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WHAT IS THIS BOOK ABOUT?

If exercise had ZERO impact on your weight and appearance, would you still work out? If you answered ‘YES’, would you work out any differently from how you do now? Would you do more or less?

In modern society, exercise has become synonymous with weight loss and aesthetics. In fact, I did a poll on social media to ask you guys whether you had initially started exercising for weight loss and aesthetics, or to feel good. Of the 2,314 people who responded, 81% said they initially started to work out as a way to manipulate their appearance. I wasn’t surprised, because I too started my exercise journey thinking it was a sure-fire way of getting the body of my dreams. Growing up, I learned that exercise is a thing people do when they want to lose weight, maintain weight loss and counterbalance what they eat. My understanding was that it wasn’t enjoyable, but it’s just what you had to do to get the physique you really wanted.

This way of thinking about exercise and fitness urges us work out to achieve #bodygoals in a way that often seems arduous, painful and difficult, so many are put off because it doesn’t seem like a fun way to fill time. And so, because fitness has become so intertwined with the pursuit of the leaner, lighter ‘dream’ body, the multitude of other benefits that an active lifestyle can bring have kind of been forgotten, or somehow seem less important. But they’re not – they’re hugely significant in the context of your physical and mental wellbeing, and so I’ve written this book to give them the airtime they deserve and to give you another perspective on what health and fitness are.

When aesthetic results are the primary motivation for working out, this is actually associated with less consistent engagement in physical activity, as well as worsened body image1. So, in this book, we are going to reassess what drives you to get moving. I want to help you build trust with yourself and reclaim your body so that you can enjoy exercise on your terms, in your own unique way. Because fitness can be fun, it can be something you look forward to and enjoy doing! Once you’ve finished reading this book, I hope you are chomping at the bit to explore all the wonderful ways there are to be active, and my workout guide (see here) will give you some clear guidance on how to get going.
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MY STORY

Up until the age of 18, I had little to no interest in fitness or nutrition, and I was pretty okay with my body. I didn’t do sport, I struggled to run a mile and I ate whatever I liked. Then I started to pursue a career in musical theatre.

I spent the next five years at drama school in full-time training, trying to become the next big thing to grace the West End. With hardly any prior experience in performing, moving every day in front of a mirror in form-fitting outfits came as quite the shock. You can probably guess what the popular topics of conversation among the girls were: how to lose weight, good and bad foods, how to get visible abs and (shocker) boys! The thought process was, if we were slim we would be successful. The sad part about that assumption is that it was likely to be true.

Initially I felt like I’d been hit by a truck after the daily dance, stretch and body conditioning classes, but soon I got into the swing of things and actually started to enjoy the physical aspect of my potential career. See the thing was, I was a good singer and an okay actress, but a mediocre dancer. I tried my hardest in dance class, but I knew the one thing I could work on outside of class was my health and fitness. And so, I began to take on the identity of the ‘fit’ one.

Gradually, I became aware of my body in a new way. I thought I needed to be a size 8 and have a six-pack to even stand a chance of becoming the leading lady I’d dreamed of, so I paid closer attention to my diet than ever before.

In my second year, I began to develop gut health issues, which were eventually diagnosed as IBS. After very little guidance from my GP (but that’s a whole other story), an online search led me to a wellness blogger’s website, who was a leader of the ‘clean-eating’ crusade back then. She had similar symptoms to mine, and had cut out refined sugars and gluten and ate clean, so naturally I did too. Thus began the next phase of my food and fitness journey: the obsession.

At the same time, I vowed to exercise more outside of my daily dance classes. I graduated from home workout DVDs to a gym membership and discovered weight training for the first time. Crucially, this coincided with upgrading my phone, installing Instagram (my account was then called @cleanfitlifestyle), following #fitspo pages and scrolling through Pinterest for more #bodygoals motivation, workouts and recipes. I had unlocked a whole. New. World. The fitness landscape on social media at the time was largely made up of bodybuilding and bikini competitions, progress pics and LOTS of perfectly presented food. I loved it. No one in my ‘real life’ cared about what porridge combination I had invented or what I had done at the gym… but the internet did! I felt like I’d found my tribe and, in some ways I had, because I’ve made some lifelong friendships through those social media connections. I discovered macro counting and food tracking apps, I found out what a Bulgarian split squat was and prepped all my meals to eat from Tupperware. My goal was to get fit and healthy, and I understood that to mean dieting and getting lean. So, I spent my summer break working out six days a week, cooking ‘clean’ recipes and sharing it all online using hashtags like #beastmode #teamnodaysoff and following strangers around the world who were doing the same.

