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FOREWORD











 I feel like I’ve always known Bob Greene, though the truth is, it’s only been fourteen years since we first met. My life has not been the same since that meeting; Bob changed my life.




At the time, I was 237 pounds, miserable and so ashamed to have joined the ranks of the perpetually obese that I had trouble maintaining eye contact. I couldn’t understand why I was able to triumph over so many other challenges and adversities in life, and yet when it came to losing weight I was a big fat failure.




Before I met Bob, I had spent years bouncing from one diet to another, beginning from the time I was twenty-two. That was the year that I landed a big job as a news coanchor in Baltimore and discovered that food—and especially corn dogs and six-inch chocolate-chip cookies with macadamia nuts from the mall food stalls—could provide a great deal of solace. I was naïve, felt very alone, and was having trouble adjusting to my new job.




I had no friends and no furniture, not even curtains on the windows of my new apartment. My coanchor seemed to resent me, and I worried that I was in way over my head. I’d had almost no experience as a writer, but every day I was given news copy to rewrite for my segment of the broadcast. In my previous job I had been more of a newsreader: the copy had been written for me and all I had to do was read it on air. It’s an awful feeling when you know you can’t make the mark. No matter how hard I tried, I could not bang out the copy fast enough for my superiors. Inevitably, every day as we neared the six o’clock news hour I’d hear John, the copy editor, yell across the room: “WINFREY, WHERE’S THE GODDAMNED COPY!!!!”






I was humiliated but put on a smile and got through the days, reading the news and chitchatting with my fellow anchors on air. But I didn’t like my job. I felt blessed to have it, but I truly hated some of the things I was required to do. I always felt like I was chasing bodies, waiting for the worst to happen. The bigger the fire, the more bodies in the collision, the more devastating the natural disaster, the more excited my bosses became.




Working in that environment was an affront to my spirit; the reporter’s objectivity I needed to maintain went against everything in my nature. Many times I was an eyewitness to the most devastating moments in people’s lives, but I was not allowed to express any emotion. So I ate those emotions, and along with them, just about everything I could buy at the food court. I thought I was just fine; I just had a little weight problem. Now I realize I didn’t have a weight problem. I had problems that I was burying by eating, but it wasn’t until years later, after many conversations with Bob, that I finally made the connection.




When all those corn dogs and chocolate-chip cookies finally pushed me up to 140 pounds—a weight I would do the hula in the streets for now—I went to my first diet doctor. I paid $27 for a consultation and an eating plan that called for 1,200 calories a day. It was my first time counting and cutting calories, so of course my young body responded well. I lost 7 pounds the first week, and in a month I was down to 125. Slim again, I started my old habit of grazing through the food stalls at the mall. My regular dinner plan: a baked potato with all the toppings—melted cheese, bacon, and chives—followed by one of those six-inch cookies from the Great American Cookies stand. In my freezer were stacks of Stouffer’s macaroni and cheese, my comfort food of choice.




And so it went. I’d gain some, then I’d lose some. It was a cycle I’d end up repeating again and again.




When I first met Bob and he asked me why I was overweight, I thought he was being a smart-ass. I was overweight for the same reason everybody else is, I answered smugly. I loved food.




It took me a while to get to the truth. I didn’t love food. I used food to numb my negative feelings. It didn’t matter what the feeling was. A phone call from someone I didn’t want to talk to; a confrontation of any kind; being late; feeling tired, anxious, or bored. No matter how insignificant the discomfort, my first reaction was to reach for something to eat: a grape, Cheerios, a handful of nuts, chips, popcorn. I’d eat, unaware of how much I was consuming, until I was chewing on the last kernels of corn. That’s what it means to live unconsciously.




What I know for sure is that living an unconscious life is like being the walking dead. All my fat years—my unconscious years—are a blur to me now. It’s only because I have photographs and diaries that I remember them at all. And sometimes even then I don’t remember being present, because I wasn’t really there.




I grew up believing that people with money didn’t have problems. Or certainly none that money couldn’t solve. Then, in 1986, my show went national. It changed the trajectory of my life. When I’d started my working life in Nashville and Baltimore, paying the rent and the electric bill and making payments on my car left me with just enough to buy groceries and get my hair done. Now I had more money than I’d ever imagined, and everybody wanted some. The first thing I did was to retire my mother and a cousin who helped take care of me when I was growing up. My father let me buy him a new house and a Mercedes, but he refused to quit working in his barbershop. He’s still there.




Then everybody came out of the woodwork. Distant family members, who I barely knew, wanted me to completely take care of them or wanted to work for me. Relatives I hadn’t seen since I was ten years old showed up demanding thousands of dollars “because we’re family.” Helping my family was something I wanted to do, but I didn’t know how to handle the total strangers who came to Chicago claiming to have spent their last dime leaving a battering spouse, or the teenagers who’d run away from home.




The first year I helped almost everyone who asked me, family and strangers alike. It was stressful trying to figure out how much to give to whom, and before I knew it, they’d return for more. I was overwhelmed, but I never felt it. Once again, I just ate until I couldn’t feel. By the end of the year I was 200 pounds.




In 1988, totally frustrated and up to 212 pounds, I turned to Optifast, a liquid diet supplement program. For four months, I ate not a single grape, nut, or other morsel of food. I lost fat—and muscle—and I dropped to 145 pounds.




Now I know that it’s impossible to starve your body for four months, then feed it, and not expect to regain the weight. Your body doesn’t want to starve, so it holds on to every ounce of fat in case you do another crazy thing like consuming only about 400 calories a day!




It would take seven more years of gaining, gaining, and countless attempts to follow diets that I wasn’t really prepared to stick to before I discovered the truth. In the meantime, I was racing through two hundred shows a year. My entire life was work. I was leaving my apartment at six A.M. and getting home at ten at night. Eating. Sleeping. Repeating the cycle five days a week. My friends were my staff, and even when we weren’t working, our lives still revolved around the show.




In 1992, I won another Emmy for Best Talk Show Host. I had prayed that Phil Donahue would win so that I wouldn’t have to embarrass myself by rolling my fat butt out of my seat and walking down the aisle to the stage. By now I’d reached the end of believing I could be thin, though I was scheduled to leave for Colorado the next day to visit yet another spa. I was so depressed about my weight, I had little hope that I would be successful this time around. Every time the number on the scale went higher, it seemed even more hopeless. And 237 pounds was the heaviest I’d ever been. I had journals filled with prayers to God to help me conquer my weight demon.




Bob Greene was the answer to my prayers. When I first met Bob at that last-ditch-effort spa in Colorado, I thought for sure he was judging and labeling me as I had already judged and labeled myself: fat and out of control. Bob, it turned out, wasn’t judging me at all. He really understood.




But he did have some tough questions for me. One of them was the hardest question that anyone has ever asked me: What is the best life possible for you? I remember one conversation in particular.




“You of all the people in the world can have your life be what you want; why don’t you do it? What do you really want?” he asked.




“I want to be happy,” I replied.




