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Introduction

When you step on your bathroom scale and take a look at the numbers, are you in disbelief? Up and up the digits fly, settling at a figure that just can’t be right. But it’s your figure. Your mind races. Maybe you’re not standing on the right spot, so you move back an inch. No difference. Maybe the scale’s broken. Fat chance. Maybe there’s extra weight from your clothes. But you’re in your underwear. Maybe it’s time to stop saying maybe and look at the real reason why you’re gaining weight. Is your job making you fat? Yes!

This weighty conclusion is not based on conjecture, anecdotes, hypotheses, or suppositions. It’s based on fact. You might be wondering how this can be? If the definition of work includes labor, toil, and exertion to achieve a particular outcome, how in the world can working be fattening? It seems counterintuitive. The traditional mindset is that if you’re busy working, you’re burning calories. And if you’re burning calories, you’re going to lose weight. Unfortunately, this classical thinking has become outdated.

There have been major changes in the nature of work and the goings-on in the workplace that have turned many of today’s jobs into ideal positions for putting on pounds. This largely unrecognized fact has become the elephant in the room—and if you don’t take action now, that’s what you’ll become, too. How do you connect the dots and clearly see that your job is the cause of your burgeoning waistline? And more importantly, how do you take action to stop this ballooning trend before you pop out any further? The answers are in this book.

Take a look at today’s workplaces versus those of the 1960s. Back then, places of work were a flurry of activity. Employees were up and about, carrying files from office to office, rushing from one meeting to another, and shifting paperwork and reports from here to there. Workplaces of the Sixties were a whirlwind of bustle, motion, and movement. In that era, it took a considerable amount of physical activity and energy to get most jobs done, whether they were white collar or blue.

Throughout the subsequent decades, however, the amount of physical activity associated with the vast majority of jobs has been in a steady state of decline. While approximately 50 percent of all jobs in 1960 required at least moderate physical activity, that number has dropped to a mere 20 percent today. And to make matters worse, a related finding shows that the remaining 80 percent of jobs typically call for minimal physical activity. As was spelled out in the scientific journal PLoS One, this transition in the workplace over the years has led to a situation where employees are burning 120 to 140 fewer calories per day when at work. And when you consider that this is happening across the United States labor force of more than 144 million workers, you start to get a much clearer idea of what’s behind today’s obesity epidemic—and what’s behind the large behinds. After all, recent figures—so to speak—show that approximately 75 percent of men and 66 percent of women in the United States are overweight or obese.

If you picture today’s workplaces, what typically comes to mind is a proliferation of cubicles with inert humans using keyboards. Fingers are getting exercise, but people aren’t. Moving files and papers? It only takes a click. As for meetings? Go online or use video conferencing. Want to discuss something with your boss? Send her an email. Need to pick up the phone? Talk into your headset. Millions of jobs that used to call on employees to zip around now call for them to sit around. As a result, millions of calories are now being “waisted.”

Do you sit for most of the day in front of your computer, on phone calls, and in meetings? Is your work area so ergonomically correct that you hardly need to move in order to access every conceivable item you may ever need to get your job done? If so, you’re working in a perfect incubator for increasing your weight. At the same time, while being sedentary contributes to weight gain, there are many other inflationary elements that come uniquely together in the workplace and exponentially increase the likelihood that you’re going to expand. The first step is to identify these causes, and the second step is to control them. Some are overt and in your face—and will ultimately lead you to stuff your face—while others are more sneaky and sinister. In combination, they team up to make you fatten up.

These figure-filling factors are spelled out in detail in the chapters that follow. While it’s important to recognize the factors on your job that are making you fat, it’s even more imperative to develop plans, strategies, priorities, benchmark dates, and measurement methods to successfully deal with them. There are actions you can take to lose weight right now. And keep it off for good. This isn’t a diet. This isn’t a fad. This is simply a matter of applying the same planning, energy, drive, focus, attention, and commitment that you place on every goal at work to the goal of preventing your job from making you fat.

