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Introduction

In November 2005, an Omaha, Nebraska, family was extremely overweight and unbelievably out of shape. Twelve months later, they had lost more than 500 pounds. They did not take diet pills, eat special foods, count points, or buy any fancy equipment. This family—who managed to overcome a lifetime of weight problems to achieve such remarkable results—is my family.

Every day someone asks me, “What is your family’s secret? How did you do it?” If I had to sum it up in one word, I’d say teamwork! But there’s a lot more to it. Let me tell you our amazing story so that you will not only learn how we did it but also be able to do it, too.

At the beginning of those twelve months, we were very short and very round: on average five feet four inches tall and 227.5 pounds. We were hardworking middle-class people just trying to make a living. None of us were ex-college athletes; in fact, none of us had even graduated from college.

The ages, weights, and heights of the eight participants were:

[image: image]

We were a family of fatties! Being the royal family of Fatland has always come easy for us. We live in a “small town” of about one million people called Omaha, Nebraska. Our city is one of the nicest places in the world if you like low crime, a moderate cost of living, and high taxes. But for some reason, the people of Omaha are consistently at the top of the charts for being overweight. I suppose we’re heavy because it gets so cold and we can’t get outside as much as people in other cities do. Sounds like an excuse, doesn’t it? It probably is, but it allowed our family to stay fat and unhealthy in the land of so many who were just like us.

Everyone in the Dean family had at one time or another tried to diet—some on our own, others by joining programs—and every one of us had failed. There were a few temporary successes, but in three decades there had never been a single time when I could look at my family as a unit and think, We are healthy. Instead, I thought, I’m scared. How are Mom and Dad going to live in their older years? I knew their lives would be filled with pain and suffering. Given the way they took care of their bodies—or, rather, didn’t—there was simply no other possibility.

You are probably reading this book because you want to get healthy. Perhaps you, too, have dieted and failed or worry about your quality of life as you get older. You may have concerns about the health of your spouse, your family, or a friend. Don’t worry—this book can transform not only your health but also that of your friends and family. I will share my family’s story and show you how we maintained our motivation to eat right and exercise every day. That’s right: I said every day.

Right now I am sure you are thinking, Every day! Are you kidding me? I’m too busy to exercise every day—I have way too much going on. Did I keep the receipt for this book? Well, don’t lose faith yet. Just to prove that almost anyone can lose weight successfully using this program, once we had achieved our goals, we decided to help one hundred random people do the same thing over the course of a year. All of them, like you, “had way too much going on.” But now, all of them are succeeding and getting healthy on our program. We can help you overcome the most common obstacles to weight loss. You will quickly realize that many of the problems we share are the same problems you have been battling for years.

I will show you not only how to make the right decisions about food and exercise but also how to stay motivated. There is so much bad information out there about food, and with one “expert” contradicting the next, how do we figure out the truth? I will share our eating plan and tell you what we did that works so that you can do it, too. With balance, you can eat healthy foods that you like, feel full, have more energy, look great, and build confidence in yourself that you never knew you had. And once you have this balance, exercise will be something you cannot live without, instead of something you dread.

But the most important thing you’ll learn is how to create a team that will keep you motivated and hold you accountable. On the F.A.S.T. diet, you will learn how to stay healthy once and for all and be a positive role model for those around you. Until you experience it, you can’t imagine how good it feels to be a person who motivates someone else to get healthy. Many of the people my family has helped will tell you that their greatest joy is helping others succeed. This is exactly what happened to my family, once the word about what we were doing got out in our community.

Looking back, it seemed as if we blinked and a year had passed. My family of eight had lost 501 pounds, and we decided that we were going to try to share what we had learned with others. We figured that if we could do this, being the kings and queens of Fatland, others could, too. We called a few radio stations and our local news channels, but no one was interested.

Then, almost without warning, there was a media frenzy: every time my phone rang, it was someone new wanting to cover the story. Our local ABC affiliate, Channel 7, was the first to interview my family. None of my family members had ever been on TV before, so they were terribly nervous, but they did great. When our story, “Family Loses 500 Pounds,” ran the next night, we loved it. We really thought it sent the message we were trying to convey. Interviews with other local channels followed, and our story soon went national.