“‘Happy’ isn’t a good-enough answer. What does that mean? Break it down for me. When was the last time you were really happy?”




“When I was filming The Color Purple, seven years ago.”




“What about filming The Color Purple made you happy?”




I didn’t have to think to answer. “Doing that work filled me up. I was playing a character that was meaningful to me, surrounded by the brilliance of Alice Walker, Quincy Jones, and Steven Spielberg. I was so charged and stimulated every day, I just wanted to do better and be better.”




“So what would it take for you to have that feeling again?”




In answering that question, I realized the show had gotten away from me. In order to stay competitive, we had become more and more salacious, covering topics like “My sister slept with my husband” and “Is my husband or my boss my baby’s father?” I didn’t want to put junk on the air that perpetuated dysfunction instead of resolving it. It wasn’t who I wanted to be.




And so, while I worked out and changed what and how much I ate, managing the rest of my life became my real focus. I started asking myself the same questions Bob had asked me. For every circumstance, I asked myself:




“What do I want?”




“What kind of show do I want?”




“What kind of body do I want?”




“What do I want to give to all the people who are asking me for my money, my attention, my time?”




I finally made a decision about that last one. I set up trust funds with a finite amount of cash for the people to whom I wanted to give money. And to those with whom I had no connection, I said no, and meant it. And just to be sure, I changed my home number. I’ve never visited a psychiatrist, but working with Bob has been priceless therapy.




Another thing I know for sure now is that you’ve got to ask yourself: What kind of life do I want and how close am I to living it? You cannot ever live the life of your dreams without coming face-to-face with the truth. Every unwanted pound creates another layer of lies. It’s only when you peel back those layers that you will be set free: free to work out, free to eat responsibly, free to live the life you want and deserve to live. Tell the truth and you’ll learn to eat to satisfy your physical hunger as opposed to your emotional hunger and to stop burying your hopes and dreams beneath layers of fat.




A young woman on my show who had been struggling with her weight once said to me she’d learned to challenge the pain and not the peanut butter. I thought that was brilliant. Once you work on what’s eating you, you won’t want to eat so much.






The Best Life Diet plan on the following pages mirrors the way I eat and live now. (You’ll find a full week of my menus and some of my favorite foods on Chapter 6.) There is no secret to losing weight. It’s simple physics: what you put in versus what you put out.




I lost weight in stages. First I became active: I still work out even though I really hate it, but I know if I don’t, I will end up at 200 pounds again. Then I started working on my eating. First I stopped eating past 7:30 at night. When Bob told me it would make a big difference in my weight, I resisted. I thought it was going to be too hard. It was at first, but it gradually got easier. I rearranged my life so I wasn’t rushing to make the 7:30 P.M. eating cutoff time. Not eating after 7:30 P.M. turned out to be one of the most effective changes I’ve made.




I’ve now taken most of the unhealthy foods out of my diet and replaced them with better choices. I eat smaller portions and healthful foods as a way of life, not as a diet to go on and off. I’ve even started a garden, and one of the most delightful moments for me these days is seeing a basket of just-picked green beans, tomatoes, lettuce, carrots, and corn sitting on my kitchen counter. And I’m always working on getting better. My diet is a work in progress.




Maybe what’s most different now is that I think about why I eat, not just about what and how much. The truth is, most people—like me—have to keep watch on all three: why, what, and how we eat. We have to manage it daily. If you turn on the TV and see that I’ve picked up a few pounds, you will know that I’m not managing and balancing my life as well as I should.




I accept that mine is a very public life, although the pain and frustration I experience when I gain weight is just as individual and difficult as your own. I still work constantly at not repressing my feelings with food.




One day I was leaving Santa Barbara, heading for Chicago. I was unable to fly due to bad weather, and I left the airport craving cake. I didn’t process my feelings about being delayed; I just wanted cake. In particular, the coconut cake sold at the Montecito Café. Mind you, it was three years ago that I had my first and last bite of that cake, but the memory was so strong I could taste it. All the way home I thought about that cake.




I knew the café was closed, but I was still obsessing about it. I got home and stood in my pantry trying to come up with something that would substitute for the cake and satisfy my craving. I got out some pancake mix and a can of pineapple. I can make pineapple pancakes, add syrup, and it can taste kind of like the cake, I thought. I vowed to make a giant pancake right after I took my dogs for a walk.




While the dogs and I went for a long walk, I got really calm. I wasn’t anxious about missing appointments and having to rearrange schedules anymore. I returned home and didn’t even think about cake or pancakes, pineapple or syrup.




I started a new book, and went to sleep in peace.




Pausing is something I do more often now.




And I pray or meditate—or do both—every day. I start my day with a prayer that Marianne Williamson shared in her book Illuminata: A Return to Prayer.








Dear God,




I give this day to You.




May my mind stay centered on the things of spirit.




May I not be tempted to stray from love.




As I begin this day, I open to receive You.




Please enter where You already abide.




May my mind and heart be pure and true, and may I not deviate from the things of goodness.




May I see the love and innocence in all mankind, behind the masks we all wear and the illusions of this worldly plane.




I surrender to You my doings this day.




I ask only that they serve You and the healing of the world.




May I bring Your love and goodness with me, to give unto others wherever I go.




Make me the person You would have me be.




Direct my footsteps, and show me what You would have me do.




Make the world a safer, more beautiful place.




Bless all Your creatures.




Heal us all, and use me, dear Lord, that I might know the joy of being used by You.




Amen.









I pray to be used by a power greater than myself. It takes consistent effort to live my best life.




The mistake I’ve made in the past is not realizing how constant a struggle it really is not to turn to food for comfort. It comes down to another question Bob asked me years ago: “How much do you love yourself?”




“Of course I love myself,” I’d snapped. “It’s the first law of self-preservation. I firmly believe in it.”




“You may believe it, but you don’t practice it,” he said. “Otherwise you couldn’t let yourself be two hundred and thirty-seven pounds.”




I wanted to cry, and later I did. He was so right. I cared more about everyone else’s feelings than my own. I’d overextend myself to do anything anyone asked, to honor his or her feelings. I didn’t want anyone to think I wasn’t “nice” or, worse, that “the money has gone to her head.”




This, too, I know for sure: Loving yourself means honoring yourself and your own feelings first. When I was 237 pounds, I didn’t even know what I felt. It was like living behind a veil of fat.




My hope is that you can learn from my mistakes and liberate yourself from this struggle. I finally know it doesn’t have to be so hard. Make a decision. Know that you deserve the best life possible. It’s there for the asking, the answering, the taking. Go out and get it!!!!!
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INTRODUCTION





 










 Losing weight is not that complicated. Eat fewer calories than you burn and the pounds will drop off, your clothes will loosen up, and you’ll see a lower number on the scale. It’s that simple. Only it never really is that simple. While the formula for weight loss may be uncomplicated, people are not. To varying degrees, we’re all at the mercy of our physical yearnings, years of deeply ingrained habits, roller-coaster emotions, social pressures, and an inborn penchant for pleasure—in short, we all have our own human nature to contend with, and that has turned the relatively straightforward process of losing weight into a surprisingly complex problem.




