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Introduction: What Are Exercise Equivalents?


Have you ever found yourself debating whether or not to buy “just one” bag of chips? Or grab a little candy bar for the road? Consider this: what if the nutritional labels on your favorite foods spelled out exactly the amount of activity you would have to engage in to burn those calories? It might change your shopping and snacking habits.


We all know we’re supposed to reduce our calorie intake and increase our physical activity to lose weight—so why is it that, as a country, we’re still getting fatter? Maybe it’s because we have no idea what a calorie really represents. Despite the ubiquitous promotion of weight-loss campaigns and diets, the concept of a calorie remains somewhat nebulous. What if the Food and Drug Administration required restaurants and food manufacturers to put an “exercise equivalent” on menus and food labels? Instead of calories, the labels would tell us how long we’d have to exercise to burn off what we were about to eat.


Just think about the implications. Knowing that we have to walk for fourteen hours, roughly forty-three miles, in order to burn off one pound of fat would certainly increase the likelihood of our skipping dessert. After all, it’s much easier to imagine passing up a day of overeating ice cream, chips, and fried chicken than it is to see oneself walking forty-three miles.


That’s why I decided to write this book. The idea is to learn the costs of what you’re eating. My goal is not to sit here and tell you which foods you should or shouldn’t be eating. Of course some carbohydrates (such as whole grains, fruits, and vegetables) and some fats (such as unsaturated as opposed to saturated) are better than others. And yes, eating protein can help you control cravings and keep you feeling full. But in the end, long-term weight control is about energy regulation or how many calories you consume as opposed to how many you burn.


Sometimes I’m asked what my diet philosophy is—low carb, low fat, diet or no diet, glycemic index, or calorie counting. The answer is that my philosophy doesn’t matter much, because it’s really about what works for each individual behaviorally. What are you willing to do for the rest of your life? This book can help you make better choices. So whether you’re on a low- or a high-carb diet, this book can help you recognize the better calorie deals—or Calorie Bargains. It will also help you see those that are worse—or Calorie Rip-Offs. But again, these are a matter of individual preference. You might look at a big, fat, juicy steak and say, “Wow, this is really worth the ten hours of walking it will take to burn it off,” while someone else might say, “Forget it. The chicken breast will fill me up just as well.”
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