. The majority of the one hundred recipes in this book are meant to be prepared and cooked in thirty minutes or less. A few recipes require longer cooking time (which takes no effort on your part because you’re just waiting), and a select few take extra preparation time in case you want to get fancier (e.g., Shepherd’s Pie page 217). For the most part, however, I’ve created the recipes for busy people who want the most delicious and nourishing food by spending the least amount of time in the kitchen.

By the way, to me, “health” means not just eating the right kinds of foods, but leading an active lifestyle and enjoying good mental health, too. I hope this book encompasses this holistic view of health, providing insight (and perhaps a bit of motivation!) into how to enjoy a plant-based diet that supports and enhances regular physical activity, whether you’re training for a marathon, going to weekly yoga classes, or building muscle mass at the gym.

So, congratulations to you for taking the step to read this book! It will get you well on your way to being armed with what you need to know to kick ass at living a healthy, enjoyable, fulfilling lifestyle.

DISCOVER YOUR “WHY”

We all know that working out and eating right just because someone else tells us to is not going to work—at least not for very long. “I guess I should because it’s probably good for me” also doesn’t usually work. We’re not going to stick to a healthy lifestyle just because someone told us to or because we have a vague idea that exercise and good nutrition will make us healthier. We need our very own personal, detailed reasons.

Here are mine: I want to be strong and healthy for my life with my amazing husband. I want to sleep well, feel great, have lots of energy, challenge myself, have fun, and look great. Working out is meditative, clears my mind, and eases stress. Eating right (for me that’s 100 percent vegan and mostly whole foods) keeps my energy high, my muscles fed, my skin and hair healthy, and my body lean.

In the words of one of my fitness role models, Miryah Scott:

“Treating your body right through proper eating and working out is about giving back to you, making time for you, conquering challenges, increasing your energy, boosting your self confidence and, most of all, it’s about feeling good.”

But first and foremost, I want to be an example for others who need help with their journeys to health.

We each need specific, concrete reasons as motivation to incorporate exercise and healthy eating into our daily lives. What are yours?

To get you thinking, here are seven reasons you should take care of your health:

1. You’re going to live longer. Being active and eating a healthy diet mean you’re much, much less likely to die at an early age. That’s a pretty major benefit, if you ask me. And it’s not just about you—think about all your friends and family members who want you to be around for as long as possible!

2. You’re going to prevent horrible diseases like cancer and heart disease. It’s not just about living longer—it’s also about living better. What good is it to live an extra five or ten years if you spend that time in a hospital bed? Work out and eat right so you lower your chances of being diagnosed with everything from cancer and heart disease to osteoporosis and diabetes.

3. You’ll have more energy. You’ll function more effectively in day-to-day life. You’ll be better at climbing stairs, doing housework, keeping up with the kids, carrying groceries, and everything else you do in a day. You’ll also feel less tired and prevent the afternoon energy slump. All without caffeine!

4. You’ll sleep better. People who exercise regularly tend to enjoy higher quality sleep than people who don’t. That means less tiredness during the day, even if you spend the same amount of time sleeping (better quality sleep is more restful). Just remember, don’t work out within a few hours of bedtime because your muscles, heart, and brain may be too stimulated to fall asleep. Morning, afternoon, or early evening exercise seems best for quality shut-eye.

5. Your bones and muscles will get stronger. Strong bones and muscles are extremely important. In later life, muscle strength—especially in the lower limbs—is highly predictive of falls. And falls are a big deal; up to 20 percent of falls in older age lead to death. Combine falls with weak bones from osteoporosis, and you’ve got a recipe for disability and loss of independence.

6. You’ll maintain a healthy weight. Carrying excess weight is linked to developing heart disease, diabetes, osteoarthritis, cancer, respiratory problems, sleep apnea, varicose veins . . . need I go on? A healthy diet and regular exercise will help you maintain a lean figure for life.

7. Your sex life will improve. We feel better about ourselves when we work out regularly, and that leads to being and feeling better in the sack. Exercising regularly means better blood flow and circulation, and it releases feel-good chemicals in our brains called endorphins. Exercise—especially resistance training—increases testosterone in both men and women. (Don’t worry ladies, that’s not a bad thing! We just don’t have as much as men.) Increased testosterone is a key predictor of libido.