When you’re faced with complex problems in other areas of your life, you probably think nothing of devoting much of your time to resolving them. After all, common wisdom has it that if you approach a challenge by taking it step by step, success will come. However, weight loss is rarely approached that way. Most people want immediate gratification, and so most weight-loss programs try to deliver. They ask you to jump in and ruthlessly cut your calories so that you drop pounds right away. A few weeks later, they let you ease up and eat more, then a few weeks after that you can ease up again, until it’s easier and easier to relax the rules and you find yourself eating and living the same way you did before you went on the diet. As a result, you gain back all the weight you lost.




The quick-fix approach has always seemed backward to me. If there’s any doubt that making drastic changes to behavior in the short term is no way to approach a multifaceted problem, you only have to look at the diet failure rates in this country. Despite spending billions of dollars on weight-loss plans and paraphernalia, not all that many people are getting to a healthy weight permanently. But some people are, and most of them are doing it not by asking the impossible of themselves—and, for most people, rapid transformation that lasts is impossible—but by taking change one small step at a time. These people increase the amount of physical activity they’re doing and stop skipping meals. They look at their lives and work on changing the reasons why they turn to food for comfort. They learn how to get in better touch with their hunger, and, finally, they embrace a new, more moderate and nutritious way of eating. Doing all of these things, and doing them in a gradual way, is what enables these people to reach and maintain a healthy body weight. It’s the reverse of the quick-fix approach—and it really works!




I’m an exercise physiologist, so I’ve had a lot of training in how the human body operates. But my real education has come from being a student of diet successes and failures. Ever since I finished graduate school in 1983, I’ve been fascinated by how some people are able to lose weight and keep it off and how some people can’t seem to make weight loss stick. This fascination has led me to make finding the answer to that question my life’s work. How you lose weight is no great mystery—that’s just a matter of eating fewer calories than you burn. The more puzzling question is why, after managing to shed at least some—or perhaps even a lot of—weight, so many people change course and return to their old ways. Even more puzzling is that when I ask people who’ve been on the weight-loss roller coaster how they felt when they were thinner, virtually all of them say, “Great. I never felt better in my life.” So what makes them regress?




After working one-on-one with many clients and talking to thousands of people through the years, I think I can say with some authority that the fast-and-furious approach to weight loss is also the fastest route to failure.




Here’s why: human beings don’t respond well to sudden changes. However, your body—and your mind—both have a powerful ability to adapt to change when it comes at you in measured amounts. Think about how athletes train. They don’t immediately go from lifting 20 pounds to lifting 100 pounds, and they don’t go from running 2 miles to running 26 miles overnight. Instead, they work up to the pinnacle of their capabilities, giving their bodies a chance to become accustomed to the new demands being placed on them. This step-by-step strategy makes sense when it comes to weight loss, too.




Change—or, I should say, lasting change—simply takes time. And that’s not only true of how our bodies work, it’s also true of how our minds work. If you’ve always relied on food for emotional sustenance, you will have to get used to the idea of turning to other things to help you through tough times. Perhaps most important, you’ve got to figure out why you need food to make yourself feel better. What in your life is making you unhappy, or leaving a void that you’re using ice cream or doughnuts to fill? If you’re eating because you’re stressed, angry, bored, or lonely, you’ve got to find out what’s at the root of those feelings and change it. That may take some time, but it’s one of the most critical components of weight loss. For Oprah, becoming aware of and dealing with her habit of burying her emotions under plates of food was the most critical component. For many people, it will be as well.




A BETTER WAY OF EATING, A BETTER WAY OF LIFE




The Best Life Diet is not a diet in the usual sense of the word. You don’t go on it, then off it, as the term diet typically implies. It is, instead, a diet in the traditional sense of the word: a way of eating—for life. It’s based on a well-balanced regimen of interesting, satisfying, nutrient-rich, and easy-to-find-and-prepare foods. It’s not extremely restrictive in calories or limited in variety, but rather it is rooted in the idea that eating is and always should be one of life’s greatest pleasures. You can love food and live happily on this plan. More than anything, it’s a lifestyle—one that will lead you to your weight-loss goals.




The bounty of wonderful food available to us is a blessing, and a curse. When you think about the sheer number of vegetables, fruits, grains, meats, oils, dairy products, nuts, legumes, and seeds available to us, it’s mind-boggling. Run all those selections through the kitchens of food manufacturers and restaurants, and the choices expand thousands of times over. When you’re trying to eat as healthfully as possible, that can make your head spin.




I want to make eating well as uncomplicated for you as possible while helping you to enjoy the great variety of foods out there. It’s essential that you set certain boundaries for what you do and don’t eat. This doesn’t mean you have to deprive yourself; it just means that you have to opt for quality and wholesomeness. Choose whole grain cereal that is low in sugar instead of cereal that contains barely a hint of fiber and is sweetened to the hilt. Go for a lean turkey burger instead of a burger made from fat-marbled ground beef, and sparkling water spiked with real fruit juice instead of a fruit drink loaded with sugar.




This may be a new way of thinking for you, and I am keenly aware that when you’re used to the intense flavor of one food, substitutes seem to pale in comparison. But I am just as aware of the fact that when you choose high-quality substitutes, your taste will change within a matter of weeks. This is key because what I’m asking you to do here is not to switch over to foods that are flavorless or bland, but foods that are really wonderful—they just happen to be good for you, too. There’s nothing boring about a turkey burger spread with spicy mustard, smothered in onions that have been caramelized in a touch of olive oil, and served on a chewy whole grain bun. There’s nothing dull about bubbly water splashed with tangy-sweet grapefruit juice and mango nectar or about many of the crunchy, nutty high fiber O’s and squares now being produced by cereal makers. These are the foods that are going to help you change your eating habits forever—and they’re out there. You can buy them, and you can make them. Either way they’re going to make a big difference in your life.




I’m going to be honest—there are things you are going to have to give up. This program is going to help you eliminate foods that have empty calories as well as many that are filled with unhealthy fats, sugar, and artificial ingredients. But one glance at the recipes starting on Chapter 7 should tell you that the enticing foods I’m going to ask you to replace them with will make it considerably easier to let the junky foods go.




Ideally, all of us would have access to beautiful, fresh vegetables and fruits all year round, and the time to prepare cooked-from-scratch meals every day. But most of us don’t live where ripe peaches are available (or affordable) in January, and our busy lives mean that sometimes we’re eating on the go. That’s why being able to easily find foods that are convenient and healthy is crucial.




One way I hope to make it easier for you is by placing the Best Life seal of approval logo that you see on the cover of this book on products that I believe meet the needs of anyone trying to lose weight and eat healthfully. The companies that offer these products have shown a commitment to removing or substantially reducing ingredients that aren’t in your best interest, including saturated fats, trans fats, sodium, and sugar. Their products all contain one or more of the following nutritious ingredients: whole grains, healthy fats, fiber, vitamins, minerals, phytonutrients, and other essential nutrients. They’re proof that it’s not necessary to sacrifice great taste and nutrition for convenience, and they’re readily available at supermarkets across the country.




