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GUIDE TO INTERMITTENT FASTING

Dear Reader,

If you would have told me ten years ago that purposefully skipping meals could balance my hormone levels, help me lose weight, boost my energy, reduce inflammation, and improve my brain health, I would have told you that you were crazy. Well, I might have been a little nicer about it, but I definitely would have thought you were crazy.

At the time, I was in my last year of my undergraduate program in nutrition and I was a firm believer that the key to health and maintaining a healthy weight was small, frequent meals throughout the day.

I actually stumbled upon intermittent fasting by accident, although at the time I didn’t even know what it was. I got so busy with work and life that I just found myself skipping breakfast and forgetting to eat sometimes. Although I wasn’t doing it on purpose, one day I realized that I felt better. I was sleeping better, I dropped a few excess pounds without trying to, and my anxiety levels went down. I also stopped obsessing about food—a problem I had dealt with throughout most of my time in college. I decided to dive in a little further, and that’s when a whole new world opened up for me. When I started immersing myself into intermittent fasting, functional nutrition, and ancestral health, it just all made sense. Eat like our ancestors used to? Keep the body guessing? Sign me up for that.

It may seem counterintuitive that you could experience all of these health benefits by skipping meals, but stick with me. If you take the time to learn about intermittent fasting and how it affects your body and then, more importantly, take the time to try it for yourself, you may discover that getting back to basics has been the answer all along.

Lindsay Boyers, CHNC
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Introduction


HAVE YOU HEARD THAT intermittent fasting can help you lose weight? Are you looking to gain muscle and drop those extra pounds? If so, you’re in the right place. Intermittent fasting can do both of those things…but that’s not all it can do. The benefits of intermittent fasting extend far beyond weight loss—from immune-system enhancement to inflammation prevention. That’s right: skipping meals can improve your total health!

Strategically skipping meals also balances your blood sugar and insulin levels, which in turn can improve mental clarity, reduce your risk of type 2 diabetes, heart disease, and fat gain, and protect you from developing neurodegenerative diseases like dementia and Alzheimer’s disease. And if you’re looking to delay the effects of aging, intermittent fasting can help there too. Intermittent fasting places temporary stress on your cells; over time, as your body acclimates to dealing with stress, it becomes better at delaying aging processes by more effectively repairing physical injuries, fighting off disease, and gaining muscle mass.

Of course, like anything nutrition- and diet-related, it’s important to learn the basics and your specific body’s needs, and also to experiment with which plan is right for you. In The Everything® Guide to Intermittent Fasting, you’ll discover everything you need to be successful, no matter your reasons for fasting. You’ll learn more about each of the following popular fasting methods:

• 16/8—Fast for sixteen hours and eat within the remaining eight hours eat day.

• Eat Stop Eat—Eat regularly for five days each week and fast for the remaining two days.

• 5:2—Eat regularly for five days each week and eat two meals each day for the remaining two days.

• Alternate day—Alternate between eating regularly one day and eating two meals the next.

Each method comes with unique advantages: the 16/8 method is more scheduled and focused on the day-to-day process, while the Eat Stop Eat, 5:2, and alternate day methods are more flexible and focused on the week as a whole. Are you unsure of which schedule would be best? In these chapters, you’ll learn exactly which method is right for you.

Chapters 7–11 are full of 150 delicious, healthy recipes. From Tomato Spinach Frittata Muffins to South American Chili, these easy-to-make dishes will keep you full no matter which way you choose to fast. While many of the recipes are heartier so you are able to fit all of your nutritional needs into your fasting schedule with ease, some recipes are less than 500 calories (marked by an * symbol), for those feeding windows when you are in the mood for something a bit lighter or for a snack to tide you over in between larger meals. In addition to these recipes, you’ll find detailed two-week meal plans for each fasting type.

With The Everything® Guide to Intermittent Fasting, you’ll be on your way to a healthier, happier you in no time!