When we feel healthy, we don’t tend to think about what it would be like being extremely sick or living with a chronic disease. For many people, it takes a rude awakening in the form of a heart attack, stroke, or cancer diagnosis to start thinking about optimizing their health. Better late than never, but why not start now?

As a bonus, caring about your health is fun! You get to try all sorts of new and delicious foods, try some new activities, and best of all—witness amazing changes in how you look, how you feel, and how long you live (although you won’t witness that one ’til you’re ninety).

BENEFITS OF AN ACTIVE, PLANT-BASED LIFESTYLE

Being active and being vegan each come with a host of health benefits. Add them together and you’re setting yourself up for a long, fulfilling, and healthy life! The reward for exercising regularly and eating a plant-based diet isn't just increased individual health, though. You also may enjoy increased athletic performance, as well as a positive impact on our planet, including the environment and fellow humans.

Physical Health

As I’m sure you know, lifestyle-related diseases and conditions in North America are killing more of us than ever before. These conditions do sometimes have a genetic basis, but are greatly (if not mostly) influenced by our lifestyles. Even if a few of us do have genetic predispositions toward certain chronic diseases, our lifestyles are often the main determining factor in whether or not we’re diagnosed with these conditions.

One in three Americans and one in four Canadians are obese (meaning a Body Mass Index of 30 or more). Along with obesity comes a laundry list of health consequences, including type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease, high blood pressure, osteoarthritis, numerous types of cancer, gallbladder disease, functional limitations, and disabilities.[1]

As a population, we’re eating ourselves sick. But you don’t have to be a part of this statistic! Choosing a balanced plant-based diet and exercising regularly—essentially, living a healthy, active lifestyle—is the absolute best way to ensure that you’ll enjoy great health and a long, fulfilling life.

Keep in mind that eating any old plant-based diet does not automatically translate into eating a healthy diet. French fries, potato chips, white flour, beer, sugary candy, soft drinks, and a host of other extremely processed treat foods can be made entirely from plants. While treats certainly have their place in any well-rounded diet, a plant-based diet rich in unprocessed whole foods is the way to go. This book will show you how to create a diet like this.

More and more highly respected researchers and institutions are promoting a plant-based diet, based on studies supporting its health benefits.

For example, cardiologist and former Olympic rowing champion Dr. Caldwell Esselstyn is known for reversing heart disease in his high-risk patients. No surgery involved. Instead, he uses a plant-based, whole foods diet to reverse heart disease in his patients, some of whom had been given only a year to live (many lived for more than twenty years, and are still alive and well).

Dr. Dean Ornish—physician, founder of the Preventative Medicine Research Institute in California, and clinical professor of medicine at the University of California, San Fransisco—also has focused much of his research effort into reversing heart disease with a whole foods, plant-based diet. In 1990, results of one of his clinical trials showed that it was possible (and indeed, very effective) to reverse heart disease symptoms with a plant-based diet and an active lifestyle. These results were considered revolutionary at the time, because until that point it was believed to be impossible to stop the progression of heart disease symptoms.

One large-scale study from the Harvard School of Public Health followed more than 110,000 adults for more than twenty years. It found that eating red meat—in any amount—“significantly increases the risk of premature death.” Published in the Archives of Internal Medicine in March 2012, the study found that consuming just one 3-ounce serving of unprocessed meat per day was linked to a 13 percent greater chance of dying during the course of the study. If this daily serving of meat is processed, like a hot dog or bacon, the risk of dying during the study was 20 percent greater.[2]

The largest comprehensive study of human nutrition ever conducted, called The China Study, found similar results. (By the way, I highly suggest reading the book of the same name, which explains the study’s results in detail.) Using both clinical lab tests and population studies including many thousands of people, this research provides one of the best scientific arguments for the health benefits of a plant-based diet.

In a nutshell, principal investigator T. Colin Campbell and his associates found that casein, an animal protein found in products like cow’s milk, promotes the growth of cancer. Astoundingly, increasing and lowering the dose of casein in lab studies could turn on and off the growth of cancer cells. Lowering the dose of casein and replacing it with plant protein greatly decreased cancer rates even in animals genetically predisposed to develop cancer!