Best Life approved products include Barilla PLUS and Barilla Whole Grain pastas; Benefiber; Crystal Farm AllWhites and Better’n Eggs; Flatout Flatbread wraps; Hellmann’s (Best Foods) Light, Canola Cholesterol Free, and Olive Oil mayonnaise; Hershey’s Natural Unsweetened Cocoa and Special Dark Cocoa (unsweetened); Lean Cuisine; Libby’s 100% Pure Pumpkin; Lipton tea; Nestlé Pure Life Purified Water; Silk Soymilk; Slim-Fast bars and shakes; Smart Balance Buttery Spread and Peanut Butter; Wasa crispbreads; and Wish-Bone Salad Spritzers and Bountifuls. Products from the California Table Grape Commission, the Mushroom Council, and Florida Grapefruit are also Best Life approved.




The Best Life seal of approval helps you spot mainstays for meals and snacks. But what would life be like without a little ice cream, a piece of chocolate, or other treats? I firmly believe that you should eat these foods to make your diet fun and prevent feelings of deprivation. I’ve learned through the years that people who don’t treat themselves aren’t all that successful at losing and maintaining weight long-term. The key, of course, is moderation. That’s why I’ve put the Best Life Treat seal of approval on products that have no more than 150 calories and are typically individually portioned or offer a Best Life portion on the label. The Best Life approved treats, which tend to have a health edge over others in their class, include Edy’s and Dreyer’s fruit bars; Hershey’s Extra Dark chocolates; Nonni’s Biscotti; and Skinny Cow bars, sandwiches, and cones.




I’m grateful to these companies and organizations for showing product innovation and concern for good health, and for supporting the Best Life Diet program.




THE BEST LIFE DIET BASICS




A primary goal of the Best Life Diet is to help you lose weight. But the program also has a more far-reaching purpose: to make sure that the pounds you lose don’t return and your diet remains full of healthful, wholesome foods and virtually free of empty calories long past the time you reach your weight-loss goals. In other words, you’re going to transform your diet not only long enough to slim down, but also for the rest of your life.




I believe, however, that dietary changes last only if you support those changes by first making some important investments in yourself. The Best Life Diet involves working on other things besides the foods that you eat, and each of those things—which include increasing your activity, understanding and gauging your hunger, and eliminating emotional eating—is going to shore up your efforts to cut calories and improve the quality of your diet. In my experience, all the modifications required by this plan play an indispensable role in long-term weight loss. They allow you to lay a solid foundation for dietary change, making it easier for you to alter your eating habits and increasing the likelihood of your success.




To follow this program, it’s not necessary to count calories, follow menu plans, or measure your food. You can if you like—all the information you need to do so is provided on Chapter 3 and in the back of the book—and I know that some of you who prefer a structured plan or who have conditions that make weight loss particularly difficult can benefit from looking at and following the numbers. But you are also going to be adopting some practices that will help you gauge how much you should eat without consulting a chart. Learning to monitor your hunger, in particular, is going to provide you with cues that will let you know when you need to stop eating. Ultimately, I want eating the right amount of food for both weight loss and weight maintenance to come naturally to you so that you don’t have to live your life tied to measuring cups and calorie counting.




The Best Life Diet is divided into three phases; the first two phases last at least four weeks, while the final one is open-ended. One reason that I’m not throwing everything at you at once is so that you don’t become overwhelmed—as I said earlier, taking things step-by-step generally yields better results in any kind of endeavor, and particularly when it comes to weight loss. But there’s also another reason that I’m going to ask you to make changes in stages. There’s a logical order to the way your body adapts to new habits, and the three tiers of this program are designed to capitalize on that. The sequence in which you adopt changes during this program is not random; rather, it’s intended to help you turn your body into a better weight-loss machine.






During Phase One, you’re going to focus primarily on moving your body more, changing your eating patterns, and eliminating six problem foods from your diet. Hold off on completely overhauling the foods you eat and significantly reducing calories: increasing your activity and restructuring your meals and snacks will rev up your metabolism, which will counter some of the problems you may otherwise bump up against when you begin cutting calories in earnest (cutting calories happens more significantly in Phase Two). The changes you make in Phase One will also help you regulate your appetite more effectively, and that will enhance your ability to handle the challenges to come.




During Phase Two, you will more aggressively go after losing those extra pounds. You’ll begin by making a few more simple modifications to your diet. You will also learn about both the physical and emotional reasons why you get hungry, and you will begin employing tactics, including the use of a valuable tool called the hunger scale, to better manage your appetite.




Phase Three is devoted to further transitioning you into the healthy, high-quality diet that’s going to allow you to maintain the weight loss you’ve achieved. You will continue to change what you eat, eliminating more foods that contain empty calories and replacing them with nutritious alternatives. This is your diet for life, and the diet that will give you your best life.




Throughout this book, you will find a lot of information about why you will be doing what you’re doing. I don’t want you to just take the rules I give you at face value; you have a much better chance of sticking to them if you understand both the physiology and the psychology underlying weight loss. With that in mind, I’ve dedicated the first section of this book to helping you prepare for some of the physical and emotional ups and downs that are an inevitable part of shedding pounds. One of the most difficult aspects of weight loss is facing the prospect that something in your life may be causing you to misuse food and that to stop overeating, you’ve got to make some changes and, possibly, tough decisions. Being prepared to handle these and other challenges will keep you on track in this program, and if you stay on track, you’re going to succeed.




One thing that makes this program different from so many others is that we don’t just expect you to make the lifestyle changes required to lose weight on your own. Instead, we give you all the tools you’ll need before we ask you to adopt these new healthy habits. Another is that the Best Life Diet uses physical activity to bolster dietary changes and rewards you for burning more calories. When you’re active, you get to eat more, and you’ll see that reflected in the eating guidelines I have provided for you.




To reap the benefits of this program, you don’t necessarily have to engage in structured workouts, such as taking aerobics classes or even going for brisk walks, but you do need to move your body more in some way. The effect of activity on how many calories you burn goes way beyond the fact that you burn calories while you engage in activity. As I’ll explain further in the first and second chapters of this book, there are many different ways that being active makes losing weight a hundred times easier. During Phase One, you’ll have the opportunity to look at a chart of five different activity levels, find out where you fall on the spectrum now, and then determine which level you feel is within your capacity to achieve. Even doing just a little bit more activity will contribute greatly to helping you lose the pounds and keep them off.




OFFERING YOU ONGOING SUPPORT




The Best Life Diet has the ability to evolve to suit your changing needs. I fully expect your eating habits to change as new nutrition information is released and new and improved products come onto the market. But in this fast-paced world, printed material can get dated quickly, so I’ve developed the website www.thebestlife.com as a companion to this book and program. I’ll be using the website to keep you abreast of everything from interesting new foods (including those bearing the Best Life seal and the Best Life Treat seal) to research news from the field of nutrition science. The Best Life team, which consists of an outstanding team of chefs, dietitians, doctors, exercise physiologists, and certified personal trainers, will be keeping an ear to the ground to give you frequent updates. And we’ll also be out there scrutinizing store shelves, checking ingredients, and testing recipes. There will be articles about eating trends, an exercise library filled with great workouts, techniques for keeping you motivated, tools for self-discovery, and countless delicious recipes. This is a diet for life, so the last thing I want is for you to get tired of the foods you’re eating or to miss out on news that can benefit your well-being. The world around us changes; the way you eat should change, too.




