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Thank you to everyone who helped me create this book, including Karyn, who first made this project possible and then made it a joy; Rebecca, who made me sound smarter than I am; Mary and Armi, who did yeoman’s work like always; and everyone else who helped get this work into your hands.


And thank you, dear reader, for your support, and thank you to all the guys and gals who have carried my banner over the years and inspired me to keep learning and teaching.


This is for you.










Foreword Dr. Spencer Nadolsky



I’ve known Mike and followed his work for years, and he’s one of the most authentic and effective educators in the evidence-based fitness space. His mission is to spread the gospel of healthy, successful, and sustainable eating, exercising, and supplementing, and thanks to books like this one, he’s making major inroads in achieving his goal to help millions of everyday people get into the best shape of their lives.


Unlike many fitness books, Muscle for Life isn’t an assortment of shameless pseudoscience and dubious anecdotes used to sell you on restrictive diets, unproductive exercise routines, or overhyped supplements. Instead, it’s a panoramic, penetrating, and—most important—practical analysis of the art and science of gaining muscle and strength, and getting and staying lean, fit, and healthy for life. No matter your age or circumstances, the simple but powerful principles and practices taught in this book will transform your body—and fast. They work exactly as Mike describes in every person, every time. Full stop.


So, read this book, implement its teachings, and you’ll never look back. With your health and fitness fully under your control, your body, and likely your life, will never be the same.


Good luck, and enjoy your journey. You’re in great hands.


Dr. Spencer Nadolsky


Board-certified family, obesity, and lipidology physician










PART 1 WHAT’S IN THIS FOR YOU?











IT WORKS!


ORDINARY PEOPLE, EXTRAORDINARY RESULTS.


WILL YOU BE NEXT?
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“I am definitely more confident and have more energy, and having people compliment me on my body has been a morale booster.” 


DARREL S.
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“I have more energy; I wake up and practically jump out of bed (except for after leg day). I feel great, I don’t get tired in the afternoons, I can’t wait to knock off work and get into my workout. I’m in the best shape of my life.” 


DANIEL F.
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“I am living proof that even at the age of sixty-two, you can have a strong, healthy body that you can be proud of.” 


Lanny W.
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“THIS PROGRAM WORKS! Just apply the principles that Mike has laid out for you—trust me, the sky is the limit.” 


BRANDON W.
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“I now get asked all the time by friends and coworkers about what I am doing and how I am getting in shape, and I always point them toward Mike Matthews.” 


CHAD P.
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“I have more confidence, great clothes are easier to find, I have more energy, and my marriage is better. Food used to be my addiction; now it is finding new challenges and ways to surprise myself about what I am capable of.” 


STEFANIE C.
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“This program is superior to any program out there. It wasn’t just about dropping weight either—it was about taking time for myself as a mom and finding one way to put myself first. I’m most proud of my strength and that my kids ask me to flex on the daily—especially my girls.” 


AMBER L.







[image: Image]



“I have more energy than ever. My confidence is the highest it’s ever been. I have people ask me all the time what I do to stay in such good shape, and a lot of them are half my age. Shopping is more fun now, too!” 


JEAN G.







[image: Image]



“I have higher confidence, energy, and I’ve proven that if I can do it, then anyone CAN do it, too! Seriously, this program is the easiest way to lose weight. If you stick to it, you will be able to do it, EVEN WITH YOUR FAVORITE FOODS!” 


TINA H.







[image: Image]



“I’ve noticed my energy levels have increased, my overall mood has changed for the better, I don’t fight unhealthy cravings the way I used to—overall I just feel so much better.” 


JENNA H.








The men and women you just saw are like you. They’re in their thirties, forties, and fifties, and they come from all walks of life and levels of fitness. Some of these people were once fit, others were always flabby; some folks had tried many diet and exercise routines before and failed, others were brand-new to it all; and some of them had plenty of time and energy for working out, others had very little.


What they all have in common, though, is that they’ve used my diet and exercise principles and programs to build bodies they’re proud of. They’ve dropped pounds of unwanted fat, added pounds of lean muscle, and dramatically reduced their risk of disease and dysfunction, and they did it eating foods they love, doing workouts they dig, and taking few, if any, supplements.


I want to introduce you to a few of them whose stories have inspired and touched me, and who are definitive proof that with the right know-how and guidance, anyone can achieve stellar fitness. If they can do it, why not you?


AMBER’S STORY (42 YEARS OLD)


“I really never struggled with weight until after my third baby. In the two years after she was born, I ran a half marathon and did other weight-lifting programs to no avail. I was completely defeated and almost resigned to the belief that it was just my age or stage of life.


“When I couldn’t drop the weight, I felt terrible about myself. I was constantly beating myself up because I had never struggled before the way I was struggling now.


“Then I started Mike’s program for women, and I was shocked at how quickly the weight fell off. I dieted for eight weeks and lost fourteen pounds, and I haven’t gained any weight for a year. I’m also proud of the amount of weight I can lift. I’m a little person by bone structure, but I feel SO STRONG!


“It wasn’t just about dropping weight either—it was about taking time for myself as a mom and finding one way to put myself first. I love my strength and that my kids ask me to flex on the daily—especially my girls. Ninety-nine percent of the time after my workouts, I’m happy, energized, and ready to conquer my two jobs, kids, home life, and everything else on my plate.


“The thing I’ve repeated to myself over and over is ‘trust the process.’ I trust Mike Matthews and his no-nonsense, ‘this is science’ approach. Read the book, apply it, and you WILL see results.”


BRANDON’S STORY (54 YEARS OLD)


“Before discovering Mike’s work, my excuses and untrained mind (conditioned to give up easily) prevented me from attaining my goals. I used my shoulder surgery, my drinking problem, and my lack of wanting to change my lifestyle as excuses. Then I stumbled upon Mike’s website and books, and my life changed.


“I’m a former Marine, Gulf War veteran, husband, and father to three beautiful children, and my best friend’s name was ‘beer.’ Sick and tired of how I was living, I had to change my ways, my attitude, and my approach. I was worried I would end up like my father—dying at forty-six from abusing alcohol.


“I finally started using the knowledge Mike shares to overcome anything that was in my way—cravings, urges, and thoughts that had held me back in the past. I haven’t looked back since September of 2016, and now I’m unstoppable. The support I have received from Mike saved my life!


“So, take it from me—MIKE’S PROGRAMS WORK! Just apply the principles that he has laid out for you (don’t change, add, or subtract anything), and trust me, the sky’s the limit.


“Remember, too, that this is NOT a quick fix, Hollywood diet, or fad weight loss program. This is the beginning of a lifestyle change you can maintain for the rest of your life to be happier and healthier.


“This program saved my life! A BIG and SINCERE thank you to Mike—I owe you big time!”


JENNA’S STORY (36 YEARS OLD)


“I was sick of spending hours in the gym doing CARDIO, CARDIO, CARDIO and not getting results. It worked okay for me when I was younger, but after getting older, it just wasn’t working, and I felt stuck at a certain number on the scale.


“Since starting Mike’s program for women, I’ve lost thirty-five pounds in six months! I’ve also noticed that my energy levels have increased, my mood is better, and I don’t fight unhealthy cravings the way I used to. Overall, I just feel so much better.


“This program is also truly a lifestyle that’s completely sustainable. I’m not quite at the maintenance stage yet, but I know it’ll be even more flexible once I get to that point. I have so much more to learn and new goals to set, but I’m genuinely enjoying the process. I really appreciate the self-discipline this program has taught me.


“By following Mike’s advice, you’re building the body you want for the rest of your life, and it takes time, consistency, and patience. But it’s worth it. Watching your body change is an amazing thing and very empowering.”


