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For every woman who wants to grow younger
and stronger in mind, body, and spirit.
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INTRODUCTION

It Works for Me, It’ll Work for You

WELCOME TO 20 POUNDS YOUNGER! Just by seeking out this book, you’ve taken the super important step of prioritizing your health and happiness. And every action you take from this point on will reward that brave choice—I can’t wait for you to see (and feel!) all of the positive changes that are to come.

Best of all, you aren’t going to be on this journey alone, because although we’re all unique individuals, as women we all belong to a big sisterhood whose members are facing many of the same challenges: to stay fit, healthy, energetic, strong, and, yes, sexy—which to me is way more about vibrancy and confidence than it is about a certain chest-to-waist-to-hip ratio.

This book is a powerful tool to help you look and feel 20 pounds younger, but I promise I’m not going to overload your day with unrealistic tasks. I’ll respect your time because chances are, you’re already pressed to do enough! You’ll learn lots of effective strategies to lose weight, increase your fitness, reduce stress, eat healthier, and look radiant and beautiful.

I’ve spent a lot of time factoring efficiency into this plan because I know you are crazy busy, like me. But I also know it takes commitment to accomplish worthwhile goals. So the program we’ve set out for you is challenging but adaptable. I’ll tell you what to do, with step-by-step instructions, but won’t dictate or preach. It’ll be up to you to figure out how to fit these tips and techniques into your day, because everybody’s life is different.

Here’s an overview of what 20 Pounds Younger is all about.


5 GOALS OF YOUR 20 POUNDS YOUNGER PROGRAM

1.   Eating mindfully, because that’s the big secret to lasting weight loss. And this book has tons of cool tricks to help you get into a mindful mode.

2.   Following a more healthful, antiaging diet that will eliminate the taxing, outdated need to count calories. And don’t worry, it’s a delicious way to eat—promise!

3.   Reducing stress and successfully combating the inherently female response of addressing anxiety with food—a cliché that needs to meet its demise.

4.   Exercising specifically to preserve your biggest 24-7 calorie burner: your skeletal muscle (more on that later).

5.   Preserving and enhancing your attractiveness.



Each piece of the program will give you practical tools and techniques that you can start using right away. You’ll get Instant Age Erasers, and our top health experts will give you frank answers to frequently asked questions. It’ll be challenging, but also fun.

Sound doable? It should be, if I’ve done my job of channeling your needs, which are probably pretty similar to my own and a lot of other women’s. For example: There are few things I love more than eating a delicious meal—one that doesn’t make me feel bad at the end of it. You, too? Most days I’m stressed out from burning the candle at both ends. You can relate, I’m sure. I long for the luxury of an hour of free time to exercise or to squeeze in a mani-pedi. Do you feel me?

Here’s another universal truth: We can’t instinctively always know what the right food and fitness choices are—we need someone in the know to show us the way . . . and to keep showing us the way, because health advice is always evolving. For example: In my twenties, long before I became the editor-in-chief of Yahoo Health and before that, the editor-in-chief of Women’s Health, I followed the early-’90s approach to eating: If foods were fat-free, they had to be healthy, no matter how processed they were. I ate bagels the size of softballs because those carb bombs were fat-free, baby! Pasta, too. God, did I eat pasta. I’d guiltlessly make a meal out of fat-free foods thinking I was doing the right thing. (Nobody told me that the fat was replaced with sugar and other garbage.) I even refused to eat healthy fats—like coconut oil and almond butter, for example—because to me, all fat was equal (in other words, evil).

I just didn’t know better. Growing up in a single-parent household meant that my mom was often too busy working to roast vegetables with rosemary. We were a meat-and-potatoes household; we ate precious few fresh greens (at least ones that weren’t boiled to death). There was always ice cream in the freezer, soda in the fridge, and crackers and cookies in the pantry. My early years probably looked a lot like yours, and maybe your current diet still harbors some remnants from those days of eating out of boxes, cartons and cans.

