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INTRODUCTION



By Bob Greene

SOME OF THE MOST vivid memories of my childhood are the trips I used to take with my family to visit my grandmother and great-grandmother. The two of them lived together a short distance from our suburban home, and every few weeks or so, my parents would pack us kids into the car and hit the turnpike to make the twenty-five-minute drive to Camden, New Jersey. I’d hear my mom calling for me—I was inevitably outside riding my bike, kicking a ball around, or playing catch with a friend—and I’d hop into the backseat, reluctant to stop what I was doing but always happy to see my grandmother and great-grandmother once we reached our destination.

What was unusual about the experience, though, was that my great-grandmother was bedridden. I can’t remember ever seeing her get out of bed. And of course she was never able to come outside and play with my sister and me. Instead we would talk to her while standing on top of a chair that had been placed next to her bed for visitors.

The “party line” on my great-grandmother was that she was immobile because of a bad knee. When I was older, it occurred to me that the knee story was just a nice way of saying that she was too overweight to get around. But back then nobody referred to her weight problem, and if my great-grandmother was at all bothered by the state she was in, she kept it well hidden from us kids. Since I was so young, I accepted her situation just the way it was, but I think that deep down I also sensed that her days could have been better. My world was all about running, jumping, kicking, climbing—I was always moving—so even at a young age, I was aware that someone who is bedridden misses out on many of the joys of life. That isn’t to say that there weren’t good times. Those visits with my great-grandmother were fun, and she always seemed to have a great outlook. But as I reflect on it now, it’s sad that her life was so limited—especially because it didn’t have to be that way.

I often think about my great-grandmother when I work with clients, write about weight loss, or simply when I hear some statistic about the dismal rate of weight loss success in this country. Only a small percentage of people who lose a significant amount of weight end up keeping it off, and the burning question, of course, is Why? Why do most people who change their eating and exercise habits change them right back again? What is it that prevents them from pursuing better health and a life of greater physical ease? And what is so special about the people who do succeed at long-term weight loss? What are they doing that the majority of Americans aren’t?

I’ll never know exactly what prevented my great-grandmother from losing enough weight to get back on her feet again, but she must have been facing issues far deeper than just the challenge of reining in her eating. At the time, without the insight I would gain years later while working with people struggling to slim down, it just seemed like a sad yet unpreventable situation. Nevertheless, I was curious—and still am—about why my great-grandmother had to live such a restricted life.

I know that most kids would have just shrugged off the fact that an older relative was bedridden. However—and sometimes to the annoyance of my parents—I was never like most kids when it came to matters of health and well-being. I can barely remember a time when I wasn’t conscious of what was good for you and what was bad for you, and that was particularly true when it came to my family’s diet. Like most families at the time, we were meat and potatoes eaters, although we also always had a variety of vegetables on our dinner plates. My mom was somewhat ahead of her time in that respect, always serving vegetables of different colors—say, green spinach and yellow squash—to give us an assortment of vitamins.

So, overall, our diet wasn’t bad—only, I wanted it to be better. Anytime my parents would serve foods that I’d heard were unhealthy, I’d be quick to call them on it. I’d read a newspaper article about how nitrates were linked to cancer, and I’d refuse bacon with breakfast. Salt? It causes high blood pressure, Mom! Long before the fat-free revolution of the eighties and nineties, I was trimming the fat off my meat at the dinner table and urging everyone else to do the same. To my parents, I was just Bob being Bob—a little odd, but they loved me anyway.

Perhaps I was a bit over the top, but it’s also true that my family had genuine health concerns. Many of my relatives, not just my great-grandmother, battled with their weight, and my dad was a smoker. To his credit, he eventually quit, but when I was a teenager, he was still going at it, and it really bothered me. One time my family planned to take a great cross-country road trip in an RV, and I opted to stay home. I told my parents it was because someone had to take care of the dogs, but the truth was that I didn’t want to spend weeks trapped in a cabin on wheels cloudy with my dad’s cigarette smoke.

This early interest in health and fitness seemed to foretell my future—and, of course, I would eventually seek a career in that direction. But it wasn’t a straight line from counseling my parents at the dinner table to counseling clients. There were many other subjects I was passionate about, too, some of which I considered pursuing as a profession. Among them was a somewhat precocious fascination with psychology. One of the books I discovered and, oddly, enjoyed reading at the tender age of about thirteen was Abraham Maslow’s Toward a Psychology of Being. I still have my old yellowing, highlighted copy. Maslow, known as the father of humanistic psychology, classified the motives that drive human beings into five levels and shaped them into a pyramid called the hierarchy of needs. At the bottom of the pyramid are basic needs like those for food and water. According to Maslow, it is only when we satisfy those needs that we will be motivated to move up to higher levels and seek things such as love and self-esteem. At the top of his pyramid is self-actualization: the need to reach your potential as a person. Maslow’s take on human nature revealed a deep understanding of the human psyche, and I continue to be influenced by it today.

When it came time for me to go to college, I was offered a soccer scholarship to Brandeis University in Boston, where Maslow had been chairman of the psychology department for two decades before he died in 1970. I gave serious consideration to attending the school and studying psychology. However, I was also drawn in a different direction, and, in the end, I turned down the scholarship and opted to go to the University of Delaware, where I studied health and physical education. I would later earn a graduate degree from the University of Arizona in exercise physiology, emphasizing metabolism and weight loss. But my fascination with the way the mind works also endured, and I took psychology courses all through college and kept reading psychology books on my own.