DAN’S STORY (52 YEARS OLD)


“I turned fifty years old, and I weighed two hundred thirty-five pounds at six foot two. I had a daughter who was nineteen and two sons who were twelve and fourteen, and I realized I needed to make some serious changes if I wanted to be more actively involved in these important years in their lives.


“Then a close friend told me about Mike Matthews. I had become fairly cynical about the newest, ‘best,’ and most ‘cutting-edge’ fitness and training programs, but after seeing how Mike’s program worked for him, I knew I had to give it a try. I purchased a customized meal plan the next day and began Mike’s program.


“And then, just a year later, I weighed one hundred ninety pounds at nine to ten percent body fat and had gained a significant amount of strength and muscle. I was floored. And that was only the beginning.


“Now I’m in the best shape of my life since my stint as a college basketball player in the 1980s. Not only am I strong and lean (seven to eight percent body fat), the quality of my life has improved significantly too. My energy has increased, sleep quality has improved, and my joints (especially my knees and hips) ache a whole lot less! And, most important, my optimism about life as a whole is significantly better.”





I’m so inspired by these outstanding men and women, and I hope you are too. What’s even more amazing, though, is I hear from people with similar success stories every couple of days. Such extraordinary transformations aren’t reserved only for the few. Anybody can join the club. Who knows, maybe people will be reading about your transformation story one day.


Anything is possible if you want it enough. And in this book, I’ll show you the way.







1 Why Muscle for Life Is Different





If you don’t risk anything, you risk even more.


—ERICA JONG





In Muscle for Life, I want to prove to you that getting toned, lean, and strong isn’t as complicated as you’ve been led to believe. It doesn’t revolve around dubious “biohacks” for supercharging muscle growth, melting belly fat, or optimizing hormones. It doesn’t require dietary strategies like intermittent fasting or keto, exercise techniques like muscle confusion or functional training, or esoteric pills or powders like collagen protein and exogenous ketones.


Instead, the real “secret sauce” of the fitness elite can be summed up like this:




	
1. They control their calorie and protein intake.


	
2. They mostly eat nutritious foods.


	
3. They work out a few hours per week, and mostly to gain muscle and strength.





In other words, the passport to the body you’ve always wanted is in the fundamentals, not the fringes. The devil’s in the details, however, because as you’ll learn in this book, there are a few correct and many incorrect ways of executing those strategies. It’s like making music—just knowing that the process amounts to using notes to create pleasing harmonies, melodies, and rhythms isn’t enough to create an earworm. You need to understand how to craft and combine those elements in very particular ways. Unfortunately, however, there’s a lot more misinformation about how to get fit than about how to compose songs.


Why is that? Why are long-debunked falsehoods still trafficked by mainstream celebrities, social media “influencers,” authors, and gurus?


I like to call the reason “Shiny Object Syndrome.” The truth is, when millions of people are motivated to solve a problem and willing to spend large amounts of money to do it, there’ll always be an abundance of things to buy and brilliant marketers to sell them. Accordingly, much of the mainstream advice featured in fitness magazines, websites, and books, which reaches millions of people every year, is informed by the need to keep you buying and subscribing.


What’s the best marketing button to do this? “New.” The easiest way to keep customers hooked is to give new recommendations continually—sparkly and fresh diet and training “tricks,” research “breakthroughs,” advanced “shortcuts,” the list yammers on.


New information isn’t bad per se. Health and fitness are vast subjects with myriad trails, tunnels, and caverns to explore. Most of that info won’t sell subscriptions though. Your average guy or gal just wants to lose some fat and gain some muscle definition, not learn about the nuances of training periodization or nutrient partitioning, and it doesn’t take a stack of books, magazines, and websites to teach someone how to build their glutes or flatten their stomach or get bigger arms or better abs.


If the fitness advice industry told the simple truth, they’d have maybe twenty-five essays to reprint, verbatim, over and over, and their teachings would be more or less identical to what you’ll learn in this book. What’s more, these pieces would contain “inconvenient truths,” such as that you can’t improve muscle tone by just working out, you can’t target only belly fat for elimination, and supplements simply aren’t that important.


This book, however, is different, because I have other incentives and payoffs. I’ve had success as a self-published author and entrepreneur, so my work and livelihood are not beholden to publishers, advertisers, or trends. Instead, my lifeblood comes from you, based on how well I serve your interests. Thus, Muscle for Life can go against the grain and recommend science-based diet and exercise strategies that differ from the kind of miracle-solution promises you’re used to hearing.


First and foremost, I’m going to teach you the power of building and maintaining muscle and strength—the master key to lasting and sustainable fitness and health. I’ll also introduce you to a lifestyle and program that are actually doable. For example, I’ll let you eat plenty of carbs while stripping fat from and adding lean muscle to your frame; I’ll have you do a few hours of strength training per week and a lot less cardio (and no, ladies, this won’t make you “bulky”—more on this later); and I’ll recommend just a handful of simple (and optional) supplements that can enhance your physique, health, and performance.


That said, this book isn’t for everyone. It’s not for people who are afraid to hear hard truths and would rather swallow comfortable lies. It’s not for people who are still looking for the mythical diet or exercise plan that requires no skill, struggle, or sacrifice. It’s not for people who want a lot for a little. It’s for people who understand that “secrets” never work unless you’re willing to work for them. It’s for people who are ready to screw their courage to the sticking place and step a bit outside of their comfort zone. It’s for people who want to earn a healthy tomorrow by investing in it today.


Skeptical? You should be. I was when I first encountered the scientific research and practical strategies I’ll share with you in this book. Take heart, though, because I’m not going to ask you to make a big leap of faith. Most of what you’ll learn has been around for decades and stood the test of time, but as you’re probably not an elite athlete with access to world-class trainers and dietitians, nobody has connected the dots for you the way we will here.


Moreover, Muscle for Life is all about getting results, and fast. That means you’ll see real, tangible improvements in your body within the first thirty days of starting this program, and within three months your friends and family will want to know what the heck you’re doing. Your weight will be moving in the right direction, your clothes will fit better, and you’ll see muscle definition where there was little before. I promise.


And if, for whatever reason, you’re not seeing these types of results, I still have good news for you: It’s not because Muscle for Life is just another overhyped hoax that can’t deliver or won’t work for you. It only means that you need some help with the implementation, and I’d be happy to give it. Simply e-mail me at mike@muscleforlife.com.


Remember, too, that tens of thousands of people (that I know of) have used the teachings in my books, articles, and podcasts to build strong and fit bodies. So, you’re in good company. And soon you’ll be on your way.










2 The Promise





No matter how old you are, no matter how bad you might think your hormones or genetics are, and no matter how lost you might feel after trying and abandoning past diets and exercise routines…


You absolutely, positively can have the lean, defined, and healthy body you dream about, and you’re going to learn how.





What if you could follow a science-based, doctor-approved formula for eating, exercising, and recovering that makes losing fat and adding lean muscle possible for anyone at any age—and what if you could see dramatic progress in the mirror in the first month?


What if there was a way to build your best body ever without starving or depriving yourself, putting in long hours at the gym, or doing grueling workouts that beat you up and burn you out?


What if you could also reduce your risk of just about every disease, eliminate aches and pains, and even erase the aftermath of years of physical neglect?


These may sound like outrageous claims, but this book is a realistic blueprint anyone can follow to realize those promises—a blueprint quite unlike what you normally find in a book like this. I won’t give you dietary “hacks,” quick fixes, or other unsustainable regimens that produce fast but fleeting changes, and I won’t ask you to give up all the foods you like.