Even in my late twenties and early thirties, when I was on my own—and expanded my palate beyond fat-free packaged foods—I still didn’t know what healthy eating really meant. In fact, it wasn’t until I started working as an editor at women’s magazines that my perspective on food began to truly transform. I learned that “healthy” doesn’t mean “fat free” or “low calorie.” My jaw dropped when I started to recognize the hidden sugars in my foods and understand just how the sweet stuff affects your metabolism and weight, your arteries and brain, and even your skin and hair. Today, I can’t look at a can of soda without imagining the 12-teaspoon pile of white sugar lurking inside.

I feel so grateful for the food education I received as editor-in-chief of Women’s Health and getting to know the top minds in nutrition science. What I’ve learned has not only prepared me for my new role as editor-in-chief of Yahoo Health but has nudged me to improve my life in so many ways. Thanks to these healthy-eating pros, I’ve become more of a foodie than ever before. I’m what food journalist Mark Bittman calls a “less meatatarian”: I eat more greens, fish, and colorful vegetables than I used to, though I still eat meat, and I love fresh herbs and supernutritious raw food, too. I am and always have been a hungry girl, and I’m not shy about it. I’m not willing to give up avocados—my desert island food choice—just because they’re high in calories (thanks to a generous dose of good-for-you fats!). Nor will I totally cut out fruit just because it contains sugar. And yes, I even indulge in ice cream from time to time.

As I’ve mentioned, I didn’t figure all of this out on my own. During my incredible six years at Women’s Health and my recent leap to Yahoo Health, I’ve had the privilege of learning from the world-renowned wellness experts—a group of people I lovingly refer to as my Life Stylists. This team of gurus has taught me how to meditate (something I never thought I, a total type-A person, would enjoy), to be mindful about what I put into my mouth, to lift weights for a leaner, more sculpted body (supplemented with a side of yoga)—and to feel incredible while doing all of it. I’ll introduce you to these Life Stylists, and you’ll benefit from their wisdom—just as I did—throughout the book! The result: I’m 44, and I’m in the best shape of my life. And I’m eager—and excited—to share the life-changing secrets that have elevated every part of me, inside and out. (For a sneak peek, check out my “10 Eye-Openers”.)

So who is this book for and what does it promise? Well, it’s for any woman who is fed up with typical, unsustainable diets. It’s for any woman who has looked at herself in the mirror while wearing a bikini, poked at her soft spots, and muttered “Ugh!” in disgust. It’s for the girl who’s much too young to feel this old—tired, stressed, bummed out. It’s for the chick who has woken up with puffy eyes and a bloated belly because she ate sushi (with too much soy sauce) the night before. Or had one too many cocktails. It’s for the woman who lost weight and then gained it back with extra cheese and who compares her thighs to those of skinnier women and wonders, “What’s their secret?” Many of these descriptions, thoughts and sentiments ring true for me, personally.

Let’s stop with the guilt, for good. This book’s mission—its unwavering promise—is to banish the negativity and self-blaming and replace it with acceptance, love, empowerment, and tried-and-tested tools that really, truly work. As the editor-in-chief of Yahoo Health, it’s my job to find solutions to the food and fitness challenges that my readers struggle with—and to help them navigate the complex world of wellness.

I know that the advice in this book will help you look and feel 20 pounds younger, but that’s not my only goal. My greatest aspiration is to help you find healing—for your body and your relationship with it. You shouldn’t feel guilty about eating (and enjoying) food. Nor should you criticize the body you’ve been given. With the help of this book, you’ll learn how to cast off the “I can never have the body I want” mentality for good—and replace it with inner (and outer) confidence, satisfaction, and happiness.

Trust me, if you’re feeling overwhelmed, I can relate, because I have been the woman in your mirror, the one who didn’t know what her body was capable of. When I finally discovered that my body could be strong and powerful, and that mindfulness is the secret to gaining control over my weight and health, it felt incredible. I think you’ll agree. So get ready: The new you is about to emerge. And you’re going to fall madly in love with her.

XO,
Michele

10 EYE-OPENERS

Paradigm-Shifting Ideas I Hope You’ll Take Away from This Book

1.   We are systemic creatures. Every part of your body, every emotion, and every action is in some way connected to your whole being—you’re not just a collection of isolated parts. That means that what you eat can (and will) influence your hormones and your emotions, and they will likewise influence what you eat. It’s the same for exercise. Supplements. Cosmetics. Your environment. Everything is interconnected. Everything impacts your body. When you start thinking about your body this way, you can’t help but make better, healthier choices. And they become easier to adopt!