Psychology was mostly a personal interest; I didn’t expect that it would have much to do with my chosen career as an exercise physiologist specializing in fitness and weight loss. But the more I worked with clients struggling to change their eating and exercise habits, the clearer it became to me that psychology has everything to do with fitness and weight loss. While it’s important to have good diet and exercise strategies in place, I’ve never met anyone who was able to stick with healthy eating and physical activity if he didn’t have his emotional and psychological life in order. Going back to some of the questions I mentioned earlier—Why do most people who change their eating and exercise habits change them right back again? What is it that prevents them from pursuing better health and a life of greater physical ease?—I think I can say with some certainty that, contrary to what people often think, the biggest barriers to long-term weight loss aren’t ineffective diets or inadequate exercise plans.

In most cases, the biggest barriers to losing weight and keeping it off are related to the way you think, how you feel, and how you manage your life. 

Early on in my career, I began working with clients who’d tell me that although they initially had no problem following a nutritious eating plan and ramping up their physical activity, they’d let their new habits slide after a while. When I’d ask, “Why did you give that up?” rarely did anyone have a viable answer. So I’d probe more. “How was your life when you were eating right and exercising?” Inevitably, they’d always say, “My life was great!” Never did I hear “My life was terrible when I was eating right, exercising, and taking care of myself.” As I got to know them better, I would usually learn that body weight wasn’t the only issue they were trying to manage. In most cases, they were also dealing with—or not dealing with—some kind of deeply rooted emotional or psychological issue, or they were simply having trouble managing their lives.

When you try to lose weight without tackling the underlying issues that cause you to overeat and choose a sedentary life in the first place, the odds against your success are significant. And the underlying issues I’m talking about can take many forms. Maybe you’re in the grip of a bad relationship; it’s hard to make healthful changes when you don’t have the support of a significant other or if the drama of that relationship drives you to take comfort in food. Maybe your efforts to cope with the stress of financial troubles, overwork, or a bad job are sucking up the energy you need to lead a healthier life. Many people still bear emotional scars from disheartening experiences in their youth, such as growing up with authority figures, even parents, who wounded their self-esteem and body image; or having run-ins with physical education teachers who made them feel ungainly and uncoordinated. If that’s your situation, then there’s a substantial obstacle in your path. Likewise if you’re still suffering from a physical or psychological trauma that happened long ago but that you’ve never adequately addressed. Divorces, family fights, loneliness, grief, a sense of purposelessness—these are all things that can be significant barriers to successful weight loss. When someone is inactive and overeats, it frequently gets chalked up to laziness and lack of willpower, but more often than not, the real reasons that someone can’t muster up the motivation are far more complex.

While I love the work I do, one thing I don’t like about the diet-and-fitness industry in general is that the psychological side of weight loss—and its importance—is rarely fully acknowledged. Instead, much of the industry seems to thrive on hooking people on the diet and exercise plans du jour, each one hawked as a breakthrough. My problem with these plans is that they lead people to believe (or they even say outright) that if you just eat some magic combination of food or work out in some special way, you will lose weight and keep it off forever. In fact, we now have pretty good data showing that one program doesn’t work all that much better than the next as long as calories are cut and activity is boosted; what matters most is how motivated someone is to stay on a program of reduced calories and increased exercise.

I’ve always resisted giving the impression that there’s any magic to weight loss, or that it’s easy. That’s another flaw I see in the diet and fitness industry. Weight loss is often presented as something that anyone can do, and with minimal effort. If that were true, there wouldn’t be, by some estimates, less than a 20 percent success rate. As they say, the numbers don’t lie. That isn’t to say that you can’t be a part of that successful 20 percent. I want you to be, I encourage you to be, and I know that if you’re committed, you will be. But I also know that it requires taking a good, hard look at yourself and your motivations, your triggers, your fears, and your self-talk. You’ve got to explore and acknowledge your thoughts and feelings, including those that you may have been disregarding for quite a while. Your goal should be to change what’s going on inside you. When that happens, changing your eating and exercise habits—and attaining a healthy body weight—will naturally follow.

The emotional and psychological side of weight loss has always been important to me. In previous books of mine, I’ve even given readers “assignments” to help them get to know their state of mind better. Now I want to take it to a deeper level, and for that I’ve turned to Ann Kearney-Cooke, PhD, for her expertise. Ann is a psychologist and leading expert in the area of body image and weight control. As director of the Cincinnati Psychotherapy Institute and a distinguished scholar for the Partnership for Women’s Health at Columbia University, Ann brings a wealth of both scientific knowledge and hands-on experience to the table. Not only is she familiar with the research in this area, she has spent years working with patients who seek solace and stress relief in food and whose efforts to make healthy changes have been hobbled by low self-esteem or a distorted body image. Talking to people struggling with their weight every day has given Ann considerable insight into the mental and emotional roadblocks standing in the way of success, and has helped her develop effective tools for knocking down those obstacles. Now, in this book, she’s going to share them with you.

I have also asked Janis Jibrin, MS, RD, to weigh in on the psychological, physiological, and practical issues that surround overeating and poor food choices. Janis is a Washington, DC–based dietitian who, in her private practice, specializes in weight loss and eating disorders. She is not only well acquainted with the triggers of emotional eating, she is well armed with sensible advice on how to eat more healthfully without completely denying yourself the pleasurable aspects of food. Janis is one of the best dietitians I’ve ever worked with. She really knows the research, and she has a knack for translating it into workable solutions for people who’ve tried more than a few times yet failed to lose weight.