The benefits of plant-based eating don’t stop at cancer. Eating a healthy vegan diet may also protect you from obesity, diabetes, autoimmune diseases, as well as bone, eye, kidney, and brain diseases.

In light of this convincing, rapidly growing body of research that supports the incredible health benefits of eating a plant-based diet, many well-known institutions are making appropriate changes (albeit slowly).

For instance, the USDA’s newest food guide, called “MyPlate,” reclassifies the “meat and alternatives” section into a “protein” group, which includes many plant-based sources of high-quality protein as well as lean animal-based sources. This aims to show that we don’t need meat to enjoy a healthy and balanced diet. However, nutrition experts at the Harvard School of Public Health take issue with some of the USDA’s recommendations—many of which have been influenced by corporate pressure from the meat and dairy industries. Researchers at Harvard have created their own version of the “MyPlate” graphic based on the latest and highest-quality scientific evidence supporting the health benefits of a plant-based diet rich in vegetables, whole grains, healthy fats, and healthy proteins. Harvard’s Healthy Eating Plate is “based exclusively on the best available science and was not subjected to political and commercial pressures from food industry lobbyists.”[3]

Harvard’s version replaces the USDA’s dairy category with a water category, which includes tea and coffee. Experts at Harvard recommend limiting dairy, citing an increased risk for prostate and possibly ovarian cancer with high intakes of dairy. They also note that there is little, if any, evidence to support the notion that dairy consumption protects against osteoporosis. The USDA “MyPlate” doesn’t distinguish between different types of protein. Harvard’s version distinguishes between healthy protein (e.g., nuts, beans, fish, poultry) and proteins to be avoided (including red meat and processed meats). Harvard’s version also depicts a bottle of healthy oil, which the USDA’s version lacks. Plant-based oils are recommended for cooking and on salads in order to reduce unhealthy cholesterol in the body and to increase heart health. In 2019, Health Canada published a new food guide, no longer containing food groups or serving sizes. It almost completely eliminates dairy, and emphasizes eating "plenty of vegetables and fruits, whole grain foods, and protein foods. Choose protein foods that come from plants more often." This food guide also is not influenced by industry-commissioned reports, but rather by scientific evidence.

In sum, the message is straightforward. As T. Colin Campbell writes in The China Study, “People who ate the most animal-based foods got the most chronic disease. People who ate the most plant-based foods were the healthiest . . . There are virtually no nutrients in animal-based foods that are not better provided by plants.”[4]

Athletic Performance

Over the past few years, the popularity of plant-based fitness has exploded. Professional athletes, amateurs, and beginners alike are turning to plant-based diets to increase performance, lose weight, build muscle, and increase day-to-day energy. Vegan sports supplements (e.g., the Vega brand) are extremely popular in mainstream stores across North America, and vegan fitness websites with tens of thousands of members (e.g., www.veganbodybuilding.com) are exploding onto the scene.

Since vegan fitness is a relatively new phenomenon (but growing steadily), there are few clinical research studies on the topic. Anecdotal evidence and expert opinion point toward a potential increase in athletic performance with a plant-based diet, but we’ll need to wait for more high-quality, peer-reviewed research before we can say for certain.

One review paper published in 2019 focuses on endurance athletes. The researchers write, "Because . . . plant-based foods are rich in antioxidants, they help reduce oxidative stress. Diets emphasizing plant foods have also been shown to reduce indicators of inflammation. These features of plant-based diets may present safety and performance advantages for endurance athletes."*
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Athletes from a wide range of disciplines have noted performance increases by adopting a plant-based diet. Tennis star Venus Williams, Olympic skier Seba Johnson, ultra-marathoner Scott Durek, former Ironman triathlete Brendan Brazier, MMA fighter Mac Danzig, ice hockey player Mike Zigomanis, and bodybuilder Jim Morris are all plant-based professional athletes (and there are many more).

Many elite amateur athletes are taking to veganism as well. One-hundred-two-year-old marathon runner Faujia Singh attributed his longevity and great health to his plant-based diet. In 2011, at the age of 100, he became the oldest person in the world to complete a marathon. Three days earlier, Ontario Masters Athletics reported that Singh achieved eight world age-group records in one day, consisting of the 200m, 400m, 800m, 1,500m, one mile, 1500m, 3,000m, and 5,000m distances.