2.   You can change the foods you crave. I used to eat a crazy amount of candy, but I’ve learned that too much added sugar (or salt, for that matter) masks the taste of real food. The truth is, artificial “enhancement” just detracts from the natural goodness of your meal. Once I started focusing on real food—fresh fruits and vegetables, lean meats, nuts—and cutting out the processed “fake” food, my taste buds experienced an awakening.

3.   Strength training is not just for guys. I kind of loathe cardio. There, I said it. I know it probably sounds bananas coming from a health editor. Trust me, I understand the importance of keeping my heart in shape, which is why I squeeze in just enough cardio to be responsible. But my best body-reshaping and weight-loss results have come from resistance training. There’s genius in a set of dumbbells.

4.   Quinoa—for breakfast! Damn straight! By now, we’ve all heard about—and maybe even tried—the exalted quinoa grain, but my team of Life Stylists has helped me realize how incredibly versatile this ancient grain is. These days, I even eat it for breakfast! And why not? It’s delicious and filling. One of the few sources of complete protein (meaning it contains all of the essential amino acids) in the grain family, it’s also totally unprocessed and super convenient. I often cook a big batch so I can eat it for several days in a row, mixing it with greens and veggies for a heartier lunch salad, sometimes making it sweet with almond milk and berries, other times making it savory with a poached egg and chili flakes on top. Give it a try. Experiment with add-ins to develop your favorite recipes, just as I’ve done.

5.   Small changes make a big difference. Big goals can be overwhelming. I’m a big fan of small, incremental life tweaks. A while back, for example, I vowed to eat breakfast at my table, rather than scarfing down the most important meal of the day while emptying my dishwasher. I eat healthier. I eat slower. I enjoy the food more (and eat less). What tiny change can you make today that will pay off big-time down the road? You’ll find lots of ideas in the pages that follow.

6.   Meditation won’t take away your edge. I used to think that meditation would dull my drive, make me less of a go-getter at work. But once I started practicing Transcendental Meditation, I realized that the exact opposite was true: Taking 20 minutes twice a day to refocus sharpens my senses and helps me react less emotionally to stress. In Chapter 4, you’ll learn some easy ways to use mindfulness (and even try some beginner meditation) to gain control over every part of your life.

7.   Cooking is fun! Growing up, I had zero interest in learning how to cook. I was quite content to eat a bowl of cereal for dinner or order take-out. Even when I first moved to New York City after college, I would happily eat Italian for breakfast, Greek for lunch, and Thai for dinner. Who needed to waste time hovering over a stove? I thought the idea of cooking was antifeminist. Boy was I wrong. Fast-forward to today, and cooking is one of my greatest passions. What changed? I’ve developed a deep appreciation for good food and have realized that the best way to ensure that I’m eating fresh, high-quality ingredients—while still enjoying what’s on my plate—is to prepare it myself. That’s not to say that I don’t enjoy eating out. I do. I just do it less frequently than I did before.

8.   Wearing sunscreen is the best thing you can do for your skin. You simply can’t expect to fry your face in the sun and still look young—especially once you hit your forties, when your skin starts to reflect all of the unwise choices you made in your twenties and thirties. That’s why I apply sunscreen daily. But it has to be the right kind. Check out Chapter 12 for my recommendations.

9.   Rest—not just sleep—is critical. Everybody who has ever opened an issue of Women’s Health or clicked into Yahoo Health knows that poor sleep is linked to practically every health woe you can imagine. But it took me a while to realize that rest—just relaxing and unplugging for a while, not necessarily sleeping—is equally critical. I’m a typical type A personality: I rarely go totally off the grid (even on vacation), I live in one of the biggest cities in the world, I have a high-pressure job, and I thrive under pressure. All of that is to say that I’m not very good at resting, but I’ve learned to take the occasional breather, because relaxation is so inextricably tied to health and happiness. You’ll learn to do this from our masters of bliss in Chapter 3.

10. Oils are secret antiagers. I’m not talking about the type you put on your food (although olive oil is life-affirming stuff). I mean the stuff you put on your skin. Try virgin coconut oil as an all-over moisturizer; it’s amazing. And argan oil is fantastic for your face; it totally gives you the glow! And, well, why not try a bit of olive oil on your lips?