Together Ann, Janis, and I are going to give you the tools you need to begin the hard work of change. What we’re presenting is an integrated approach to achieving the most fulfilling life possible. Too often people focus on only one aspect of weight loss, be it diet, or exercise, or the psychological aspects of overeating. But that’s like fixing only one leg of a table when all of them are wobbly; eventually the other legs are going to give out, and the table is going to collapse even if the strong leg holds steady. Being overweight tends to be a multifaceted problem. We’re going to help you tackle it from every angle, and that includes strengthening your emotional foundation as well as dealing with the physiological hardwiring we all have that further complicates our efforts to change. Many people who don’t triumph at weight loss beat themselves up without taking into consideration that humans are predisposed to eat as much fat and sugar as possible to conserve our energy and to avoid discomfort—all of which contribute to the difficulty of changing eating and exercise habits. The truth is, there are some things about your physiology that you can’t change, and a natural propensity to seek pleasure is one of them.

What you can change, however, is what gives you pleasure as well as your tolerance for discomfort.

The majority of people who succeed at weight loss have the same built-in inclinations and susceptibilities as you; they’ve simply been able to overcome them or at least manage them. And not because they’re superhuman. Most of them have successfully changed what gives them pleasure and increased their tolerance for discomfort because they’ve changed the most important thing of all: their minds. They think differently now about what it takes to reach weight loss goals. If they once may have believed that success was all about transforming their bodies with diet and physical activity, they know now that it’s really much more about transforming their lives. To obtain a healthier weight, you must, of course, change your eating and exercise habits—that’s a given. But the newer and more effective approach to obtaining a healthier weight entails changing your attitudes and the way you live.

Earlier I mentioned several of the things that can stand in the way of weight loss, such as unfulfilling jobs, family dramas, and emotional scars, to name just a few. These are issues far more serious than a weakness for desserts, so you can see that clearing the hurdles they present may take some major life renovations. Your relationship with your significant other, your work, financial issues, friendships, priorities—and especially the way you view and treat yourself—may have to change or at least be examined. It’s no exaggeration to say that successful losers undergo a true transformation, one that ranks up there with other biggies, such as the transition from childhood to adulthood, from single person to spouse, from dependent student to independent breadwinner.

Ann, Janis, and I have all observed this phenomenon time and time again, and we’re not alone. It’s also one of the findings of a landmark study called the National Weight Control Registry (NWCR). Some of the most interesting and valuable knowledge those of us in the health field have gained about weight loss comes from the NWCR, a project begun back in 1994 by two researchers, one from the University of Colorado and one from Brown University. Since then, those researchers and their colleagues have collected information on more than six thousand people who’ve met the enrollment criteria: a loss of at least thirty pounds maintained for one or more years. (The average weight loss among the participants is actually sixty-six pounds, maintained for an average of five and a half years; some of them have even kept their weight off for more than sixteen years!)

There are many things that have helped the NWCR participants prevent weight regain. I will fill out the picture for you in a later chapter, but in the meantime, I think it’s important to know at the outset of your own journey that transformation played a critical role in their success. “Radical weight loss without a newly defined identity is impossible to maintain, as massive evidence has shown in countless research studies, including the NWCR,” says Inga Treitler, PhD, a cultural anthropologist who has spent intense one-on-one time documenting the lives of NWCR participants. “This new identity requires letting go of part of the old life and adopting new habits that fit with the transformed identity.”

In my own observations, I’ve seen that sometimes the transformations are small: the guy who gives up a life in front of the TV to go out and play baseball with his son, the woman who skips enchiladas and margaritas with the gals to work out at the gym, the couple who replace their drinking buddies with walking buddies. And sometimes the transformations are radical. There’s the workaholic who switches (and downsizes) careers, the mom who confronts and ultimately spends less time with family members who are sabotaging her efforts to improve her health, and the people who even go so far as to end a relationship in order to better their lives.

Years ago, I met a man at my gym—call him John—who was worried about his wife—let’s refer to her as Denise—a woman both overweight and unhappy. I was already overbooked at the time, but this man’s genuine concern for his wife made me decide to free up time for an initial consultation with Denise. She ended up becoming a regular client.

Denise slowly started dropping weight, but she still seemed just as unhappy as when we’d started. The more I worked with her, the clearer it became why: Although she cared for John, he was holding her back in many ways, not the least of which was from pursuing her dream of acting. What’s more, while John had engaged me to help Denise, the closer she got to her goal weight, the more threatened he became by her newfound confidence and determination. Their marriage obviously wasn’t working for many reasons, these being just two of them. I knew that Denise would have to address the problems in her marriage if she ever wanted to reach her goal weight and live a happy life, and eventually she did. Denise and John divorced, and shortly thereafter, she landed the lead in a play—her lifelong dream. Through her work on the stage, she met the man of her dreams, also an actor, whom she later married.

A cautionary tale? Yes and no. I’m not saying that divorce is the answer to all of life’s problems. In Denise’s case, her strained marriage was preventing her from Realizing her dreams and living a happy and fulfilled life. Is something preventing you from realizing your dreams and living a happy and fulfilled life? realizing what changes you need to make and actually acting on them can be hard, even painful. But the results—happiness, joy, confidence, a renewed sense of self, to name just a few—are more than worth it.