CHAPTER 1


The Basics of Intermittent Fasting

Although it may seem like you’re hearing a lot more about it recently, intermittent fasting is not a new concept. In fact, fasts have been an important part of history and religion for centuries. Many people are starting to catch on to the health benefits of fasting, from a boost in energy to weight loss and increased mental clarity. In this chapter, you’ll learn what exactly intermittent fasting is and the basic science underlying it. You’ll discover the difference between a “fed” state and a “fasted” state (the metabolic states upon which intermittent fasting is built). You’ll also be given a brief overview of the history of intermittent fasting and how various religions incorporate fasting into their spiritual practices.



What Is Intermittent Fasting?


Intermittent fasting isn’t a specific diet plan. It’s a general term that describes an eating pattern in which you alternate between eating and fasting (purposefully going without food for a set period of time). To fully understand intermittent fasting, it’s helpful to know the difference between a “fed” state and a “fasted” state—the two phases of the digestive system.

Fed versus Fasted States

A fed state—also called the absorptive state—happens right after a meal or a snack, when your body is digesting the food and absorbing its nutrients. As soon as you even think about, see, or smell food, and your mouth starts to water, digestion begins. It continues until the broken-down components of your food are transported into your blood, where they travel to the liver, fatty (or adipose) tissue, and muscles.

When the broken-down components of food first enter your blood, it causes your blood glucose levels to rise, which then stimulates the beta cells (the specialized cells in your pancreas that produce, store, and release insulin) to release insulin into the blood. The released insulin then attaches to the glucose in your blood and carries it to the cells, where it’s used for energy, or carries it to the liver and muscles, where it’s converted to glycogen and stored for later use.

In the fed state, which typically lasts for four hours, insulin is elevated, which prompts your body to store any excess calories in the fat cells. While insulin is elevated, your body also stops burning fat and turns instead to glucose (from the food you just ingested) for energy.

Once the fed state ends, your body enters the fasted, or postabsorptive, state. This state begins after the food has been digested, absorbed, and properly stored. When you’re in the fasted state, approximately four hours after you eat, your body relies on stored glycogen for energy. Glucose levels in the blood drop as the cells begin to use the sugar, and in response to this decrease in glucose, insulin levels drop as well. Because your body likes to maintain blood glucose levels between 70 and 99 milligrams per deciliter, this drop in glucose in the blood triggers the alpha cells of the pancreas to release a hormone called glucagon. Glucagon travels to the liver, where it breaks glycogen down into glucose. Once glucose is formed, it’s released by the liver and travels to your brain and tissues.

In this fasted state, insulin and glucose levels are low, while glucagon and growth-hormone levels are high. After the glucose that comes from the stored glycogen is used up, the body turns to stored fat in your fat cells for energy, burning up the fat in the process.
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Your body more effectively burns stored fat when you’re in a fasted state. When you’re in a fed state, your body stores more fat. If you’re eating every two to three hours each day, your body never enters a fasted state, since the fed state lasts for approximately four hours.



The Mechanisms of Starvation

The fed state and fasted state are two of the main metabolic states of the body, but there’s also a third metabolic state: starvation. When the body is deprived of nutrients for an extended period of time, it goes into “starvation mode,” or adaptive thermogenesis. Many people think that the starvation mode will kick in after only a few hours of eating (this is where the advice to eat five to six small meals throughout the day came from), but it doesn’t work like that. Starvation mode only kicks in when the glucose that’s stored in the liver (technically called glycogen) is depleted. The glycogen in your liver can last for twelve to twenty-four hours, on average, although if you’re doing strenuous exercise or endurance training, it can zap up glycogen more quickly than that.

Your body’s only job is survival, so its top priority at all times is to provide enough glucose to fuel your brain. The second priority is to conserve amino acids to make new proteins, instead of breaking down and using them for energy. Because of this, when you enter starvation mode and your body doesn’t have excess glucose or glycogen to use for your brain’s needs, it will turn to ketones, which are organic compounds created from fatty acids. In order to create these ketones, your body will break down fatty acids and triglycerides from your fat stores. Since your brain and the rest of your body can use ketones for energy instead of glucose, this prevents the breakdown of proteins and saves you from losing muscle density.
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The ketogenic diet, a high-fat, very low-carbohydrate diet, is based on the physiology of the starvation metabolic state. Keep in mind that although this state is biologically classified as starvation, you’re not technically starving. When following a proper ketogenic diet, you’re providing your body with the nutrients it needs to continue creating the ketone bodies that will serve as its main fuel source.



