
[image: cover]


[image: ]


To our families


Contents

INTRODUCTION

CHAPTER 1 What Is Thinfluence?

CHAPTER 2 Know Thyself: Internal Factors That Affect Your Weight ... and How External Factors Influence Them

CHAPTER 3 Family Matters: How Your Closest Relationships Affect Your Weight

CHAPTER 4 How Your Friends Can Make—or Break—Your Weight Success

CHAPTER 5 Your Workplace and Your Waistline

CHAPTER 6 Your Food Environment and How It Influences Your Weight

CHAPTER 7 How Your Physical Environment and Surroundings Affect Your Weight

CHAPTER 8 Your Media “Diet”: The Impact of Information and Advertising

CHAPTER 9 Policy: What Is It? And How Does It Affect Your Weight?

CHAPTER 10 Thinfluence: Putting It All Together

NOTES

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

INDEX


Introduction

You’ve dieted. You’ve exercised. And yet, you still find it a challenge to achieve a healthy weight and keep the extra pounds off.

How many times have you heard this story? Probably more than you can count. And you may have noticed that those around you are facing a similar struggle with their weight—your sister, your children, your coworkers, or your neighbors.

The ironic part is that, if this were any other problem that affected you and so many others you know—indeed, so many of the people living in this country—nearly all of us would immediately look to the underlying factors that contribute. During the most recent financial crisis, for example, individuals who were affected did not just scrutinize their own budgets and bank accounts; they looked at the home mortgage bubble, the practices by lending companies, and the policies of the federal government. Put another way, if the power goes out in a hurricane, you don’t place all of the blame on your own fuse box. You’re probably on the phone with the power company and looking out the window to see if your neighbors are experiencing the same issue.

The country finds itself in the midst of an obesity crisis, and so many other countries are already following suit. And yet, for most of us, when it comes to solving this problem, the approach we take is to “go it alone”—whether it involves a fad diet, an extreme exercise regimen, or some other narrowly focused strategy.

Clearly, the way we as individuals, as well as our society as a whole, should be engaging this problem is in a way that is completely opposite to the approach we have been taking. The personal lifestyle habits that we use to get to a healthier weight—and change it for good—should be supported within our families and homes. Our relationships outside of the home, too, should be more conducive to healthful choices and activities. Workplaces should be safe havens that foster health and healthy weight. And government entities should be responsive to the problem, enacting and enforcing policies that give all citizens, regardless of their socioeconomic background or geographical location, a better chance at being at a healthy weight.

Instead, unhealthy weight has been framed as an issue of individual responsibility, stigma, and personal shame. It is a portrayal that has seeped into the messages we get from the media and, hence, the myopic approaches that have been offered as solutions.

As Americans, most of us carry too much weight. Yet, there is little that is more isolating than trying to lose it.

What is the real solution? It is the thread that has the potential to connect all of the now disparate elements that contribute to our ability to achieve and maintain a healthy weight. This thread is influence—both the individual influence that we wield as well as the external influences that hold sway over what and how much we eat, the degree of physical activity we get, and the messages and policies that define the norms within our society.

Influence, of course, is a thread that connects many different areas that affect weight—nutrition and diet, exercise, relationships, and media messages to name just a few. So in order to appropriately tackle the issue and speak to all of these areas, I assembled a diverse team of authors to collaborate on this book.

My background is deeply rooted in food and agriculture. For five generations, the Willett family operated a dairy farm in Michigan, and I grew up actively involved in a 4-H vegetable club, taking home many blue ribbons at the local county fair and a state championship. I studied food science at Michigan State University before deciding to attend medical school to better understand the links between foods and health and to use this knowledge to help reduce the burden of illness. After obtaining my MD from the University of Michigan, I came to Harvard in Boston for internship and residency in internal medicine, still pursuing nutrition where possible along the way. Although I greatly enjoyed caring for my patients, I realized that most had conditions like heart disease and diabetes that could only be managed, not cured. Wanting to understand how these might, instead, be prevented, I enrolled in the doctoral program in epidemiology at Harvard School of Public Health. During this time, I began to develop ways to integrate the investigation of diet into long-term studies of risk factors for heart disease, cancer, and other important diseases. I applied these methods starting in 1980 in the Nurses’ Health Study and the Health Professionals’ Follow-Up Study. Together, these studies, which included nearly 300,000 men and women, provide the most detailed available information on the long-term health consequences of food choices.

