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Introduction

Change Your Body, Change Your Life

Psst! Holly Perkins here and I have a confession to make right off the bat. It’s about the cover of this book, Women’s Health Lift to Get Lean. Well, you see, that title is only a little bit true.

If I had my way, a far more accurate title would be Women’s Health Lift to Get Lean . . . and Strong . . . and Healthy . . . and Confident . . . and Happy . . . and Energetic . . . and Fearless . . . and Capable of Achieving Everything You Put Your Mind To.

Unfortunately my editor nixed that one—something about lack of cover space or the price of ink nowadays—but you get the idea. This book and my Lift to Get Lean plan will change much more than your body. They will change your life.

I know it seems like a list of bold promises, but I believe in every one of them completely and wholeheartedly because I have experienced them myself, and I know you can, too. This book will give you the exact tools you need to develop the lean, toned body of your dreams. And it will help you tap into your personal strength.

This book is about you using the practice of strength training to become strong in every aspect of your life. Therefore, going forward, I have made a very intentional decision to refer to this practice as “strength training” rather than “weight lifting” or even “resistance training.” The strength that you will cultivate is physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual. Word choice may seem inconsequential to some, but I feel that the language we use on a regular basis has a great impact on our lives. Start your morning saying, “I’m going to have a great day today,” and chances are it’s going to turn out pretty good. So when you exercise, you will strength train. Use the words strength and strong and you’ll make it happen. I truly believe that.

For the past 20 years, I have been a sought-after personal trainer, working daily with Hollywood’s elite: actors, models, producers, business owners, professional athletes, executives, moms, and politicians. And all of my experience has taught me one thing: In order to help you become lean, I need to help you become strong. The path to becoming the lean, gorgeous, confident machine that you’re meant to be is through strength training.

So welcome to my sphere of strength! In my world, working out is a metaphor for life. And the gym is a playground where you will discover your abilities, achieve what you thought was impossible, and push through the weight of your world. In this playground, you can define who you are, what you want, and how you want to live.

Busting the Bulky Myth

Now, before we head off on this journey, I want to address a common female concern about this particular playground. Despite the information age that we live in, many women still harbor unfounded fears of “bulking up” from lifting weights. They feel—and maybe you do, too—that exercising with barbells, dumbbells, and strength-training machines will make them muscle-bound and masculine. At the same time, most women also have a deep desire to feel tight, lean, and fit but have never experienced what it feels like to move through a normal day in a body that is strong and resilient. It’s an amazing feeling, and I want you to experience it. But the only way to get there is to defeat this fear of the “bulking-up boogieman” and start strength training in earnest.

Because of the misinformation in the fitness industry, many women have thrown up their hands in a gesture of “I give up.” They have abandoned their goals of being fit and lean because they are confused and afraid. They have come to believe that their bodies don’t respond to “toning” exercises because they haven’t found a system that works.

Can you relate?

Research proves that it is physiologically impossible for women to bulk up (a process called hypertrophy) in the first 6 weeks of a strength-training program. As a woman, you simply do not have enough testosterone (the so-called male hormone) coursing through your body to pack on big muscle that quickly the way your boyfriend can. What’s more, the way you will be training on my program will create beautiful muscle tone, not Incredible Hulk bulk (nor green skin)! And you will experience recognizable changes in your body in the first 6 weeks. This is the critical time in a program when many women get scared and abandon their goals of becoming strong. But you won’t.

I have created a system that ensures you develop functional strength without adding muscle size unless you really want to. Every day I hear clients say that they actually feel good and enjoy their time spent in the gym for once in their lives. This book will inspire you to adopt a new approach to fitness; to think differently about strength training; and to quit worrying, once and for all, that you will bulk up from lifting weights.

The Biggest Problem in Women’s Fitness Today

This book is an introduction to proper strength training for women. After many years of close examination, I realized that the biggest problem with the current landscape of women’s fitness is that men have dictated the rules in the gym. Weight-lifting and gym workouts are the hallmark of athletes and sports teams in a male-dominated industry. Until now, women have looked to men for workouts, exercises, and general weight-lifting information.

There is a problem with this standard, though: Women’s bodies are different from men’s bodies.