HOW THIS BOOK WORKS

While you’ll find practical advice about eating and exercise scattered throughout, this book is really about how to improve your psychological and emotional well-being. It’s all about exposing the barriers that not only seem to make it logistically impossible to eat well and exercise but also sap your motivation to do either. This is the book that’s going to help you get to the bottom of why you keep starting diet and fitness programs enthusiastically only to lose your incentive and stop (and then start and stop all over again). Or, if you’ve never gotten started in the first place, this is the book that’s going to help you understand why. Everything in these pages is designed to help you attend to what’s going on inside you (your mind, your way of thinking) so that you can get on with the business of improving what’s on your outside (your body weight). So how do you go about that?

First, I believe it’s helpful to look at the big picture. There are many, many obstacles that stand in the way of weight loss, and we’ll run through them systematically throughout this book. However, there are also a few common and particularly significant barriers that trip people up. Those barriers range from feelings of unworthiness to sexual abuse. One or more—or perhaps none—of them may strike a chord with you, but whichever it is, reading about these obstacles will get the wheels turning in your head and help you to begin thinking about what in your life is holding you back from success.

The chapters that follow get even more specific and cover six separate but interrelated topics: overcoming overeating, becoming a healthy eater, ending exercise aversion, improving your body image, learning how to maintain weight loss, and pursuing happiness. Whether it’s Ann, Janis, or me doing the talking, our goal is the same: to help you take a thorough and honest look at your attitude toward each aspect of achieving your best possible life. I find that most people operate on autopilot, rarely taking the time to be introspective about the reasons they do—or don’t do—things. Each chapter is designed to slow you down, help you become more self-reflective, and see yourself in a clearer light. Some of that will come from asking yourself questions. We’ll ask you to “interview” yourself to assess how motivated you are to change various aspects of your life. Some of it will also come from reading about different scenarios that prevent people from reaching their weight loss goals—scenarios that I think will sound familiar. When you can recognize yourself in a situation and say, “Hey, that’s me!” you’re moving toward finding the reason(s) that you haven’t been able to lose weight or maintain weight loss in the past.

At points we’ll ask you to take stock of what you’re eating and how much you’re moving, even how many hours of sleep you get, by keeping a detailed log. You may have kept food or exercise logs in the past; this time around we’ll guide you on how to best use this valuable information to make significant shifts in the way you act and even think. If you’re like most people, you probably dread the idea of logging—but I strongly suggest that you try it, at least for a few days or a week. Study after study proves it and I’ve seen firsthand with my clients: Logging is an important tool in achieving weight loss success.

While recognizing your personal barriers is half the battle, you’ll also need to take practical steps to better your psychological and emotional life. If, for instance, you’re stressed at work and at home because you have a lack of boundaries—you take on every office responsibility and household task regardless of the fact that you’re overwhelmed—how do you go about creating limits and taking the pressure off yourself? Or, if you hate to exercise (and, in my experience, most inactive people put exercise in the same category as dental work), how do you learn to like it, or at least find a way to endure it? We’ll be giving you tangible solutions to these and many other dilemmas that stand in the way of weight loss success.

Soul-searching, which this approach to weight loss requires a lot of, is never easy. But it’s almost always productive. It’s somewhat like looking at a road map: You need to know where you are before you can determine how to get to where you want to go. Moving forward, though, almost always requires making one or more tough decisions. I’ve never met someone who’s lost weight and kept it off long term who didn’t make the choice to change something significant (a job, a relationship, a cherished habit) in his or her life.

There are essentially two ways you can look at the difficulties ahead of you. You can feel put upon and sorry for yourself, angry that life isn’t fair, or you can see the challenges that lay before you as an opportunity to alter something about yourself or your situation that you don’t like. Which attitude do you think is going to help you get and stay motivated? Embracing the challenges, of course! It’s what separates people who succeed from people who don’t. While the prevailing sentiment “woe is me” drains motivation, looking at the hurdles you face as a chance to take a new direction in life can give you meaning and purpose and be a powerful motivator. In some ways, you might even consider being overweight a blessing, as it is calling attention to something else that needs to be addressed. Anything that gives you the impetus to make profound changes in your life could be considered a good thing.

Naturally, my goal isn’t just to get you to make changes; my goal is to get you to make changes that last. It’s wonderful if you lose weight, but only if you keep it off. In chapter 6, we’ll revisit the National Weight Control Registry. How have the participants in the registry managed to keep off the weight they lost? Once you make the transformation I hope this book inspires you to make, how do you keep from edging back to your old self? I think the lessons learned from successful people will provide some insight into both the practical matters of weight maintenance and what you might call matters of enthusiasm.

Over the last decade, the number one question people ask me is, “How do you stay motivated?” It would be nice if I had one answer for everyone, but the truth is that the answer is different for each person. Finding what motivates you is a process that starts with identifying what’s important in your life, picturing your life as you want it to be, recognizing the barriers that keep you from having that life, then compiling a plan of action to remove the obstacles standing in your way. You need to know what life you want (as well as what life you don’t want), then you have to muster up the will and the drive to go after it. Make the tough choices, remove those barriers, and you’ll be on your way to living—really living the life you want.
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BARRIERS TO
WEIGHT LOSS
SUCCESS



By Bob Greene

ON SOME DAYS, MOTIVATION comes easily. You just feel tired of your old life and ready to make a new one for yourself. Bring on the challenge, you say to yourself, I’m ready to go. Then the next day . . . you aren’t. That inspired feeling, that drive to do things differently, has slipped through your fingers like grains of sand. Where did it go? Why do you feel a strong incentive to change one day and so unmotivated the next?