Then someone suggested that we call Good Morning America to see if they wanted to cover our story. It took a lot of effort, but I finally found GMA’s general number and called it.

I had no idea what to do or what to say when someone answered, “ABC News. Can I help you?” I quickly blurted out, “Hi. My name is Tony Dean. I am calling from Omaha, Nebraska, and my family lost five hundred pounds last year, and we want to get this story on GMA so we can help people get healthy. Who do I need to talk to?” I caught my breath. There was a short pause before Gloria, the receptionist, said, “You need to talk to me! I need to lose, like, thirty pounds.” Then we both laughed.

For the next ten minutes we talked about her situation and her family; she had the same problems we all have: cash crunch, family conflicts, not enough time, and so on. I told her we would help her if she could connect me to someone who knew what to do with this story. “Hold on a second,” she said. “I know who you need to talk to.”

She put me through to the right person, and soon Good Morning America was interested in having us on the show. They flew my whole family to New York in January 2007 to shoot our story in front of a live audience.

Robin Roberts interviewed us; she was a pro and seemed to have a real soft spot for our story. Robin asked a lot of familiar questions: “What is the secret?” “How did you stay motivated?” “How does this team concept work?” She was amazed that a group of people who had failed at dieting their whole lives could suddenly all have success at the same time. The entire segment ran for a little more than six minutes.

When we were finished shooting at GMA, we thanked everyone, took a bunch of pictures, and headed out to do some sightseeing: for the next eight hours we went to the Statue of Liberty, Central Park, and Rockefeller Center. At the end of the day, we jumped in the limo, headed to the airport, and started our trip back to Omaha. On the way home, I started to feel as if we had reached the end of this journey, and then I thought, We can’t stop here. I believe that in business or fitness or anything else in life, you are either growing or dying; if this was going to be it, then we would surely lose our momentum and, well, who knew what would happen. So I came up with a crazy idea: let’s help Omaha get healthy. Let’s donate all our free time this year to helping others get fit.

The idea seemed a little wild and maybe even impossible. For the next week or so I let it roll around in my head, then one morning, without telling anyone else in my family, I called Kathy Sarantos-Niver from the local CBS affiliate, Channel 3, and said, “Kathy, we have decided to help one hundred people in this city lose weight. We are going to do it for free and we need your help rounding up the volunteers.” Kathy said, “That sounds great, Tony. I’ll be over in thirty minutes.”

I decided that the goal would be to get one hundred volunteers to lose 2,500 pounds by the end of 2007. We would have them do everything my family did. We would create teams, whose members would have daily check-ins, write everything down in a diet journal, and exercise each day just like we did. We received twenty or so e-mails from the TV interview with Kathy, and several of those people joined the program. Word spread very quickly after that.

It surprised me how easy it was for people to recruit others. Many people who called said, “I don’t think I know anyone who would want to be on my team,” but within a day they would ask, “Can my mom join? How about my brother? And I have three coworkers who are interested.” One person who said she had no one to ask ended up with twelve people on her team. Soon, even my uncles and aunts became involved. “I think I would like my church to do this,” one of my uncles said. He presented the idea at Trinity Church in Omaha, and soon eight men were getting healthy. Within weeks, those eight men became twenty, and a month later the twenty men inspired fifteen women in the church to join. A week later, the local power company called and asked to join. I felt as if I were spreading a virus to people—a good one, the virus of health.

After five weeks, one hundred people had signed up and weighed in at a grand total of 21,812 pounds. The whole process was moving along smoothly. We quickly realized that it was going to be easier to help people lose weight than to administrate the process. By eight weeks into the program, our one hundred people had lost 1,465.7 pounds, and the results were amazing. People contacted me every day to keep me posted on their progress.

“I have been struggling with my weight for years and it just kept creeping up. I have tried lots of things and even though I know they could have worked, I couldn’t get motivated until now, with your program. I’m journaling, which I never did with other programs. I’m exercising. I’m thinking about everything that goes in my mouth. I’m reading about nutritional values on everything (driving my husband crazy—not really, he is glad I am doing this).