The proof is in the pudding, so to speak. As was found in a landmark 2012 study conducted by CareerBuilder, after surveying more than 5,700 workers from a variety of industries, the irrefutable conclusion was that when people are at work, they tend to gain weight. In fact, of the wide range of individuals surveyed, 44 percent responded that they gained weight in their current job. The researchers also found that 26 percent of the surveyed workers gained more than ten pounds, and 14 percent gained over twenty pounds. There’s even a common expression that describes the weight gain that’s associated with work—it’s called “the office fifteen.” Much like “the freshman fifteen” referring to the typical weight gain of a college freshman adjusting to a new life of pizza and partying, the office fifteen stands for the fifteen pounds that employees are likely to gain in the first few months of taking on an office job. And worse, the odds are that they will gain even more weight over the years to come.

The obesity pandemic is not just confined to the United States, nor is the relationship between work and weight gain. There are approximately 2.1 billion overweight adults in the world, and international studies have come up with similar findings regarding working and waistlines. A two-year study of over 9,000 Australian women found that those who worked over thirty-five hours per week were more likely to gain weight than those who worked fewer hours or were outside of the workforce altogether. The message is loud and clear—the more you work, the more you gain.

The added weight that comes from your job is a lose-lose proposition for you and your employer. With the extra pounds that your job is foisting on you, there’s an increased risk of cardiovascular disease, cancer, depression, type 2 diabetes, and even death. Yes, it’s that serious. When you’re carrying around excess weight, it can be more difficult for you to carry out your job responsibilities at peak levels. In today’s competitive workplaces, any such slippage is likely to be noticed, and not in a favorable light. From the standpoint of lose-lose, you just might lose your job.

Employers also lose because of workers’ weight gain—obese employees tend to be sick more often. And when people are out because of illness, there can be numerous operational problems in terms of coordination, communication, productivity, and overall output. At the same time, there can be morale issues among the other employees who have to do extra work because of the absences of coworkers. And further, there can be additional costs in insurance premiums for the employer as a result of the frequency and magnitude of medical claims.

In 2013, the American Medical Association officially declared obesity to be a disease. What’s a major cause of this epidemic? Your job. Consider this book your inoculation. The only thing that should be fat on your job is your paycheck.


Chapter 1

The Corporate Foodscape

If you look around most workplaces today, you’re likely to find a vast array of food that’s strategically spread out from one end of a company to the other, all tempting the taste buds of unsuspecting staffers who can’t help but grab a bit of this, a bite of that, a handful of those, and a plate of something else. Foods of every heart-stopping variety line the hallways, break rooms, coffee stations, coffee tables, end tables, and desks, enticing each passerby with tantalizing morsels of fat and calories. And there’s no need for a special event, milestone, or accomplishment for the food to flow across organizations. The food just appears all over the place, in portions ranging from small to large. Employees readily indulge, only to find that they too have morphed from small to large.

Interestingly, one of the more common terms used across many different organizations is “cube farm,” an expression that quaintly describes the acres of cubicles that now populate many corporate landscapes. While use of the word “cube” is indeed an accurate depiction of the shape of each inhabitant’s habitat, the idea of a “farm” is even more telling. The reason why today’s workplaces are veritable farms is that employees are constantly pigging out on more varieties of crops and crap than one could ever imagine.

THE HANDY CANDY BOWL

While employees may or may not know much about locating some fairly important destinations in their workplace, such as the lost-and-found, the nearest exit, the defibrillator, or the fire extinguishers, they all know the precise locations of every bowl of candy. Once you’re in their vicinity, they’re impossible to miss. The bowls are brimming with colorful delights, striking a stark and eye-catching contrast with the mundane items surrounding them. And once these caloric containers have set their roots into the workplace, it doesn’t take long for them to multiply like sugar- flavored rabbits and spread across the entire company.

Locations Galore

You walk up to the front desk, and there’s a candy bowl. You stop by the coffee station, and there’s another. You step into your manager’s office, and there’s one on her desk. And while walking around may be good for you, the junk you ingest will quickly render all of those footsteps useless. The candy contents of these bowls stick to a common theme, as well as to your fingers and later to your thighs. The treats may be mini-sized, but they’ll make you anything but.