The primary goal of intermittent fasting is to limit the amount of time your body spends in a fed state and to extend the length of time your body is in a fasted state. Aside from all of the health benefits that come with it, two of the major pros to intermittent fasting are that you get to choose both your fasting and feeding windows and you get to choose what diet works best for you.

A History of Fasting

When it comes to the history of civilization, easy, regular access to food is actually a fairly new concept. Before the Industrial Revolution, people had to rely solely on the land to get food. They couldn’t simply take a ride to their nearest grocery store anytime they needed to fill their stomachs. Ancient civilizations (and some civilizations around the world today) hunted and gathered as much as they could, but food wasn’t always a guarantee. Sometimes the hunters and gatherers would come back with a fresh kill and a load of fresh fruit and berries; other days, especially in times of scarcity like the winter months, they would come back empty-handed. Although they weren’t doing it intentionally, they were essentially fasting on these days. Depending on the time of the year and the skill of the hunters and gatherers, these fasts could last days, weeks, or even months.

Aside from this unintentional fasting, some ancient civilizations caught on to the benefits of fasting well before modern research. The ancient Greeks believed that fasting could improve your cognitive abilities and concentration. Benjamin Franklin, one of America’s founding fathers and the claimed inventor of the lightning rod and bifocal glasses, wrote, “The best of all medicines is resting and fasting.”


Spiritual Fasting


Fasting has also been—and remains—an important part of various religions and spiritual practices around the world. When used for religious purposes, fasting is often described as a cleansing or a purification process, but the basic concept is still the same: abstain from eating for a set period of time.

Unlike medical fasting, which is used as a treatment for illness, spiritual fasting is seen as an important catalyst to whole-body wellness, and a wide variety of religions share the belief that fasting has the power to heal. In Buddhism, fasting is a way to practice restraint from acting on human desires, a restraint that Buddhist monks believe is a piece of the puzzle to achieving nirvana. Many Buddhists fast daily, eating food in the morning but abstaining for the rest of the day, until it is time to eat the next morning. In addition to this, Buddhists often embark on a water-only fast for days or weeks.

In Christianity, fasting is a way to cleanse the soul so that the body is pure and so that a connection with God can be made. One of the most popular times that Christians fast is called Lent, the forty-day period between Ash Wednesday and Easter. In earlier days, those observing Lent gave up food or drink; in more modern times, Christians might still abstain from food or drink but often choose instead to go without a specific thing. This practice is meant to be an acknowledgment of the forty days that Jesus Christ spent in the desert, forced to fast.

In Hinduism, it’s believed that denying the physical needs of the body by fasting helps increase spirituality. Although fasting is a regular part of the Hindu religion and is done often, one of the most popular observed fasts is during Maha Shivaratri, or the “Great Night of Shiva.” During Maha Shivaratri, devotees fast, take part in ritual baths, visit a temple where they pray, and practice the virtues of honesty, forgiveness, and self-discipline.

In Judaism, there are several reasons to fast, including asking for God’s mercy, marking important life events, showing gratitude to God, or mourning; however, if you are doing an individual fast, it is custom to keep the fast private.

In Mormonism, there’s a tradition called Fast Sunday, in which followers abstain from two meals (for a period of twenty-four hours) on the first Sunday of every month. During this fast, members share personal stories with their church community in an extra effort to cleanse and purify. They also donate the equivalent cost of those two meals to the church to provide assistance to the needy—a practice known as a fast offering.