We all have barriers that can get in the way of our success. It’s part of the human condition, where nothing is simple and everything is interconnected. Messy thoughts and emotions, complex relationships, deeply imprinted habits, disquieting memories, the demands of a very complicated world—these things all conspire to set up roadblocks that make it difficult to achieve our goals. And when one of those goals is to achieve a healthier weight, our human physiological wiring also gets thrown into the mix, adding another obstacle to success. Once you get fired up about something and want to change, it should be easy to sustain that drive and enthusiasm. It should be easy, but there are many, many reasons why it’s not.

Those reasons—barriers, as I call them—are at the heart of this book. The following chapters are going to discuss them in detail and, most important, give you direction on how to overcome them. First, though, I’d like to talk about eight of those barriers that I think are particularly significant. Professionals who work in the field of weight loss find that these eight barriers are especially prevalent among people who are on the diet and exercise roller coaster. When someone continually goes on and off weight loss programs, always gaining back the weight that was lost, it’s almost certain that one or more of these obstacles are standing in his or her way. And not only do these obstacles derail healthy eating and exercise, they also erode motivation. So even if you start out gung ho for change, it’s hard to stay motivated when you are constantly hitting the equivalent of a cement wall.

While we’ll be dealing with these eight barriers in considerable depth throughout the book, I want to introduce you to them now to get you thinking about what might be the biggest challenges to your own success, and to prepare you to examine yourself on an even deeper level in the chapters to come. You may find that one or more of these eight barriers apply to you, while some of them do not. At the very least, though, reading through them may help you better grasp the concept of why losing weight isn’t just a matter of finding the right diet and exercise plan. A lot of people are quick to blame failure on the diets or exercise programs they’ve tried, believing that if they could only discover an absolutely spectacular plan, their motivation would never flag and they would achieve long-term weight loss. The truth is, that kind of thinking only distracts you from discovering what’s really preventing you from achieving a healthier weight, and it keeps you from doing the work you need to do to be successful. Taking an honest look at what you want in life and figuring out what you need to do to get there is a much better way to spend your time—and a much greater predictor of success.

Are you aware of any of the barriers that might have prevented you from losing weight in the past? Some people can accurately name the barriers they face; however, many are completely unaware of their existence. Or they’re focusing on the wrong ones. This book is all about helping you find the right ones—the barriers that are affecting you personally. Sometimes you just need someone to hold up a mirror so that you can see yourself better, and that’s our aim here. Becoming aware of what’s standing in your way is the first step toward surmounting those hurdles.

Almost everyone who has achieved something meaningful has overcome some kind of barrier. It’s a powerful experience that changes your life in profound ways. One of the critical differences between people who are successful and those who aren’t is that successful people view obstacles as a challenge. Think of basketball great Michael Jordan, who, if you can believe it, was actually cut from his high school basketball team. Albert Einstein was harshly criticized when he first presented some of his ideas, and one of America’s most beloved poets, Emily Dickinson, published little in her lifetime and was reviewed unfavorably by critics, but she kept writing nonetheless. There are countless examples of people who have not let setbacks stand in their way.

When you take action to improve your situation and overcome whatever is preventing you from losing weight, you won’t end up with just a slimmer body. You will end up with a newfound confidence and drive, an ability to take control of your life and make the things that you want in all areas of your life happen. Losing weight, while important, is the least of it. Identifying and overcoming your barriers helps you become not just a physically healthier person but also a psychologically and emotionally healthier person. That’s when you’re going to be living a much richer and more fulfilling life.

EIGHT SIGNIFICANT BARRIERS TO SUCCESS

Barrier 1: An Aversion to Discomfort and Pain

Like all creatures, we are programmed to move toward pleasure and to avoid pain. It’s part of our survival instincts. Let’s forget the pleasure half of the equation for a moment and talk about pain—or, really, its somewhat lesser cousin, discomfort. The most obvious things that cause discomfort and make it hard for people to change their eating and exercise habits are (1) the anxiety and dissatisfaction they feel when they are denied foods that their bodies crave with every inch of their being, and (2) the unpleasant (and slightly panicky) feeling that arises during exercise when their breathing accelerates and their muscles begin to throb. I want the instant gratification of my chocolate muffin. My stomach rumbles if I don’t have something to eat before bed. I don’t want to feel sweaty or my heart beating against my chest. Anyone who hates deprivation and physical exertion—and a large number of people do—is going to find it hard to stick to a plan that requires coping with both things regularly.

Everybody, though, experiences discomfort differently, and many people have a higher threshold for discomfort than others. That’s one thing that may separate those who are eventually able to lose weight and keep it off from those who can’t seem to get it right. But success—or failure—as it relates to discomfort is not quite as simple as that. Eating unhealthfully and avoiding physical activity not only lets people evade unpleasant things like chocolate withdrawal and sweaty gym clothes, it allows them to dodge dealing with uncomfortable emotional pain. For those people, especially if they’re emotional overeaters, the biggest barrier to weight loss is an aversion to the pain or discomfort of confronting personal issues.