The evolution of the candy bowl in most organizations starts out innocently enough. Typically, an HR staffer or manager thinks it would be sweet to have a candy bowl in the reception area, perhaps as a way to send an inviting message to visitors. For those employees who prefer to grab a handful of candy instead of dropping eighty-five cents in the vending machine down the hall, this kind of dispensary is a nice little perk. Speaking of perks, many employees will readily devour these sugary offerings because of a deep-seated belief that such consumption will perk them up and keep them energized throughout the day. Instead of dispensing candy, it’s time to dispense with that myth right now. Yes, sugar can give you a brief rush of energy. However, this is soon followed by what nutritionists refer to as a “sugar crash,” as sleepiness along with markedly delayed reflexes and reactions set in. Sugar’s burst of energy is a bust.

Is there a candy bowl at the front desk in your company? How about at your workstation? Many managers place a bowl on their desk in order to send a message of friendliness, collaboration, and accessibility to the employees who enter their lair. For some managers, the hope is that the candy bowl will increase employee visits, while also encouraging these employees to like the managers themselves. However, if you’re a manager and this is part of your strategy to build positive attitudes toward you, here’s a cheery thought—research has found that managers who place an emphasis on being liked actually tend to be viewed as weak, marginally competent, dependent, and insecure. Employees would rather have managers who know their stuff, rather than managers who stuff their employees. Treating employees with respect and trust will go a lot further than treating them with treats.

It’s not surprising that candy bowls that are strategically located throughout an organization have also become today’s water coolers. They’re magnetic congregating venues where employees stop by to chitchat and literally chew the fat. One key problem is that it’s extremely difficult for even the most determined, disciplined, and diet-devoted employee to refrain from partaking when chatting with chomping coworkers at this modern day cracker barrel. After all, if you just stand there and watch your peers munch and crunch, you’re likely to feel out of place, sense discomfort, and even submit yourself to some less-than-saccharine ridicule.

Succumbing to Sugar

What happens if you decide to take one little, tiny taste? You’ll probably end up taking one more. And then another … and another … and another. How many times has this happened to you? The candy is practically addicting. It affects the pleasure pathways in your brain, and it’s difficult to stop eating it once you start. In fact, many researchers contend that sugar is an addictive drug just like tobacco and alcohol. That’s no sweet deal.

PUTTING THE KIBOSH ON THE CANDY BOWL

Before the candy bowl puts the bite on you, or vice versa, the key foundational concept is to approach this situation and the entire issue of weight gain on the job by establishing weight loss goals. The idea is to apply the same business mindset and skills that you use in goal-setting for any other major project at work. And this means setting real goals—not fools’ goals. While it may sound convincing to say that your goal is to lose weight or even indicate that you want to lose a specific number of pounds, such statements are not goals. Rather, they’re wishes and dreams. While it’s nice to have them, they’re not going to get you where you want to be. For goals to be effective, they need to be clear, specific, measurable, realistic, and backed up with an action plan that spells out how you’re going to achieve them. This plan should include monitoring your performance along the way, benchmark dates and deadlines, strategies for making course corrections as needed, steps for accessing needed resources, and techniques for measuring how you’ve done. When you set objectives in the weight-loss arena—arguably the most important arena in your life—it’s serious business that calls for goal-setting strategies suitable for your most serious business projects.

In supporting your efforts to get to your goal, there are several steps you can take in dealing with the candy bowl to put the lid on this matter. In the first place, the bowls don’t need to be terminated—it’s just their candy contents that need to be fired. One strategy is to speak with whoever replenishes these canisters and suggest a change to more figure-friendly offerings. This means taking out the sugary and fatty trash and putting in snacks that are appealing to your palate, but far less appalling to your waistline, cholesterol count, blood sugar, and caloric intake. Such offerings include low-calorie packs of dried fruits and nuts as well as low-calorie bars. All it takes to introduce them into your organization is a quick online search followed by a short email to the person filling the bowls in your company. But if you encounter resistance from your candy-committed coworkers, there are also sugar-free candies that make a tasty compromise.