Being a physician at heart, I realized that the many scientific papers we had published (more than 1,500!) needed to be shared in a way that could serve the general public. Thus, with the help of Ed Giovannucci and Pat Skerrett, I wrote Eat, Drink, and Be Healthy: The Harvard Medical School Guide to Healthy Eating, which documented the failure of the US Food Guide Pyramid to provide optimal guidance. In another book, Eat, Drink, and Weigh Less, I joined with Mollie Katzen to bring together the best available scientific evidence and culinary practices related to weight control. The scientific world has continued to identify powerful factors that influence our food choices both positively and negatively. Thinfluence offers this new knowledge in a way that can help you improve your own well-being and the lives of those around you.

In this book, I’ve partnered with two highly regarded experts. Dr. Malissa Wood is one of the leading preventive cardiologists in the United States; she has led more than a dozen high-profile studies in the field. Her work also makes her an expert in the field of group approaches to healthy lifestyle changes. In her work as a clinical cardiologist, Dr. Wood frequently encounters patients who suffer from heart disease, and she is struck by the fact that in most cases, heart disease could have possibly been prevented. She decided early in her career that she could do more for her patients in the long run by teaching them how to make and stick with lifestyle changes rather than simply placing stents in the heart arteries and sending the patients on their way.

Dr. Wood has long observed the relationship between support from friends and family and success in weight loss in her patients. She works to help her patients change their behavior and encourages them to seek out the help of friends and family in supporting these changes. Dr. Wood also tries to lead by example and offers her patients suggestions for creating and maintaining an individual program of diet and exercise despite a busy schedule.

Trained at Harvard Medical School, Dr. Wood is currently codirector of the Corrigan Women’s Heart Health Program at Massachusetts General Hospital (MGH). She is the lead investigator of the groundbreaking HAPPY Heart study at MGH, which educates participants on exercise, diet, and positive mental strategies to help them achieve happier, healthier lifestyles. Dr. Wood designed the HAPPY Heart study when she saw the benefits of combining health education with social supports in her practice but wanted to examine this relationship using scientific approach. She is a well-recognized champion for heart health whose involvement with the American Heart Association spans two decades. In 2009, Dr. Wood was recognized by the organization Best Doctors in America for her clinical and research excellence, and she serves as one of the cardiology experts on a multidisciplinary panel for this organization. Dr. Wood is a sought-after speaker and is able to articulate complex medical information to research scientists, physicians in clinical practice, and the public. She has been featured in many news articles and radio and television shows. She also speaks regularly at national cardiology meetings, sharing her research and wisdom with her colleagues and doctors in training.

Dan Childs is managing editor of the ABC News Medical Unit, the center of the news network’s health and medical reporting. ABC News, among its various platforms, brings health and lifestyle information to hundreds of millions of Americans every month. Before heading the Medical Unit, Dan spent nearly a decade as a print medical journalist, writing hundreds of articles on topics including obesity, lifestyle, and health. Currently, he works with ABC News shows such as Good Morning America and World News in covering health and medical stories. But before this, as health editor for ABCNews.com, Dan saw the potential power of the Internet and social media in influencing decisions related to weight and health. He headed the OnCall+ resource center, an ABC News project that featured health and wellness videos in a Q&A format. Dan has been invited as a guest speaker at the Tufts Summer Institute on Digital Strategies for Health Communication as well as for the medical journalism program at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, a program for which he is also a member of the advisory board. He also served as a panelist at the Association of Health Care Journalists (AHCJ) 2011 annual conference session on patient and health care consumer empowerment.

What we found as we explored the various factors that influence our health and risk of obesity was that there is no one, simple “magic bullet” solution to weight. Rather, there is an intricate interplay between many different elements in our day-to-day lives—some more obvious than others.

Understand this interplay, and it will become clear to you why your past weight-related resolutions have failed—and the things you can change to bring about real changes to your waistline and health that will stick. But more important, we will show you how to take steps that will spread to others, as well as the environment around you.

Are you ready to be a positive influence for weight change? It’s time to get started!

—Walter Willett, MD


CHAPTER 1

What Is Thinfluence?

Young, thin, and healthy. Gabriela remembers this version of herself well from when she grew up in sunny Colombia, where she lived until she was thirty-three. Back then, she weighed 137 pounds. It may have been one of the last times she could remember being at a healthy weight for her five-foot, five-inch frame.

Indeed, many things were different when Gabriela lived in Colombia. When she recalls the tropical weather there, the balmy temperatures and the friendly layout of her community come to mind—the things that made her own two feet the ideal vehicle for getting from place to place. “I walked everywhere,” she says, adding that she also owed some of her previous health to a good diet. “A lot of fruits, like pineapples, papaya, and vegetables. Everything was available at the market or from a cart.”