And yet here is an odd little twist to the whole idea of how an aversion to discomfort and pain can get in the way of long-term weight loss. Angela Taylor, LCSW, a licensed psychotherapist in Los Angeles who specializes in eating disorders and weight management, points out that some people also use something they find painful—say, a feeling of self-loathing and embarrassment about being fat—to motivate them to change their eating and exercise habits. That might sound like a good thing, and it can be a good way to jump-start a program, but ultimately it may be impossible to stick with a way of life that is solely driven by such negative feelings. “In most things in life, we use pleasure to motivate us,” observes Taylor. “We reward kids with gold stars to motivate them, we give ourselves vacations for a job well done. But somehow, when it comes to weight loss, people seem to be more motivated in the beginning by things that trigger their pain center. And it’s typically not sustainable. You burn out because the natural inclination is to run away from pain.”

One exception to this viewpoint is the fear of becoming ill—or actually becoming ill. For example, suffering a heart attack (or being told by your doctor that you might if you don’t lose weight) or learning that you are prediabetic can be powerful motivators. I’ve seen many people, roused by illness or a fear of illness, suddenly adopt regular healthy behaviors after years of inconsistency. It can be the most influential motivator there is. Yet in cases where these threats don’t exist, pleasure is often a stronger motivator for changing habits. “If you can find a way to introduce pleasure into the experience, it shifts your mind-set,” says Taylor.

As it is, many people’s minds are closed to the idea that they may find some pleasure in changing old habits, and that’s often due to the “stories” they tell themselves about healthy eating and exercise: They expect it to be unpleasant, and so it becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. Say, for instance, that you start a new job, and your coworkers gossip to you about Gary in the mailroom. “Oh, Gary is so awful.” “He has a bad temper.” “You’re going to hate Gary.” By the time you do finally meet Gary, you’re going to have him pegged because of all the stories you’ve heard about him. The poor guy isn’t going to have a chance with you.

In the same way, people often tell themselves stories about the gym and nutritious meals, dashing any hope that they’re going to find something to like about either. “The brain likes to take shortcuts. It analyzes, compares, and makes associations so that it doesn’t have to learn something new in every situation,” explains Taylor. “So if you associate the gym with pain, pretty soon just pulling into the parking lot or looking at your gym clothes is going to stir up feelings of dread. Your brain skips the middle part, so that pretty soon you only have to look at your gym clothes, and your mind thinks, Ugh.”

The good thing about the brain, though, is that it’s malleable. You can learn new, more pleasant associations, even if you have to consciously think about what those pleasant associations are: “The gym gives me a break from my family.” “I feel calmer after I’ve gone out for a brisk walk.” “If I don’t eat so much at dinner, my clothes don’t feel so uncomfortable.” And so on. In subsequent chapters, we’ll be dealing a lot with how to zero in on the pleasurable aspects of healthy living. If the barrier that’s stopping you is an aversion to discomfort, that’s going to help you move closer to success.

Barrier 2: Caught Up in the Business of Life

Our culture dictates that the more we do, the more we will get out of life. In response to this, many people work too much, commit to too many activities—and even overschedule their kids. Yet instead of feeling fulfilled and contented, they end up stressed, exhausted, and hungry. Your true hunger for rest, meaning in life, balance, and closeness with others may register as cravings for food and alcohol, and even other things, such as drugs. As the stress of being too busy increases, you can begin to feel out of control.

Being caught up in the business of life can become a huge barrier to success for several reasons. Besides making you hungry in the ways I just mentioned, it gives you the idea that you are too busy to attend to your health. It’s your out: “I can’t exercise, I can’t make healthy meals; my schedule just won’t permit it.” Yet many busy people do eat right and exercise, and one reason they’re able to do it is because they make it a priority. They find balance. But if you’re overcommitting in other areas of your life, you’re not going to achieve that balance.

People who overbook their lives often have trouble saying no, limiting time with people who stress them out, and letting go of perfectionistic standards for both themselves and others. All these things, too, stand in the way of long-term weight loss success because they make it almost impossible to find the time or an acceptable means of nurturing yourself. But nurturing yourself is not a luxury, it’s a necessity. In chapter 4, I’ll specifically address the excuse that people often use to avoid exercise: “I don’t have time.” You’ll see that, despite your busy life, you actually can work physical activity and eating nutritiously into your schedule.


LOSING TO GAIN A CAREER DREAM

The signs were all there: the fact that simply turning over in bed made him out of breath, the alarming reflection of his 375-pound body in the mirror, and then his doctor mentioning the words gastric bypass. But what finally nudged Shaun Tympanick to do something about his weight was the realization that if he didn’t, his career dreams would never come true.

“I’d been a probation officer for years and was sick of it. There were these far more interesting law enforcement jobs I wanted so badly, but at my weight, there was no way I could get through police academy training,” explains Shaun, who, like many of the people you’ll be reading about throughout this book, is a participant in the National Weight Control Registry. To help him out, his brother bought him a gym membership and they went together. He focused on cardio—the treadmill, bicycle, step machine—and he and his brother became hooked on racquetball.

Meanwhile, he overhauled his diet. “I used to eat out every single night,” recalls Shaun. “A lot of it was fast food, which I cut out completely. Somewhere midway through my weight loss, I bit into a chicken nugget and it tasted like bleach. I was relieved; I’d been afraid that even tasting fast food again would make me revert back to my old ways.”