Finger Food

At the same time, take a closer look at the contents of the candy bowl, specifically in terms of unpackaged items. Some companies offer treats that are devoid of any wrappers at all, and there’s usually a spoon or ladle for dipping in and digging out a serving. However, you obviously know that when no one is looking, some of your associates are just sticking their fingers right in the bowl and pulling out a handful of sweets, quickly tossing their quarry into their mouths, perhaps licking a finger or two, and diving in again for a second helping. In the process, the only pieces they leave behind are the families of bacteria that ride on their fingers. The next time you’re tempted to pick up the ladle and take out a spoonful of those unwrapped delicacies, just remember that you’re not really dealing with a candy bowl. Rather, it’s a finger bowl. And if children happen to visit your workplace and want a little treat, how many are going to use the ladle? How many even know what a ladle is? When kiddies are taking goodies out of the candy bowl, it becomes more like a dish—a Petri dish.

Looks Can Be Deceiving

However, even if the contents are wrapped, and even if they appear to be on the healthier side, that doesn’t mean that you should instantly ingest. Rather, your next step is to take a second and more detailed look at whatever the offerings may be and determine how they align with your weight loss objectives—especially in terms of calories, carbohydrates, sugar, and fat. That way, you can grab an item from the candy bowl if you truly want it without abandoning your goals. Just like projects on the job, you’d monitor your progress and make sure that you’re gathering all of the information you need along the way. And whether it’s managing your work or your weight, some of the most powerful strategies today are technology based. Consider your smartphone your new dining advisor. There are apps that help you track your food and exercise as well as give you personalized information on how many calories to take in per day to help you manage your weight. There are also apps that let you scan the bar code of items in order to see the nutritional information and rating for a specific food. Spoiler alert—sometimes after reading the ingredients and seeing the garbage that many foods contain, you may lose your appetite altogether.

Viscerally Speaking

Want another way to survive the candy bowl blues? Listen to your gut reaction. You’re always able and allowed to have a piece of candy, so these foods don’t have to seem so exciting and forbidden. If your grumbling stomach is leading you to the bowl of chocolates like a voracious vulture, predetermine the item or amount you’ll be taking before you get there. You’ll be surprised that when you slow down, pay attention to your hunger, and stick to your planned allocation, you’ll have much more control and restraint in making your selection.

Interestingly from the standpoint of listening to your stomach, research has consistently proven that many great decisions in business are made on the basis of gut feel. Use your viscera to enhance your judgment and not your waistline.

Search Party

Since the candy bowls often morph into social centers that include ingesting whatever the offerings may be, another approach is to find other venues in your organization that are free of edibles but can serve as meeting places. If you get together with colleagues in an area that’s void of food, the odds of seeking out a snack diminish significantly. From the standpoint of thinking outside of the box—of candy—such a meeting place could be the parking lot or hallways where you and your associates can take a brief walk while catching up on the latest news. Instead of consuming calories, you’ll be burning them. Instead of engorging your body, you’ll be toning it. Instead of chewing junk, you’ll be eschewing it.

Committing Yourself

There are further preemptive steps that you can take to prevent the ballooning problems that emanate from the infamous bowl. One way to help yourself refrain from engaging in a candy bowl binge is to write a contract with yourself. Research has found that this is one of the easiest and most effective ways to introduce a behavioral change, break a habit, and improve performance on the job. Similarly, these contracts can be equally efficacious in helping you control your weight. And they can be even more powerful if you write them out by hand. A contract can be as basic as, “I won’t eat any more of the free candy that’s provided. If I want candy, I’m going to buy it.” Doing some actual writing engages different muscles and brain activity when compared with punching out a few words on your keyboard. As a result, these actions have an increased likelihood of sticking with you and impacting your future behavior.