In 2013, plant-based athlete Fiona Oakes won the women’s portion of the North Pole Marathon. She’s placed in the top 25 in some of the world’s most prestigious marathons, including Berlin and London, and has broken numerous course records. She’s also completed the gruelling Marathon des Sables, a 156-mile event across sand dunes and rough terrain in the blistering heat of the Sahara Desert. Participants carry all their own supplies for the duration of the race, except water. The equivalent of completing six marathons in six days, this race is often dubbed the “toughest race on Earth.”

Sports nutritionists note that a plant-based diet might mean faster recovery times and maximized training, which leads to improved performance. This could be due to the high level of antioxidants and anti-inflammatory compounds found in vegan diets, which are thought to aid in athletic recovery.


Animals, the Environment, and Our Fellow Human Beings


The benefits of veganism extend far beyond increased physical health. A vegan diet also has a far-reaching impact on animal welfare, our environment, and our fellow human beings. Each vegan has a different set of reasons for choosing the lifestyle, but we’re all helping to make our planet a much better place, whether we know it or not.

One of the most common reasons people choose to exclude meat (or all animal products) from their diets is opposing the torture of animals in slaughterhouses and factory farms. Sir Paul McCartney’s famous quote, “If slaughterhouses had glass walls, everyone would be a vegetarian,” certainly rings true. People typically avoid learning about how animals are treated and the suffering involved in getting meat onto their plates. However, once we take responsibility to become aware of what happens behind those slaughterhouse walls, many of us stop eating meat on the spot.

By boycotting industries that cause inconceivable animal suffering, it’s clear that eliminating meat, dairy, and eggs from our diets creates less harm and fosters more compassion in this world. From caged hens to overcrowded pig pens, from removing birds’ beaks and pigs’ tails without anaesthesia to confined and forcibly impregnated dairy cows—choosing a diet that doesn’t support these practices is an ethical decision that allows many of us to live a life in accordance with our values.

We’re also making a positive impact on the environment by eating fewer (or no) animal products.[5], [6] Here’s a snapshot of the environmental damage you’re not supporting by being vegan.

• Climate change: Animal agriculture generates more greenhouse gases than all transportation vehicles combined. There’s no question this industry plays a major part in climate change and the resulting destruction of our planet.

• Pollution: Animal waste, which produces many times the tonnage of human waste, has no treatment requirements and few environmental regulations. No wonder animal waste is rated as one of the top ten sources of pollution in the world!

• Deforestation: Animal agriculture accounts for more than 80 percent of annual world deforestation. Expanding from the United States into Central America due to high demand for beef, cattle ranching has destroyed more rainforest than any other activity in this area.

• Loss of biodiversity: In the USA, livestock overgrazing has made extinct more plant species than any other cause. Native animals such as elk, unable to compete with cattle for available food, are disappearing quickly. Other animal species, including rattlesnakes, coyotes, and foxes, are regularly killed by ranchers in an effort to protect their herds.

This is just the beginning of the environmental destruction caused by animal agriculture. Sure, eating less meat will make a difference (that is, after all, science broadcaster and environmental activist David Suzuki’s number one tip for saving our planet), but eating no meat is even more effective.

Of course, not all plant crops are created equal. Plant-based diets full of conventionally produced ingredients can also contribute to some of the above environmental problems, but perhaps not to the same degree. When in doubt, choose organic and local produce. These options are usually (but not always) less damaging to our planet, and thus more sustainable.

Just as plant-based diets have the potential to help save our environment, they also have the potential to help other humans. Are you familiar with the following astounding statistics?

• It takes 10 pounds of grain to produce 1 pound of meat, and almost 1,000 liters of water to produce 1 liter of milk. A third of arable crops in North America are used as animal feed.

• While foie gras farmers force-feed ducks through funnels to fatten them up, 60 million people per year die of starvation and related diseases.

• In the USA, livestock consume six and a half times more grain than the entire American population consumes directly. The Iowa-based Council for Agricultural Science and Technology estimates that if all this grain were to be consumed by humans directly, it would nourish five times as many people as it does after it is converted into meat, milk, and eggs.
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There is, of course, no simple answer as to how resources like water and grain crops saved by eating fewer animal products should be used or distributed. But it’s clear that we need to rethink our senseless misuse of food resources. Based solely on human impact, the humane option is clear: eat only plants.