{You—In Control}

Stop the Age Accelerators

20 Pounds Younger isn’t a diet plan, although good nutrition is part of it. It’s a series of steps to help you gain control over those runaway trains that can accelerate aging no matter how young you are, including:

[image: image]  mindless eating and weight gain

[image: image]  stress (both oxidative and mental)

[image: image]  high blood sugar

[image: image]  loss of skeletal muscle and bone density

[image: image]  the sun and other skin enemies

You can control each one of these factors. Really, you can! And doing so will lead to a weight loss of 10, 20, 30, or even more pounds and a leaner, stronger body; greater energy; improved mood; a sharper mind; and more. Each tiny bit of progress you make in each category helps you in all other areas to build a powerful force against the inward and outward signs of aging. You’ll feel them working during the first week. Let’s take a quick look at the five key Age Accelerators affecting women and how you will defeat them.

AGE ACCELERATOR #1: Mindless Eating and Weight Gain

Never underestimate the seductive power of a bag of salty chips or chocolate-covered pretzels. There are a zillion diets out there, and every one of them will fail unless you can control mindless or emotional overeating and until you can stare down a can of Pringles and use the power of your mind to keep your hand from reaching inside. Portion control, smarter choices, calorie crunching, high protein, grapefruit pectin, whatever—any diet technique you choose can get decent results if you understand that you have ultimate control over what you put into your mouth. No M&M’s cartoon character is holding a gun to your head and saying, “Eat, or else!”

HOW YOU’LL CONTROL IT: By slowing down and engaging your mind before you munch. In Chapter 5, you’ll learn various simple techniques to put the breaks on emotional eating and master the secret to enjoying your food more without feeling deprived. You can do this!

AGE ACCELERATOR #2: Stress

Everyone is all too familiar with stress. And unfortunately, we know from both anecdotal and scientific evidence that many owners of XX chromosomes tend to soothe stress with food. But here’s the double whammy: A lot of those go-to soothing foods—high-calorie refined carbohydrates (pasta and baked goods), sugars (ice cream and alcohol), and processed meats—trigger another type of stress called oxidative stress. Free radicals (you’ve heard of them) are by-products of your mitochondria’s processing of food energy and oxygen, and they damage cells and tissues. Oxidation is what happens to a slice of apple that browns when it’s left on the counter. Similar “rusting” occurs in your body and especially in your skin. Cocktails, wine, beer? They increase levels of inflammatory molecules called cytokines, which are linked to this oxidative stress.

HOW YOU’LL CONTROL IT: Fortunately, the same strategies that will control your weight will ease both mental stress and the oxidative kind: Practicing mindfulness, eating more healthfully, and exercising the smart woman’s way (which you’ll learn from this book) will all help. We also suggest that you refrain from drinking alcohol for at least the first 4 weeks of the 20 Pounds Younger program. Doing so will significantly speed up weight loss and the reduction of both types of stress.

AGE ACCELERATOR #3: High Blood Sugar and Diabetes

Diabetes is a dangerous disease affecting about 29 million Americans. It is estimated that 86 million Americans over age 20 have the precursor to type 2 diabetes (called prediabetes), which is marked by elevated blood sugar. The majority don’t know they have the problem. Prediabetes and type 2 diabetes are caused by a diet high in sugary foods and beverages and other fast-burning carbohydrates that overload your bloodstream with more glucose (your body’s fuel) than the hormone insulin can usher into your muscle cells. Diabetes occurs when your body becomes resistant to insulin or your pancreas stops producing enough.

Glycation is a result of chronic high blood sugar, too. Your red blood cells get coated—or glycated—like strawberries dipped in sugar, and they start to stick together. When your tissues become loaded with glycated cells, they produce substances that further damage cells and lead to many of the symptoms of aging, including diabetes, Alzheimer’s, cataracts, cardiovascular problems—even wrinkles! They call these substances advanced glycation end products or, aptly, AGEs.