Ultimately a job opportunity caused her to leave her home. And while the move would fulfill her dream of living in another country, she knew she’d have to make some adjustments. The climate was different, and so was the language. Feeling homesick, trying to make new friends—these changes were easy to anticipate. But alongside these expected challenges came alterations in her routine.

In Boston there were fewer opportunities for outdoor activities and exercise, particularly in winter. The fruits and vegetables with which she had been so familiar in Colombia and that had been a staple of her former diet were not as plentiful in Boston, and those that were available were more expensive. So, like the nearly imperceptible shifts in the New England seasons she now experienced, she gradually adopted a lifestyle that involved commuting instead of walking and pizza and fast food instead of fresh produce.

Not all of the adjustments were so difficult, and perhaps the most pleasant surprise Gabriela encountered was Rod. Unlike Gabriela, Rod had lived in the United States his entire life. He started smoking at an early age, but one day in 1997 he took his last drag on a cigarette and quit cold turkey. It was an important step for his health, and to this day Rod acknowledges kicking the smoking habit as a no-brainer. But for him, it was also the point at which his weight gain began.

“My average weight had been 152 pounds,” he noted of his earlier years. “After I stopped smoking, I put on the weight and just kept eating.”

It wouldn’t seem like Rod and Gabriela would have much in common. But when she started working as a temp for his company in December 1999, they quickly grew close.

“It may have been love at first sight,” he said with a laugh. “I can’t remember. I just knew that I loved being around her.”

Before long, their lives and their lifestyles had intertwined. For ten years they did everything together—shared meals, watched movies, spent time doing what they loved. And they also gradually gained weight together. By 2009, Rod tipped the scales at 242 pounds—officially obese. Gabriela weighed 158, which made her overweight for her height. Both were taking prescription medicines for high blood pressure and cholesterol by this time. Rod admitted that he showed up at the doctor’s office “quite a bit” for chest pains, a very concerning sign.

“I did nothing,” Rod recalls. “I just ate, lay on my bed looking at computers, and I stuffed my face with potato chips all day.”

Like many couples in America today, both Rod and Gabriela needed a change. Indeed, their lives may have depended on it.

This change came first for Gabriela, after a particularly sobering checkup with her primary care physician. He referred her to the well-known HAPPY Heart program at Massachusetts General Hospital, which was designed to help women make healthy lifestyle changes. This is when she met Malissa, who headed the program. Looking back, Gabriela says the counseling and support she received through HAPPY Heart was the wakeup call that roused her from a routine that was slowly killing her.

It was not just a diet, nor was it simply an exercise program. It was a completely new kind of lifestyle. Gabriela began to eat more healthily. She started engaging in more physical activity. And after three years in the program, she was four pounds lighter—a modest amount of weight, but a difference nonetheless. And many of the positive effects were not ones that showed up on the scale. She lost fat and gained lean muscle mass, evidenced by the fact that her waist size dropped by more than four inches. Other measures of health, including her blood pressure and cholesterol, also improved. She found that she was able to cut back on some of her medications. Ask her today and she will tell you—emphatically—that she simply feels healthier.

But what about Rod? He joined no such program, and he didn’t receive any special counseling or group support. And yet, for some reason, he, too, got better—much better.

In the same three years that Gabriela got lighter and healthier, Rod dropped a whopping seventy pounds. And in February 2012, he did something that just a few years might have seemed impossible to him and those who knew him well: He completed his first-ever 10-K race.

While all this was happening, another interesting transformation was occurring that, at first glance, would seem tangential at best to Rod’s story. This transformation involved Rod’s colleague, Larry, who happened to be in worse shape than Rod had been during his computer-and-potato-chip days. At his heaviest, Larry weighed almost four hundred pounds. These days, however, he is considerably lighter and can do something he has never been able to do before: He can join Rod on his regular jogs.

“Now that he’s running with me,” Rod says with a grin, “he looks like a different person.”

These stories are separate and independent instances of three people’s lives and lifestyles changing over the course of three years—or at least that is what our conventional views about weight loss would tell us. For years, the mantra of weight management has been one of self-discipline, of overcoming individual challenges. Sure, it is possible for us to view these changes in isolation. What would be the first thing you would say if these people were your friends or colleagues? It would likely be, “Wow, Larry looks so much better since he decided to make a change” or “Rod sure has taken it upon himself to improve his health.”

Yet of these three people, Gabriela was the one whose healthy actions preceded those of the people connected to her in some way. So given that everyone lost weight in this story, we have two choices as to how to interpret exactly what happened. On the one hand, we could chalk it all up to happy coincidence. But while this is possible, it does not seem terribly likely. So on the other hand, we could venture that something else is going on here—that the actions of one person somehow influenced the actions of those she knew, and even those she did not know, for the better.