Perhaps the most well-known religious fast, Ramadan, is a part of the Muslim religion. During Ramadan, Muslims not only abstain from food and drink from dusk to dawn, but they also avoid smoking, sexual relations, and any other activities that may be viewed as sinful. The period of fasting—and the mild dehydration that occurs from lack of fluids—is believed to cleanse the soul of harmful impurities so that the heart can be redirected to spirituality and away from earthly desires.

Of course, these are just a few of the religions that incorporate fasting into their worship. Other religions that incorporate fasting include Baha’i, Jainism, Sikhism, Taoism, Anglicanism, Methodism, Pentecostalism, Lutheranism, and Catholicism.

Medical Fasting

Hippocrates, who’s been given the nickname “The Father of Medicine,” introduced fasting as a medical therapy for some of his sick patients as far back as the fifth century B.C.E. One of Hippocrates’s famous quotes states, “To eat when you are sick is to feed your illness.” He believed that fasting allowed the body to focus on healing itself, and that forcing food in a diseased state could actually be detrimental to a person’s health because instead of giving the necessary energy to healing, your body would use all of its available energy on digestion. On the other hand, if sick patients abstained from food, digestive processes would shut down and the body would prioritize natural healing.
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In addition to avoiding food, medical fasts, which were popular around 400 B.C.E., often involved excessive exercise and enemas. The belief was that by boosting elimination—through sweat and the removal of bodily waste—when digestion was shut down, any excess toxins would be removed from the body, allowing the body to heal to a greater degree.



Some of these medical fasts allowed only water and calorie-free tea for up to one month, while others allowed patients to consume 200–500 calories per day. These calories typically came from bread, broths, juices, and milk. The specific details of the fast depended on the person’s condition.
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All medical fasts that require patients to abstain completely from food for up to one month should be monitored by a physician. While intermittent fasting is perfectly safe for most people, you should never attempt to go more than twenty-four hours without eating unless you have supervision or approval from your healthcare provider.



However, it wasn’t until the 1900s that fasting started appearing in scientific journals as an effective medical therapy for obesity and other illnesses; even then, the benefits didn’t fully catch on until more recently.

The Science Behind the Fast

Like any nutritional concept that quickly takes over health and diet communities, intermittent fasting has been accused of being a fad, but the science behind the benefits of fasting is already clear—and growing. There are several theories as to why intermittent fasting works so well, but the most frequently studied—and most proven—benefit has to do with stress.

The word stress has been vilified time and time again, but some stress is actually beneficial to your body. For example, exercise is technically a stress to the body (to the muscles and the cardiovascular system, specifically), but this particular stress ultimately makes the body stronger, as long as you incorporate the right amount of recovery time into your exercise routine.

According to Mark Mattson, who is the senior investigator for the National Institute on Aging, intermittent fasting stresses the body in the same way exercise does. When you deny the body food for a set period of time, it puts the cells under mild stress. Over time cells adapt to this stress by learning how to cope with it better. When your body is better at dealing with stress, it has an increased ability to resist disease.


Good Stress versus Bad Stress


While some types of stress are good for the body, helping it to adapt and grow, other types of stress aren’t. It’s important to distinguish between “good” and “bad” stresses so that you can get a handle on the bad ones. When you’re exposed to stress, a part of your brain called the amygdala recognizes that stress as a threat to your health. In response to this threat, the amygdala sends a message to another part of your brain, called the hypothalamus, to release corticotrophin-releasing hormone, or CRH. CRH then stimulates yet another part of your brain, called the pituitary gland, to release adrenocorticotropic hormone, or ACTH. The release of ACTH signals the adrenal glands to produce and release cortisol. The adrenal glands also release adrenaline, which elevates your blood pressure and increases your heart rate. The presence of cortisol helps maintain proper blood pressure and fluid balance, while temporarily shutting down some body functions, like digestion, to preserve energy. In this case, once the immediate threat goes away, cortisol levels drop back down and normal body functions are resumed.