HOW YOU’LL CONTROL IT: Well, one way to beat the AGEs is to find a healthier substitute for the already sugary cereal that you sprinkle sugar on every morning. Nix your soda habit. Replace doughnuts with a bowl of yogurt topped with sunflower seeds or slivered almonds. Oh, there are many, many, many easy ways to fight glycation, and you’ll learn to practice them every day using our nutrition program, found in Chapter 8.

AGE ACCELERATOR #4: Muscle and Bone Loss

Starting at about age 30, both women and men start naturally losing muscle mass. You might not think that news is as terrible for you as it is for your buff boyfriend, but trust me, it’s not good. Here’s why: Studies show that for every pound of muscle you lose, you typically gain a pound of fat. Now, muscle doesn’t become fat, it just shrinks and is replaced by fat. And because fat is less metabolically active than muscle (it burns fewer calories by simply existing), the more fat you have, the more fat you’ll store in the future.

HOW YOU’LL CONTROL IT: You’ll build lean muscle with weight-bearing resistance exercises to fight the natural shrinkage that scientists call sarcopenia. Your 3-day strength-training program, custom-made for women by trainer Holly Perkins, is easy enough for beginners and can be made more challenging as you build strength (see Chapter 10). Free bonus benefit: Your bones will become more dense and strong because weight lifting is the best way to spur new bone growth.

AGE ACCELERATOR #5: The Sun and Other Skin Enemies

Your skin is your armor, your body’s first line of defense against the slings and barbs of daily life. Its main nemesis is easy to spot high in the sky on a summer day—it’s the giver of life, and UVB rays. You know that overexposure to the sun damages cells, chips away at the structure of collagen, and causes wrinkles. You can see and feel the hot, red skin caused by a day in the sun. But there’s another, more insidious age accelerator that you can’t see: The free-radical assault of oxidative stress caused by a poor diet can cause blotchy pigmentation and break down the structural framework of the skin, triggering wrinkles and saggy bags just as easily as a tanning salon. Some of that oxidative stress does come from UV radiation, but much is derived internally by way of metabolic reactions from the food choices you make, and especially glycation from elevated blood sugar. (See Age Accelerators #3 and #4.)

HOW YOU’LL CONTROL IT: You’ll adopt the motto of police forces throughout the world: Protect and serve. First, you’ll protect your skin by blocking the UV onslaught with the right sunscreens and moisturizers, then you’ll learn about and eat the foods that provide nutrients that shield against free-radical damage and reduce the occurrence of AGEs. And then, aah, you’ll pamper. The skin-care and beauty regimens in Chapters 12 and 13 will show you dozens of ways to mask structural glitches and accentuate your finest features for the world to see.


Meet the 20 POUNDS YOUNGER Life Stylists

These are the incredible women behind the self-improvement, self-empowerment advice in 20 Pounds Younger.
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{MINDFULNESS AND MEDITATION}

Gabrielle Bernstein

Motivational speaker, spiritual teacher, and certified Kundalini yoga instructor

Gabrielle Bernstein has been meditating since she was a little girl—her mother taught her how—and she hasn’t missed a day in the past decade. She credits the quiet time with helping her tap into her life’s purpose: serving others. The New York Times bestselling author of Miracles Now, Bernstein was named “a new role model” by the New York Times. She is the founder of HerFuture.com, a social networking site for women to inspire, empower, and connect with one another. Find her at gabbyb.tv.
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{YOGA}

Kathryn Budig

Yoga teacher on YogaGlo.com and author of The Women’s Health Big Book of Yoga

In her early twenties, Kathryn Budig moved to Los Angeles to pursue acting, while teaching yoga on the side. Her temporary job became a permanent one, thanks to the enlightening lesson she learned from yoga: Self-acceptance is the key to strength and beauty. Budig is a frequent contributor to Women’s Health, Huffington Post, and Yoga Journal. She’s the source of the yoga sequences. Find her at KathrynBudig.com.
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{DERMATOLOGY}

Francesca J. Fusco, MD

Assistant clinical professor of dermatology at the Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai Hospital

Francesca Fusco, MD, believes that combating aging early in life with basic, noninvasive treatments—like the skin-care regimen in this book—can allow your complexion to retain a youthful glow and mature with natural beauty. A member of the American Chemical Society (she even formulates custom skin-care potions for some patients), Dr. Fusco has been practicing dermatology in New York City since 1990 and is an assistant clinical professor of dermatology at the Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai Hospital. She’s also a Women’s Health advisory board member for dermatology and has been featured in the New York Times, Allure, Elle, and InStyle. Find her at wexlerdermatology.com/meet-our-experts/francesca-fusco.
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{NUTRITION}

