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INTRODUCTION


When I take on new clients, I have them fill out a questionnaire to help me better understand their fitness goals. Clients are asked to rank potential areas of focus in order of importance—core strength, weight loss, muscle toning, injury rehab, better energy, etc. The top three are almost always the same, especially when it comes to my female clients: Core strength is the primary goal, followed by weight loss and toning.


It’s not surprising that most women are looking to improve their core; after all, the term “core strength” has become practically synonymous with “fitness” in the past decade. We’ve all been told that a stronger core is absolutely essential to good health, fewer aches and pains, and most importantly a better physique. There is certainly no shame in wanting a more defined midsection. After all, isn’t that what we’re all saying when we profess to wanting greater core strength?


As women, we are presented with an overwhelming number of products, supplements, and workouts that promise a tighter tummy and perfect six-pack abs. The irony about that flashy six-pack is that it does not in any way imply that you have functional core strength, yet it continues to be the hallmark of a fit, sexy body. The pursuit of goddesslike abs is the reason we are willing to engage in self-inflicted torture—hundreds of crunches, a cycle of diets and cleanses, and a litany of unregulated supplements that claim to burn belly fat in mere minutes. In our desperation to find a solution to the flabby abby, we can be easily swayed by perfectly sculpted models, most of whom did not get chiseled abs by using the product they are promoting. The problem is that most of these efforts deliver short-lived results, if any at all, and leave us utterly frustrated. How can we keep our waistlines from expanding without starving ourselves or devoting hours a day to grueling workouts? Why isn’t there a solution that is both effective and sustainable? These are questions that I hear from my clients on a daily basis, and this is why I developed the Core Envy program: to give you a strong, sexy core that is functional and looks great.


You might look at me and assume that I can’t empathize with your fitness struggle, but let me assure you that I’ve run into many of the same dead ends you have in my attempts to control my waistline. Growing up, I was never categorized as overweight, but I certainly was never referred to as “thin.” In fact, the term that was most often used to describe me was “stocky,” which basically meant I was short and thick. I never paid attention to food or calories because I was an athlete and thought I needed the fuel for performance.


When I got to college I was confronted with a frightening reality—no more team sports and an unlimited dessert bar in the dining hall. I was well aware of the “freshman 15,” but I didn’t think it would happen to me. I was putting in 30-minute sessions on the elliptical at the fitness center and walking to class—surely that had to burn lots of calories! By sophomore year I had managed to put on close to 20 pounds, which is pretty noticeable on a stocky 5-foot-2-inch frame. I clearly remember the day at the end of my sophomore year when I could no longer button my jeans. In a fit of panic I immediately started doing crunches, hoping that my waistline would magically shrink over the course of the next 100 repetitions. It didn’t, but I continued to incorporate crunches into my exercise routine for more years than I like to acknowledge, convinced that if I abandoned this time-honored exercise routine, I would surely be tempting the muffin-top gods. It took a master’s degree in exercise science, scores of scientific studies, and—most convincingly—personal experience to persuade me to ditch the crunches and turn to a more integrated approach in order to achieve an enviable core.


In this book, I’ll share with you what I’ve learned about achieving and maintaining a strong, sexy core. I’ve done my research; vetted my approach with thousands of clients over the past 15 years; and landed on a program that is effective, is easy to follow, and won’t leave you in a continued state of frustration and dismay. I can’t promise you a flat stomach overnight, but if you have 8 weeks to devote to a program based on fact, not fad, you will see a significant change in your core.


WHAT YOU CAN EXPECT
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This program is designed for real people with real time constraints, real jobs, real families, and a real desire to follow a program that isn’t complicated. I’m not going to ask you to do hundreds of crunches, set aside two hours a day for workouts, or spend money on weird vegetables and supplements that aren’t normally a part of your diet. My Core Envy program integrates three routines to build a strong, sexy core:


[image: ][image: ]  Sculpting exercises to tighten and tone


[image: ][image: ]  Cardio workouts to melt belly fat


[image: ][image: ]  A diet makeover to help you reach your goals


Along the way, I’ll explain the science behind the workouts, helping you feel confident that you’re devoting your time to a program that is effective and efficient.


We live in an age of information overload. With so many promises of overnight results being thrown at you from all directions, you deserve to know the relevant facts about your health and your body. I’m not going to sugarcoat the process or make outlandish claims that you can have a better body with “5 easy moves.” Getting fit and staying fit takes time and dedication, but the experience doesn’t have to be a miserable one. My Core Envy program can be tailored to fit your lifestyle and your current level of fitness. I’ll show you how to choose the most powerful forms of sculpting, cardio, and nutrition to transform your core.


SETTING YOURSELF UP FOR SUCCESS
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Maybe this is your first fitness book, or maybe it’s your fiftieth. Either way, I want it to be your last. The Core Envy program can help you achieve your goals, but in order to do that you need to set yourself up for success. There are a few things that are essential to maximizing your results—if you can focus on these three things, you will greatly increase your chances of sticking to this program and finally achieving the core you want.