Good stress, also referred to as eustress, is a mild stress that most people experience on a regular basis. Instead of being harmful to the body, eustress inspires you and propels you to reach a goal or a desired outcome, and it’s generally associated with some type of happiness or excitement when that goal is achieved. Examples of eustress include training for an athletic event, working toward a deadline, or practicing for an upcoming performance. Research shows that eustress can actually improve your brain function. The defining characteristic of eustress is that it is short-lasting. Once the goal is met or the project is finished, eustress goes away and your cortisol levels drop back down and normalize, giving your body time to recover.

Bad stress, or what is otherwise known as distress, is chronic, unrelenting stress that hinders your productivity or gets in the way of your daily life. Instead of pushing you to achieve your goals, distress makes it harder to achieve them. Distress keeps your cortisol and adrenaline levels high, which can lead to weakened adrenal glands and problems with normal hormonal signaling. Some chronic health problems linked to distress include depression, heart disease, weight gain, and a greater susceptibility to illnesses like colds and flus. Examples of distress include toxic romantic relationships, constant work stress, and trauma or death in the family.

However, because everyone reacts differently to certain things and has a different perspective on life, the line between good and bad stress can become blurred. The best way to determine whether something is eustress or distress for you is to ask yourself a few questions. Does it make you feel challenged, yet motivated? If so, it’s likely good stress. Does it make you feel overwhelmed, withdrawn, and tired? If so, it’s probably bad stress.

Is Fasting Right for You?

Fasting is appropriate for most healthy people, but there are certain groups of people who shouldn’t fast or who should speak to their healthcare team before starting a fast.

You should not fast if you:

• Are pregnant or breastfeeding

• Are under eighteen years of age

• Are severely underweight or malnourished

You should speak to your healthcare provider before fasting if you:

• Have diabetes (type 1 or type 2)

• Are taking any medications

• Have gout

• Have GERD (gastroesophageal reflux disease)

• Have cortisol dysregulation or are under severe stress

• Have a history of disordered eating

Even if you don’t fall into any of these categories, listen carefully to your body to determine if fasting is right for you. If you’re feeling low in energy or lightheaded upon standing, you may have to adjust your fasting window or check in with your doctor to make sure your body can regulate your blood sugar properly. Keep in mind that it can take a long time for your body to adjust to your new lifestyle. There is typically a three- to six-week transition period during which your body and your brain adapt to fasting. During this time, you may experience hunger, irritability, weakness, and even loss of libido. This is a normal response, but if symptoms are severe, work with your healthcare provider during these initial stages. If you feel great after the adjustment period, then it’s a good sign that your body likes what you’re doing. If you feel dizzy, lightheaded, or low on energy after this period, then you should stop fasting and speak with your healthcare provider.

Fasting and Diabetes

Fasting can be a challenge for those with diabetes because the body has a harder time regulating blood-glucose and insulin levels than it does in people who don’t have diabetes. However, research shows that intermittent fasting may be beneficial in helping to return glucose levels to normal. The biggest concern when it comes to fasting and diabetes is hypoglycemia, or low blood sugar.

If you have diabetes, make sure that you have your doctor’s approval and supervision before starting any type of fast. If your doctor approves intermittent fasting, familiarize yourself with the symptoms of low blood sugar and have a plan in place for treating your blood sugar levels if they get too low. If blood sugar levels exceed 300 milligrams per deciliter or drop below 70 milligrams per deciliter, stop the fast immediately and apply the proper treatment. Hypoglycemia is more likely to occur in those with type 1 diabetes than those with type 2 diabetes. Signs of hypoglycemia include:

• Fatigue

• Shakiness

• Hunger

• Irritability

• Anxiety

• Increased sweating

• Irregular heartbeat

• Pale skin

Severe hypoglycemia may cause:

• Confusion

• Blurred vision

• Abnormal behavior or mental confusion

• Loss of consciousness

• Seizure

If you experience any of these symptoms, seek medical attention.