Also, by committing to buy such foods with your own money rather than consuming them because they’re free, you’re engaging in two additional strategies that help curtail this self-destructive behavior. First, there’s some pain associated with spending money when you know you can obtain the offerings at no cost. By committing to only acquire candy by expending your personal funds, you’re associating the painful activity of spending your own money with the acquisition of the candy, and that can help you refrain from making the purchase. On a more subtle level, eating this type of junk is literally and figuratively going to cost you. That little message can also help introduce more restraint into your thinking. Instead of a candy bowl on your desk, keep a money bowl and deposit your unused vending machine change in there. By the end of the month or months, you can see how much you saved not only in cash, but in calories as well. Plus, you can take this money and use it to buy something that helps your body instead of harms it—such as an article of clothing in a smaller size.

And speaking of contracts, there are even websites that en-able you to take this concept to the next level by engaging your friends and relatives to support you. On some of these websites, you can establish work-related contracts that focus on streamlining various aspects of your job, meeting a particular sales goal, or gaining an additional certification in your area of expertise. Similarly, you can make weight-related contracts that focus on exercising daily, refraining from eating out of the candy bowl, or obtaining specific weight-loss results.

Candy Toss

If you’re thinking about having a candy bowl on your desk, regardless of its contents, here’s an idea. Don’t! If it’s on your desk, it’s within arm’s reach—and guess who’s going to be doing most of the eating? Plus, if you’re working while sticking your hand into a bowl of food throughout the day, it’s almost impossible to keep track of how much you’re actually eating. You don’t need food of any kind to be constantly staring at you in the face, daring you to resist the seductively sweet or savory goodness that’s just one bite away. Besides, if this tub of temptation weren’t on your desk, you wouldn’t necessarily be having this mental joust in the first place. By keeping these containers of candy at a distance, the desire to indulge will drop—and your weight is more likely to follow suit.

COUNTERS FILLED WITH CRAP

In addition to the countless candy bowls strewn from one corner table of an organization to the other, there are also baked, boiled, broiled, steamed, stewed, and deep-fried concoctions engaged in heated or unheated competition with them. As in the case of candy bowls, these offerings celebrate nothing. Not a birthday. Not an achievement. Not a landmark. Not a special event. Rather, they simply appear. And then they simply disappear, but not from your waistline.

Bagel Basics

One of the most popular items put out for employees is the platter of bagels. A bagel may look harmless, but don’t be fooled. The fact that bagels are shaped like zeros says it all, and yet their calories and carb count are anything but zero. A bagel is essentially four pieces of bread—bread that’s low in vitamins, minerals, and fiber. It typically contains at least fifty grams of carbohydrates, and as soon as they hit your system, they quickly morph into their evil twin—sugar. And here’s the topper. When employees select a topping for their bagel, they usually smear even more fat and calories by adding cream cheese or butter. Then, as if this concoction isn’t sufficiently damaging to the waistline, the final ingredient, jelly, gets slopped on top—adding at least fifty more calories and ten more grams of carbohydrates, and that’s if you only add a tablespoon. But, be serious. Can you even measure a tablespoon- sized serving of this sugar-gel with a knife? So you simply slop on an amount that looks right to you. But take a real good look at the round and doughy shape of a bagel. The more you consume, the more bagel-like you’ll become. You are what you eat.

Donut Duty

Another frequent occupant of the platter of fatter matter is the ubiquitous donut. Once again, here’s a treat that’s usually shaped like a zero, clearly symbolizing its nutritional value. However, a donut should really be shaped like a minus sign since it undermines your health in so many different ways—actually, the long donuts come close to representing this. In the first place, donuts typically contain the troika of ingredients that are destructive to the human body—sugar, white flour, and trans fat. What’s the problem with trans fats? Not much if your goal is to increase your LDL cholesterol (the bad type), decrease your HDL (the good type), and increase your chances of coronary heart disease. By the way, one donut’s calorie count can easily hit 400 or more. If you still feel like digging into one of those warm, mouthwatering, and perfectly textured donuts perched so delicately on the platter just outside of your cube, here’s one more little tidbit to keep in mind—donuts are prepared at very high temperatures, and evidence suggests that consuming foods that have been made this way may increase a person’s risk of developing various cancers.