1. Today is the perfect day to start. Yes, I know that you have the company holiday party next week and that your best friend’s birthday is the following Tuesday, but guess what? Life is always happening, and there will always be the perfect excuse for why you can’t start living a healthy lifestyle right now. The biggest disservice that we do ourselves is expecting 100 percent perfection 100 percent of the time and then deciding that anything less is failure. Start the Core Envy program today, then go to that holiday party next week and do the best you can. If you make food choices that you’re unhappy with, don’t throw in the towel and decide that all the work you did the week before was worthless. Health is the cumulative effect of choices you make over time. I’m guessing it took you more than a week to gain the extra weight that you’re carrying around your tummy, so don’t expect it to go away in a week. Make a commitment to yourself today. And the next day, and the next …


2. Schedule your entire day around your workout. Study after study shows that people who work out first thing in the morning are exponentially more likely to work out regularly. Why? Because emergencies at work or home are much more common at 6 p.m. than at 6 a.m. Set your alarm and get your workout done before the rest of the day takes over. If the morning hours just aren’t an option, then put your workout in your calendar and make sure that everyone around you knows that block of time is non-negotiable. If you are like me, you might have to get a little creative in blocking out your time. Because many of my personal training clients switch their day and time from week to week, I’ve learned that I must block off time in my calendar for my own workouts or else I run the risk of scheduling too many clients and not leaving any breaks for myself. I used to write “workout” in my calendar, but then I had one too many clients look over my shoulder and ask if I could move my workout because it was the only time that worked for her to come in. After sacrificing my own workouts numerous times, I started writing “Dana” on my schedule for my personal workout. I even had one client comment, “Dana seems super dedicated—she comes in almost every day!” I just smiled and said, “Yes, and she’s seeing great results!”


3. Surround yourself with support. Don’t try to go through this journey on your own. Let your family, friends, and colleagues know that you’re making a commitment to living healthier and ask them to help keep you accountable. The most important people to have on board are the people with whom you live because they have the ability to encourage or sabotage your progress with the foods they bring into the house. It’s very difficult to stay true to your nutrition plan when you’re surrounded by chocolate-chip cookies and potato chips! Maybe the people in your life need a little encouragement in this area as well, so recruit your friends to do the Core Envy program with you.
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If you find yourself struggling, want to share your journey, or need further information about the workouts and nutrition plan, please visit the Core Envy web site at www.coreenvybook.com.




3 steps to an
ENVIABLE CORE




Step 1: THE NEW RULES of
SCULPTING


LEFT TO OUR OWN DEVICES, most of us would begin a regimen of abdominal crunches to create an enviable core. It seems like the obvious and logical strategy. After all, if you want to improve upon something, you should do more of that thing. To improve your tennis serve, you practice serving; to improve your golf swing, you practice golfing; and so on. So the fastest road to a great-looking core is to dedicate more time to working your abs. A typical visit to the gym might include 30 minutes on the elliptical, 10 minutes of crunches, and a protein shake in the car. Sound like a familiar workout? If you’ve been following a program similar to this for months (maybe years?) and seen little to no change in your body, you’re not alone. We’ve been programmed to think that crunches are the fastest path to a flat belly.


Our cultural obsession with crunches has deep roots, which I will attempt to extract throughout the course of this book. It’s difficult to turn away from traditional, time-honored practices, mainly because they feel comfortable. Maybe you remember racing through a minute of crunches in PE to prove your fitness level. You’ve probably been to group fitness classes, all of which seemed to be some version of cardio exercise that ends with a series of crunches. Essentially, we have been trained to follow a workout template that consists of low-intensity cardio topped off with five variations of a traditional crunch. Despite all my education in exercise science, it took me years to break out of this workout doctrine because it was all I had ever known. Even though I wasn’t seeing the results that I wanted, the female workout code of elliptical + crunches = better body was so embedded in my psyche that I felt deviating from it would amount to fitness heresy. I was scared. Sure, I could try something new and radical, but I was skeptical that the outcome would be any different. And even though my workout strategy wasn’t working, I was really good at it.


I spent way too many years thinking that the length of my workout would be directly proportional to the results I would see. More is better! I kept adding more and more low-intensity cardio every time I wanted to drop a few pounds, more crunches if I wanted to tighten my tummy, and more diet sodas and sugar-free frozen yogurt to eat “healthier.” Once I became a personal trainer and started coaching people, I noticed that my clients’ workout history sounded eerily similar to my own. I quickly realized that we were getting it wrong—it was time to shed the traditional routine of cardio and crunches and do something radical. It was time to create a program that would deliver the results we were all looking for.


DON’T WASTE YOUR TIME WITH CRUNCHES
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It might come as a shock that the Core Envy program does not include crunches. I’ve intentionally omitted them because they don’t utilize a significant percentage of your core musculature. While it feels like you’re working hard when you’re 70 reps into a grueling round of 100 crunches, you are predominantly working a single muscle group—the rectus abdominis (rectus). In actuality, the true “core” of the body includes countless other muscles.