This “domino effect” of healthy behaviors has made headlines in recent years, almost always with a negative connotation. You might even remember some of them: “Your Friends Are Making You Fat,” “Obesity Is Contagious, Study Finds,” and “Can You Fight the Fat Flu?” among others. Many of these were spurred by the research of Nicholas Christakis, MD, PhD, of Harvard University and James Fowler, PhD, of the University of California, San Diego,1 which found that if your sibling, spouse, or best friend is overweight, you are more likely to be overweight yourself. Specifically, the research showed that a person’s chance of becoming obese increases by 57 percent if a close friend is obese, by 40 percent if a sibling is, and by 37 percent if their spouse is obese. This idea is broadly known as social contagion, and it goes a long way in explaining how habits, beliefs, and behaviors can spread throughout a group of connected individuals.

Perhaps the “contagion” part of this term makes us want to run away and wash our hands. It’s not a word that we normally associate with good things. Yet follow-up research has shown us that it’s not just negative health aspects that can be spread in this way. Take one 2011 study,2 for instance, which found that individuals had greater intention to lose weight when one of their social contacts was trying to lose weight. Social contagion, it turns out, can be a vehicle for positive behaviors as well.

So for better or for worse, when scientists have examined how social connections relate to real-world outcomes like weight and obesity, they have found that the decisions we appear to make just for ourselves can ripple through the web of our social connections. They can influence those we know, and they can spread beyond our social circles, perhaps even beyond our communities, potentially influencing people to whom we may never be introduced.

Weight Loss: It’s No Longer Just Personal

This clashes, of course, with much of what we’ve been conditioned to believe about our weight. It is no great leap to say that personal responsibility is perhaps the overriding theme in the arena of weight. On a daily basis, we hear an awful lot about our choices, our self-discipline, our need to slim down and get healthy. Even the most common phrases used to describe weight and weight loss usually lead us to believe that weight is an isolated, individual issue. Consider the following oft-heard statements:

[image: image] “I’m never going to lose these extra pounds.”

[image: image] “She has put on so much weight.”

[image: image] “Wow, did I ever let myself go!”

The truth is, however, that the notion that we are somehow islands when it comes to our weight simply isn’t true. We have even begun to shift intuitively to understand this. Why else, for instance, would we be calling it an obesity “epidemic”? Think about it enough, and it soon becomes ironic that the issue of weight is so often framed as one in which we are “going it alone.”

Not that anything is necessarily wrong with taking personal responsibility for adopting a healthier, more weight-friendly lifestyle. Few would argue that individual motivation and self-encouragement is a bad thing. Yet the language of personal responsibility when it comes to weight, all too often, is not at all encouraging. It is usually a language of blame. Being overweight has come to be viewed as a personal failure, a sign of weakness and vice. It is hardly the right foot to start from when devising broad strategies to solve the country’s weight problem, and is far from constructive on the individual level, too.

Clearly it’s time for a fresh start.

This fresh start is the principle behind Thinfluence, and the first step is realizing that the personal choices you make are enmeshed within a web of interconnected factors that reach far beyond simply what is on your plate or how long you spend on the treadmill. Once you recognize these various factors as what they are, you will be able to turn them in your favor. This is what sets Thinfluence apart from everything you think you know about the reasons you have put on weight, why your past efforts to lose weight have failed, and how you can move forward with real, sustainable strategies to improve.

Your Weight Is Not Your Fault

You have probably heard the following mathematical equation many times in the past: Calories consumed minus calories expended equals the deficit that you need to achieve your weight goals. Technically speaking, this is absolutely true—if you burn more than you take in, you will lose weight, and if you burn less than you take in, you will gain it. It’s simple math.

The problem is this: Few, if any, of us live our lives like a mathematical equation. While certain situations may make it easy for us to count calories in and calories out, this strategy becomes much harder to follow during holiday visits to the in-laws, where second helpings at the Thanksgiving table are de rigueur, or when a late evening at the office means skipping the gym and going in with your colleagues on delivery pizza.

Other factors beyond diet and exercise make it more difficult for us to exert control over our weight. Start by taking a look at the elements of your environment. Consider your kitchen pantry or fridge. When you open either of them, are you presented with healthy yet satisfying options for meals and snacks? Or are you more likely to find bottles of sugary soda staring back at you? Notice how close your television is to the area where you eat your meals. Is it positioned in a way that fosters TV watching while you eat, a distraction that can lead you to eat more than you intended? Look out your living room window. Do you see a sidewalk? A busy thoroughfare? How far is it to the nearest grocery store? The answers to these questions may be more impactful to your weight and health than you realize.

