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INTRODUCTION

THE RUNNER’S DIET

Why recreational runners need a plan to marry their exercise and their eating—and how they can turn that program into a successful one

Jennifer never had a weight problem when she was a high school cross-country runner. While in college, she maintained her running (to the tune of 4 miles a day, five times a week). More importantly, she maintained her weight, even though she ate whatever she wanted (while her friends struggled with extra pounds).

After college, Jennifer’s free time quickly slipped away when she took a job with a major advertising firm. She had to stop running, and now that she wasn’t walking to class with a heavy backpack, her activity dropped to desk-potato level. In her first 2 years out of college, Jennifer gained 25 pounds.

“It just crept up, until I couldn’t fit into most of my clothes,” Jennifer told me. Left with only one pair of black elastic-waist pants and two loose dresses that fit, she decided to do something about it. She opted against buying larger clothes—and opted for making a change in herself.

When Jennifer came to see me at the Weight Management Center at the University of Pittsburgh Medical Center, I knew she had a wonderful chance of succeeding. Though she called herself a failure—which she wasn’t—Jennifer was honest about her weight gain, recognized the problem, agreed that she wanted to change, was willing to work hard, and sought advice about how to get back on track. All of those qualities made her the perfect candidate to succeed on a program that would become the foundation for the Runner’s Diet.

Jennifer is like a lot of the hundreds of patients I see every year as founder and director of the Weight Management Center. Used to being fit and not having to worry much about her weight or what she ate, Jennifer may be a lot like you—someone who’s gradually watched the numbers on the scale increase while trying to deal with the stresses of a job, of a family, of living life. I see the same—or similar—problems time after time, and while I enjoy helping all the individuals I work with, I decided there was an even better way to reach all those people who had “always been runners” but had watched their weight steadily increase. The idea for the Runner’s Diet came to me after many years of meeting people in the clinic who had stopped running. They stopped not only because their extra weight took the fun out of running but also because the weight gain literally caused a steep decline in miles run because of things like joint pain and overall discomfort. As one patient told me, “I got tired of having my thighs applaud when I ran.”

All of these people I worked with had similar questions:

What do I do?

How do I eat?

How can I run like I used to?

The answers aren’t so simple. If they were, then everyone would be thin. And that’s why I think there’s a great need for The Runner’s Diet—a book that not only helps runners and walkers develop a lifelong eating and exercise plan but also helps runners and walkers address common questions and myths about nutritional requirements for runners.

It seems almost impossible that runners could become overweight or obese. All that running, all those calories burned along city streets and down park paths—how is weight gain possible? But the truth is that runners aren’t always ultrathin people on the verge of nutritional deficiency, and that’s why many runners are honestly perplexed about why they gain weight. Because we see elite runners and read about their habits (carbo-loading, hydrating, and squirting gooey gels in their mouths), we assume that as recreational runners, we should do the same. But the fact is we’re not elite runners. We’re average people who use running, walking, or a combination of the two to manage our weight, gain energy, and try to lead healthy lives. I know exactly where you’ve been—and where you want to go.

I’d always been active, but I didn’t even consider running as an activity until I was in college. From my dormitory window in Boston, I always saw so many people running along the Charles River that it looked like fun. So I started walking and running a little, but I never thought of myself as a real runner, because I wore baggy shorts and an old T-shirt instead of short-shorts and tank tops. That was more than 20 years—and 20 pounds—ago. Since then, I’ve gone through periods when I’ve run a lot, when I’ve walked a lot, and when I’ve struggled to find time to run to the store, let along run for a couple miles. I’ve run with my kids for sports conditioning (baseball for my son, soccer for my daughter), and I’ve even cut back my running schedule, because I felt too much pressure to maintain my pace. I have many of the same pressures as you—trying to find time to do my job, take care of family responsibilities, and squeeze in exercise and activity. Especially over the past 2 years, I’ve found it’s been a greater struggle for me to maintain my weight, so to manage it, I’ve had to adjust my eating and training programs. My point is this: There are lot of people just like us—people who like to run and walk, but people who struggle to find the right balance of eating and exercising in order to lose or maintain weight. And that’s why I think you’ll gain a lot from the Runner’s Diet.