When I went back to college for my final year, I was ripped. I was so lean that when we had to do sit-ups in class it bruised my back. I was cold all the time. Not to mention totally preoccupied with tracking all my food. But did I mention I was lean?! And when I posted photos on Instagram of my perfect food and my six-pack, I felt validated as I got more likes and my follower count grew.

But I couldn’t maintain this, it was all-consuming. And so, after a teacher expressed concern about my weight loss and behaviour, I started to think twice about what I was doing. Remember, it all started with me just trying to improve as a performer. I decided I would stop tracking my food and ‘listen to my body’ instead. But in reality, even though I was no longer using an app, I was still doing the mental maths. Letting go of rules around food and exercise was to be my battle for the next five years. The next phase I call: learning to relinquish control.

Six months after quitting tracking food I met my boyfriend. We started dating, and each time we met up it would challenge me to get out of my comfort zone a little more – whether it was eating ice cream out the tub for dessert, going out for drinks or doing something fun and missing a workout. It was uncomfortable at first but, ultimately, I enjoyed having more fun and being social.

After drama school, I decided I would become a personal trainer as being a part-time performer and a part-time PT seemed to complement each other. (Ironically, I actually never auditioned for anything, my heart wasn’t in it like it was for fitness.) Moving back home with my family to get my qualification, I suddenly had a lot less control over my own food and exercise. As I became more sedentary, I started to see changes to my body and it was hard not to freak out. I felt like I was losing a part of my identity, and going into the fitness industry I worried that my body needed to be ‘perfect’ to succeed. But I was between a rock and a hard place because I didn’t want to go back to tracking and intense training. I distinctly remember feeling like a failure when, during PT training, I realized that my own weight and body fat percentage had gone up.

I started working as a personal trainer in a commercial gym in London at the end of 2014. I’ve never worked harder than I did that year, and the message was reinforced that I needed to ‘look the part’. Earlier that year, I had met two of my now closest friends; Zanna Van Dijk and Victoria Spence. We created an online movement called #GirlGains to help unite like-minded women like us. We needed promotional imagery for the website, so booked ourselves a photo shoot for September 2015 and, for the first time in a few years, I went back on a formal diet. I had a coach, and he gave me macros and a training plan to stick to.

But this time around, I had to maintain my job, relationship and a social life whilst prepping ALL my food and fitting in the workouts. Prioritising this regime above the people I loved meant I had to be selfish, and it put a huge strain on my relationship in particular. But even after 12 weeks of sacrifice, when the shoot rolled around, my body hadn’t really changed. I couldn’t help but compare myself to the other girls and feel inferior. Afterwards I just wanted to cry. At this point, my body image and confidence were at their lowest. Social media had created a fitness body ideal that I just felt I didn’t live up to.

That was my last formal dieting experience. However, I’ve flip-flopped between living my life and wanting to be lean quite a few times since. There was that time when I did #projectreignitin because I wanted to get back some control around food. Another time, I had a nutritionist and personal trainer help me become my #BestMe, which really meant smaller me for an upcoming holiday. And when I shared this type of ‘let’s all get back on it’ content online, my behaviours were praised. Even working within the fitness industry, I was confused by conflicting recommendations that asked me not to trust my own instincts. I was constantly fighting against my body to meet an aesthetic ideal that I now understand is simply unattainable for most people. When I learned that the majority of dieters fail (which we’ll soon discuss in greater depth), I was shocked. No wonder I couldn’t maintain such dramatic weight loss.

Over the past few years, I have made huge strides in healing my relationship with food and my body. Slowly but surely, I have been transitioning to a more intuitive mindset. Things really clicked when I discovered the book Intuitive Eating, by dietitians Evelyn Tribole and Elyse Resch. Their 10 principles have been an integral part of my journey to self-acceptance. Subsequently discovering intuitive movement has also opened up a whole new way of approaching fitness. Though this did not happen overnight, now I would say that fitness is an important part of my life, but not my whole life. I look forward to my workouts as a form of self-care for body and mind. I love food and it no longer has power over me – I don’t know what I weigh, and I don’t care.