This brings up the issue of function versus vanity. Why wouldn’t you want to focus your gym time on developing a rockin’ rectus? Aren’t those the beach muscles that look great with a spray tan? If a well-developed rectus is what turns heads, do we really need a well-rounded core routine that works all the other muscles? The short answer is that a high-functioning core leads to a better-looking core. Focusing on only a few core muscles can lead to poor posture (which makes your tummy stick out) and injuries (which will inhibit you from being able to work out). Build a solid foundation for your core with a well-rounded core routine, and you will accomplish the dual goals of looking good while being strong and pain-free.




 






 


AB EXERCISES vs. CORE EXERCISES


The terms “abs” and “core” are not synonymous, though they are often erroneously used interchangeably. The abdominal muscles consist of only four groups of muscles—the rectus abdominis, external obliques, internal obliques, and transverse abdominis—whereas the entire core consists of all the muscles (muscle groups) depicted in the following figures. You might have strong abs, but this does not mean your entire core is strong!














	AB EXERCISES


	CORE EXERCISES







	Reverse crunch


	Plank holds







	Side crunch


	Squats







	Traditional crunch


	Mountain climbers







	Bicycle crunch


	Bird dogs












 





When I talk about the foundation for your core, I’m not referring just to the intricate musculature beneath your abs. Your glutes and hamstrings are also involved. These muscles are traditionally categorized as “lower-body” muscles, but they serve a dual function in helping to stabilize and move the pelvis, which makes them part of the core. In fact, any muscle that is attached to either the pelvis or the spine is technically part of the core. Add to the major muscle groups all of the smaller, deeper muscles in this area, and the count of how many muscles are in the human core easily reaches into the hundreds. If your core strengthening routine is based solely on crunches, you’re neglecting 95 percent of your core musculature.


When a large percentage of your core muscles is routinely ignored, it creates a scenario called muscular imbalance in which a muscle or group of muscles becomes tight and overactive, therefore causing a neighboring or opposing muscle to become weak and underactive. The imbalance is problematic because our muscles control our joints and bones, and when a certain muscle is doing too much work, it will start to pull the bones and joints it is attached to into uncomfortable positions. For example, when our friend the rectus abdominis becomes overactive, it pulls the rib cage and pelvis closer together. Repetitively bringing your rectus muscles into a contracted, or shortened, position results in poor posture and can ultimately place excessive pressure on the discs of the spine, causing pain and even long-term injury.
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Most people have core musculature that is extremely imbalanced, primarily because we already do exercises that work on strengthening only the rectus. Such exercises are particularly problematic because we are already shortening our rectus all day while we sit in the car, sit at our desks, sit on the couch, or slouch while we walk. Simply stated, we don’t need to work our rectus because is it already overworked and overactive.


Instead of doing exercises that shorten the rectus, we need to focus on exercises that recruit the deep core muscles. Scientific studies have actually proven that crunches and similar movements that involve trunk flexion do not activate the core muscles as effectively as do other exercises. In a recent study conducted at Auburn University, researchers tested the efficiency of popular core exercises through the use of electromyography.1 By positioning electrodes on the skin over the muscles that are being tested, this technology measures the level of contraction found in those muscles. In order to establish a reference scale for the study, the standard crunch was assigned a value of 100. The exercises with values higher than 100 points showed greater muscular contraction than the standard crunch, and those under 100 had less. The results of the study clearly show why crunches are out, whereas moves such as the Pilates hundred and the isometric side bridge are in. The exercises that successfully recruit the deep abdominal muscles have two things in common: They require a high degree of stabilization, and they avoid trunk flexion. Additional movements that follow these guidelines include exercises such as the plank hold, the seated boat row, and windshield wipers. The Core Envy program uses variations of all of these movements and many more original movements I created to give you an enviable core that is also functional.




CORE MUSCLES ENGAGED FOR SELECTED EXERCISES
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In addition to recruiting the deep core muscles, we need to recruit the big movers of the core, primarily the gluteals. You can’t have an enviable core without having glutes that are strong and functional. I’ve had many a client make the argument that her butt is already big, so it must be strong. Well, we’ve all heard the adage, but in this case it’s true: Size doesn’t matter. It’s entirely possible (and very common) to have glutes that take up a lot of real estate but aren’t actually working. If you want to find out whether or not your glutes are showing up for the job, try the test in the sidebar “Are Your Glutes Firing?” When the glutes are shut off and not firing correctly, the body will rely on other muscles to step in and do the job. Often the muscles that take over for the glutes are smaller (for example, the muscles of the low back) and less efficient. Over time, these muscles will become excessively taxed and will end up causing pain and injury.




 






 


Are your GLUTES FIRING?


To test the firing capability of your glutes, perform this simple exercise. Lie on your back with your knees bent and your feet on the ground 8 to 10 inches from your glutes. Lift one leg off the floor. Pressing through the opposite heel, lift your hips as high off the ground as possible. You should feel this movement primarily in the glute of the leg pressing into the floor. Complete 15 repetitions, then switch to the other leg.


If you feel the movement in your glutes, then your posterior is functioning properly. If you feel it in your hamstrings and low back, then you need to focus on glute activation and strengthening exercises. Turn to the “Booty Bonus” series to do just that.
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