The bottom line is that vegans and vegetarians are saving the world! We’re reducing our own risk for countless chronic diseases, eating in accordance with our values, helping the human population, and saving the environment.


WHO IS KARINA INKSTER? A BRIEF BACKGRO UND CHECK


In 1998, at the age of eleven, I decided I wanted to stop contributing to the inhumane treatment of animals. I aimed to enjoy a diet that had as small an impact on the environment as possible and didn’t support the horrors of animal agriculture. Thus, I decided to adopt a vegetarian diet. My parents were concerned that I wouldn’t be eating a well-rounded diet, especially since I was still quite young, so they (in their typical academic fashion) asked me to do extensive research. And research I did. In addition to learning about vegetarian nutrition, I learned about the well-documented health benefits of excluding meat from our diets and about the far-reaching devastation animal agriculture wreaks on our planet. Being vegetarian came to mean more to me than just animal welfare—it was a life-enhancing, health-boosting, ethical decision.

In high school, at the age of sixteen, I started toying with the idea of becoming vegan. The dissonance I felt between my strong feelings about animal suffering and the fact that I was still supporting animal cruelty by eating dairy and eggs was becoming increasingly obvious. Becoming vegan was also a health decision. Suffering from various strange symptoms like constant sneezing and itchiness, pain in my joints, and debilitating migraines, I stumbled across a story of a woman in much the same situation. She cut out dairy from her diet and watched her symptoms disappear. So, of course, I tried the same! After a month of veganism, I felt fantastic and all my previously unexplained symptoms disappeared. At the end of the month I happened to drink a glass of milk and eat some milk chocolate. All my symptoms reappeared almost instantly. I immediately returned to veganism and have never looked back.

Many nonvegans see the plant-based lifestyle as limiting or restrictive, even devoid of enjoyment. This couldn’t be further from the truth! There is no more powerful feeling than knowing my behavior aligns with my values. To me, veganism isn’t a sacrifice, and it’s not defined by what

I leave out of my diet. By being vegan, I’m adding compassion, countless delicious foods I’d otherwise never heard of, and years to my life.

Here’s my definition of veganism:

Veganism is a 100 percent plant-based diet and lifestyle in respect for and celebration of all life on Earth, as well as one’s individual health and well-being. Veganism encompasses a sense of interconnectedness with the web of life, a form of activism, and a lifestyle. Vegans consume foods and use materials only from the Plantae (plant) or Monera (one-celled organisms) kingdoms. Thus, they do not eat anything without cell walls. Veganism typically involves understanding the use and management of resources, supporting sustainable agriculture, and knowing that human beings have responsibilities to one another, to animals, and to the environment that sustains all life-forms.

I’ve been strength training, swimming, jumping rope, and power yoga-ing my way to fitness since 2003. I’ve always been one to think about the future; I started strength training at the age of seventeen primarily to increase bone density so I could prevent osteoporosis in later life. Like my reasons for becoming vegetarian and vegan, my reasons for lifting weights have evolved over the years. Not only do I love feeling strong, having more energy, and sleeping better—I love how strength training makes me look!

My training program is very consistent throughout the year, and doesn’t change much with the seasons. Due to horrible pollen allergies for most of the year, I don’t do much outdoor exercise. I train between seven and eight times each week, across five to six days. My main workouts each week are three morning swims, and four evening strength training sessions, which consist of an upper body workout, a lower body workout, and two full-body workouts (often I’ll add a third one to the end of my week), training my core each time. I always focus on the “gold standard”—compound moves like squats, deadlifts, lunges, push-ups, rows, and chin-ups.

Occasionally one of my swims will be replaced with an additional strength training session, where I focus on practicing specific moves I’m looking to improve (currently: weighted pull-ups and pistol squats). At the end of these sessions, I’ll usually jump rope at a high intensity for 10 to 15 minutes.

In addition to being a Certified Personal Training Specialist, I hold a Master’s degree in Gerontology with a specialization in health and aging—an educational background that lends itself well to health promotion, health psychology, and training motivation. I was the primary investigator of a year-long gerontological study addressing exercise classes offered for older adults throughout the Lower Mainland in BC, and I led a research initiative regarding active seniors in nonprofit organizations for the BC government’s Seniors’ Healthy Living Secretariat, a division of the Ministry of Healthy Living and Sport. I’m passionate about supporting others in leading healthy and active lives, and I have worked hard to overcome significant barriers to engaging in physical activity myself.