The first thing I want to do is define what a runner is. Many of us feel like we’re not really runners if we don’t follow the routine that some hard-core trainer prescribed, if we don’t have all the gadgets, if we don’t run 40 miles a week. Baloney. If you strap on your shoes, get out there, and jog (even if it’s only for a few seconds to start), you’re a runner. You’re a runner even if you haven’t run a marathon—or don’t even aspire to run one. You’re no less of a runner if you don’t relish the chance to run a 10-K race every Saturday. And you’re no less of a runner even if your pace seems slower than a glacier’s. With respect, I paraphrase philosopher René Decartes to offer an important guideline for all of us: “I run; therefore I am a runner.”

For the 99 percent of us runners who aren’t elite or professional, there is often a pattern in those of us who now struggle with slow weight gain. That’s the weight creep—the insidiously rising numbers on our bathroom scales. It’s not that we’ve done anything wrong (give or take a dozen doughnuts); it’s only that we’ve abandoned the positive skills we need to stay focused on keeping our weight in check. Fortunately, the right combination of running and eating can overcome weight creep and provide the optimal set of lifestyle skills for long-term, permanent weight loss or maintenance. It’s the same set of skills that also helped Jennifer.

Remember, Jennifer had given up running when she started a busy job, but when she came to me to help her lose the 25 pounds she’d gained, she agreed that she always enjoyed running and that one of her first steps would be to bring running back into her life. She didn’t remember exactly when she’d stopped, but she knew it had been at least a year. Jennifer was honest about her eating (“I don’t pay attention”) and activity (“I want to run, but I can’t make the time”), so her first step was to figure out how she could (1) allow running time each day; (2) shop for lower-calorie food; and (3) preplan her food intake and match it to her activity level.

Once she put those three factors in place, she could expect to start her weight-loss journey. During her first month, Jennifer chose to make changes that would optimize her success. First, because her long work hours often prevented her from running outside during the week, she joined a 24-hour gym. To minimize the time commitment, Jennifer initially walked/ran 2 miles, 4 days a week for 2 weeks. By the end of this time, she was able to run her 2 miles comfortably in less than 25 minutes. By the end of 2 months, she was back to running 3.5 miles, 4 days a week. The control Jennifer felt when she was running again was empowering. But she agreed that if she wanted to lose weight too and not just maintain her present weight, she also had to focus on her eating for the first time in her life. Her running stopped her “weight creep,” but she wanted faster progress. Jennifer jumped to the challenge, and structured her day to include three meals that follow the nutritional principles of the Runner’s Diet. On her running days, Jennifer chose a protein bar and a fruit as her on-the-go breakfast, yogurt and a fruit for lunch, and turkey on a whole wheat pita with a small box of orange juice for a late-afternoon snack. This gave her the added energy for her run and allowed her to choose a lower-calorie meal replacement frozen dinner on nights she didn’t want to cook. Jennifer lost 2 pounds a week steadily for 8 weeks, and slowed to about a pound a week over the next 12. With a little attention to her eating and a return to running, in 5 months Jennifer shed the 25 pounds she had gained over 2 years—using both discipline and focus.

It’s been almost a year since Jennifer lost the weight, and she’s confident in her ability to sustain her effort. Although she still struggles on some days, Jennifer is on track and has made her lifestyle one of weight maintenance—always mindful of calories in and calories out. Jennifer’s story always reminds me that no matter what your individual circumstances, it’s important to keep up the effort, because it does pay off in the long run.

Jennifer’s story has been inspirational to me, because it’s one of great personal success. But remember that Jennifer’s story doesn’t have to serve as an example for everyone—each person has different needs and situations. But it should serve as a reminder that with effort the Runner’s Diet will work.

To me, much of the problem for the runner who’s gained weight stems from the ingrained habits of eating for energy or performance—with little regard for total calories. But if you learn nothing else from this book, learn this:

Calories do count, and our underestimation of the amount we eat and the overestimation of the amount we burn is one of the fundamental reasons that recreational runners need a diet especially for them.