Fasting and “Bad” Stress

The stress that fasting puts on the body can be categorized as eustress for most people. It’s mild and it results in health benefits that can push you to keep going to achieve your ultimate goals. However, if you’re under chronic distress already, you’ll want to get that under control before you incorporate intermittent fasting into your routine. In the case of chronic stress, your body is continuously pumping out cortisol. When cortisol levels stay elevated for an extended period of time, it can lead to:

• Anxiety

• Depression

• Weight gain

• Headaches

• Problems with memory and concentration

• Difficulty sleeping

• Digestive issues

• Heart disease

Over time chronic stress also affects the function of your adrenal glands negatively and makes it harder for them to regulate hormones properly.

If you’re already under a great deal of chronic stress, getting your cortisol levels under control and your adrenal glands working properly before beginning to fast is extremely important. You can reduce cortisol levels by meditating, avoiding coffee, getting enough sleep, following a clean, healthy diet for a period of time before incorporating fasting, and avoiding excessive exercise. Low-impact, meditative exercises like yoga can be helpful.

Yoga

In a study conducted by the Yoga Research Society and the Sidney Kimmel Medical College of Thomas Jefferson University, researchers found that cortisol levels dropped significantly after a fifty-minute yoga class that included popular yoga poses like the tree pose, plow pose, and locust pose. Researchers believe that this drop in cortisol is due in part to the activation of the relaxation response through the holding of poses and deep breathing. This relaxation response shuts off the stress cascade, and as a result stress hormones are naturally reduced.
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High cortisol levels are also common in those with depression. A study published in the Indian Journal of Psychiatry found that yoga may help shut off the stress response in the hypothalamus section of the brain, which can bring relief of symptoms to those with depression. In fact, the study found that yoga dropped cortisol levels better than antidepressants did.



Meditation

Research suggests that daily meditation doesn’t just feel good in the moment: it can actually alter the brain’s neural pathways, reducing anxiety and making you more resistant to stress and resilient. There’s no right or wrong way to meditate, so don’t let your preconceived notions about what meditation is supposed to be deter you from starting your own routine. If you’re new to meditation, you can start by following along with some guided meditations. You can access thousands of meditation videos online to help get you started.

Deep Breathing

Meditation and deep breathing go hand in hand, but you can do some quick deep-breathing exercises on your own, too, whenever you feel stress building up—or even when you don’t and you want to stay ahead of it.

When you’re stressed, you tend to take quick, shallow breaths that come from your chest rather than your abdomen. When you breathe deeply from your abdomen instead, you take in more oxygen, which helps you feel less anxious, less short of breath, and more relaxed. Learning how to take deep breaths takes practice, but the following steps will make it easy for you to become a pro deep-breather in no time:

1. Sit up straight or lie on your back somewhere comfortable. Put one hand on your chest and the other on your abdomen.

2. Take a deep breath in through your nose. You should feel the hand on your abdomen rise, but the hand on your chest should move very little.

3. Exhale through your mouth, pushing out as much air as you can.

4. Repeat this process until you feel your body start to relax.

Journaling

Getting your thoughts and frustrations out on paper has a proven positive effect on stress levels. You can also use your journal to create daily gratitude lists. Writing down just three things you’re grateful for every day will help you further reduce your stress by reminding you of the positive things in your life. They don’t have to be big things. In fact, taking stock of the little things in your life will help you appreciate your day-to-day experiences even more. You can write down things like, “I’m grateful that I have a bed to sleep in,” or, “I’m grateful for this cup of coffee.” Try to choose different things every day and you’ll see how much you really have to be thankful for—even things that you might not have paid much attention to before.

Journaling is also helpful for keeping track of your emotions and how these emotions affect your eating habits. Write down how you feel each day as well as what you’re eating. When you look back at the pages, you’ll be able to recognize how your emotions connect with food (the amount and types that you’re eating) and you’ll be able to focus on breaking negative behavior patterns that you might not have been aware of otherwise.

Music

You know that feeling when your favorite song comes on and you start to sing along and immediately feel better? There’s science behind that. Research shows that regardless of what mood you’re in, listening to music that you love can lower your cortisol levels. Although any music that you love can have a stress-lowering effect, classical music shows great results. Listening to classical music can lower stress hormones, decrease blood pressure, and slow down both your pulse and your heart rate.