“I even bought a chocolate muffin the other day, ate a few bites of it and then PITCHED IT in the trash (and I have never done that—chocolate!!!—am I crazy?). And the best part of this is I am having fun and feeling committed to doing this for me and the team. All I know is that I was praying for help and here comes the Dean Family! What a blessing and I thank you all.”

—SUZY, OMAHA, NE

“I told your mom yesterday that this program is having a residual effect on my fiancé! I think I told you that he lost over 80 lbs on his own about 6 years ago and has kept it off. He’s been content to stay around 210 or less, based on what his cardiologist told him after he lost all the weight. He’s been bouncing between 208 and 210 for 6 years. However, the other morning after my weigh-in, he stepped on the scale and was shocked to see he had dropped to 203! He has lost 5 lbs in the past two weeks without thinking about it! We decided that it’s because we aren’t having extras like guacamole when we go to Mexican restaurants, etc. He’s so buzzed! His optimum weight is 189 and now he feels like he can get there just by being supportive of me!

“I so look forward to your e-mails filled with encouragement and tips! Thank you again for allowing me to be a part of your ‘family’!”

—CATHY, OMAHA, NE

“You and your family are so AWESOME! I knew when I decided to be on the team that I was destined for greatness, but I never imagined that becoming a new me would feel even the slightest bit like I do right now. I truly credit so much to the accountability factor involved, and the kindness of your family to freely share this with others :) There are still kind and wonderful people in this world that truly are helpful for completely unselfish reasons, and you & your family are just those folks :)

“I know that even though I do have cancer, I am going to beat this again and be the healthiest and strongest I EVER have been! Even way back when, when I was in the Air Force, I only exercised once a year when we did our ‘fun-run,’ the mile and a half run that was a requirement to pass or be on the ‘fat-boy’ program. I am exercising daily now and as I mentioned get so FRUSTRATED when I can’t make it to the gym . . . LOL Who would have ever guessed it! I am looking forward to progressing through this and becoming the healthiest that I can possibly be :) And even when I reach my goal weight, I know what to do if I do start to gain again. And with healthier eating habits and continued exercise, that should not even be an issue. This is a LIFE CHANGE, not a DIET :) Thank you for your caring and willingness to work along with my doctors through this too; that means so much to me & to my family. The docs are just blown away and really happy with my progress so far and I am MUCH stronger now to fight this. YEAH!”

—MARY, OMAHA, NE



Although the average diet has a success rate of only about 10 percent, the F.A.S.T. diet’s is closer to 90 percent. Only a few people have dropped out; everyone else is fighting the battle to get healthy—and winning! The key to success is adding accountability to diet and exercise. You are no different from any of our one hundred participants: you can do it, too.

One of our team players has ten children and still finds time to exercise every day; another is blind. One woman who works three jobs often calls me after her last shift: “Tony, it’s three a.m. and I just got done with my workout. Sorry I am checking in so late.” People with cancer have joined us, and a few with diabetes don’t have it anymore thanks to the F.A.S.T. diet. Nineteen-year-olds who are going to school and trying to start their careers and sixty-five-year-old women on disability all exercise every day and follow the program.

After a few months of success with our group of one hundred volunteers, the American Heart Association called and asked us to get involved with them. They loved our message and thought we could work together to promote good health and exercise in the Omaha area. Soon we were giving speeches and cutting ribbons with the mayor to open walking paths in the city. You may think that the recognition is the best part, but it is nothing compared with being able to help people each day.

As the team lost more and more weight, other family members and friends saw our success and wanted to join, too. My sister Tracy’s husband jumped in and quickly went from 188.5 pounds to 156.2. It was so easy for him because Tracy was already doing it. Before long he looked like the lean marine that she had married. The father of my sister Julie’s daughter has type II diabetes. Before beginning the F.A.S.T. program, he was on several medications and had to check his blood sugar frequently. His diet was terrible, and his blood sugar was always above 300. After spending three weeks on the program and consulting with his doctor, he saw his blood sugar drop to the 90s. He couldn’t believe it. My amazing mother-in-law, Kathy, got involved several months after we started the F.A.S.T. diet and has lost 23.6 pounds so far: her goal weight is only ten pounds away. She has not been this thin in more than twenty years.