> Because of hormonal differences, women respond differently to strength training.

> Because of structural differences, women will add muscle in different places than men.

> Women have very different functional and aesthetic preferences compared to men.

> Women have very different motivators.

These factors alone mean that a woman’s body will respond in a unique way to her strength-training workouts. And, as you’ll learn, the female body responds exceptionally well to strength training.

The Whole–Body Health Solution

I know without a doubt that strength training will change your body in profound ways. In fact, I will go so far as to say that strength training is as critical to your health as Pap tests, mammograms, and annual visits to your doctor. Strength training is one of the most powerful tools you can use to directly influence your overall health and general sense of well-being. I’ll give you scientific proof about the benefits of strength training in Chapter 5, but here’s a quick preview to whet your appetite. These are the rewards you can expect to gain by strength training the Lift to Get Lean way.

> Strength training will trim your body faster than any other exercise.

> Strength training will recharge your resting metabolism so you’ll burn more calories, even while asleep, and it will help you maintain your weight loss.

> Strength training will protect you from osteoporosis (brittle bones) as you get older by boosting your bone mineral density.

> Strength training will reverse muscle loss that occurs each year after age 30. Why is retaining muscle important? See the second bullet above. Muscle is more metabolically active (i.e., calorie-burning) than fat is.

> Strength training will put a spring in your step and make you more energetic and athletic.

> Strength training will help you stick to healthy eating habits.

> Strength training will reduce your risk of developing insulin resistance and type 2 diabetes.

> Strength training may keep your heart muscle healthy and strong by lowering your blood pressure and improving your cholesterol profile.

> Strength training can help decrease PMS symptoms associated with monthly hormone fluctuations.

> Strength training can reverse certain aging factors in skeletal muscle and can protect against oxidative cell damage that can lead to diseases of aging, like cancer and diabetes.

> Strength training can reduce stress, improve your sleep, and pump up your confidence and self-worth, which will go a long way toward easing symptoms of depression, if you’re suffering, and enhancing your overall mental health.

That’s a boatload of body benefits, if you ask me. Who wouldn’t want all of that? You certainly deserve it. And you’ll get it all—if you Lift to Get Lean.
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Part I

The Foundation
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Chapter 1

Lift Like a Girl!

I am not a man. You are not a man. So why do we exercise like men do? It bears repeating: We’ve been taught to train like men because weight lifting has always been the domain of male athletes and male-dominated sports. It was that way when I started out in the fitness business more than 20 years ago.

Let me tell you my story and how I came to the realization that there must be a better way for women to get lean and strong.

After I graduated from Penn State, I was offered a job at a prestigious health and fitness facility in New York City as an exercise physiologist and personal trainer. The facility was owned and operated by a very successful personal trainer to Madonna, Julia Roberts, Howard Stern, and numerous other A-listers. At the time, he was the person to train with and learn from. He became my mentor (and boss) and gave me my foundation. Although he was a great mentor, he was a guy, and he handed down all of the rules of weight lifting from a man’s perspective, including the original bro exercises—the classic, go-to exercises that the boys have taught us women to do. They are exercises that work great for them but not for a woman’s body. This is one example why women have been learning strength training wrong all along—we have always learned from the guys. Guys teach what guys know and what works for their bodies. It’s an industry led by men. But now you are going to start doing things the right way. Our way.

I came out of college certain that I knew everything there was to know about crafting supreme health and fitness programs for my clients and myself. I had extensive knowledge about physiology, nutrition, biomechanics, energy production, muscle development, and cardiovascular fitness. I knew it all! I exploded out of the gates and into New York City to begin my career as a personal trainer and coach. I spent almost 3 years consumed with fitness and arrived at age 25 exhausted, clinically depressed, plagued by debilitating pain in both knees, dependent on caffeine, controlled by sugar cravings, severely sleep deprived, constipated, and really cranky. If you knew me during this time in my life, please accept my apologies!

The worst part of it all was that I thought these issues were part of the trade-off for looking fit. I was doing 60 to 90 minutes of cardio every day. I would go into the weight room and do a few exercises, but I wasn’t following a program. And when I did lift weights, I would go heavy—in retrospect, far too heavy for my skill level at the time.