Instead, I’ll provide you with nutritional guidelines and meal plans with enough structure to get results and enough flexibility to accommodate your eating preferences, schedule, and lifestyle. This way, you can look forward to every meal, every day, and, quite frankly, never feel like you’re “on a diet” ever again.


I also won’t try to force you into a one-size-fits-all training program that may or may not meet your needs or liking. Instead, I’ll first show you why your primary fitness goal should be getting strong, and then I’ll give you three workout programs to choose from—one for beginners, one for intermediates, and one for advanced trainees. This way, you can enjoy your training and never feel like you’re working too hard or not hard enough.


I’ll also be your guide the whole way, encouraging you to discover what you’re truly capable of; helping you overcome obstacles and setbacks like emotional eating, spotty consistency, and nagging stiffness and soreness; and showing you how to avoid pitfalls like negative self-talk, stifling perfectionism, and impractical expectations, leading you to realistically achieve your goals.


“But what if it’s too late?” many middle-aged people I’ve worked with have asked before starting their journey. You might be thinking the same. I understand. Most of these people had tried many diet and exercise programs already, and the outlook appeared grim. Everything they ate seemed to stick to their stomach, hips, and thighs. Their body didn’t respond to exercise the way it once did. Their metabolism felt sluggish, their hormones screwy. And so they were reluctant to pick up a book like this. They didn’t want to fail again, or worse, get hurt, and feel weak, confused, and vulnerable. They didn’t want to waste their time chasing a mirage.


If you’re nodding your head, you’re not entirely mistaken. The body does change in undesirable ways as it gets older—ways that do conspire against your health and fitness. That doesn’t mean it’s too late to get fit, however; it’s only too late to get fit the way you used to. When you were younger, you may have eaten what you wanted, lived how you wanted, and enjoyed the body you wanted. For most people, this formula consisted of eating out regularly, going for occasional runs or bike rides, and flaunting lean, defined muscles—a recipe that no longer works and never will again once you hit middle age.


Think of it this way: the springtime of your life was like the star in Super Mario that makes you temporarily invincible. Eventually, however, the aura quietly disappears, and all of a sudden, the game changes in ways you don’t understand. Mysteriously, your body no longer responds to your usual tricks.


If you can learn what happened and what to do about it, though, you can reclaim youthful fitness and vitality. While I can’t promise you can feel like you’re twenty again, no matter how much you’ve snubbed your wellness in the past, you can cancel much of or even all the fitness “debt” you’ve accrued easier—and faster—than you think. For many people, it only takes months, not years. And if you’re still in the flower of your youth but don’t quite look or feel that way, this is your chance to bloom before life interferes.


This isn’t just my opinion, either. More and more scientific research is showing that while “aging” isn’t optional, genetics affect wellness and longevity far less than most people believe. Simply put: what appears to most influence how we age isn’t time, but lifestyle. We get heavier and weaker not because of the sands of time, but because we stop exercising and overeat; our joints fall into disrepair because we weigh too much and move too little; and we develop disease and dysfunction because we allow our bodies to stagnate and sour.


So, while we can’t change our chronological age, studies show that we can reverse our biological age and restore much of the vigor of our younger years. In fact, more or less every negative aspect of aging can be mitigated by proper exercise (especially strength training), diet, sleep, and supplementation.


For example, it’s often said that you lose about 1 percent of your muscle mass per year after age 30, and even more after age 50. And that’s true… if you don’t train your muscles, eat enough protein, or get enough sleep. What happens if you do, though? Research shows that you can not only prevent muscle loss in your forties and beyond, but can gain muscle and strength as effectively as when you were in your twenties.


In a study conducted by scientists at the University of Oklahoma, one group of men aged 18 to 22 and another, nearly twenty years older, 35 to 50, made nearly identical muscle and strength gains after eight weeks of following the same strength training routine. Similar results were seen in a study conducted by scientists at the University of Maryland, where women aged 65 to 73 gained just as much muscle after nine weeks of strength training as women nearly forty years their junior, aged 23 to 28.


There are many other such experiments in the scientific literature, and the message is clear: it’s never too late to build a strong, toned, and functional body.


Additionally, strength training does much more than pump your muscles and harden your bones—it fundamentally changes the way nearly every organ, tissue, and cell in your body functions. There’s a lot of talk these days about the relationship between aging and telomeres, the “end caps” that hold our chromosomes together. Every time a cell replicates, telomeres lose a bit of their length, and when they get too short, the cell dies. Since telomeres were discovered in the early eighties, scientists and anti-aging enthusiasts have been trying to increase their length and decrease shrinkage, and marketers have made a fortune promoting dubious methods of accomplishing the same.


We now know that one of the most powerful ways to increase telomere length is simple and free: exercise. In a study conducted at Brigham Young University, Dr. Larry Tucker analyzed the telomere length and activity levels of 5,823 adults of all ages. The results show why many researchers now call exercise a “wonder drug.” Dr. Tucker found that the telomeres of people in the high physical activity group looked nine years younger than those of people in the sedentary and low physical activity groups, and, surprisingly, seven years younger than those of people in the moderate physical activity group.


That is, highly active 50-year-olds had the telomeres of sedentary or lightly active 41-year-olds and moderately active 43-year-olds. And the best part? “Highly active” in this study was equivalent to just thirty minutes of moderate exercise per day for women and forty minutes for men—about as much as the Muscle for Life program will entail.


Regular exercise—and strength training in particular—is also a remarkable defense against the “middle-age spread.” Many people think their metabolism is programmed to crash as they get older, making it impossible to “eat the way they used to” without gaining weight.


While it’s true that metabolic rate often declines as people get older, it’s less than they realize, and it mostly occurs because of the loss of muscle mass. A study conducted by scientists at the University of Giessen measured the metabolic rates of a group of men and women aged 60 to 90, and then took the same measurements again eight years later. The average drop in the men’s daily resting metabolic rate (the amount of energy burned at rest) was just 8 calories per year, and in the women, about 4 calories per year. In other words, after eight years, the men were burning about 70 calories less per day, on average, which is the food equivalent of a small apple; and the women were burning only 30 fewer calories per day, or about four almonds.


There’s more to the story, too. The researchers also found that these people had lost about a quarter pound of muscle per year and replaced it with fat, which could account for all the metabolic slowdown. As scientists at Hiroshima University observed in another study on this topic, losing muscle mass as we age may be “wholly responsible for the age-related decreases in basal metabolic rate.” This is great news for us because if you can maintain your muscle, you can maintain your metabolism, and Muscle for Life will show you how to do just that and much more.


You should know, though, that there are no shortcuts to optimal health. You can think of managing your fitness like managing your finances. Just as you can’t count on winning the lottery, you can’t stumble into an extraordinary body. Prudence, patience, and persistence are the watchwords of the hardy and healthy.


It all begins with a workable plan, and here’s ours:




	
1. Do a lot of strength training.


	
2. Do some cardio.


	
3. Eat a high-protein, plant-centric diet.


	
4. Get enough sleep.





If you can follow those four steps, you can have a strong, beautiful, and dynamic body that’s remarkably resistant to decay, disease, and dysfunction. For the rest of your life.


Chances are you’re not surprised by these tactics because “everyone knows” that eating well and exercising are “good.” What they don’t know, though, is how to turn this advice into anything but a straitjacket. I, however, want to show you how to weave these threads in a new and versatile way that allows for endless variation in form and fit so you never feel smothered or squirrelly. This is Muscle for Life, after all, in the senses of both duration and purpose.


Let’s explore my methodology one step at a time, starting at the top.