Certainly, all three macronutrients—carbohydrates, proteins, and fats—are essential for both running stamina and weight loss. In this book, you’ll throw out much of what you’ve thought about your earlier eating and running patterns. It’s time to take a close look to match your real-life eating and activity to enjoy both running and sustained weight loss.

For many runners, the emphasis has always been on eating for performance, focusing on individual nutrients only at times of physical activity. Couple that with the notion that a carbohydrate-dominant diet fuels performance, and you can see why it’s an easy path to weight gain. We simply eat too much—hopeful that the foods we choose will send energy quickly to our muscles. And as our desire to eat for performance outpaces our biological need for calories, we store extra calories as unwanted pounds.

Here’s another scary fact: It takes only 100 extra calories a day to gain 10 pounds in a year. That’s one high-calorie prerun snack that you don’t need. Or one sports drink before a 30-minute walk. And that’s not even counting the postrun doughnut or prerun chips. In The Runner’s Diet, I want you to understand not only what foods to eat and in what proportion but also what foods will maximize your performance without sabotaging your diet (nor the fit of the clothes in your closet). You’ll soon be equipped to put together your own weight-loss toolbox with an activity and eating pattern that will lead to realistic and enduring weight loss. When you learn to pay attention to your changing energy needs and take an honest look at the calories you consume and expend, you’ll be on your way to lifelong weight control. As you look at your eating habits, you’ll also be evaluating your running patterns by deciding things like realistic mileage and a weekly schedule. Structure equals success, and regularity is key to long-term weight regulation. (If you’re just starting, there’s also a plan for you.)

Ultimately, you’ll match your eating schedule to your running pattern. You’ll learn to eat an appropriate carbohydrate-rich snack prior to running while consuming more lean protein and heart-healthy fats at most other meals. You’ll get quick energy when you need it for a productive and healthy run without feeling like you’re running out of steam. And when it comes to such things as sports drinks, vitamins, and other supplements, you’ll see that more isn’t always better.

There’s no doubt that we all have sabotages that interfere with our ability to lose weight. The tough part is recognizing them—and then instituting the changes that will address them. It’s important to take a look at your habits and patterns honestly, and recognize the things that are holding you back from losing weight and keeping it off.

Whether it’s overeating or a lack of motivation to run, I hope that this book will help you determine not only what you’re willing to do but also what you’re able to do. These are two distinct concepts that you’ll learn to separate, address, and then use to fix your barriers to long-term success.

Of course, our culture is one in which everything is viewed as “instant”—from weight loss to oatmeal. We’ve learned to expect fast results, or else the effort is a failure. When it comes to losing weight, much of this stems from a loss of control over our eating and activity. My patients tell me the same things when I meet them:

“This just seems too hard.”

“I have such a long way to go.”

“I just want to run. I don’t want to think about the food.”

No answer is right for everyone. How to achieve weight loss and maintenance is a very individual choice. The key to long-term success is to make the life change that incorporates both correct eating and running.

By thinking like that—that eating and running are as much of a partnership as Ben and Jerry—then you can expect small changes that will yield large results. A deficit of 500 calories a day, for example, will make you lose a pound a week. That’s pretty manageable for most people, but it can be slower or faster, if you like. Getting started is the biggest challenge, because you must agree to focus on both eating and running. By maximizing both, you’ll be able to set the most realistic plan for your long-term success.

Whether you’re running a mile or two 3 days a week, or 15 to 20 miles a week, you can benefit from changing your present habits in both eating and running. You may—as many of my most successful patients do—find the most successful change is with a little bit in both areas.

The balance and the choice are up to you.

That’s because I believe that the best way is your own way.


CHAPTER 1

ON YOUR MARK, GET SET . . .

Assessing your eating habits and activity patterns will help get you out of the starting blocks

In one way, most of you are used to change. You change your clothes, you change the oil in your cars, you change your hairstyles, and you change the channels. But when it comes to your body—and especially to behaviors pertaining to your body—changing is just about the hardest thing you’ve ever had to. It’s not that you don’t want to change; the very fact that you’re reading these sentences means that you want to change. You want to lose weight, and you want to find the right balance between two things you really enjoy: running and food.