The website also has the ability to offer you individualized versions of the Best Life Diet with meal plans customized to the specifics you provide, whether you need ideas for vegetarian meals, an egg-free plan, or any one of a number of other dietary adjustments. By the time you get to Phase Three, you’ll follow a plan that keeps you within healthy sodium limits no matter what meals you choose (and there’s quite a choice!). The detailed feedback you get on your diet and exercise habits is almost like checking in with a dietitian or trainer. (In fact, you can write to our experts whenever you want and get a personalized answer.)




Another feature of www.thebestlife.com is that it can put you in touch with other people who are dealing with the same weight-loss challenges you are. Everyone needs support to succeed at weight loss, and much of that support will come from your friends and family. But acquaintances you meet online can be of great help, too. Hooking you up with others in the program is another way the website can help you well beyond the pages of this book.




LOOKING AT THE WHOLE PICTURE




One thing you’ll never hear from me is that making changes in your life is easy. Even making gradual changes, as you will do during this program, can be tough, so I want you to be prepared for the challenge, but also think about the bigger picture and what other rewards you can get from this program besides a slimmer body.




It’s not an accident that this program has the word life in its name. Losing weight can change your life for the better in ways that far exceed being happier with your appearance. It can even change your life in ways that you would not expect. So many people I’ve worked with have found that losing weight made them more open to trying new things and going to new places. They became more confident in social situations, too. And all of it—the new people, the new experiences, the new places—resulted in them eventually leading a very different life than before they shed the extra pounds.




The process you go through to lose weight can give you valuable insight into yourself and what it is that’s preventing you from having the full life you want. What’s more, each step you take toward reaching your weight-loss goal is really a gift that you give yourself. When you eat right and exercise, you are taking care of yourself, treating yourself with respect, and acknowledging that you deserve to be healthy and happy.




A crucial difference between this program and your typical “miracle” diet is that miracle diets tend to give you a big bang—maybe a quick or surprisingly substantial weight loss—that peters out fairly quickly. The beauty of this program is that it provides you with a series of ongoing victories. Each day you take a few small steps, then build on them the day after that. Sure, there may be setbacks—everyone has them—but those victories will add up, and pretty soon you’ll be amazed at how different your life has become. And what could be more alluring than the prospect of waking up to your best life? So let’s roll up our sleeves and get to work!





























UNDERSTANDING YOUR WEIGHT







 








 Right about now, you’re probably itching to jump right into this program and see the needle on the scale start inching its way down. If that’s the case, I’m happy that you’re ready to get going. But it’s also important that you be well prepared for the challenges that lie ahead. The process of losing weight can send you on an emotional roller coaster unlike any other, but if you know what’s to come, you’ll be able to weather the ride. How you handle the inevitable ups and downs can mean the difference between your failure and your success.




This chapter will help prepare you for the changes coming your way. There are two elements of weight loss in particular that can cause frustration and lead people to give up. I want you to understand both of them well so that when the process gets a little rocky you’ll know why. This will prevent you from getting discouraged—you’ll know that the rocky time is going to pass.




The first challenge you may face is the frustration of the often erratic nature of weight loss at the beginning of a new program and fluctuating numbers on the scale. When you approach losing weight in the right way—and by that I mean when you increase your activity level, eat regular meals, and consume a nourishing but not overly restrictive diet—you’re going to drop pounds, and you’re going to drop them in such a way that they’re going to stay off. But it might be in a slightly slower and less linear way than you anticipated.




In fact, during the first few weeks of a program of healthful eating—as opposed to a severely restricted one—it’s not uncommon for the numbers on the scale to either swing back and forth or move at a snail’s pace—or both. If you don’t know much about the science behind how your body loses and gains weight, this can really be a source of great frustration and even put you in danger of becoming so disappointed that you give up on weight loss altogether (or until the next new diet comes along). But there are good physiological reasons why weight loss can be so fraught with difficulty early in the process. If you hang in there for the long haul, you’ll see the results you want; you just need to be ready for all the twists and turns it usually takes to get there.




The second challenge is to discover if there is something in your life that’s causing you to misuse food. Many people trying to lose weight look no deeper than the backs of their refrigerators to get at the root of why they eat too much. But being overweight is often a sign that you need to look deep inside yourself, not your refrigerator. The real reason you’re overweight may have more to do with the fact that something in your life needs to change and less to do with your weakness for French fries. It may be that you’re sad or anxious, stressed-out or angry, bored or lonely or feeling out of control—it could be all of them or something else entirely. What’s critical is that you find out what in your life is stirring up your emotions and ultimately causing you to turn to food for comfort and distraction. While it’s possible to lose weight without giving an iota of attention to your emotional life, it’s rare—I’d even say impossible—to keep the unaddressed problems from sending you right back into a cycle of losing and regaining weight. People who succeed at reaching their weight-loss goals tend to do some serious soul-searching and, as you stand ready to commit to this program, it’s important that you prepare to do the same.




BODY FAT, WATER RETENTION, AND POUNDS THAT EBB AND FLOW: HOW WEIGHT LOSS WORKS




If you’ve been following the basic formula for weight loss—consume fewer calories than you burn—for a week or more, it’s not unreasonable to expect to see immediate results on the scale. But the way you go about losing weight has a significant impact on how much weight you lose in the first weeks of a program. If you go on a restrictive diet and don’t exercise, yes, you will see the numbers on the scale plummet. Diets that severely limit calories are designed to help you lose weight fast; that’s what draws people to them—and what draws them back again after they regain the weight. But restrictive diets also provide a false sense of accomplishment because what you lose isn’t necessarily body fat, which of course is precisely what you do want to lose. What’s more, when you lose weight in this quick-fix way, it almost always comes back (for reasons I’ll get to in a minute). You’ve probably gone on diets that rewarded you with rapid weight loss before and know from experience what I’m talking about.




On the other hand, when you take a more moderate approach that combines diet and exercise, the pounds don’t peel off quickly during the first few weeks. That doesn’t mean that the diet isn’t working. When you learn more about what body weight actually is and how the process of losing it works, you’ll be able to take comfort in the fact that you are making progress—even if it doesn’t always feel that way in the beginning.




So what is going on inside your body? There are many factors that determine how much you weigh, and you’ll find a rundown of all of them in the box on Chapter 1. But a lot of what you experience when you start a weight-loss program has to do with the three components that make up your body weight: water, lean tissue, and body fat. Water makes up about 70 percent of your body weight and is present in the bloodstream, in the digestive tract, and in every cell (including the muscle cells and, to a much lesser degree, the fat cells). Lean tissue refers to a number of different types of cells that make up your muscles, bones, cartilage, hair, and nails. The last component is body fat—fat cells stored mostly in your thighs, hips, backs of the arms, and abdomen, as well as in some less obvious places, such as in and around your vital organs and, sometimes, on the inside walls of the arteries and veins.