1. The King of Anti-Aging Fitness: Strength Training


You’ve probably heard that “exercise is medicine,” but most people don’t know that not all exercise is equal—especially when combating aging. And ironically, the champion of medicinal and anti-aging exercise—strength training—is something few middle-aged people do.


Strength training is exercise that involves moving your body against resistance (like machines, weights, or just your bodyweight), and it’s as close to a magic bullet for optimizing health and fitness as you’ll ever find. When you get strong, miraculous things happen to your body.


In a study conducted by scientists at Brigham and Women’s Hospital, overweight, sedentary police officers with no history of strength training were divided into three groups: they all limited their calorie intake, and the first group did no exercise, while the second and third groups did four strength training workouts per week. After just twelve weeks, the first group lost 5.5 pounds on average, including 1 pound of muscle, whereas the second and third groups lost about 12 pounds of fat while gaining around 7 pounds of muscle.


In fitness lingo, this effect is known as body recomposition, and this study and others like it show that by regulating what you eat and doing strength training, as you will in the Muscle for Life program, you can essentially “trade” fat for lean muscle, thereby transforming how your body looks, feels, and performs.


More muscle and strength and less fat is good for more than a mere ego boost, too—it also means fewer physical limitations, accidents, and disabilities. In an extensive five-year study involving 3,069 men and 589 women aged 30 to 82, scientists at the University of South Carolina found that those who best maintained their strength as they aged were three times less likely to experience any kind of physical impairment or disability later in life than those who least maintained their strength. One of the reasons for this is that strength training is exceptional for beefing up your bones, and this greatly reduces the risk of fracture as you get older.


Strength training has still more gifts to bestow upon you: it also helps fight heart disease and diabetes. Heart health is an essential aspect of longevity (heart disease is the number one killer in the developed world), and strength training reduces cholesterol and blood pressure levels, which are vital components of cardiovascular health.


Diabetes is another disease that takes millions of lives every year, and strength training combats it by reducing blood sugar levels and improving insulin sensitivity. What’s more, studies show that strength training is as effective, if not more so, than cardiovascular exercise for reducing blood sugar levels and diabetes symptoms.


Finally, strength training can help maintain healthy brain function into old age. In a study conducted at the University of British Columbia with 155 women aged 65 to 75, researchers found that women who did just one or two strength training workouts per week for a year improved cognitive function by about 12 percent. However, women who followed only a stretching-and-balancing routine experienced a 0.5 percent decrease in cognitive function.


Some women also received MRI brain scans to measure their volume of white matter, which is brain tissue that helps pass messages between different parts of the nervous system, and which declines with age. Several years later, researchers analyzed these scans and found that the women who did two strength training workouts per week kept more of their white matter than those who didn’t.


So, the bottom line is that strength training is the single best way to improve nearly every aspect of your health, fitness, and well-being. With just a few hours per week, you can…




	
Lose fat and gain muscle


	Improve strength and endurance


	Reduce the risk of physical limitations, accidents, and injuries, as well as many chronic diseases like diabetes, heart disease, and osteoporosis


	Lower LDL (“bad”) cholesterol levels, and raise HDL (“good”) cholesterol levels


	Enhance brain function, and protect against cognitive decline


	Enhance sleep quality


	And more





All that is why the Muscle for Life program revolves around strength training. If we can make you strong, we can unlock lifelong fitness and vitality.



2. The Queen of Anti-Aging Fitness: Cardio


When most people think of “exercise,” they think of cardiovascular exercise or “cardio,” which involves maintaining an elevated heart rate for extended periods of time. A more accurate term would be “endurance training” or “aerobic exercise,” but I’ll call it cardio for the sake of familiarity. Running, swimming, cycling, rowing, hiking, tennis and other team sports, and even brisk walking all qualify.


For decades, most doctors recommended cardio over strength training because they believed it produced more health benefits, stressed the body less, and was more popular among the public. We now know that strength training has multiple major advantages over cardio, and if you had to pick just one kind of exercise, it should be strength training. That said, there are good reasons to include cardio in your exercise routine as well.


First, as the term implies, cardio boosts the health and function of your cardiovascular system. For instance, while cardio and strength training are about equally effective for reducing blood pressure, research shows that doing both reduces blood pressure the most.


Additionally, cardio—but not strength training—helps keep your arteries flexible and responsive to changes in blood flow. Hence, studies show that people who do the most cardio have the supplest arteries, which is crucial for maintaining healthy blood pressure levels and minimizing stress on your heart and blood vessels.


Another circulatory downside to aging is the reduction of the capillary health and density of your muscles and other tissues, and research shows that cardio can significantly increase capillary density (the number of capillaries in an area of the body) in muscle in just a few weeks.


Cardio also burns substantially more calories per unit of time than strength training does, which can help you lose fat faster and keep it off more easily. And by combining strength training and cardio in the way I’ll teach you in this book, you can maximize fat loss without hindering muscle or strength gain.


So, here’s the takeaway: with moderate, sustainable, and effective doses of strength training and cardiovascular exercise, you can build a body that looks, feels, and functions like a well-oiled machine.



3. The Almost Nearly Perfect Diet: High-Protein and Plant-Centric


This is the essence of healthy eating—not fad dieting or giving up sugar, carbs, or meat, or subsisting on a short list of special “superfoods.”


Protein is vital because it helps you build and preserve muscle as you get older, which is the high road to remaining almost “ageless.” A study conducted by scientists at Wake Forest University examined the relationship between protein intake and lean body mass in 2,066 men and women aged 70 to 79. Over a three-year period, those who ate the most protein lost 40 percent less muscle than those who ate the least. Little wonder, then, that other research shows that older men and women who eat a high-protein diet have the lowest risk of physical disability and are notably less likely to become physically impaired.


The fact is that high-protein dieting beats low-protein dieting in every meaningful way, and in chapter 6, you’ll learn more about why (and why common criticisms of eating protein, including animal protein, are unfounded).


After adequate protein, the other prime directive of wholesome eating is including plenty of plant-derived foods in your diet. In fact, out of all the variables scientists have investigated regarding the relationship between diet and health and longevity, eating plants is the standout. An extraordinary amount of evidence shows that people who eat more fruits, vegetables, whole grains, nuts, seeds, beans, and other plants are healthier, live longer, and enjoy a lower risk of high blood pressure, heart disease, stroke, cancer, osteoporosis, cognitive decline, and dementia.


Further, research shows that the consequences of eating too little fruit, vegetables, and other plant-based foods can be disastrous. A team of scientists from around the world conducted a study that looked at how fifteen different dietary factors predicted the risk of death in 195 countries. They found that poor diet (characterized primarily by a low intake of whole grains, fruits, nuts and seeds, vegetables, and seafood) accounted for around one in five deaths, killing some 11 million people in 2017 alone. Additionally, according to studies conducted by scientists at the University of Washington, the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), and the National Cancer Institute, only about a third of adults over the age of 65 meet the bare minimum requirements for fruit and vegetable intake.


Why are plants so good for us? First, they provide an abundance of essential vitamins, minerals, and other nutrients that are hard to get in sufficient amounts from animal foods, such as vitamin C, magnesium, and fiber. Plants also contain a wide variety of beneficial substances called phytonutrients, which aren’t necessary for life but are still healthful.


A diet rich in fruits, vegetables, whole grains, and other plants is also fantastic for controlling calorie intake and avoiding chronic hunger or cravings. Studies have shown repeatedly that people who eat the most plants have the easiest time losing weight and keeping it off, and the principal reason for this is simple: most plant foods have a very low energy density, meaning they contain very few calories relative to their weight and volume. A cup of watermelon has about 50 calories, for instance, whereas a cup of shredded cheese has about 400 calories. This is important because how full we feel after a meal is affected more by volume (how much space the food fills in our stomach) than calories. Thus, by eating plenty of plant foods, we can eat more food and feel fuller on fewer calories, which can work wonders for achieving and maintaining our desired physique.