I believe this balance is at the heart of engaging in a successful lifestyle plan. It’s not the plan, the motivation, or even finding the right goal that’s so hard. It’s the fact that you have to change behaviors relating to food and activity that feels like the biggest barrier. When it comes to the weight-loss race, the starting line is the hardest part. But the finish line—reaching your weight-loss goal—is so rewarding once you cross it.

Of all the things that I want to help you accomplish in the Runner’s Diet, the vital first step isn’t the one at the start of the run. It’s the one in which you need to assess where you and your body stand—and where you want to go. In my practice, I see many different ways that people try to lose weight, many misconceptions people have about food and running, and many drastic measures people take. In a way, we’ve been programmed to think that weight loss should be like putting a quarter in a gumball machine—you put something in, you better get something out of it. But weight loss, eating, and running are a lot more complex than that, and our bodies don’t work in instant-gratification dieting. It not only takes effort and willingness to change; it also takes knowledge. So before you lace up your running shoes, hoof through your neighborhood, and swear yourself to a green-bean-only diet forever, I want you to sit down and assess your current habits. If you figure out the little changes you can make in your habits, you’ll see the big changes you can make to your body.

To this end, I think it will help you to know about some of the people I’ve met through my practice. They’re some of the people who more than likely share your common obstacles of being an active person who likes to exercise but who also faces challenges, temptations, and misunderstandings when it comes to eating. In my experience, most dieting runners who don’t accomplish their goals fall into the following three categories.

The Drastic Dieter: Amy, 38 and active, had struggled with the same extra 20 pounds for about 10 years. The 20 pounds didn’t pose an immediate health threat, but being overweight made her feel “old and out of shape.” So what did she do? She went into “diet mode”—as if she could program her body to punch a few buttons and achieve her goal. In a way, that’s exactly what she did. She went into an almost robotic transformation. She monitored calories, ran 3 miles four times a week, and adopted a rigid diet: whole wheat toast and peanut butter for breakfast, frozen entrees for lunch, an apple for a snack, and grilled chicken or fish with vegetables for dinner. She’d deprive herself of evening snacks, saying, “I don’t care; I want to lose the weight.” And you know what? She did. She could eliminate those extra pounds pretty easily and quickly when she followed her automatic-pilot principles of dieting. Sure, that sounds like a perfectly nutritious eating plan, her exercise was admirable, and she lost weight, so on the surface, nothing seems wrong with Amy’s approach. But check back in with Amy after 1 or 2 months, and you know exactly what went wrong.

Amy’s problem was one of consistency. After a couple months (or sometimes a few weeks), Amy would lose interest in dieting the way kids lose interest in old toys. She would become busier at work and she couldn’t make time to shop for her frozen entrees and fresh fruit; so she wound up sharing pizzas at lunch and running to the vending machines for a late-afternoon snack. Losing her focus made it easier for her to skip breakfast, as well as make less nutritious choices at dinner. “I just ate whatever I wanted, and that made me feel even worse,” she said. When she started to gain weight again, she felt sluggish and slow—and that made her lose interest in running, which made her pack on the pounds even faster and caused her weight to creep up again in about 3 months.

Amy’s problem wasn’t that she did the wrong things; in fact, many of the things she did were exactly right. Her problem was that she made too many changes at once. You don’t have to be named Emeril to know that’s a recipe for disaster. That’s because it’s extremely difficult to make—and then stick to—so many behavioral changes at once.

Amy’s solution? After she recognized that she was overdoing it, she simplified her plan to accept slower and more consistent weight loss. She agreed to decrease her mileage (making it more compatible with her schedule than her original goal, which overwhelmed her). She designed her Sunday schedule so she could shop for and prepare healthy meals for the week, and we also designed some part of every day where she could have a snack of her choice (which was of no more than 150 calories) so that she no longer felt deprived at night. She simplified her changes so she could get


















































































































THE RUNNER’S DIET CHECKLISTS: GO!



























	BMI
	Classification



	Below 18.5
	Underweight



	18.5 – 24.9
	Healthy



	25.0 – 29.9
	Overweight



	30.0 – 34.9
	Moderate obesity – class I



	35.0 – 39.9
	Moderate obesity – class II



	40 or above
	Severe obesity
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