If your reasoning for devouring these sweet treats is because you work hard, and heck, you deserve them, it’s time to take a couple of steps back and get some perspective. A self-chosen reward shouldn’t be a self-inflicted surge of bodily harm and guilt. Apply a little logic and foresight. Are you going to feel rewarded a few minutes or even seconds after you lick that last morsel of powdered sugar from your fingers? Get real. You’re going to feel like crap because you ate crap. The next time you come face-to-face with a donut, just think of what you’re looking at. Donut. Just change the “u” to an “o.” When you see a donut, think “do not.”

Tricky Treats

This same type of thinking applies to the other sugar bombs that are dropped on plates, platters, and dishes throughout so many organizations today. Some of these indelicacies include coffee cakes, sweet rolls, and cinnamon buns, all dished out to the employees simply for the sake of doing so. The idea is that if there’s even a hint of room on a table, counter, desktop, or shelf, it would be a corporate sin to let it just sit there when it could be adorned with sinful sweets.

There’s a certain irony in the actual names of some of these goodies. Coffee cake doesn’t contain any of the antioxidants or disease-fighting power that’s found in real coffee. A sweet roll is actually a roll of fat, and once it lands in your stomach, it’s going to stay there. Not such a sweet outcome, is it? And you shouldn’t be fooled by the specious façade posited by the cinnamon bun. Nutritionists regard cinnamon as one of the healthiest and most beneficial spices in the world. But by partnering with the bun, everything but the cinnamon is fattening, unhealthy, or both. So when you’re weighing the pros and cons about eating one or two or more, think less about the cinnamon and more about the buns—namely your own.

COUNTERING THE OFFERINGS ON THE COUNTER

Fortunately, there are all sorts of steps that you can take in order to avoid the pound-producing pottage that’s piled up on so many corporate counters. Speaking literally, the best steps when faced with these weighty matters are those that take you in another direction. After all, for you to partake in bagels, donuts, cinnamon buns, and the like, you need to amble over to the counter where they’re perched. Thus, one solution is for you to refrain from walking anywhere near them—simply use an alternate route or walk on by and don’t make eye contact with the food. If you stop to just take a look, the assault on your senses can be too much to resist. Don’t sabotage yourself! You wouldn’t undercut the progress you’ve made in pursuing your work goals, so why do so when pursuing your weight goals?

Exploring Options

At the same time, when resolving issues or concerns at work, it’s best to focus on problems rather than symptoms. Instead of taking detours and dealing with the symptoms of this situation, another option is to deal with the cause—the unhealthy foodstuff. After all, there are far healthier alternatives to the scale-tipping tripe that’s proffered up in so many workplaces today. If your company is intent on giving out bagels, there are healthier options within the realm of bagel-hood. Many bagel chains and shops are now offering tasty low-fat, whole grain, and whole wheat options, all with significantly lower calorie counts. Also, there are store-bought bagels that can be far healthier than the standard fare. Plus, instead of smothering these bagels or any others with high-fat and high-calorie toppings, how about going with nonfat cream cheese, trans-fat-free buttery spreads, and low-calorie jellies, jams, and preserves? Simple swap-outs go a long way. And further, try using an actual measuring utensil such as a real tablespoon, rather than simply using a generic plastic knife, spoon, or shovel to smother your bagel with toppings. As another strategy, why not add some hummus, tomatoes, onions, cucumbers, and avocado to your bagel?

Splitting Time

Another strategy to cut calories and fat in these sweet treats is to do some actual cutting—that is, split them into halves, thirds, or fourths. You can always enjoy these items if you truly want them, but try eating a smaller portion. Dig out the softer insides of a bagel and just eat the firmer crust. Cut out the center of the piece of coffee cake and just eat the exterior. And speaking of downsizing, how about suggesting that your company provides smaller portions in the first place, such as small or thin bagels, donut holes, or mini cinnamon buns? Smaller portions won’t automatically induce employees to take more of the items, since doing so can easily send out a message of unmitigated gluttony. Even if some of your coworkers regard the smaller portions as an invitation to double-up or even triple-up, there’s no law that forces you to do so. Besides, if you really want to get smaller, smaller portions are a great way to go.