Shaun lost 155 pounds in just fourteen months. The first 100 pounds took nine months to lose; five months later, he lost the last 55. For three years, he has been maintaining at 220, which feels just right for his six-foot-three-inch frame. A year later, Shaun entered the police academy. “More than the badge and the gun, I wanted the Physical Training Award. I was the fastest guy there and could outrun anyone on the obstacle course. When the instructor presented me with the award, he couldn’t believe that I used to be so completely out of shape.”

After graduation, Shaun landed his dream job with the U.S. Department of Homeland Security. “Just because I’ve met my goals doesn’t mean I’m going to slack off,” he emphasizes. “I run seven miles straight three or four times a week. Once a year, I guest lecture a high school criminal justice class my brother teaches. I tell the students that you don’t just get fit to graduate. God forbid you have to defend yourself on the job— you need to be fit for that.” When his coworkers rib him about being a diet and exercise freak, he asks them, “If there’s a scuffle or a serious incident, who’d you rather be at your side: the fit guy or the unfit one?”



Barrier 3: Your Pleasure-Seeking Physiological Wiring

Our bodies are incredibly elegant machines. They have wiring, which was laid down about one hundred thousand years ago, that helps us avoid starvation by influencing our food preferences and appetite. That was useful to our cavemen ancestors, but, of course, most of us have little chance of starvation today. In fact, with today’s overabundance of food, this hardwiring is more of a liability than an asset.

Everyone’s brain is programmed to seek pleasure, a mechanism that encourages us to consume more high-calorie foods. Given the body’s drive to store body fat in anticipation of leaner times, every time you munch on a bag of chips or scarf down a doughnut, pathways in your brain trigger the release of neurotransmitters such as endorphins and serotonin, chemical messengers associated with positive emotions. That’s why it feels so good. And if you use foods to self-medicate when you feel lonely or sad or stressed, you reinforce the system. The next time you’re in the same emotional low, your brain will remember what gave you relief the last time and urge you to eat those chips or doughnuts all over again.

The body’s natural propensity for pleasure can be one of the biggest barriers to changing habits. How many times has someone set a piece of cake in front of you and part of your mind tells you “no, no, no” while the other part whispers “yes, yes, yes”? The latter is a tough impulse to fight, especially for some people. Evidence suggests that, while we may all have pleasure-seeking encoding in our brains, overweight people in particular seem to have malfunctions in this system, compelling them to eat more than other people to get the same “buzz” from high-calorie foods.

In chapter 3, Janis is going to sketch out the physiological barriers to weight loss in full, but one thing you should know right off the bat is that the reward centers of the brain—where the pleasure of those high-calorie foods registers—also respond to other substances that bring about pleasure. That’s why alcohol, drugs (including the nicotine in cigarettes), and high-calorie food can be equally addicting and why many people begin overeating when they give up those other vices. But those reward centers also respond to other gratifying things, like watching a beautiful sunset or experiencing a loving touch—or the endorphins produced by exercise. So while you may not be able to change the wiring in your brain, you can “feed” those reward centers other pleasures. That’s the key to overcoming this hurdle. Biology isn’t destiny when you have effective strategies like the ones you’ll find throughout this book firmly in place.

Barrier 4: Feelings of Unworthiness

If you ask someone, “Do you feel worthy of having a good life?” that person will almost always answer, “Of course.” But is that the truth? Often, when you get down to the specifics of what someone feels he or she deserves in life, the answer is no.

Self-worth is having a sense that it’s okay for you to get what you want and to enjoy life. It’s also a sense that your opinions, your priorities, and your needs matter as much as the next person’s. People who have a sense of unworthiness, on the other hand, may chronically apologize for their actions, find it hard to accept a compliment, let other people take advantage of them, be quick to take the blame for things that aren’t even their fault, and sublimate their needs in favor of the needs of others.

Unworthiness interferes with weight loss in a variety of ways. For one thing, adopting healthy habits requires that you put yourself first in many respects. It may mean doing things like choosing to serve lean meats and piles of vegetables instead of the macaroni and cheese that your family prefers; leaving your child with a babysitter or your mom for an hour so that you can go to the gym; or putting the brakes on overtime so that you can get enough sleep even though your coworkers are staying late. People who don’t have a healthy self-worth don’t take these necessary steps. They are doormats, worried that their actions of self-love (or even just self-preservation) will hurt or inconvenience someone else. They find it all too easy to defer to everyone else, which makes it very hard to concentrate on developing healthier habits for themselves.

Unworthiness can also be an obstacle to living up to your full potential if it involves constantly comparing yourself to others and never coming out ahead. If John always gets out and jogs three more days than you, and your colleague Betsy is so strong willed that she never takes even a single bite of cake at office celebrations, you may constantly feel discouraged by your inability to keep up. Again, that’s not exactly a good incentive for someone who wants to make big changes in his or her life.


RAISING SELF-WORTH, LOWERING
EMOTIONAL EATING

“When I was growing up, there weren’t many overweight kids,” recalls Cindy Heiss, PhD, RD, a registered dietitian and professor of nutrition at Metropolitan State College of Denver. “I was a little chubby, and I remember getting teased about it on the school bus at age eleven. That’s when I went on my first diet.” Going from one popular diet to the next, Cindy’s weight yo-yoed throughout high school, college, and grad school. At age twenty-five, she lost over 100 pounds on a liquid diet, only to gain it all back, peaking at 258 pounds by age thirty-nine. “I had a PhD in nutrition; I knew people were baffled and extra judgmental about my weight,” she reflects. “I felt tremendous shame, which led to a desperation to lose weight quickly and going on weight loss regimens I knew weren’t healthy.”