I deal with a potentially life-threatening condition called food-dependent exercise-induced anaphylaxis, which prohibits me from training after having eaten within eight hours, in case a food triggers a serious allergic reaction when coupled with exercise. I essentially schedule my life around this condition. I work out only in the mornings, after having eaten only oatmeal (which I know is a “safe” food).

Other barriers I face are severe seasonal allergies and asthma that limit my activity for six months each year, as well as weekly allergy shots after which I can’t exercise—again, due to anaphylaxis risk.

My diet is 100 percent plant-based and I include as many whole foods as possible (foods that are in their natural states, as opposed to being processed). However, I don’t deprive myself and I do indulge in small portions of treat foods such as dark chocolate (my favorite!). I eat a lot of food to fuel my active lifestyle, usually in many small meals throughout the day. I don’t count calories on a regular basis, but I know from a few three-day food diaries that I consume an average of 2,500 calories per day. When I worked with clients in a gym (before switching completely to online work), I would consume upwards of 3,000 calories per day.

I think about food a lot, and it’s not always in a good way! I have many food allergies I need to be constantly wary of, including a severe allergy to raw fruit. I have to cook all my fruit before eating it to denature the protein and thus render it safe for my body. This, as I’m sure you can imagine, takes a great deal of extra time. I’m also allergic to tree nuts, so I need to ensure I get sufficient healthy fats from other sources.

With careful and consistent planning, I make healthy, active living work for me. I always use the old cliché of “If I can do it, so can you!” with my clients and other people interested in healthy living. In addition to my numerous allergy challenges, during my years as a full-time graduate student working three jobs and planning my wedding, I still managed to train six days per week with careful planning and many 5 a.m. mornings. With very limited time for cooking, I learned to prepare healthy meals quickly, and now I help others to do the same. I understand the many challenges involved in maintaining an active lifestyle, and I aim to live by example in overcoming my own obstacles. I help my clients to enjoy working out and to fit regular exercise into their busy lives.

Feeling and seeing the results of my lifestyle are great fuel to keep it going. I feel great and want to keep it that way! I also want to help others—whether or not they’re vegan—to achieve their own results, which is motivation for me to be my best.

In my journey to health and fitness, and in my challenge of overcoming my many obstacles to healthy living, I’ve learned that there’s power in consistency. Small actions add up over time and can lead to huge results. I’ve also learned that enjoyment—an often-overlooked aspect of health and fitness—is one of the main keys to making a healthy lifestyle last. Healthy living becomes easy when it’s something you enjoy and look forward to! I also find that one of the most powerful motivators to strive for continued health and fitness improvements is being able to inspire others. I believe we can each be a healthy role model, inspiring our children, friends, family, colleagues, and even strangers to live their best lives.



* Barnard, N. D., et al. (2019). Plant-Based Diets for Cardiovascular Safety and Performance in Endurance Sports. Nutrients, 10(1). https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30634559



CHAPTER 1: WHY IS WORKING OUT IMPORTANT?


We all know that working out is important to our health. But why, exactly? (Other than the obvious factor of healthy weight maintenance, which I hope everyone knows about.) There are countless reasons exercise is important to your health! Although you need to be active consistently over a long period of time for the most health benefits, even one workout can make a difference. In case you’re the impatient type, here are three immediate results you’ll get from just one workout:

1. Twenty minutes of moderate physical activity has been shown to increase cognitive and attention abilities immediately thereafter. This effect can last up to an hour. So, instead of spending more time meeting your work deadline, schedule a quick workout instead. Your productivity will thank you for it.

2. Even just one workout can do wonders for your skin. As your heart rate increases during your workout, the surface of your skin gets treated to increased blood flow, leading to a nice, healthy glow.

3. Better sex! That’s thanks to better blood flow after a good workout. One study on women found that a twenty-minute treadmill run increased genital arousal by 150 percent. This effect seems to last for about thirty minutes after finishing a workout.