To Your Health

Without too much hunting, you can also find healthier donuts, cinnamon buns, and coffee cakes. No, that’s not an oxymoron. Vegan varieties are sold across the country, and as you probably guessed, there are apps—for your appetite—that can help you locate vegetarian and vegan vendors near you. Additionally, by exploring your local supermarket or by searching online for specialty donut and sweet shops, you can locate all sorts of goodies that are low-calorie, sugar-free, fat-free, and gluten-free, as well as made with mashed banana, unsweetened applesauce, and honey rather than outrageous amounts of butter and sugar—all that’s missing are the calories and remorse. You don’t have to make sacrifices, just make substitutions. What you’re left with are healthier and arguably tastier goodies than the run-of-the-mill desserts that bombard you at work. Now is the time to meet with whoever’s making the culinary choices in your organization and suggest some healthier alternatives. And if you’re the person who actually makes the selections, why wait any longer to change company practices?

Of course, there’s a more fundamental question that needs to be addressed as well. If your company is going to put out scads of food across the organizational horizon, why not start out with food that’s inherently better for employees in the first place, rather than having to resort to sugar-free this and low-calorie that? Instead of the baked or deep-fried artery-cloggers, how about fruit, nuts, yogurt, and other popular and healthy choices? After all, it’s a little nutty for an organization to ignore healthy options.

CALORIES FROM COWORKERS

Another weighty source of fattening foods is your fellow employees. In celebration or commemoration of nothing whatsoever, gaggles of coworkers take delight in bringing all sorts of foodstuffs to the workplace and sharing them with anyone who’s inclined to partake. These edible goodies or “baddies” are found lining the hallways, taking a prominent position on the donors’ desks, and spread across the break room.

Since such edible offerings aren’t associated with any particular event or landmark, one immediate question is why various employees are inclined to bring in these foods in the first place. Some employees bear such gifts because they want to be well liked. While it’s obviously better to be liked than disliked, there are a couple of flaws associated with connecting food distribution to personal likability. First, there’s no reason to assume that bestowing treats on fellow employees is going to generate positive feelings from them. Even if coworkers like the baked goods, that doesn’t mean they’ll like the baker. Secondly, the actual reasons why employees like their coworkers tend to be focused more on behavior in the workplace than in the supermarket or kitchen. Truly positive feelings toward coworkers are far more heavily based on such factors as competence, cooperation, reliability, and honesty.

Just Being Friendly

For other employees, the primary reason for bringing in food for you and your coworkers is simply to do something nice. Of course, as well intentioned as this gesture may be, the reality is that such victuals can be rather vicious in terms of their impact on your body, especially since these offerings tend to be long on waistline-enhancers. Although the baker is bestowing these homegrown creations out of the goodness of her heart, they’re soon to result in the badness of yours.

In Pursuit of Praise

Then there are the cadres of cooks who bring in food right from their own kitchens, motivated by less benign factors. One is to demonstrate some superiority over you and your associates. Perhaps this employee’s job performance isn’t particularly stellar, and a demonstration of culinary competence is a way to jump up a few notches in everyone’s eyes. A related need that homemade dishes satisfy for your cooking colleagues is that their offerings generate an opportunity for attention, recognition, and accolades. For many such employees, this is an easy way to receive “oohs” and “ahhhs” at work.

Think Twice

If you’re thinking about ingesting some of these home-brewed or stewed concoctions, keep in mind that you have very little information about the ingredients. Who knows how much sugar, butter, and salt are in that fried catfish or sweet-and-sour pork? And if you ask, you’re likely to receive generalities, often in terms of a pinch of this, a dash of that, and a dollop of something else. The outcome may taste good, but it’s likely to do you no good whatsoever. As a side note, you also have no information regarding the cleanliness practices of your coworker chef and the sani-tation levels in the kitchen from which this creation emerged. Who knows how long the chicken cacciatore was perched on the counter at your colleague’s home? How long did it sit in the car, bus, or train on its way to work? How long has it been parked in the break room for viewing?