It’s not accurate to tout fruits and vegetables as “weight loss foods,” however, because they don’t have any special inherent fat-burning properties. They’re conducive to weight loss (and maintenance), though, by helping to keep you full and prevent overeating.


So, to thrive as you get older, you must eat a high-protein diet rich in plant-based foods, including a variety of fresh fruits, vegetables, whole grains, nuts, seeds, and legumes. Which foods should you eat, however, and which should you avoid, and why? You’ll be relieved to learn that there aren’t many you “should” eat beyond what you like to eat, and there are even fewer you “shouldn’t” eat—but we’ll get into that later, in chapter 7.



4. The Unsung Hero of Health: Sleep


Sleeping enough is the ultimate “health hack.” It improves fat loss, muscle growth, immunity, telomere length, and cognition, and even makes you more attractive physically. In contrast, chronically undersleeping (usually defined as getting less than six hours of sleep per night) suppresses your immune system and increases your risk of just about every disease that’s been studied, including obesity, diabetes, dementia, heart disease, cancer, and even the common cold.


One reason many people don’t sleep enough is they’ve heard that sleep needs decline with age. This is true, but it doesn’t mean we can get by on minimal shut-eye. Most of us start out needing about 12 to 14 hours of sleep per night as babies, 10 to 12 hours as toddlers, and 9 to 10 hours as teenagers. Then, once we reach adulthood, most of us need 7 to 9 hours of sleep per night depending on our genetics, lifestyle, and exercise habits. So yes, we need less sleep, but not that much less. While there is a tiny fraction of the population that can get by with 6, 5, or even 4 hours of sleep per night, statistically, you’re probably not part of that group.


So, if you’re sleeping fewer than 7 hours per night, you likely aren’t sleeping enough, and sleeping at least 7 to 8 hours per night will immediately enhance nearly every aspect of your well-being.



5. The Cherry (Powder) on Top: Supplements


Many supplement companies claim that with enough of their natural nostrums, we can buy our way to a better body, a sharper mind, and a longer life. Many “experts,” on the other hand, allege that more or less all supplements are a waste of money.


The truth is somewhere in the middle. Most supplements don’t work as promised, and some are even dangerous, but there are natural ingredients that can safely boost your health and fitness. The trick is knowing which are worth buying and which aren’t.


For example, although protein powder doesn’t have any magical properties you can’t get from food, it’s a tasty and convenient way to meet your daily protein needs. And creatine, one of the most studied compounds in all of sports nutrition, has been proven to enhance muscle and strength gain, and may also improve cognition in older people and those who get very little creatine from their diet (like vegetarians and vegans). Fish oil is another superstar because it provides the body with vital molecules known as omega-3 fatty acids. Research shows that most people don’t get enough of these nutrients, resulting in impaired cognition, cardiovascular and immune function, fat loss, and muscle gain.


There are several other safe, effective supplements you can take to boost your health, performance, and longevity, and we’ll discuss them all in chapter 15.





Imagine, in as little as just twelve weeks from now, waking up every morning and feeling powerful. Imagine losing up to 15 pounds of fat, wearing the clothes you want to wear, loving how you look, and having dawn-to-dusk energy to do all the things you want to do. Imagine how confident you’ll feel when you no longer fret about your weight or how your pants fit. Imagine how well you’ll sleep every night, knowing you’re getting a little fitter, stronger, and healthier every day.


All that and more is what awaits you on the Muscle for Life program, and it’s neither as difficult nor as complicated as you may think. It doesn’t matter whether you’re 41 or 61, or whether you’re in shape or not. It also doesn’t matter how busy or tired you are, or how many injuries or accidents you’ve sustained over the years. No matter who you are, you have the power to transform your body. Ask the many people whose lives have been changed by my work. They accepted my help, and now they look and feel better than ever before. They’re the proof that this book can do the same for you.


If we’re to succeed, however, I’ll need a few things from you.


First, I need you to approach Muscle for Life with an open mind. I know others like me have made promises similar to the ones I’m making and then failed to deliver, often grossly. You’ve likely experienced the intoxicating rush of hope that transforms into a crushing wave of disappointment, and maybe more than once. This time will be different. By dealing with diet, exercise, and supplementation in a whole new way, you can break the cycle of tumbling off and clambering back onto the wagon, a little worse for wear each time. This program will teach you how to escape that terrible tailspin. It’s a realistic and viable plan that men and women of all ages and circumstances can win with, but you must trust the process.


Second, I need you to show up. It’s easy to buy a book with an eye to execution, but your intentions must translate into actions. And so in this book, I’ll ask you to push past hopes and take concrete steps toward your new reality. Do your best, then follow the Muscle for Life program as I’ll lay it out for you, and know that I don’t need you to be perfect (impossible anyway)—just good enough most of the time. With that, you can reach the promised land.


Third, I’d love for you to reach out to me once you’ve achieved your first major milestone on this program, like dropping a size or two, leaving work full of energy, or thrilling at your newfound strength. Admittedly, this is a selfish request, but hearing from people who have used my work to get fitter, healthier, and happier is the real pay for my efforts, so I’d love to listen to your story. And, as I like to lead by example and show we’re in this together, I’ll quickly tell you mine.




KEY TAKEAWAYS







	No matter how much you’ve neglected your wellness in the past, it’s never too late to build a strong, toned, and healthy body.


	Most of the negative aspects of aging can be mitigated by proper exercise (especially strength training), diet, sleep, and supplementation.


	Strength training enhances and preserves muscle mass, mobility, and brain function, and helps fight heart disease and diabetes.


	Cardio improves the health of your arteries, boosts capillary density, improves the health of your muscles and other tissues, and burns more calories than strength training.


	High-protein dieting beats low-protein dieting in every meaningful way.


	People who eat more fruits, vegetables, whole grains, nuts, seeds, beans, and other plants are healthier, live longer, and enjoy a lower risk of high blood pressure, heart disease, stroke, cancer, osteoporosis, cognitive decline, and dementia.


	Getting enough sleep improves fat loss, muscle growth, immunity, telomere length, and cognition, and even makes you more attractive physically.













3 Who’s Mike Matthews, and Why Should I Care?





Most people overestimate what they can achieve in a year and underestimate what they can achieve in ten years.


—UNKNOWN





I’ve made some pretty bold promises about what this book will do for you, and the reason I’m so sure of the effectiveness of my methods is they’re not only science-based, but they also grew out of my own trials and tribulations with fitness. I’ve sifted through much of the relevant scientific literature and I’ve tried just about every type of workout program, diet plan, and supplement you can imagine. I can confidently say that while I don’t know everything, I do know what works and what doesn’t.


Like most people, I had no clue what I was doing when I started out in the gym nearly twenty years ago. I turned to fitness magazines for help, which told me to work out like a professional bodybuilder a couple of hours per day and spend hundreds of dollars on supplements per month. I did just that for almost eight years, jumping from diet to diet, workout program to workout program, and supplement to supplement. For all my efforts, I had gained about 25 pounds of muscle and novice-level strength, but I had no idea how to lose fat and keep it off, and I was spending at least ten hours in the gym per week but not gaining muscle or strength, and I didn’t know why.