But even with all that effort, I still didn’t look fit! My body fat was around 28 percent; I was at least 15 pounds overweight and had serious muscle imbalances because I had no strength.

I distinctly remember one morning when I was doing everything in my power to drum up enough energy to get out the door and into Central Park for a run. I had created a list of things that I could do on the days when I was crippled with fatigue and needed to force my body into a workout. I called this my “Big Guns” list because it included things that I wouldn’t normally do before a workout.

On this day, I had four shots of espresso, two Advil, and two ephedra capsules (this was before ephedra was taken off the market because it’s so dangerous), and I taped both of my knees in hopes of some pain relief. Because the fitness experts at the time said I would burn more body fat if I did cardio on an empty stomach, I hadn’t eaten breakfast. (Please don’t try this at home!) Despite these powerful Big Guns, I was wrecked and could not get myself out the door. I had hit a wall. I mean, I had hit a 20-foot cement roadblock. All of a sudden, I realized how badly I felt on a very deep physical, spiritual, and mental level. I felt physically ill despite doing everything that I thought I was supposed to do. Every nook of my body hurt, and I was lying flat-out on the floor.

I remember thinking, “I have a BS in exercise physiology with an emphasis in nutrition. I have high-level certifications and work at the most prestigious gym in the world with the most famous celebrities ever. How is it possible that I can feel so lost, totally overwhelmed, and completely confused about my health and fitness? If I’m confused, how on earth are average folks supposed to figure it out?”

My Turning Point

Then a moment came where I simultaneously felt more desperation than I had ever experienced and an equally deep sense of calm and pure presence. I had hit rock bottom. It was a feeling of complete loss of control—and beauty. The only way left to go was up, and I had no choice but to go. In that moment, I felt a clear sense of resolve. I had to figure this out. My magical guru didn’t show up, so I set out to become my own guru.

I spent the next 10 years exploring and evaluating every workout and diet on the market. I read every major book, pored over research articles, and attended conferences. If I wasn’t comfortable testing out a system on a client, I would use myself as a guinea pig. I worked with doctors, physical therapists, nutritionists, and psychologists. One baby step at a time, I sorted through the trends to find the systems that resonated with me and produced the desired results. I was on a mission; I felt an extreme sense of purpose, and it energized me.

Research shows that the best way to make true, permanent habit changes is through small, consistent lifestyle changes. Many, many lifestyle changes later—like 15 years of baby steps later—I was approaching my 40th birthday feeling pretty good. But then a perfect storm of sorts came one day, and I found myself at an emotional rock bottom again. The big 4-0 was near, my marriage was ending, my beloved dog was dying, and I felt completely alone. Have you ever experienced a flood of disappointments like this? I think we all have at some point. It caused me to take a hard look at myself again: I had spent my entire career in fitness, and I was absolutely not the image of empowerment and well-being that I wanted to be.

At that moment, another seed of resolve sprouted, and once again I felt there was nowhere to go but up. It was time to start climbing again.

A New Fit and Empowered Self

At that point, I had tried every fitness workout, plan, and strategy in existence—except one. I had never trained with the goal of making my body stronger. Sure, I would lift weights—go into the weight room, do a few bro exercises—but I had never trained for strength in the way that one would train for a 5-K or any other fitness goal. It was my last option, so I took it.

Part of me knew that the only way I would survive the emotional battle of my personal life was by building a supremely strong physical life. It was as though I knew that through strength training I would find emotional strength. Lifting weights to create my dream body would also create personal strength. This is why I now choose to say “strength training.”

I scheduled a photo shoot to keep myself accountable. It took me about a year to truly transform my body. In an oddly perfect sort of way, that year was absolutely the most challenging year of my entire life. I had set out to remodel my body and ended up reprogramming my whole life on a physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual level.

The gym became my metaphor for life. My commitment to bettering my body forced me to work through the tough times. Those tough times made me examine my motivations, my defense mechanisms, and the excuses that I had been allowing myself to make. I had been beaten down emotionally, and strength training built me back up. As I strengthened my body, I rebuilt my life. I had successfully broken my sugar and caffeine dependency, healed my knees naturally, optimized my digestion, improved my mental health, and started experiencing days where I felt sooooo good, almost euphoric. It made me realize how terrible I had been feeling nearly my whole adult life. And I started to cry.