In addition to the physical effects, music also diverts your attention. Instead of getting caught up in your thoughts or incessant mind chatter, music absorbs your attention and forces you to focus on something else. So, the next time you’re feeling stressed, turn on some classical music or a song that you love. Lie down and listen or even dance it out.


Social Connectedness


Studies show that close human bonds are essential to both your physical and mental health and that social isolation can lead to increased levels of cortisol. Human touch actually stimulates your vagus nerve (one of the nerves that connects your brain to your body), relaxing your nervous system and shutting down your stress response. Touch also increases the release of oxytocin (a hormone linked to feelings of relaxation, trust, and mental stability)—sometimes referred to as the “love hormone”—and reduces the release of cortisol.

Face-to-face contact is best, so find as much time to connect with your loved ones as possible. Surround yourself with supportive people who want to see you succeed in your goals; avoid people who are combative or whom you don’t get along with. Tense relationships can increase cortisol levels.

Getting Ready to Fast

With the exception of spontaneous fasting, most types of intermittent fasting require some preparation. One of the most important things you can do to prepare for your fast is to develop a plan. What type of intermittent fasting will you be doing? During which days and times will you fast? What is your official start date? It’s helpful to write out a schedule for yourself and keep it where you can see it all the time. You can even set timers on your phone to go off when it’s time to begin your fast and when it’s time to start eating again. But you also don’t have to jump in to a set fasting schedule right away: you can ease yourself in slowly to get the hang of it.

Easing Into Your Fast

If you’re new to intermittent fasting or you’re used to eating five or six small meals or constantly grazing throughout the day, it can be a big transition to jump right into fasting. You don’t have to make a complete change overnight; in fact, you may be more successful if you slowly ease yourself into it.

Start by transitioning from five or six small meals throughout the day to three normal-sized, timed meals. You don’t have to eat within a certain window of time yet, just get your body used to the habit and the structure of the three-meal schedule. This will also require you to eliminate snacking throughout the day. Snacking isn’t forbidden when you’re intermittent fasting, but it can be helpful to eliminate snacks during the beginning stages when you’re adjusting. As your body gets used to fasting, you can incorporate snacks during the day, as long as you eat them during your feeding window.

Once you’ve gotten the hang of a three-meal schedule, choose one meal to skip and commit to skipping it each day for a couple of weeks. Don’t spend too much time thinking about which meal to skip; you can switch meals later if it works better for you or your schedule. The point is to get your body used to going without food for an extended period of time. Sometimes the hardest part of fasting is training your mind to accept the thought of skipping meals, so this will get you used to that idea.

Once you’ve gotten the hang of skipping meals and you’ve chosen which eating plan you’re going to follow, slowly work your way up to the ultimate fasting goal. For example, if you’re going to follow the 16/8 method and you’ve decided that your eating window is going to fall between eleven a.m. and seven p.m., but you normally eat breakfast at seven thirty a.m., start by pushing breakfast back to eight thirty a.m. for a couple of days. Then when you’re used to the later breakfast, push it back another hour, and then another hour in a few more days until your body is comfortable with waiting until eleven a.m. to eat. Gradually pushing back your eating times won’t just help ease you into the fast mentally, it may also help prevent or decrease some of the initial physical symptoms that can occur during the beginning stages of intermittent fasting.

The next steps are to figure out what type of eating plan you’re going to follow and to find some new and delicious recipes to incorporate into your plan. Fancy, intricate recipes are always tempting—and can be a great treat on the weekends—but in the initial stages of your new fasting plan, it will be easier to keep things simple. Choose recipes that are easy to prepare and made with easily accessible ingredients.

When you’re just starting out with intermittent fasting, it’s also helpful to scale back on your workout routine. In the very beginning stages of fasting, you may be low on energy and motivation. That’s perfectly normal. Instead of engaging in any high-intensity exercises, keep your workouts light. Try yoga, brisk walking, or swimming. If you normally do higher-intensity training or a lot of strength training, it might feel counterintuitive to cut back, but you can resume your workout routine in a couple of weeks when your body has adjusted.