As more people joined, we realized something fantastic: the F.A.S.T. diet worked! By teaching people to work together we were able to transform a lifetime of dieting failure into instant success. We found out how to turn people who can’t do it alone into people who can do it together.

Exciting things continue to happen, and I now realize that this good fortune is a product of the real “Golden Rule” of life. No, not “He who has the gold makes the rules.” The one I am talking about is “Everyone wants to get something in life—good health, money, fame—but to get anything you must give first. It is this act of giving that allows you to finally get what you really want.” Maybe it is time for you to start giving: give good health to yourself and give the knowledge you will get from reading this book to those around you. Give your friends, your family, and your coworkers an opportunity to get healthy by watching you start to succeed on your path to fitness.

You can do it, too.



Chapter 1

THE F.A.S.T. DIET:
HOW IT ALL STARTED

About three months before we started the F.A.S.T. diet, I was working in my home office in the Millard subdivision of Omaha. (F.A.S.T. stands for Families Always Succeed Together. It has nothing to do with speed—though if you stick to it you will see results quickly!—or with fasting, as in not eating.) Julie, my youngest sister, worked as my assistant, and we had a little office set up in my basement. When we weren’t working, we loved to watch the hit TV show The Biggest Loser. I was amazed to see how fast other fatties like us were losing weight. (You should know that in the F.A.S.T. diet lexicon, “fatty” is an endearing term, not an offensive one. The message behind the word fatty is “We love you, now do something about being fat!”)

However, as we watched these TV fatties get thinner and thinner, I couldn’t help but notice that the participants were in an ideal environment for losing weight. They got permission to leave their jobs and families for three months and do nothing but work out with the best trainers money could buy at a world-class facility on a beautiful mountain with hills to climb and a forest to hike. When the contestants returned home, gym equipment and a new fridge filled with all the right foods were waiting. If that wasn’t enough, they were competing for a $250,000 prize, and the entire world was watching them—talk about accountability! I remember one episode in which a contestant sneaked down to the kitchen at 2:00 a.m. and took a brownie out of the fridge. As she carefully looked around to make sure no one was watching, the music from Jaws kicked in. You could just feel the entire world gasp—“Whoa!”—when she took a bite.

With all of this support and accountability, not to mention the possibility of a great reward, how could the contestants not lose weight on that show? The only better motivation I can think of would be a treadmill that worked like an ATM—each time you burned a calorie it would spit out a $20 bill. Wouldn’t you love a machine like that? And wouldn’t you love to have all the help and privileges enjoyed by TV show contestants?

Unfortunately, losing weight in real life is exactly the opposite. Average, hardworking people struggle to afford a gym membership, never mind top-dollar trainers who charge between $50 and $250 for a training session. Most of us would lose our jobs if we took three months off to lose weight. As for food, where do I start? On nearly every corner is a fast-food place more than happy to sell you a burger and a shake that total 300 calories more than what you need to consume for the entire day. In the real world, temptations are everywhere.

However much we envy the contestants on The Biggest Loser, they still have a powerful lesson to teach us: even though they have been given every advantage and put into the perfect setting to lose weight, they still cry and complain, “I can’t do it.” When I first heard them say this, I wanted to scream at the TV, “What do you mean, you can’t do it? What other advantages do you want?” But then one day, while my sister and I were discussing the show, I realized an important truth about losing weight—it isn’t easy, even in an ideal situation. This realization led me to the secret to losing weight: accountability. Since losing weight is so difficult, you just can’t do it alone. You need to be part of a team that will help you follow through when you are weak and not able to do it by yourself.

The contestants on The Biggest Loser had a lot of people watching them, and this motivated them to keep going. And then I had a brainstorm—I couldn’t get a TV audience to watch me and keep me motivated and accountable, but I could get my family to do it. In fact, we could all do it for each other. I could create a program for my family so that none of us would ever have to struggle with our weight again.