Cindy’s turning point came a few years later when she caught one of my appearances on Oprah’s show in January 2003. “Years before, I’d read Bob and Oprah’s book, Make the Connection, and realized I was an emotional eater, but I didn’t like myself enough then to do anything about it. It wasn’t until I heard Bob talk about it on the show that I really internalized it. It hit me that as an emotional eater, dieting wasn’t going to work for me; that I was going to have to change the way I lived my life. I realized that I needed to have enough self-worth to take care of myself and that the weight wasn’t the primary issue. So on that day, at 258 pounds, I stopped being the ‘fat girl’ and starting feeling like an inherently worthy person,” she says.

Eventually, with the help of a nutrition counselor whom she saw not for the nutrition advice but for the support in giving her permission to make herself a priority, Cindy started changing the way she lived. Her first step, literally, was to do something she loved: walking on the beach. On one of those walks, a young man called out, “Look at the beached whale!” Her response: “Instead of thinking I was a defective person, like I did that day at age eleven on the school bus, my first thought was, What a jerk.” She also left her exceedingly stressful professorship at a California university for a saner position at a midwestern school. Better eating habits followed, along with a 115-pound weight loss. Now forty-seven years old, Cindy has maintained her weight at around 145 pounds—a comfortable size 8—for more than five years.

How did she stop using food to cope? “I’ve had to learn to take better care of myself, which involved learning to say no,” she explains. “That was tough. I had to overcome a victim-martyr mentality and realize that I had a choice in how to live my life. Putting myself first was—and still is—hard. I’m a perfectionist who tries too hard to be liked by everyone, which is impossible, and I have to force myself not to work too hard.”

Cindy still gets the urge to overeat when she’s very stressed, but she reminds herself that “my problems won’t be solved by a bowl of ice cream.” Instead she now copes by exercising, going to the gym, or taking a walk in the park, and by contacting friends. “My best friend is my sister; we talk at least every other day. I also joined a women’s support group in Denver that meets once a week—that helps me develop further insight and provides tremendous support—and I rely on other friends as well,” says Cindy. “Before, it was hard for me to ask for help; now it’s getting easier.”



Our sense of self-worth is generally developed when we are children. As Angela Taylor explains, “Watch a small child and you will hear him repeatedly say, ‘look at me, Mommy!’ or ‘Watch this, Daddy.’ In essence, he is saying, ‘Am I okay?’ When a child receives the message ‘yes, I think you are great,’ they feel validated. When they don’t, they often develop the habit of thinking of themselves as ‘not okay,’ and believing they always must ‘do better’ in order to be ‘okay.’ This leads to a chronic feeling of unworthiness.”

Other things can also lead to low feelings of self-worth. People who get caught up in the media images surrounding us—the perfect bodies, the airbrushed faces—may feel insignificant by comparison because they can’t match those images. (Who can?) People who feel guilty for something, real or imagined, that they did may also feel they don’t deserve a better life. Often, children of physical or sexual abuse grow up believing that they did something wrong and therefore brought on the abuse. And the abuse itself reinforces the fact that they’re unworthy of love and respect; why else would someone treat them that way? Those feelings of guilt and/or low self-worth can get carried into adulthood, making a person feel undeserving of any of the good things in life.

Unworthiness can be a deeply held belief, and getting past it involves a lot of self-examination. But just identifying the problem can be liberating. Once people with low self-worth begin looking at their real value to others, it becomes easier for them to appreciate themselves. “They also see that you don’t have to be like the people at the other end of the spectrum—people who value themselves so much that they are selfish and literally railroad others to get what they want—to have a healthy sense of self-worth,” says Taylor. “There is a middle ground where you feel as though you are allowed to have what you need and know that you can get it without hurting other people.”

Barrier 5: Fear of Success (or Failure)

In some ways, it doesn’t seem to make sense: If you want to lose weight, how could you possibly be afraid of losing weight? Yet many people are afraid of successfully slimming down, even if they don’t realize it. Sometimes this fear harks back to barrier 4: feelings of unworthiness. “I call it the Swiss cheese phenomenon,” says Ann Kearney-Cooke. “If your core belief is that you are not worthy of success, everything positive that happens to you falls through the holes of the cheese, while everything negative sticks. You get used to the core belief that you shouldn’t succeed; it’s where you feel safe.”

People who are afraid of losing weight may fantasize about changing their bodies, but the reality of that change can be unsettling. Weight loss is a very visible way to take control of your well-being. If you’re depressed and get better, very few people are going to notice and comment on your improved health. But, let’s face it, friends, family, and even acquaintances love to commend weight loss. Even if their observations are complimentary—“You look fabulous!”—the attention can be embarrassing and make you feel as though your privacy has been invaded.

Some people also fear that weight loss will shake up the status quo in ways they may not be able to handle. If, for instance, you use food to cope, knowing that you can no longer turn to a pint of ice cream after, say, a bad day at work can provoke anxiety about how you’re going to deal with stressful or chaotic episodes in your life. Weight loss can change the dynamics of a marriage, too: not only because the other spouse may feel threatened now that his or her partner is more attractive to outsiders but also because it requires a new, healthier way of living that he or she finds unacceptable. Anyone at all apprehensive about upsetting the apple cart in a relationship is a perfect candidate for feeling afraid of change. The fear may be unconscious, yet if it’s there, quietly nibbling at your brain, it’s going to be a barrier to achieving your goals.
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