Of the three components of weight, body fat is the one you want to lose, not only because it’s what largely determines your size, but also because having too much body fat puts your health at risk. While it may seem like you want to lose water weight, too, it’s actually better to hold on to water. I know that may run counter to everything you’ve ever heard (and desired) about water weight, but there are good reasons for staying well hydrated, which I’ll get to shortly.




The first component of body weight I want to talk about is lean tissue. You want to preserve lean tissue—bone, because bone loss weakens your skeleton, increasing your risk for the brittle-bone disease osteoporosis; and muscle, because losing muscle can actually interfere with your ability to burn fat at an optimal rate. Muscle, in fact, plays a vital role in your ability to lose weight. Because muscle is a high-maintenance tissue—meaning that your body must burn quite a few calories to keep it in good working order—it’s to your benefit to retain and even gain muscle tissue. It’s particularly important that you be aware of this because when you reduce your food intake drastically, the body not only dips into your fat stores for energy (exactly what you want to happen), you also lose water, glycogen (a form of carbohydrate stored in your muscles), and even some muscle tissue (exactly what you don’t want to happen).




Muscle’s part in keeping the rate at which you burn calories (your metabolism) running at a significant clip is so important that you want to do everything you can to prevent muscle loss. Even when you’re not cutting calories severely—and on this diet you won’t be—there are other ways that you can lose muscle tissue. One way is by being inactive; the other is by aging: muscle cells begin to die off through natural attrition as early as your thirties. But, and this is a big but, you won’t lose muscle if you use your muscles, which is why increasing your activity level is one of the goals I’ve set for you in Phase One and why I’ll encourage you to keep raising the exercise bar in Phase Two and Phase Three.




Activity not only helps you maintain the muscle you have, it helps in other ways, too. For instance, it can help you build additional muscle so that your metabolism not only doesn’t drop, but actually increases. When you exercise regularly, your muscles also increase production of the enzymes that allow you to process more oxygen. The more oxygen available, the more calories you’re able to burn—this gives your metabolism another significant lift.




The reason I always strongly recommend both cardiovascular and strength-training exercises is because they affect the muscles’ impact on calorie burning in different ways. Aerobic exercise promotes the production of the enzymes that boost oxygen consumption and therefore the burning of calories, while strength training is the activity that best helps you maintain and build muscle. It also strengthens the skeleton, helping to stem bone loss and lowering your risk for osteoporosis. Strength training isn’t a mandatory part of Phase One, but you can see why I am going to strongly urge you to take it up at some point if you haven’t already. It’s one of the best ways to spur on the weight-loss process as well as one of the best things you can do to stay vibrant and healthy. You can learn more about strength training, including the most effective strength-training exercises and how to do them correctly, at www.thebestlife.com.




The second of the three components of weight—water—is, I think, the most misunderstood. Water is probably the biggest factor in determining what you weigh in the early weeks of a weight-loss program. If you go about losing weight the wrong way, you will lose a lot of water weight and think that you’re having great success. Don’t fall for it! I can’t stress this enough. Losing water creates the illusion that you’re losing body fat but will actually inhibit your loss of body fat. Here’s why.




A primary source of your muscles’ fuel is carbohydrates, but in order to store carbohydrate in your muscles, the body must first convert it to a substance called glycogen. And in order to convert carbohydrate to glycogen, you must pair it with water—approximately 2.5 to 3 grams of water per gram of carbohydrate. When you radically reduce the number of calories you take in and in particular the amount of carbohydrates you eat, your body reaches for the carbs stored as glycogen in your muscles. When the glycogen is released, so is the water it was stored with. Your body then eliminates the water and the numbers on the scale go down. Meanwhile, you have lost pounds, but it’s primarily pounds of water. What’s wrong with that? For one thing, as I’ve already said, you haven’t lost fat. For another, water helps keep your metabolism (and all bodily processes, including fat metabolism) operating properly, ensuring that you burn calories at an efficient rate, which is what is going to help you lose body fat.




The other thing about losing water weight is that as soon as you increase your carbohydrate intake, your muscles will begin retaining water again. That’s why many people who thought that they achieved success on a low-carbohydrate diet get thrown for a loop when the numbers on the scale jump back up as soon as they normalize their diet.




It’s important to understand that holding on to water is very beneficial both because of how it enhances your ability to burn calories and because your muscles need it to perform well. Whenever you increase your activity, your muscles will store more glycogen, and thus more water, to help them keep up with the demands you’re placing on them. You will also add water to your bloodstream, increasing your blood volume and resulting in an increased ability to deliver oxygen, which in turn will increase your capacity to burn more calories.




These changes will cause you to gain, not lose, water weight in the beginning stages of this program, unlike what happens on programs that have a more restrictive diet and don’t include exercise. I know that this can be disconcerting to some people. When you have increased your activity, are eating more regular meals, are adhering to an evening cutoff time for food, and are steering clear of the six problem foods, as you will in Phase One, you’ll expect the number on the scale to drop. For many people it will, but for others it may fluctuate and even go up temporarily. And that’s not even taking into account the natural water-weight fluctuations you may have to contend with. The amount of water your body retains can easily change depending on what foods you eat (salt and MSG cause water retention, caffeine causes water loss); what nutritional supplements and medications you’re taking (your pharmacist or physician should be able to tell you which cause water retention and which cause release); and your hormones (most women retain water each month around the time of their period).




It’s critical to remember that the water your body is holding on to because your muscles are using it to store fuel hides the fact that you’re losing body fat. (Muscles aren’t the only place where the body stores water. The amount of water in the bloodstream, which is largely plasma volume, also increases as you become more active. This can skew the result on the scale as well.) Don’t be discouraged! Take this water-weight phenomenon in stride. Bear in mind that you want water stored in your muscles and available to keep your metabolism fired up and your muscles operating in high gear so that you don’t get fatigued and short yourself on calorie-burning activity. Remember, too, that for most of you, after four to six weeks (and maybe a little longer for others), your initial water-weight gain is going to be behind you.




Because you’ve probably become accustomed to thinking of water weight as undesirable, you might be upset at the prospect of gaining it. You might even shun exercise because it encourages your muscles to hold on to water. But the additional water you’ll be holding on to will help ensure that you lose the right kind of weight—fat! Programs that don’t include exercise and diets that dehydrate you through water loss don’t help you lose all that much body fat. They only trick you into believing that you’re losing fat weight. Going about losing weight the right way is slower and the results you want to see will be longer in coming, but they’ll also be longer-lasting.