By researching and digging deeper into myself, I have become free. I didn’t realize just how oppressive my quest for the perfect body was. It stopped me from thinking, from being present and from connecting with people on a deeper level. For me, writing this book has been a testament to what I can achieve when I am at peace with my body and mind. I hope that it will help you get there too.

UNDERSTANDING DIET CULTURE

Understanding what diet culture is really helps give context to the ethos of Train Happy. You may well have heard the term banded about online and recently it has become a bit of a buzz word, but what does it actually mean? Well, it’s the messaging centred around the belief that in order to be happy, successful, fit, healthy and attractive you must be slim. Being slim has also become equated with moral superiority. Praise is given to those who lose weight (regardless of the methods). And so, the reverse follows that if you’re fat, you are shamed into thinking that you are unattractive, weak, lazy, unfit, unhealthy and a failure. Diet culture is rooted in, and perpetuates, fat phobia, which is a fear of fatness, of becoming fat and an intense dislike or hatred of fat people. It’s a concept that has infiltrated our collective consciousness, we’re taught these beliefs and views from a very young age – that ultimately fatness should be avoided.

Diet culture therefore encourages us to pursue a thin beauty and body ideal, because we never feel good enough and worthy enough of living our lives to their fullest if we are not meeting its (often naturally unattainable) standards. We are constantly fed messages that life will happen when we weigh X or fit a certain dress size, and many of us believe that. I certainly believed that. During those years at drama school, I held that to be absolutely true.

An obvious example of diet culture is all the various diets themselves. Diets take many forms, but really, they all want you to do the same thing: restrict to lose weight. Perhaps you have engaged in the following at some point: calorie counting, macro counting, points, syns, keto, intermittent fasting, cutting out carbs or dairy, clean eating, Special K, Atkins, detox plans… to name just a few. Don’t worry if you have, it’s extremely common! A study conducted in 2016 by a group of retail analysts found that in the UK alone, 48% of adults considered themselves to be on a diet. When analyzing the women who took part in the survey, 57% of those asked said they were on a quest to lose weight2.

But this preoccupation of achieving the dream body is keeping us distracted and removed. As Naomi Wolf wrote in her book The Beauty Myth:


‘A culture fixated on female thinness is not an obsession about female beauty, but an obsession about female obedience. Dieting is the most potent political sedative in women’s history; a quietly mad population is a tractable one.’



This quote explains why it’s so important that we recognize diet culture in all its forms, and call it out for what it is, in an act of defiance against patriarchal beauty standards – in other words, feminism.

So, why has our society become increasingly obsessed with achieving these beauty and body standards? Well, there is plenty of money to be made by creating ‘flaws’ and selling us the solution. In 2017, the global diet market was valued at just over $175 billion, with a projection that by 2022 it will be worth over $245 billion3. That’s A LOT of profit being made from our insecurities. There are products such as skinny teas, waist trainers, juice cleanses, detox plans and meal replacement shakes being sold on the high street. There are the diet books, celebrity DVDs, TV shows, slimming groups, apps, online guides and meal prep companies, all there to help you with your ‘transformation’.

Then there are the slightly more subtle but widely prevalent examples of diet culture, that sneakily infiltrate our thoughts and behaviours, perpetuating weight stigma. Maybe you’ve had or witnessed conversations that included things like: ‘I ate take away last night, so I need to burn it off at the gym today’ or ‘I’m having a salad as I’m trying to be good’. This kind of stuff turns up everywhere, particularly in a fitness setting. ‘New Year, new me’ health kicks are another classic example of diet culture in action. They are often intense, unsustainable and short lived. This is how diet culture works – it’s an industry that designs products and programmes that they know will eventually fail. It’s a great marketing technique as it puts all the blame and onus onto us for not executing correctly; and so we buy into the next thing and the cycle continues. But I’ve written this book to tell you that it doesn’t have to be that way AT ALL!