Keri Glassman, MS, RD

Founder and president of Keri Glassman, Nutritious Life, and The Nutrition School, a 12-week online educational program for pursuing a career as a nutritionist in New York City

Keri Glassman was destined to become a nutritionist: She recalls telling a friend in the seventh grade, “I’m craving almonds, my body must need vitamin E.” Today she owns a nutrition practice and wellness brand, Nutritious Life. She also founded The Nutrition School, a program for people wanting to pursue a career in nutrition, and is the author of The New You and Improved Diet, The O2 Diet, and Slim Calm Sexy Diet, as well as a contributor to and advisory board member at Women’s Health. “The key to successful dieting—and it’s hard to do—is listening to your body telling you that it’s satisfied,” she says. Find her at nutritiouslife.com.
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{STRENGTH TRAINING}

Holly Perkins, CSCS

Strength training expert, founder of Women’s Strength Nation, author of Women’s Health Lift to Get Lean (on sale April 2015), and owner of Holly Perkins Fitness in Los Angeles, California

Like a lot of women, Holly Perkins shunned weight lifting and spent all of her workout time doing cardio. Frustrated by her inability to lose weight, she turned to strength training—that’s right, pumping iron!—and it totally changed her life. Now she’s a certified strength and conditioning specialist who teaches the benefits of resistance training with barbells, dumbbells, and machines. Her vision: to see just as many women as men in weight rooms—and to help them equal men in lifting technique and strength. In addition to being a contributing writer for Women’s Health, Prevention, and other magazines, Perkins is the Fitness Ambassador to New Balance and author of Women’s Health Lift to Get Lean. Find her at hollyperkins.com.
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{INTERNAL MEDICINE}

Keri Peterson, MD

Internal medicine specialist at Lenox Hill Hospital, New York City

Keri Peterson, MD, considers practicing medicine less of a career and more of a life path. As she puts it, “I was premed in nursery school—I wanted to be a doctor out of the womb.” Dr. Peterson considers herself much more than a primary-care physician to the people she cares for—she’s a psychologist, nutritionist, and friend all rolled into one, with the ultimate goal of helping patients age with the best quality of life possible. In addition to writing a column for Women’s Health and frequently appearing on the magazine’s behalf as an expert on TV programs such as the Today show, she also serves as a medical advisor to HealthiNation.com. Find her at kerimd.com.

[image: image]

{STRUCTURAL INTEGRATION THERAPY}

Lauren Roxburgh, BCSI, CPI, CPT

Fascia and foam-rolling expert, board-certified structural integrator, certified Pilates instructor, and personal trainer

Lauren Roxburgh is considered one of the country’s premier fascia and fitness experts. Dubbed the “Body Whisperer” by her loyal client following, which includes numerous celebrities and professional athletes, Roxburgh has studied health and wellness and has a degree in nutrition and exercise science as well as certifications in Pilates and pre- and postnatal yoga, anatomy, nutrition, and massage. She is a structural integration practitioner (aka a fascia expert). After studying the body, mind, and spirit for more than 20 years, Roxburgh created her signature technique, called Body Breakthru—a body-transforming, muscular-sculpting, stress-releasing fascial remodeling technique that utilizes her secret weapon, the foam roller. Visit her at laurenroxburgh.com.
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{HORMONAL HEALTH}

Alisa Vitti, HHC

Integrative nutritionist, holistic health counselor, hormone expert, founder of FLOliving.com and author of WomanCode

Alisa Vitti is an integrative nutritionist who teaches women how to use their hormonal and neurochemical patterns to create extraordinary lives. She is the bestselling author of Woman-Code and the founder of FLOliving.com, a venture backed virtual health center that supports women’s hormonal and reproductive health. A graduate of Johns Hopkins University and the Institute for Integrative Nutrition, she is the creator of the WomanCode System, an online learning and support program for women in their 20s, 30s, and 40s based on her functional nutritional protocol. Vitti has contributed to The Dr. Oz Show, CBS, Fox, Shape, the Huffington Post, and her own Web series on Lifetime. Her popular talk has been watched by nearly a half million people. Vitti is a sought-after speaker and has presented at Talks@Google, Summit Series Outside, Hay House, SHE Summit, and TEDx. Find her at FLOliving.com.