The final contributor to body weight is, of course, fat, or adipose tissue. You need some body fat; it insulates you from the cold, acts as a shock absorber for your organs, fuels the body, and supplies building blocks for hormones, nerves, and other critical parts. And, frankly, people look better when they’re not emaciated! But it’s the excess fat that’s so detrimental—especially if it’s parked in your belly. While hip and thigh fat don’t seem to affect your health, excess belly fat, also called abdominal fat or visceral fat, is harmful. (Specifically, it’s the fat lodged around the organs rather than subcutaneous fat right beneath your skin that is dangerous. People with big bellies usually have both.) Too much abdominal fat is one of the contributors of heart disease, diabetes, high blood pressure, and high cholesterol. And new research shows that it’s linked to an increased risk of dementia in later years.




How much is too much? If you’re a woman, your waistline should be no more than 35 inches; for men, it should no more than 40 inches. It doesn’t matter if you’re overweight or not; if your waistline exceeds the cutoffs, you’re setting yourself up for chronic diseases. But being overweight or obese and having a big belly is especially risky.




RECONSIDERING THE SCALE




Weighing yourself too often in the beginning of any program can really wreak havoc with your emotions, because chances are, your weight will go up and down as your body adjusts to your new eating and activity patterns. The frustration that comes from watching these fluctuations causes many people to quit before they see real results. I don’t want that to happen to you, so I’ve developed a very specific weigh-in schedule for each phase of the program. Weigh yourself the first day that you start Phase One, then step off the scale and stay off it for four weeks. No good can come from watching the numbers at this stage—they can be erratic and really are not very relevant to your ultimate results. Plus, there are other ways to gauge your progress. For example, how your clothes fit is a better indicator of what’s really going on than the scale. If they fit the same as before you began the Best Life Diet, you’ve probably lost some body fat; otherwise your clothes would feel tighter because of your water-weight gain. If your clothes feel loose, then you’ve lost even more body fat.




Keep in mind that your body can actually only lose about 3 pounds of body fat a week. This may come as a surprise—so many weight-loss programs promise more (which just goes to show that what they’re promising is not just fat loss, but water loss). Since World War II, we have known that there are limits to how much fat the body is willing to part with at a time. This interesting fact was first discovered at the University of Minnesota, where scientists closely studied men who were on semistarvation diets. Much of our basic understanding of weight loss came out of these studies, including the fact that when calories are reduced, the body, in self-preservation, slows the metabolism to reduce calorie burning and fat loss. As a result, even when the calorie reduction is dramatic, the body won’t allow a loss of much more than 3 pounds of fat a week.




This research really drives home the point that drastically reducing your calories is destined to backfire. When you drop your calorie intake, it signals your body to conserve as much energy as possible. It doesn’t matter that you already have calories stored up in the form of body fat, or that you live where food is abundant: your body still relies on the same mechanisms that helped protect your primitive ancestors in times of famine. Body fat is critical to your survival; your body is going to do all that it can to hang on to a certain amount of it. So ironically, when you eat too little, you’re not going to lose as much body fat as you’d expect—and you’re certainly not going to lose enough to make suffering through severe deprivation worth the trouble.




Although I’m sure you’d like to lose even more than the 3 pounds of fat per week that your body will allow, that loss can still be pretty unsettling to a system that is naturally inclined to store as much fat as possible. Losing weight at a rate of 1 to 2 pounds per week is a healthier way to go, and that’s what you should be looking for on this program. I know that when your expectations are higher, this doesn’t sound like much, but now that you know more about what your body is physiologically capable of losing, you should be able to see that dropping 1 to 2 pounds a week is a great accomplishment. I’m not asking you to lower your expectations as much as I’m asking you to take pleasure in each little accomplishment you make.




As you go forward in this program, there may come a time when, although you have passed your initial water-weight gain and have been dropping pounds steadily, it seems as though you’ve stopped losing weight. This is most likely because your body is reacting to the loss of body fat by adjusting your metabolism to help prevent you from losing more of it. It’s similar to what happens when you cut calories drastically; however, if you’re still eating a moderate amount of calories and are active, your body will likely readjust. If this weight plateau persists for at least three weeks, then it’s an indication that you need to change some things to get your weight loss moving again.




When weight loss stalls for a substantial length of time, it usually means that you’ve run up against your set point. Think of your set point as the mechanism that controls the level of body fat that your body is preprogrammed to maintain (it’s actually a range). Basically, your body will do whatever it can to keep this level consistent. Everyone has his or her own set point and it’s largely determined by genetics. This is one reason that it’s futile to try to compare your weight-loss efforts to your friends, spouse, or others. The good news is that you don’t have to simply accept your set point; there are things you can do to push past this weight. Increasing your activity seems to help reset your set point—in essence, it reduces your “fat thermostat”—so you can continue losing. Cutting your calories can help you push past a plateau as well (although it doesn’t pay to reduce your calories too sharply, because then the antistarvation defense mechanism will kick in and slow your weight loss all over again). Once you get beyond the weight ups and downs of Phase One, keeping an eye on the scale will help you figure out when you’ve reached your set point. Then you can make the necessary changes to help you resume dropping pounds.




ADDRESSING YOUR LIFE—THE KEY TO YOUR WEIGHT




Some weight-loss programs include a diet and nothing more. Some weight-loss programs team diet and exercise. But few weight-loss programs add a third and, I think, essential ingredient: evaluating and changing the components of your life that lead to emotional eating. You can lose weight by diet alone and you can lose even more weight by combining diet and exercise, but if you’re an emotional eater—and most people who struggle with overeating do turn to food to help them cope with some aspect of their lives—you’re going to have a hard time keeping that weight off if you don’t address the cause of this self-destructive behavior.












WHAT DETERMINES YOUR BODY WEIGHT?




Here are seven factors that influence how much you weigh on a purely physiological basis.








	
1 Genetics: Biology is destiny to a certain extent, but don’t forget that your parents’ lifestyle habits also influenced their weight. Their bodies aren’t necessarily exact blueprints for yours.




	
2 Food: What you eat and your calorie intake figure into your weight over time. It takes 3,500 calories to gain a pound, so when you gain weight from overeating, it’s generally overeating that has happened over many days, months, or even years.




	
3 Medications: Some medications, including some antidepressants, contraceptives, antipsychotics, and drugs for bipolar disorder and insomnia, may make it harder to lose weight because they alter your metabolism or increase your appetite, or both.




	
4 Smoking: Nicotine actually allows your body to stay at a lower weight, as much as 12 to 20 pounds lower, by reducing your set point and dulling hunger. It also gives you something to do with your mouth besides stuff it with food. But smoking simply because you want to weigh less is a terrible idea. In fact, if you smoke, quitting smoking is the single most important health decision you can make. for more on smoking.




	
5 Involuntary (basal) activity: Breathing, blinking, pumping your blood—all those involuntary activities you’re barely even aware of cost you calories. They help determine your basal metabolic rate.




	
6 Basic activity: You might think of this as nervous energy; it’s activities like pacing, jumping up to answer a phone instead of reaching for it, gesturing when you talk, even fidgeting in your chair during a meeting. In the course of a year, all these little moves add up to a big calorie burn-off. In fact, research has shown that thin people tend to do considerably more of this type of activity than heavier folks.