CHAPTER 2


What to Expect

As with any lifestyle change, intermittent fasting may be difficult at first. You may experience some irritability or a drop in energy. You may feel really hungry and have a hard time sticking to your plan. Or you might feel great right off the bat, experiencing positive results immediately and feeling energized and motivated by your new lifestyle. It depends on your body. However, there are some things that are likely to occur as you adjust to your new routine. When you know what to expect and you have some tools ready to cope with any challenges that may arise, your chances for long-term success are much greater.



How Your Mind Will Feel


There’s a popular quote that says, “Your mind will quit a thousand times before your body will,” and another quote that states, “Your body can stand almost anything. It’s your mind you have to convince.” The general message behind both of these powerful quotes is that often, when you give up, it’s not because you’ve actually reached your physical limit, it’s because you’ve reached your mental limit. In other words, your mind convinces you that your body can’t physically handle a challenge, when it actually can.

The Negativity Bias

Your brain has a tendency to react more strongly to negative things than it does to positive things. This phenomenon is called the negativity bias—and it can be extremely powerful. The biological purpose of the negativity bias is to protect you from possible threats, but in modern times, threats like those faced by your ancestors are fewer and farther between. As a result, you don’t need this negativity bias as often, because it’s not as helpful as it once was. In fact, this bias makes it harder for you be present and calm, because you’re always on alert and anticipating a negative event instead of appreciating the moment. The good news is that you can actually retrain your brain so that it doesn’t revert to the negativity bias as easily.

The Power of Positive Thinking

Positive thinking and affirmations are not just New Age trends: they’re powerful tools that can actually rewire the neurons in your brain—a concept known as neuroplasticity. When you regularly engage in positive thinking and repeat positive affirmations, it makes it easier for your brain to respond more positively to things rather than immediately resorting to its natural negativity bias. And the more you practice, the easier it becomes for your brain to think positively.

When you’re starting out with intermittent fasting, your subconscious mind will resist the change and will do all it can to get you to resort back to your old routine. When you know this, it’s easier to become aware of negative thought patterns and unconstructive self-talk. You may find yourself thinking things like, “This is way too hard,” “I’m starving,” or “A small snack outside of my fasting window won’t hurt.” These thoughts are all indications that your negativity bias is running the show. When your mind starts to tell you that it’s too hard, recognize that it is this bias talking and respond by saying something like, “I’m stronger than my thoughts. I can and will meet my goals.”

[image: Image]


Neuroplasticity refers to the brain’s ability to change and adapt to an environment. The brain goes through physiological changes from the day you’re born to the end of your life. Neurogenesis is the formation of new brain cells. Like neuroplasticity, neurogenesis also happens throughout your life but only in certain areas of the brain.



In addition to regularly practicing positive affirmations and changing your negative self-talk, you can also shut your negativity bias down by focusing on the bigger picture. Figure out your main reasons for fasting. Is it to lose weight? Gain more mental clarity and energy? Balance your blood sugar levels? Keep your brain healthy? Whatever your reasons are, write them on a piece of paper or sticky notes and keep them somewhere you will see them frequently, like on the refrigerator. When you feel these negative thoughts start to creep in, read the notes and remember your main goals and why you started in the first place. This can help you see the bigger picture, which will get you through any little speed bumps along the way.

Once you get past the initial stages of intermittent fasting, it’s likely that you’ll notice some major changes. Not only will your negative self-talk and negativity bias diminish, but you’ll also experience more mental clarity. Intermittent fasting tends to lift brain fog and make concentration easier. You may find that simple tasks become easier and that you’re able to focus on your work more. You may also experience less “monkey mind”—intrusive, rapid thoughts that distract you from the task at hand and interfere with your productivity. You may notice your productivity and energy levels increasing. Your memory may feel sharper, and retaining new information may become easier than it was before. You may also notice a stabilization in your moods and emotions—even less anxiety and a more cheerful disposition.
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