I then hired personal trainers for guidance, but they had me do more of the same: “fancy” training techniques like supersets, circuit training, and “metabolic conditioning” that were mostly ineffective; one style of “clean eating” after another that failed to move the needle; and herbs, vitamins, and amino acids that did little more than lighten my wallet and brighten my pee. After spending many months and thousands of dollars with trainers, not much had changed in the mirror or the gym, and I still had no idea what to do to get the bigger, leaner, and stronger body I really wanted. I enjoyed working out too much to quit, but I wasn’t happy with my physique and didn’t know where I was going wrong.


What I did know quite well, however, was how to fail in fitness, and ironically, that proved valuable when I finally decided that something had to change because I knew where not to look for answers. I ditched the trainers, threw the magazines away, and got off the Internet forums, and set out to learn the true physiology of muscle growth and fat loss.


I studied the work of top strength and bodybuilding coaches, talked to veteran natural bodybuilders, and examined the scientific evidence. Months later, a clear picture was emerging: getting into incredible shape is much simpler than many fitness experts claim. It flies in the teeth of a lot of the stuff we see on TV, Instagram, and YouTube, and read in books, blogs, and magazines. The many myths and misconceptions in those parts not only make getting superfit much harder than it should be, they also undermine our self-confidence and self-esteem, strain our social lives and relationships, and discourage future attempts at self-improvement.


When I finally broke free of all of the misinformation and completely changed my approach to eating and exercising, my body responded in ways I couldn’t believe. My strength skyrocketed. My muscles started growing again. My energy levels soared. And here’s the kicker: I was spending less time working out, doing less cardio, and eating more freely.


Along the way, my friends and family noticed how my physique was improving and began asking for advice. I became their coach, and helped them shed fat they had figured was cemented to them for good, gain strength and muscle definition they hadn’t seen in years or even decades, and unlock feelings of satisfaction and self-confidence they had forgotten were possible.


A year or two later, these people started urging me to write a book. I dismissed the idea at first, but then began to warm up to it. “What if I’d had a good book for bodybuilding early on?” I thought. It would’ve saved me who knows how much time, money, and frustration, and I would’ve reached my fitness goals much faster. So I wrote a book called Bigger Leaner Stronger, and self-published it in January 2012.


It sold maybe twenty copies in the first month, but within a couple of months, that number was growing, and every day positive e-mails and reviews were coming in from readers. I started making notes on how I could improve the book based on feedback, and I outlined ideas for other books to write, including a fitness book for women called Thinner Leaner Stronger and a cookbook called The Shredded Chef.


A few years later, I had written and published multiple books for fitness buffs—books that have now sold more than 1.5 million copies—and I was spending a couple of hours per day replying to questions, compliments, and critiques from readers and followers. I then realized I needed to write yet another book: this one. A book that offers the same science-based approach and benefits with an easier learning curve and less intimidating regimen. I also wanted to address the unique physiological, psychological, and logistical considerations of men and women in their thirties and forties and beyond, and especially those new to my evidence-based approach to fitness.


Whereas my other books cater to a more “hard-core” crowd of guys and gals who are physically, mentally, and emotionally ready to eat and train like “lifestyle bodybuilders,” this book’s calibrated for everyday people who want a highly accessible fitness program that produces real and long-lasting results.


Accordingly, you can use Muscle for Life as a smooth on-ramp to the diet and training methods of fitness champions if you want to go there—or, if you’re looking to get and stay fit, healthy, and happy without having to dedicate too much time and energy to it, this may be the last fitness book you ever need to read. After you use everything in Muscle for Life to get into the best shape of your life, then you get to decide what comes next. Either way, we can’t lose.


So, are you ready to begin your adventure?










4 How to Use This Book





We who cut mere stones must always be envisioning cathedrals.


—QUARRY WORKER’S CREED





There’s an old Chinese proverb that goes like this: “Tell me, I’ll forget; show me, I’ll remember; involve me, I’ll understand.”


That saying summarizes the spirit of this book. It’s meant for more than just reading and reflection—its essence is action—and that has informed every decision I’ve made about what to include in this text and how to organize and present it. Thus, I want to share with you a road map that’ll help you get the most from Muscle for Life.


This book contains five parts:




	
1. In this first part, I’ve given you a broad overview of the Muscle for Life program and lifestyle, and we’re about to address the “inner game” of fitness to help you clarify your goals, boost your confidence, and strengthen your resolve. I hope that, by the end of this section, I’ll have inspired you to make a simple decision: “I’ll give this an honest try.”


	
2. In the second part, you’ll learn everything you need to know to forever free yourself from the stresses of restrictive eating and “dieting,” including a simple and intuitive method of meal planning that allows for maximum flexibility and sustainability.


	
3. In the third part, we’ll address the exercise portion of Muscle for Life, and I’ll provide you with a simple and science-based training system to gain strength and lean muscle and lose fat like clockwork.


	
4. In the fourth part, I’ll touch on the controversial and least important aspect of this program—supplementation—and share with you the small number of supplements that are worth considering.


	
5. In the fifth part, I’ll equip you with more insights and tactics that’ll speed up your results as well as predesigned meal plan and workout templates.





There are also two ways you can approach this book:




	
1. Read it in its entirety and then start the program.


	
2. Read and implement as you go.





I prefer the second method because after working with tens of thousands of people over the years, I’ve found that the sooner someone can get moving, the more likely they are to keep going. When we’re in motion, the roots of doubt and despair can’t ensnare us. By doing things, we can’t be stopped by thinking things. Therefore I’ve inserted calls to action throughout Muscle for Life that’ll ask you to stop reading and start acting. These spots aren’t arbitrarily chosen—they’re the points where I know immediate implementation will increase your chances of long-term success. If I were coaching you, this is exactly how I’d introduce you to the program.


As you’ll see, some of these steps require writing, and although space is provided for you to write directly in this book, you may want to use a notebook instead, which can become a journal where you design your meal plans, record your workouts, and track your results. By keeping everything in one place, you can easily review your progress and revise your plans as you work toward your goals. Your notebooks will also memorialize your transformation, and if you’re like many of my readers and followers, you’ll come to treasure your growing collection of fitness journals as a monument to your dedication to this journey.


If you want to get going even faster, you can simply skip to the hows and start the program, and then learn the whys after. To do this, begin with chapter 8, which will teach you how to create effective meal plans to lose fat and gain muscle. Once you’ve made your meal plan and started following it, flip to chapters 11 and 12 to find the Muscle for Life exercises and workouts, which you can start right away, followed by a chapter on how to track your progress and then a quickstart guide that you may also find helpful. Finally, read chapter 15 to learn about supplementation, which is optional but worthwhile if you have the budget and inclination. Then, once you’re underway, return to the beginning of this book and learn everything you’ll need to know to get the most from the program.


So, use this book in the way that makes it work for you, whether that’s taking your time reading and absorbing everything in these pages before starting, or jumping around to the actionable items and plugging them into your routine immediately.


Finally, this book contains a lot of information, including many technical details and some arithmetic, but don’t let that intimidate you. This isn’t a textbook full of jargon and complexity for fitness geeks—it’s a practical and approachable handbook for making novices into veterans. That’s why, for example, I’ve included “Key Takeaways” sections at the ends of most of the chapters that remind you of the most important points discussed—the information that’s essential for succeeding on the program. Reference these summaries regularly while you’re finding your bearings, and you’ll reinforce your understanding of the material and ability to use it effectively.


Regardless of how you get off the starting line, if you commit, results will follow. Whatever doubts you may have will disappear, and you’ll realize that you’re more than up to the challenge of upgrading your physique. And remember, if you lose your way or find yourself in a spin, I’m just an e-mail away (mike@muscleforlife.com) and happy to help.