CHAPTER 1

What You’ll Gain by Losing/The Power of Control is Within You and the Benefits Come Fast

How you treat yourself sets the standard for how others will treat you.

– STEVE MARABOLI, MOTIVATIONAL SPEAKER

TWENTY POUNDS! THAT’S A SIGNIFICANT AMOUNT OF WEIGHT. And there’s a huge cross section of women who want and need to lose 20 pounds to be healthier. But that doesn’t mean 20 is for everyone. Some of you will want to lose more. Some will need to lose less for good health. We chose 20 because it’s an amount of weight loss that typically improves many life functions.

Consider this: If you currently weigh 166 pounds—the average size of an American woman, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention—shedding 20 pounds means losing 12 percent of your body weight. Clinical research shows that this percentage of weight reduction is where your body really starts to respond in amazing, positive ways. “The 5 to 10 percent mark is usually where the health benefits start to come in—when people start to see clinically meaningful changes in blood pressure and cholesterol,” says Katie Rickel, PhD, a clinical psychologist and weight-loss expert who works at a weight-management facility in Durham, North Carolina.

A 20-pound drop is a visual event, too. It’s when you start to turn heads and when it’s obvious that you’ve made a “Wow!”-worthy lifestyle change. It just so happens that dropping 20 pounds is also the point at which you start feeling really good about yourself, emotionally strong and confident. In a study in the journal Obesity, overweight women said they’d be satisfied if they shed 15 to 20 pounds—a large enough loss to make them feel accomplished and proud. “This is a doable goal for most people who have substantial weight to lose,” says Dr. Rickel.

And get this: Scientists call 20 pounds “modest” weight loss. But perhaps they’re just being, well, modest, because the benefits can be totally life changing. For most women, losing 20 pounds doesn’t just improve their cardiovascular health, cholesterol profile, blood sugar levels, and other bio-markers, it can actually make them look and feel years younger, feel more energetic, and experience an increased desire for sex. Pique your interest, maybe? Here’s a short list of other benefits to motivate you to take up the 20 Pounds Younger challenge today.

YOU’LL SLEEP BETTER

The soundness of your shut-eye depends on more than the quality of your mattress. In a recent study from Sweden, overweight people who dropped 14 percent of their body weight woke up fewer times during the night and spent more time actually sleeping, not just restlessly lying awake, counting mini meatballs in bed. The slimmed-down sleepers also began spending a larger portion of each night in deep sleep, a phase that’s important for overall well-being, metabolism, and healthy blood pressure, the scientists say. As a result, they felt less sleepy during the day, which is significant because research shows that when we’re weary, we may be more likely to reach for unhealthy, easy-access foods. “I’m bushed. Time for a candy bar!”

One of the first places skimping on sleep shows up is on facial skin. Tired people look older, since their lack of energy often translates to a droopy facade. (Think Eeyore in Winnie the Pooh.) A 2013 Swedish study found that after just 31 hours of sleep deprivation, people appeared to have droopier lids; redder eyes; darker under-eye circles; paler skin; and more wrinkles. They even looked sadder, and we all know what kind of first impression a frown makes.

YOU’LL PROTECT YOUR HEART

Lugging around extra pounds puts undue strain on your arteries. Luckily, losing weight can reverse this threat: Obese people who shed 10 percent of their body weight through a combination of diet and exercise saw an 11 percent reduction in their systolic blood pressure (the top number) and a 7-point drop in their diastolic pressure (the bottom number), a recent study in the Journal of the American Medical Association found.

YOU’LL SHED DANGEROUS BELLY FAT

The same study that found that weight loss caused a reduction in blood pressure (see above) found another key result of losing roughly 20 pounds: significant loss of deep abdominal fat. Visceral fat, the technical name for the stuff that cozies up to your internal organs, is surprisingly responsive to lifestyle changes, say Harvard scientists. This is good news because visceral fat is not just unsightly: It’s also the kind of fat most strongly associated with a heightened risk of type 2 diabetes and heart disease, the study authors say.