WHY DIET’S DON’T WORK

The big lie of diet culture is that it makes us think that losing weight and staying slim is simply the result of willpower and control. I asked Laura Thomas, nutritionist and author of Just Eat It, to explain why it’s not that simple.


Popular narratives about weight suggest that if we burn more calories than we eat, we can successfully lose weight. This is known as the ‘calories in vs. calories out’ model. There are lots of permutations of this model, but they all ‘work’ by creating a calorie deficit. However, these simple equations belie the complex physiological and psychological processes that take place in our bodies when we restrict our calorie intake below our body’s needs, meaning that, in the long-term, most people are likely to regain lost weight.

The idea that ‘diets don’t work’ is not controversial among nutritional scientists; we have long known that people can lose weight successfully in the short term, but that maintaining the loss is often difficult. Estimates on the failure rate of diets vary from study to study, which is why it can sometimes be helpful to pool a few different studies together into one larger study called a meta-analysis. One such study analyzed 29 randomized control trials of long-term weight loss and found that more than 50% of weight lost was regained after two years. After five years, that number was up to 80%. A more recent meta-analysis looked specifically at commercial weight-loss programmes (like Slimming World and Weight Watchers) and found that on these types of programmes, almost 60% of people failed to lose 5% of their body weight in the first place. These findings suggest that 1) it can be difficult for people to lose weight initially and 2) most weight loss is likely to be regained in the long-term. We are told that diets fail because of a lack of willpower, however weight regain is not a function of our resolve, it happens because of biological processes taking place in the body.

Let’s first look at the physiological changes that occur when we diet or try to lose weight. Our body does all it can to defend what is known as our set point weight; our biological blueprint for the weight that is optimal for our bodies (in terms of our hormones, energy levels and immune function). Instead of being a specific weight, it is more accurately thought of as a range that our body will fluctuate between. For instance, it may go down if we are sick and can’t eat, or up slightly if we have an injury and can’t move around as much. When we try and push our weight down below this optimal range, our body will make adaptations to try and keep it within those limits. It is thought that as much as 75% of our weight is down to our genetics – contrast that with height which is 80% genetics – but we never hear of the ‘get taller diet’ - that would be ludicrous!

So, how does our body defend our set point weight when we go on a diet? Firstly, it does this by making changes to our appetite. People who are restricting their intake may have higher circulating levels of the hunger hormone ghrelin – this is an evolutionary mechanism to get us up off our butts when food is scarce. In practical terms this may mean that our cravings intensify, and we might feel preoccupied with thoughts of food and end up spending half the day googling recipes that fit our meal plans. On the flip side of this equation, we may also become less sensitive to our fullness cues – this is because of lower circulating levels of fullness hormones like leptin. This means we’ll feel less satisfied after our meals and like we are never totally full.

On top of changes to our hunger and satiety cues, there are changes to our metabolic rate; it slows slightly to help conserve energy; our bodies can’t tell that we’re in a voluntary food deficit, it just assumes that food is scarce. For each kilogram of weight lost, our metabolism slows by about 20–30kcal/day, and our appetite increases by about 100kcal/day.

Not only do weight loss attempts tend to result in weight regain over time, but they may also be associated with higher risks of eating disorders and disordered eating. In a large study of 14-15-year-old adolescents who were followed up for three years, those who dieted ‘moderately’ had a five-fold increased risk of developing an eating disorder. The adolescents who severely restricted their energy intake and skipped meals were 18 times more likely to develop an eating disorder than those who did not diet. It’s thought that dieting may also be related to binge eating, loss of muscle mass and strength, low mood (due to less serotonin production), anxiety, depressive symptoms and poor body image. What’s more, dieting is, in and of itself, a predictor of future weight gain.

Although the evidence for this is less clear, it does seem that weight cycling (or yo-yo dieting) might be harmful for our health. Repeatedly losing and gaining weight might be related to more heart problems, worse blood sugar control, and poorer mental health compared to people whose weight doesn’t fluctuate.

The relationship between weight and health is a lot less straightforward than thin=healthy, and fat=unhealthy. BMI is a crude measure of an individual’s health, but it can be helpful in giving us some information about populations. Many people believe that there is a linear relationship between BMI
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