In case those immediate results aren’t enough to convince you to get moving, let’s look at the benefits of adopting an active lifestyle over the long term. First, if you exercise regularly, you’ll live longer. Studies have found that regular, moderate physical activity has a greater impact on longevity than does obesity. In fact, active overweight people in one study lived an average of 3.1 years longer than inactive, normal-weight people.[1]

Health isn’t just about living longer, though. Regular exercise helps you to live longer, but it also helps you to live better.

One of my clients, a fifty-two-year-old single dad of three sons, calls exercise his “insurance policy” against age-related decline. He says, “Everyone talks about financial planning for retirement to ensure we have the funds to live life to the fullest. But what is all that if we don’t have good health? I’m investing in good health [via personal training] as part of my healthy aging plan. I don’t just want to be around for my kids and my future grandkids; I want to be healthy, active, and energetic! Exercise isn’t just about losing weight or building muscle. It’s also about functioning better in daily life and feeling better on a daily basis.”

I completely agree. Some of the main reasons I exercise are to live a better day-to-day life and to function more effectively.

Living a healthy life now will bring you many, many benefits later. Some of us don’t often think about what it’ll be like when we’re older (whatever “older” means to you—40? 60? 100?), but our future selves will thank us if we consider this more often. Being active is absolutely crucial in older age to maintaining independence, increasing quality of life, and decreasing disability. Between the ages of twenty-five and eighty, we lose approximately 40 to 50 percent of our strength.[2] The antidote to muscle and strength loss with age is, of course, regular exercise. We also lose bone density starting in our mid-thirties, which can result in osteoporosis and a high risk of bone fractures in later life (especially for women). Resistance training is your secret weapon of choice here.

[image: image]

While it’s best to start living an active lifestyle as early as possible, “it’s never too late” certainly rings true. Even for older adults who have been inactive their whole lives, starting an exercise program increases levels of agility, balance, flexibility, strength, and cardiovascular capacity—even for adults aged eighty and older.[3]

The physical health payoffs of regular exercise are clear. But did you know that regular exercise also has benefits for emotional and mental health? Regular physical activity seems to have a protective effect against developing depression. Studies have also found that regular exercise tends to have an antidepressant effect in people who already exhibit clinical depression.[4] Preliminary research shows that aerobic (i.e., cardio) exercise can decrease symptoms of anxiety, and that positive mood is found more often in people who exercise regularly than those who don’t.[5]



CHAPTER 2: N.I.C.E.: FOUR PRINCIPLES OF GETTING RESULTS FROM EXERCISE


You may be just starting out with an exercise program, you may have exercised for a few months already, or perhaps you’re a seasoned pro looking to increase your fitness know-how and prevent plateaus. How do you know whether what you’re doing during your workouts is going to continue to get you results? How do you get fit in the first place? How do you increase your fitness level if you’re already in shape? No matter your fitness level, the following four principles will guide you: novelty, intensity, consistency, and enjoyment (N.I.C.E.).

You need to keep doing new things, work out at a challenging intensity, exercise regularly over time, and have fun!

NOVELTY

In order to make progress, you need to keep your muscles guessing. This means you need to switch up your workouts and try new activities, rather than doing the same routine with the same weights at the gym, or running the same path for the same distance every morning. The key here is to find a balance between working on improving certain exercises (meaning you’ll need to do the same exercises for a period of time) and changing them for further fitness development.

There are countless ways you can change what you’re already doing. Run longer or faster, lift heavier weights for fewer reps or lighter weights for more reps, or swim sets of lengths at the pool at different paces. You’ll prevent both plateaus—where you don’t see fitness improvements, even though you’re working out—and boredom.

Not only do you need to keep progressing with existing exercises (e.g., by using heavier weights or by performing more reps) and occasionally switch up the exercises you're doing, but you also need to vary the types of exercises you do. This will develop well-rounded fitness, help you to keep seeing results, prevent injury, and ensure you don't bore yourself to death. Competitive swimmer? Try rock climbing or a weight-training workout. Gym rat? Try an indoor cycling class (a.k.a. spin class). One of the reasons triathletes have relatively low injury rates compared to athletes from other disciplines is that they focus on three different sports, rather than just one, leaving time for muscle recovery between running, cycling, and swimming workouts.