The best way to target belly fat? Add physical activity to your weight-loss plan from the get-go. In the study, people who started exercising at the same time they began dieting lost more lard from around their midsections than those who put off exercising for 6 months. That suggests that physical activity in combination with diet can specifically target that troublesome fat that complements no swimsuit.

WORKING OUT WILL BE EASIER

Imagine taking a walk around the block with a big sack of dog chow strapped to your back. That’d be pretty uncomfortable (though it would make you very popular with the neighborhood puppies). Well, the same goes for carrying around extra weight: “If you have 20 pounds of extra fat, it’s like wearing a 20-pound weight vest while doing jumping jacks,” says Wayne Westcott, PhD, an instructor of exercise science at Quincy College. “That puts a lot more stress on your muscles, joints, and cardiovascular system. The lower your weight, the easier exercise will be.” As will walking up stairs, getting out of Lotus pose in yoga, and catching speedy toddlers.

YOU’LL GIVE YOUR CAREER A BOOST

The unfortunate truth about being overweight: You’re at risk of being discriminated against in the workplace. In a 2012 study, for example, German researchers found that nearly half of human resource professionals opted to disqualify obese female job candidates when presented with a group of potential hires. The sad truth is thin people are more likely to be hired and out-earn their heavier counterparts by almost $19,000 per year, according to research in the Journal of Applied Psychology.

YOU’LL FEEL MORE CONFIDENT

When you don’t love the skin you’re in, that self-loathing feeling can carry over to every aspect of your life, including your career, love life, and friendships. Case in point: In a 2010 study in the Journal of Health Psychology, overweight women admitted to avoiding social gatherings—or trying to go unnoticed when they did leave the house. They felt that their size was a central part of their identity—that they were “big” and therefore “unattractive.” What happened after these women lost at least 10 percent of their body weight, or roughly 20 pounds? They felt liberated—less socially reserved—and like their body shape didn’t define them. Makes sense, no? When you feel secure in your body, do you waste time scrutinizing your muffin top? No. You’re too busy having fun!

YOUR BRAIN WILL ACT YOUNGER

As your waist gets larger, your brain’s capacity may shrink. Research suggests that obesity can impair your episodic memory, the part of your brain that helps you recall past events in your life (such as your first date). Luckily, recent Swedish research suggests that losing weight may undo this damage. The researchers tested overweight women’s episodic memory before and after they slimmed down, and they found that their recall improved (and became more efficient) after they dropped an average of 18 pounds. Genius!

YOU’LL HAVE MORE ENERGY

Extra weight drags you down physically and mentally. But even losing just 5 pounds can boost your energy and zest for life, according to a study in the journal Health Psychology. Imagine how amazing you’ll feel after dropping 20! Bonus: The dieters in the study also felt less depressed and anxious after slimming down. Your mental booster shot is just a few pages away.

YOUR POSTURE WILL IMPROVE

When lugging around extra weight, it can be tough to stand tall. According to a 2010 Italian study, obesity may encourage you to tilt your pelvis forward (in a stance similar to the one heavily pregnant women adopt), predisposing you to lower back pain. Losing 20 pounds (or less) will help you stand upright again, and that will make it appear that you’ve lost even more weight than you have! “Good posture makes you look younger, thinner, and taller,” says Rebecca Gorrell, a former movement therapist at Canyon Ranch spa. “Other people will see you as more energetic and relaxed.”

YOUR SEX LIFE WILL SIZZLE

If you feel better about your body, you won’t be worrying as much about your stomach jiggling while doing the reverse cowgirl with your guy—and less distraction almost always equals more pleasure and more sex! After losing 13.5 percent of their body weight, overweight women reported having sex twice as often as before—and they felt more aroused, lubricated, and satisfied while doing so, according to a 2013 study in the Journal of Sexual Medicine.


INSTANT AGE ERASER

A Brief Nap

Research shows that short naps decrease fatigue, improve alertness and cognitive performance, and leave you looking refreshed. And hey, you deserve to take five. Speaking of time, the optimum amount of shut-eye is 5 to 15 minutes. Set an alarm. Snoozing for more than 30 can leave you groggy.
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