5 How to Master the “Inner Game” of Fitness





Any idiot can face a crisis. It’s the day-to-day living that wears you out.


—ANTON CHEKHOV





In his timeless bestseller The Inner Game of Tennis, Tim Gallwey explained that every game is composed of two parts: an outer game and an inner game. The outer game is played against an external opponent to overcome external challenges and reach external goals, and the inner game takes place in the mind and is played against obstacles like lapses in concentration, nervousness, self-doubt, self-condemnation, and other feelings that inhibit excellence in performance.


How fitting that model is to fitness. Books, magazines, trainers, and influencers usually focus on the outer game of losing fat and gaining muscle and give little attention to the inner game, which is arguably more important. Simply knowing what to do isn’t enough. You then have to actually do it—and keep doing it—every day, week, month, and year.


Priority, discipline, and motivation are the biggest inner-game barriers. Every week, people launch into new fitness programs with resolve and relish, but it often doesn’t take long for their enthusiasm to sputter. They struggle to fit their diet plan into their lifestyle and squeeze their workouts into their hectic schedule; they experience more physical challenges than they anticipated; and as the days and weeks pass, they see no appreciable change in their body. In short, it’s a lot of pain for very little gain, so it’s no surprise that many people give up on their fitness aspirations within the first couple of months.


I’ve seen this time and time again. Sometimes illness disturbs someone’s routine, and they never return. Other times they take a week off and forget to come back. Some simply “stop caring.” Maybe you’ve been there yourself. I know I have. Fitness is hard, and no matter how determined you may be, if you’re not seeing clear and consistent results, it’s only natural for your drive to dry up.


I don’t want this to happen to you. I want to do everything I can to give you your best shot at success on the Muscle for Life program. In fact, if I’m being honest, I want this to be the fitness program that finally makes all the difference and overdelivers. That’s why this chapter will help you develop a successful mindset that’ll empower you to overcome the obstacles, resist the temptations, and surmount the setbacks that we all experience in our fitness journey.


To do that, we need to tackle the three ugliest inner-game ogres standing between you and the finish line:




	
1. The Purpose Phantom


	
2. The Time Troll


	
3. The Consistency Creature





Let’s learn how to defeat each.



PREVAILING OVER THE PURPOSE PHANTOM


People with vague, unrealistic, or uninspiring fitness goals (or none at all) are always the first to quit. These men and women show up in the gym sporadically and often leave before even breaking a sweat. They fall victim to situations and circumstances that cause them to falter (pesky office potlucks!). They’re on the lookout for fast fixes and miracle methods. If you’re going to succeed where the masses fail, you need to inoculate yourself against these attitudes and behaviors, and this requires a little soul-searching.


Different people have different reasons for eating well and working out. Some like how it feels to push their body to the limit. Others want to impress a potential sex partner. Many want to boost their confidence and self-esteem. Most want to improve their general health and well-being.


These are all perfectly valid reasons to get fit—looking great, feeling great, having high energy levels, being more resistant to sickness and disease, and living longer—but it’s important to isolate and articulate your reasons. Let’s do this now, starting with the dimension of fitness that most people find most alluring: the visual.


What Does Your Ideal Body Look Like?


A major reason you’re reading this book is you want to look a certain way. And there’s nothing wrong with that. Every fit person I know—including myself—is motivated just as much by the mirror as by anything else. Don’t misread that as narcissism. There are plenty of self-absorbed fitness twits out there, but I see nothing wrong with playing a bit to our vanity if looking fantastic also helps us feel great (and it does), especially if we consider how this buoyancy enhances our ability to work, love, and play. The better we look, the better we feel, and the better we feel, the better we live. It’s really that simple.


So, let’s talk about you. What does your ideal body look like? Let’s go beyond trite words and hazy daydreams: find a picture or two (or three or four) of the type of body you want. Then save these pictures somewhere that’s easily accessible, such as your phone or Google Drive or Dropbox. You could even print a couple out and paste them in your fitness journal. Why? When you’re on the Muscle for Life program, I want you to know you’re working toward a physique that’s as real as the page you’re reading, not merely a figment of your imagination.


Not sure what to pick because you’re not sure what’s possible? Start here: How would you have to look to hit the beach in a swimsuit without self-consciousness? Find a couple pictures of that, because, trust me—that we can do.


What Does Your Ideal Body Feel Like?


A fit, healthy body is far more pleasurable to inhabit than an unfit, unhealthy one. The more in shape you are, the more you get to enjoy many advantages: higher energy levels, better moods, more alertness, clearer thinking, fewer aches and pains, and better sleep, to name just a few. And then there’s the deeper stuff like more dignity, pride, and self-fulfillment.


I want you to imagine what this will be like for you, and then write it out in the form of individual affirmations, which are positive statements that describe how you want to be, like “I’m full of energy all day” and “My mind is quick, clear, and focused.”


This may seem a bit woo-woo, but research shows that writing and reading affirmations can benefit you in various ways. A study conducted by scientists at the University of Pennsylvania found that people who practiced affirmations exercised more than people who didn’t, and another study at the University of Sussex found that performing self-affirmations improved working memory and cognitive performance.


I like to organize health and fitness affirmations into four broad categories:




	Physical


	Mental


	Emotional


	Spiritual





Physical affirmations are all about bodily function and physical energy levels, and they can include statements like “I wake up rested every day,” “My joints are pain-free,” and “I don’t get sick.” Mental affirmations concern your ability to focus, remember, and compute. These might be assertions like “I can focus deeply on the task at hand,” “My memory is sharp,” and “My mind is clear.” Emotional affirmations relate to your feelings of positive or negative sensations—such declarations as “I find joy everywhere I go,” “I bounce back quickly from bad news,” and “I give and receive love openly.” Spiritual affirmations involve your sense of purpose and motivation, and they can include pronouncements like “I embody my best self” and “I know I’ll succeed.”


Here are a few pointers for writing more effective affirmations of any kind:




	Keep them short so they’re easier to process and remember. Even four or five carefully chosen words can be powerful.


	Start with “I” or “My.” Affirmations are all about you, so it’s best to start with you.


	
Write as though you’re experiencing it right now, not in the future. For example, “I fall asleep quickly and wake up feeling rejuvenated” is superior to “I will fall asleep quickly and wake up feeling rejuvenated” or “Within three months, I’m falling asleep quickly and waking up feeling rejuvenated.”


	Don’t begin with “I want” or “I need.” You don’t want to affirm needing or wanting, but being, doing, or having.


	Make sure you’re choosing positive statements. Realizing your affirmations may require discarding negative behaviors and thoughts, but your words shouldn’t reflect this. Think, “I’m calm, confident, and contented” and not “I’m no longer anxious and insecure”; or “I enjoy my daily workouts” instead of “I don’t dread exercising anymore.”


	Inject emotion by including, “I’m [emotion] about…” or “I feel [emotion].” For example, you could say: “I’m excited to follow my meal plan.” This will make your affirmations more stimulating (and thus memorable and persuasive) and can even influence how you experience events related to whatever you’re affirming (actually feeling excited to follow your meal plan, for instance).


	Make your affirmations believable. If you don’t think your statement is possible, it won’t have much of an effect, so make sure you can fully buy into it. If you find something particularly incredible, you can start with a qualifier like “I’m open to…” or “I’m willing to believe I can…”





So, are you ready to write your affirmations? Great! Let’s start with one affirmation per category (physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual), and take as long as you need to formulate statements that resonate deeply with you. You know you’ve hit on something meaningful when it sparks joy and positivity.
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Now that you’ve formulated your first affirmations, you may be wondering what to do with them. There are many ways to use your statements, but my favorite is reading mine every morning before starting my day and whenever I feel my spirit flagging. This keeps my intentions alive and top of mind and helps adjust my mindset when I falter. Also, feel free to create new affirmations whenever inspiration strikes!