Lovely Leftovers

There’s also a category of food that’s intended for the home audience but still makes its way to the workplace. Somehow, there are employees who think that last night’s—or last week’s—leftover meatloaf that resembles a roadkill is just what their coworkers want. Leftovers suffer from all of the potential problems associated with the home-baked concoctions, except for one important point. Leftovers are just that … left over. Who knows when they were made, how they were made, who had their hands in them, and why they weren’t consumed in the first place? Employees who bring leftovers to work typically ask themselves, “Should I bring what’s left of this corned beef hash to work, or should I just throw it out?” It all boils down to the break room or the trash bin. Do you really want to eat anything that came perilously close to landing in a dumpster?

Repeat Performances

There are times when offerings from home are items that were originally given to your coworkers, rather than prepared by them. These are the classic re-gifts that go unopened from house to house, only to end up one day in your workplace. And by the way, sometimes these items hibernate for extended periods in your coworker’s pantry, only to show up on the job far after their expiration date. If you’re interested in extending your own expiration date, these mysterious morsels should be avoided.

Kids in the Kitchen

Another offering that makes its way from the home to the workplace is the creation that’s made by your coworker and his kids. By definition, these concoctions are not likely to be healthy. After all, how many parents go to the kitchen for a fun activity with their children and reach for the broccoli, cabbage, or kale? Rather, a project in the kitchen with kids usually means a hyperglycemic amalgam of sugar, frosting, sprinkles, and chocolate chips, all glued together with white flour and butter into heart-stopping nuggets for you and your coworkers to devour. While these baked goods may look and smell delicious, they’re typically fattening, artery clogging, blood sugar boosting, and blood pressure raising. But if you feel yourself buckling to the temptation—and forget about buckling your pants—here’s another point to keep in mind. Have you ever seen kids in the kitchen during these projects? There’s plenty of finger licking, spoon licking, and bowl licking, and sometimes these parent-child cooking activities take place when the child is sick and home from school. After all, this type of activity cheers up the child. So there’s a little sneezing, coughing, and nose blowing all over the food. If you’re thinking about eating these homemade delights, you might want to think about getting a flu shot first.

THE PEER PRESSURE COOKER

On a broader basis, the issue of peer pressure is a real problem when you’re trying to avoid weight gain on the job. When you don’t indulge in the food that’s being given out, you can be subjected not only to sneers but also to a barrage of derogatory comments and innuendoes, along with unending cajoling and imploring for you to join the engorging. Since peer pressure plays such a critical role in shaping employee attitudes and behavior in myriad work-related situations, there are a couple of points to keep in mind when such pressure is applied to food consumption. If you succumb even once to this pressure to sample that homemade quiche, chocolate cake, or jambalaya, you’ve shown your coworkers that if they keep badgering you, you’ll give in at some point. After all, by capitulating and taking a plateful of peach cobbler, you’re rewarding the behavior of your pressure-playing peers. In addition, since people tend to repeat behaviors that are rewarded, you can expect similar pressure from them down the road. This means that you need to show real restraint in the face of relentless peer pressure to dive into the cornucopia. If you continuously refrain from bending to their pressure, they’re ultimately going to stop trying to push you and your palate.

What if your persistent peers simply thrust a plate of pottage into your hands? Obviously, it would be rude to push it back or make a scene. In this situation, your best strategy is to simply take whatever’s being offered, while recognizing that there’s no rule that you have to eat it. And as you probably remember from your childhood days, there’s an art to moving food around a plate so that it looks like you have been nibbling away. No matter who’s pushing you to eat this or that, you’re the boss when it comes to the food you consume. If you’re going to partake, the decision has to be made by you, not your peers.

Ulterior Motives

An additional factor behind your coworkers’ desire to inundate the workplace with foodstuffs for your personal engorgement doesn’t stem from altruism, personal generosity, or a need for recognition, but rather from something more sinister. These are the employees who show up with enticing fat-laden assortments in order to sabotage the weight loss efforts, actions, and goals of their peers. Is it jealousy? Insecurity? Immaturity? Whatever the cause, treat these saboteurs just as you’d treat anyone who’s trying to undercut your performance, productivity, or success on the job. Don’t let these people get to you. Don’t let these people pressure you or embarrass you. Rather, let these people inspire you to work even harder.
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