The Power of Strength Training for Women

I emerged reborn at 42. I was a new woman with a new perspective on life, a deep and unshakable sense of strength, and a system of training that works best for the female body. I have more energy now, at 42, than I had in my twenties. I am leaner and more fit and functional than I was in my thirties. And when I get compliments, I hear, “You look amazing,” not “You look amazing for your age.” I don’t say this to brag. I say this as a testament to the power of strength training. I say this because you are no different than I—regardless of your age—and I want this for you as well. I say this because I know that you can achieve the very same thing for yourself and that it will change your life, too.

Mine was a wonderful journey through a million little baby steps. Yours begins now, and it’ll be a much shorter trip. I promise.


Chapter 2

The Secret to Getting Lean for Life

I’ve noticed an interesting pattern with my female clients over the years. When I ask their exact reasons for coming to me, the most common response is that they want to look better. Immediately after telling me this, they look embarrassed and some of them comment on how they feel vain for saying that. As I dig into this with them, they reveal that they believe society views vanity as a shallow and negative motivator and that they shouldn’t be concerned with their looks. It’s as though they feel ashamed for wanting to look better!

Here’s a very important fact to accept: It’s perfectly human to want to feel good about how you look. You should feel proud of yourself for wanting to take care of your appearance, because doing so is a sign of self-respect. Own your vanity and wear it with pride. I applaud you for being brave enough to say: “I want to look better and I’m going to.” Honor the part of you that wants this for yourself, even if it isn’t your primary motivator.

At the same time, simply looking good for others is never going to be enough to motivate you to make a true, radical, and lasting change. If it was enough, well, you’d probably have your ideal body already and you wouldn’t need this book!

The Three Most Common Lies Women Tell Themselves

So why haven’t you achieved your personal vision of fitness yet? I’ve had this conversation countless times. And I believe the reason most women haven’t achieved their best bodies is twofold.

1. They don’t know how to accomplish it because they haven’t found a system that works.

2. They think they are motivated purely by vanity and that bothers them.

But when I ask women why they don’t have their dream bodies, they usually respond in one of three ways.

> “I’m lazy.”

> “I must not want it bad enough.”

> “My body is ‘quirky’ and doesn’t seem to respond well to exercise.”

Let’s take a look at these beliefs one by one.

“I’m lazy.”

If you were to look at all the areas of your life, would you say that you are a lazy person? Do you work hard? Is there something in your life that you kick butt at? If so, you are not lazy. You might have some motivation problems around fitness, but you are not lazy. Going forward, give yourself a break from playing the laziness card. Laziness is not your problem. “I must not want it bad enough.”

When you think about having a rockin’ bod, do you get excited? Does it spark something big and expansive inside of you? Do you feel a powerful kind of energy when you visualize it? Then you do want it enough. You just don’t know how to get it without crazy-hard workouts, hours of cardio, or a diet that turns you into a hangry (hungry + angry) grump monster. I bet you want your dream body a lot; you just don’t know how to achieve it. Yet.

“My body is ‘quirky’ and doesn’t seem to respond well to exercise.”

Have you ever had a moment in your life when you were really happy with your body or fitness level? Was there ever a time when you followed a diet or fitness plan and saw results? If so, this is proof that your body is perfectly equipped to respond to your diet and fitness efforts. You’re not as quirky as you think! You’ve done it before, and you can do it again.

If you have never seen progress from following a diet or fitness plan, it’s possible that you haven’t found a system that’s right for your body. Or perhaps you haven’t found the right motivations, so you drop a program before it can have a noticeable effect. Or maybe you feared bulking up and dialed way back just when you should have kept pushing.

In the chapters to come, you’ll learn the solutions to all of these challenges. And because everyone is different, you’ll also learn how to discover the solutions that work for you.

You can influence the state of your body. You do have the ability to create the body of your dreams. It is absolutely possible for you to lift and
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