INTENSITY

This one’s a bit tricky and sometimes takes a lot of trial and error. Hiring a fitness professional to help you determine your ideal workout intensity will certainly simplify this process. Basically, you need to challenge yourself to get results (no surprise here), without injuring yourself. Lifting three-pound weights at the gym is not going to get you the lean and toned physique you want. Going for a ten-minute stroll every day is not likely going to get rid of those last ten pounds. You have to work hard for what you want!

So, what does being “active” mean, exactly? Don’t worry, you don’t have to sign yourself up for the next marathon or Ironman triathlon (although some day, why the heck not?). Everyone has a different definition for what active means, but let’s go with the gold standard guidelines. According to North American guidelines from the US Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) and the Canadian Society for Exercise Physiology (CSEP), in order to get health benefits from exercise, we need to accumulate a minimum of 150 minutes of moderate- to vigorous-intensity aerobic exercise per week, in bouts of 10 minutes or more.[1], [2] Aerobic exercise targets your cardiovascular system and includes activities you can perform for extended periods of time, like jogging, playing tennis, swimming, or cycling. You can add up your physical activity minutes during your day, as long as you’re active at a moderate level or higher. And what does “moderate” intensity mean? This is where the Talk Test comes in.

If you can maintain a conversation quite easily while you’re exercising, you’re at a low intensity. This is where you should start if you’ve never exercised before, or if you’re warming up for more vigorous exercise.

Once you feel a bit out of breath and start taking a bit longer to respond to your conversation partner, you’re at a moderate intensity. You should be able to maintain a conversation, but it’ll be a bit more difficult than regular chatting, and you might take a few seconds before each sentence to catch your breath.

[image: image]

Vigorous intensity involves having difficulty maintaining a conversation. It’s still possible, but it’s very challenging.

If you can’t maintain a conversation at all, your intensity level is high. This is reserved for fitness nuts who have worked out for a long time, and for professional athletes. Steer clear of this zone unless you have permission from a health professional!

In addition to 150 total minutes of aerobic exercise per week, American and Canadian recommendations suggest at least two days per week of muscle and bone strengthening activities focusing on the major muscle groups. This means resistance training. Whether you use dumbbells, weight-training machines, barbells, resistance bands, kettlebells, or your own body weight, resistance training improves your strength, muscle density, and bone density.

These guidelines apply to all adults over the age of eighteen, with an extra recommendation for adults aged sixty-five-plus. Older adults with poor mobility should perform physical activities that enhance balance and prevent falls. Tai Chi and yoga are popular forms of exercise that target balance.

The HHS and CSEP mention that these are minimum guidelines, and that more daily physical activity provides greater health benefits. I must add that this is up to a point. Extreme endurance athletes—or any extreme athletes for that matter—in some cases are at risk of harming their bodies. Some recent studies, for example, have suggested that long-term marathon runners are at risk of developing heart rhythm problems, as well as scarring and fibrosis of the heart.[3] This shouldn’t scare you out of exercise, or even doing a marathon or two if you want to—cardiologists say it’s OK to cross it off the bucket list, as long as you’re not a full-time marathon runner. The point is to do everything in moderation. Ensure you balance your body with different types of fitness (cardio/aerobic activity, flexibility, strength, power), and give it enough rest between workouts for the most health benefits.

CONSISTENCY

You need to be absolutely consistent with your fitness plan, whether your goal is working out three days a week or six days a week. Creating a routine is extremely important for making healthy-living habits stick over the long term. You also need to be consistent with healthy eating in order to see and feel results from exercise. Stick to a workout schedule, stick to your healthy diet, be patient and persistent, and results will follow. Remember that small and consistent actions toward a goal will lead to incredible results over time.

Fitness professional and “trainer of trainers” Jonathan Goodman says, “In fitness, our job is to motivate and empower people to adhere to a program. The program itself is secondary.”[4] Your actual workouts are secondary to sticking with your program over time to get results.

Did you know that only 15 percent of the Canadian population meets the physical activity guidelines mentioned earlier? Sedentary roles like office work are a major culprit. Here are four simple tips to help you sneak exercise into your workday. You don’t have to exercise in one continuous bout to count toward the weekly recommendation, so these tips focus on shorter bouts of exercise throughout the day, which are usually easier to create for yourself while at work.
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