I turned to my sister and said, “Hey, Julie, I have an idea. What if we were to create our own weight-loss program? We could call it ‘The Dean Family’s F.A.S.T. Diet,’ for Families Always Succeed Together. I could learn everything we need to know about food and exercise, and then we could get the whole family together and present it to them.

“The secret to this show has nothing to do with weight loss and has everything to do with support and accountability,” I went on. “So we need to create teams that each person must check in with every day. If anyone starts to slip, they have to call their teammate and say, ‘Help! I’m just about to eat a whole pizza by myself!’ It would be the teammate’s job to help them through their weak moment.”

Thinking some more, I said, “We could take pictures every week and weigh in every Saturday, and I could create a simple website with before and after pictures.” I paused for a minute to wait for Julie’s response to my idea. She was floored!

“If you don’t do it, I will!” she said. She was glowing and could barely work for the rest of the day. That didn’t work out so well for me, because, as I said, she was my assistant. But despite all our excitement and enthusiasm, we did the worst thing we could have done. We procrastinated and did nothing.

Three or four months passed, and every once in a while one of us would bring up my idea again, but still we did nothing. (People are capable of doing great things, but sometimes, even when that greatness is right in front of us, we persist in doing nothing.) Finally, one night in November 2005, the whole family was at a birthday party at my parents’ home. Julie came to me and said, “Maybe we should present your idea to the group.” I was tempted to procrastinate some more, but I thought about the huge potential health benefits for the people I love the most and that got me motivated. I asked my parents and siblings to meet me in a back room for five minutes. We handed the kids to our spouses and went to my parents’ room. I can still remember the moment as if it were yesterday: a group of overweight and unhealthy people looked back at me, everyone in loose pants or sweats and shirts so tight the buttons were about to pop off. We looked pitiful.

I made my announcement: “I have figured out the missing ingredient to successful dieting, and I now know why diets fail. I have also figured out a way that we can all be as fit and healthy as we have ever been in twelve months, and then maybe we can motivate the world to do the same thing. We could spend the rest of our lives being thin and healthy, all the while helping millions of other people to achieve the same goals. We could become role models for our kids and relatives and inspire them to live healthy lives. We could all become the people we really want to be.”

Almost everyone was looking at me wide-eyed. There were two skeptics, my dad and my sister Tracy. But everyone else was ready to hear more right away.

“There are several problems with dieting today,” I went on. “First, there is so much information, much of it incorrect, and there is almost no way to tell what is true and what is not. I can tell everyone exactly what they should and shouldn’t eat.” (This wasn’t exactly true. I wasn’t crystal-clear about nutrition at that point, but I knew I could quickly learn what I needed to know.) “I also know what each of us needs to do for exercise, depending on our age and current fitness level.” (I had spent over $12,000 on more than two hundred personal training sessions, so I was pretty familiar with what kind of exercises we would need to do.) “Last, I will show everyone how many calories they need to eat in a day to lose weight and remain healthy. Then, we will all write down what we eat each day and track exactly what is going into our bodies.

“The final piece is actually the family itself or, better yet, the team that our family will become. We are very fortunate to have an amazingly close family. We need to use our greatest resource, which is each other. We will create one big team of eight, then each week we will break the team into two-person teams. Every other week we will rotate partners for variety. If anyone is tempted to cheat on their diet or exercise, they always have to call a teammate first and ask permission. Your teammate is responsible for trying to talk you out of cheating, but if he or she can’t, then you can cheat. Every day you will have to schedule a time to call your teammate and talk about what you did the day before and go over your numbers. Finally, we will weigh in every Saturday at 8:00 a.m. and track our results. What do you think?”

The reaction was pure excitement. Even the skeptics were excited (although still a bit skeptical).

“Let’s talk about it over the next couple of days and decide when we are going to start. After all, the holidays are coming up, and we can’t be dieting around the holidays. We are fatties, loyal to our fatty traditions.” Of course, putting off the choice of when to start was more procrastination. The idea could have died right there, but fortunately the fire never cooled. The whole family was talking nonstop about my idea.

Finally, almost everyone agreed to start at the first of the year. Looking back, I think, Are you kidding me? If that had been our final decision, we never would have made it. I’ve
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