What Are Your Fitness Whys?


Whereas the affirmations above define what you want to achieve, the next exercise is designed to establish why you want to do it.


Among my favorite things about being fit are the moments where you impress yourself; where you just stop for a second and think, “Wow, it’s awesome I did that with my body.” These are moments that put a smile on your face and a spring in your step, and sometimes even make your day. I’m not just talking about stuff like “turning heads in the coffee shop,” but “eating desserts guilt-free,” “keeping up with my kids without getting tired,” and “enjoying clothing shopping more.” You know, the often small but substantial things that confirm you’re on the right track.


I’ve worked with thousands of people over the years, and here are a few examples of the fitness wins they’ve shared with me:




	Getting asked for advice in the gym


	Feeling more confident and competent


	Looking sexier naked


	Being more productive at work


	Savoring delicious food


	Pleasantly surprising their doctor


	Rocking their favorite clothes


	Setting a good example for their kids


	Enjoying outdoor activities again


	Feeling physically and mentally strong


	Eliminating aches and pains


	Tackling a new sport





I love these. They’re great examples of personal reasons to get into killer shape—simple, specific, and sincere. How about you? Why do you want to achieve everything you just laid out in your affirmations? Brainstorm your reasons for getting fit and write them below until you feel pumped up and ready to take action, because with the Muscle for Life program, we’ll make them all a reality.
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TRUMPING THE TIME TROLL


I don’t know anybody who can find time to exercise. I’ve never had anyone tell me, “Mike, I have too much free time. I think I’ll spend a few hours in the gym every day to get in shape. What should I do while I’m there?” It’s always the opposite. Most of us lead busy lives brimming with urgency and obligations and feel we don’t have time for anything new, let alone something as “selfish” as working out. But almost always, that just isn’t true. As much as some people would like to think they’re too swamped to work out, when they analyze how they spend their every waking minute every day, they discover otherwise (especially when they realize how little time it really takes to get fit).


The reality is that people who have transformed their bodies have the same twenty-four hours in a day as you and me, as well as their share of daily duties to discharge. They still have to go to work, attend to loved ones, attempt a social life, and remember to exfoliate, moisturize, and have some fun now and then. The only difference is that they’ve decided exercise is important enough to be in the plan.


For some, that requires watching less TV or giving it up altogether. For others, it means going to bed and waking up earlier. For others still, it involves asking the spouse to handle the kids in the morning or evening, or some other solution. My point is: if you really want to carve out a couple of hours per week to train, I’m positive you can.


That’s not to say that finding the will and time for fitness is easy. It’s often a challenge, and the solution may not be convenient or comfortable (at first, at least), but who said it should be? No matter how difficult or daunting our circumstances may be, there’s always something we can do about it. If we can accept that our well-being is worthwhile, it suddenly becomes possible. Whether we act is up to us. And let’s face it—whenever someone says, “I would do X, but I can’t because Y,” it’s almost always hogwash unless Y is “I don’t really want to.” There’s very little we’re incapable of; there’s only how badly we want it. When we lie to ourselves and say otherwise, what we’re saying is that we find alibis more attractive than achievements, excuses more seductive than excellence, and comfort more desirable than challenge.


Writer Steven Pressfield coined a term for this psychological friction: Resistance. Here’s how he explained it in his best-selling book The War of Art:




Resistance will tell you anything to keep you from doing your work. It will perjure, fabricate, falsify; seduce, bully, cajole. Resistance is protean. It will assume any form, if that’s what it takes to deceive you. It will reason with you like a lawyer or jam a nine-millimeter in your face like a stickup man. Resistance has no conscience. It will pledge anything to get a deal, then double-cross you as soon as your back is turned. If you take Resistance at its word, you deserve everything you get. Resistance is always lying and always full of shit.





How do you defeat Resistance and turn an “I won’t” into an “I will”? You meet it in pitched battle, and you refuse to surrender. You refuse to take the easy road out. You refuse to look for reasons to be weak. You refuse to blame anyone or anything for your condition. When you can do those things, you can tap into a primal and powerful force that sets extraordinary people apart from everyone else. That’s the big secret.


What’s more, the “I don’t have time” excuse can’t pass the straight-face test when scrutinized. Imagine that your doctor says you have a fatal disease, and the only way to cure it is to whirl around in circles for two hours per day. After accepting that you do indeed have the strangest disease in the history of the human race, what would you do? Would you slink off and resign yourself to your fate? Or somehow free up the time to spin widdershins?


You know without a doubt that you’d find a way, regardless of how busy you are. Maybe you’d work a bit less, banish streaming apps, or disappear from social media, but somehow you’d make the time. Now, think about that. You just admitted you have a couple of hours per day waiting in the wings, available for immediate use toward any goal of your choosing, such as transforming your body. What’s going on here?


Many people understand that “I don’t have time to exercise” is just another way of saying “It’s not important enough to me,” but they struggle with prioritizing working out when the demands of their work, marriage, children, and errands pound like jungle drums from sunrise to sunset. Some of us work more instead of working out, for instance, and others put the needs of everyone close to them ahead of their own. Also, many women don’t just work full-time jobs but also carry much of the domestic load, including shopping, supervising kids, cooking, chaperoning, and cleaning.


When these people are told they don’t lack the time to train, only the will, they bristle. And understandably so. On a good day, they have maybe thirty minutes to themselves, before bed, after all the important tasks on the to-do list have been checked off. Such situations can seem hopeless, but remember—every problem has a solution, even this one.


Many of these people have had to get creative. I’ve helped them assemble simple but effective home gyms for less than they’d pay for a year of gym dues. I’ve helped them create thirty-minute bodyweight and band workouts they can do at work during lunch in the privacy of their office or even broken up into several ten-minute workouts throughout the day. I’ve suggested finding a workout buddy with children, which allows for shared babysitting, and early-morning weekend jaunts to the gym.


The first step in all of these cases, however, was shifting how these guys and gals viewed health and fitness in relation to their lives. The time given to eating well and exercising regularly is often considered a luxury, or worse, a self-indulgence, but here’s the rub: you can make your health and wellness a priority now, or it’ll make itself a priority later. There is no third choice.


Unless we take effective measures to counter the decline, after about age 35, every day, in every way, our body wanes. We usually don’t notice it because the changes are subtle, but just as the seasons slowly shift from warm to cold, so does our health and vitality gradually decay. Furthermore, neglecting nutrition, exercise, sleep hygiene, and muscle definition and strength speeds up the downward spiral as the years pass. Add in regular alcohol and tobacco use, and one can reach terminal velocity. Bob Dylan got it right when he said if we’re not busy being born, we’re busy dying.


“But wait,” someone somewhere is thinking, “my friend’s cousin’s doctor’s mom’s sister is ninety-three years old and eats like a raccoon, smokes like a chimney, and drinks like a fish, and she’s still as fit as a bull moose. I’ll probably be fine.” This is silly. Every rule has exceptions, and every group has outliers, but that doesn’t negate the principles or patterns. A century of medical literature has proven that as we get older, snubbing the cornerstones of healthy living greatly increases the risk of debilitating and deadly disorders, so much so that as time goes on, if we don’t get our act together, our chances of remaining healthy and well become vanishingly small. If we do nurture our body with wholesome habits like proper diet, exercise, sleep, and supplementation, however, it’ll repay us with a wellspring of vigor and vivacity for living our best life.
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