	
7 Extra activity: Anything you do beyond basic activity, whether it’s formal exercise, like jogging on a treadmill, or just moving, like walking from your car into the grocery store, adds to the amount of calories you burn each day.














When you concentrate on diet and exercise alone, you may be neglecting the issues in your life that caused you to become overweight in the first place; it’s like putting a Band-Aid on a wound that needs stitches—a short-term solution that may even allow the problem to worsen. In fact, working on cutting calories and increasing your activity gives you the perfect excuse not to deal with those issues—you’ve now got other things to worry about, like getting in your daily activity and packing a healthful lunch. But while you’re busy at the gym and in the kitchen, those neglected issues are going to grow until you’re not able to ignore them anymore. Then where will you be? Probably right back where you started, misusing food to help you cope with life.




I’ve seen the consequences of ignoring life issues over and over again—and the happy consequences of addressing them. In my last book, Total Body Makeover, I told the stories of people who had successfully lost weight and kept it off. Each person had tried losing weight without confronting any of the emotional reasons they were turning to food, and each of them gained the weight back. It wasn’t until they made the effort to find out why they always regained the weight, and then made changes in their lives to reduce their need to soothe themselves with food, that they took the weight off for good; they made the decisions it takes to achieve a happier, healthier life. This is, in fact, probably the most important difference between people who are successful at losing weight and maintaining the loss, and people who aren’t. To lead the life you’ve always envisioned for yourself, you may need to make tough choices and perhaps even take a brave leap into the unknown.




One of the goals of the Best Life Diet is to help you do just that. In Phase Two, you’ll find guidelines for starting the process of self-discovery, and you’ll find additional techniques that will help you take an honest look at your life at www.thebestlife.com. But you can begin the process right here by asking yourself the three questions starting on Chapter 1. The answers may show you where your life is out of balance.




The imbalance could be caused by one of a hundred things. In consulting and meeting with many people about their weight, I’ve found that the problems that lead to overeating are as varied as the people who suffer from them. Maybe you’re dissatisfied with your career, or it’s causing you more stress than you can handle. Maybe you’re in a relationship with someone who’s making you unhappy. Maybe you’re not in a relationship with someone and that’s making you unhappy. Maybe the experiences you had as a child have made you severely insecure as an adult, so that even though you’ve achieved professional and financial success, deep down you feel like a fraud and eat out of guilt and shame. Maybe you’ve never achieved the professional and financial success you hoped for and the pressure of not having enough money is driving you to the refrigerator. Maybe you’re actually very happy with your life but you grew up associating food with celebration and now it’s gotten out of control. Whatever it is, you’re the only person who can pinpoint the problem. And ultimately, you’re also the only person who can make the decision to resolve it.




I’m not going to tell you that making important life changes is easy. The truth is that it’s usually the most demanding part of weight loss. Most people think the toughest thing about losing weight is getting to the gym and giving up foods they like. But all that is easy when you compare it to making significant changes to the way you live your life. Change almost always involves difficult choices, maybe even as difficult as leaving a job or a relationship, confronting a family member, severing a friendship, or altering something fundamental about yourself, such as the way you relate to other people. It takes courage to tackle these types of changes, but it may be absolutely necessary if you hope to achieve long-term weight-loss success.




Look at it this way: if you’re like most people, you’re probably trying to lose weight so that you look better and feel better about yourself—that is, you want to be happy. But weight loss alone cannot make you happy. Sure, losing weight will boost your confidence and self-esteem for a short time, but real joy is only going to come to you if you clear up the issues in your life that send you running to the refrigerator. Being a thinner person isn’t going to remedy the relationship you have with your significant other or make your job less stressful or sow the seeds of family harmony. These are things that won’t change if you sweep them under the rug while you work on sculpting your muscles and paring down your calories; they’ll only change when you give them the attention they deserve. But if you do make the effort to change these things, you’ll improve all aspects of your life, make the weight-loss process easier, and ensure that the results are permanent. At that point, weight loss will come—it’ll just be the icing on the cake.




ASK YOURSELF THE TOUGH QUESTIONS




When was the last time you really took the time to think about who you are, what you want, and why you really want it? These days life is so busy, so packed with commitments, responsibilities, and an onslaught of information to keep up with that it’s rare for anyone to sit down and get to know him-or herself better. If that’s true for you, then there’s a good chance that you’re operating on autopilot, making decisions and taking on challenges without really understanding what you truly want and need from life.




The purpose of the following three questions is to help you give some serious thought to one thing: yourself. I want you to explore what’s happening in your life now, examine your motives, and replay events of the past so that you can enter into this program with a better knowledge of what’s going to help you succeed. If you’re an emotional eater, I suspect that you probably already know the reasons why you misuse food, but if you’ve dropped and regained pounds many times over, it’s an indication that you’re not facing up to those issues, or not making the tough choices you need to. These questions may give you an opportunity to see yourself plainly and without judging yourself. The point of this exercise isn’t to label your behavior “bad” or shame you for not taking action in certain areas of your life. It’s simply to help you find out if something needs to change so that you can get on with the business of changing it.




I encourage you to write down your answers to these questions. When you’re just sitting around mulling a question over, it’s easy for your mind to wander. Make your responses more formal and you’ll be less likely to get distracted. You might even be surprised by what gets put on paper once your pen starts moving.




1. WHY ARE YOU OVERWEIGHT?




I’ve asked this question of many people, and here are some of the answers I’ve heard: “I have to eat out a lot for business,” “My husband isn’t supportive,” “I have to keep sweets in the house for my family and I can’t resist them,” “I just haven’t found the right diet,” “I have a desk job,” “My family commitments are my first priority,” “Healthy food is too expensive,” “The holidays always trip me up,” “I don’t like to sweat,” “I don’t have time to exercise.” These predicaments may all be challenges to the weight-loss process, but they’re not real reasons why someone is overweight. These responses are simply justifications, or what I like to call “surface responses.” Surface responses are an attempt to take the pressure off yourself and lay the blame somewhere else. If you have a surface response to this question, you’re letting yourself off the hook.




What I want to hear from you instead are the authentic feelings and reactions that lead you to overeat. If you sit down on the couch with a carton of ice cream after the kids have gone to bed, it’s not because your kids demand that you have ice cream in the house, but it may be because you’re so worn out by the kids that you feel you have to reward yourself with something. Or maybe it’s because you have a meeting with your boss the following day and ice cream helps keep your anxiety at bay. Maybe it’s because you and your spouse fought about putting the kids to bed and ice cream soothes your anger. Maybe it’s because you don’t feel as though your family appreciates you. Why, in other words, are you eating? What is the deeper, real reason, not the superficial one?




Do you sit at a desk most of the day? Lots of people have sedentary jobs and still find a way to exercise. Maybe you feel depressed about something—a relationship, the stagnant state of your career—and don’t feel like you have the energy or desire to exercise. Maybe you have trouble committing to things, exercise being just one of many activities that you start but always end up dropping.
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