Many other things that hold sway over your weight may be even more surprising. These could include your paycheck, the politics of your local and national government, and other seemingly external factors. And there is science to prove it. For example, in a landmark study published in the New England Journal of Medicine,3 researchers demonstrated for the first time that simply moving out of a neighborhood with a high level of poverty into one with a lower level of poverty was linked to a 13 percent reduction in the risk of moderate-risk obesity—in other words, having a body mass index greater than 35.

We encounter influences like these and more every day. They are often so commonplace and subtle, they have become invisible—until they hit our waistlines, that is. These “blind spots” affect our efforts to lose or maintain our weight. And their impact is considerable.

The good news is this: By realizing that these spots exist, you are halfway toward bending them in your favor. Think about it—what would you be able to achieve in terms of your weight, your appearance, and your health if your family and close friends reinforced what you were doing? Or if your workplace became conducive to exercise? Or if you were routinely able to cut calories from your diet before entering the grocery store checkout line?

These approaches may not come to your mind first in terms of improving your weight. But they are vital to consider, and they’re exactly the types of things we will be discussing in the chapters to come.

Can You Be an Influence for Weight Change?

As we discuss these oft-overlooked factors that impact weight, it may have already occurred to you that many of them are the very things that link us to the people we work with, know, and love. What this tells us is clear: Not only are we on the receiving end of the influence, but we, too, can have a positive effect on those around us.

As it turns out, this is precisely what happened for Gabriela and Rod. What we know about the spread of healthy behaviors through a social network strongly suggests that Rod caught a healthy “bug” from his wife, which he in turn passed on to his friend Larry at work. When Gabriela began to eat differently and exercise more, Rod says that he began, almost unconsciously, to make changes that helped him avoid “stuffing his face.” As unhealthy foods began disappearing from the cupboards and the dinner table, a healthier lifestyle became the path of least resistance. “She would say stuff to me as well, like, ‘Get some exercise! Do something!’” he recalls.

Inspired by his wife, Rod began going to the gym every night. Instead of heavy, calorie-laden lunches, he’d bring fruit and other healthy options to work. In the evenings, salads began to replace steaks. Before long, Larry noticed the changes in Rod, which inspired him to start exercising himself. Whether it was a yearning for camaraderie or the pangs of a healthy competitive spirit, Larry worked out on his own until he was fit enough to join Rod on his regular jogs. And it’s likely that Larry’s behavior change had an effect on his family, his neighbors, and the members of his church. Then as those people adopted healthier habits, they had an impact on other people in their lives. When you think of it this way, Gabriela’s resolution to adopt a healthier lifestyle not only changed the numbers she saw on her scale, but affected the lifestyle and weight of countless others as well—both those who were closely connected to her and people with whom she had little, if any, contact.

Indeed, it is likely that if we had the power to see Gabriela’s social network as a flowchart, we would see her reach extend in many directions other than the chain that began with Rod. It’s likely when she talked to her family in Colombia, they recognized what a positive change her new routine made in her life, which perhaps gave them incentive to make healthy changes as well. Or she very well may have inspired her work friends in some way, small or large, to adopt healthier lifestyle habits and achieve a healthier weight. Whatever the effect, it is safe to say that Gabriela’s resolution to live a healthier life reached far beyond her own personal experience.

Your Circles of Influence

Admittedly, we’ve given you quite a bit to digest here. We’ve told you that the concerns you have about your weight not only may have to do with what you are putting in your mouth or how often you hit the treadmill at the gym, but could be directly related to what your friends are doing, what your office looks like, and even the decisions made by your town council. It is a lot to consider, especially since some of these aspects may be more out of your direct control than others.

For you to come up with strategies to improve your situation, it is crucial that you have an easy way to visualize the things that are influencing your decisions and actions. This is where the “Circles of Influence” come in.

Each chapter of Thinfluence covers a different category of influences that we confront daily—from our own internal issues to those within our social networks, all the way to broad, societal influences. Take a look at the illustration on this page. This graph represents all of the various influences, from individual to global, that have an impact on your health, your weight, and the decisions you make every day.

This model places you, the individual, in the middle of the figure. Your family connections reside in the next circle, and in the next one are your social influences, including your friends and work colleagues.

The next circle contains environmental influences, such as your physical environment and what we term your food environment. The outer circle represents broad, societal factors such as government policies and global economic forces.

[image: ]

The principles that govern this graph are simple:

[image: image] The inner circles represent areas over which you have the most direct control.

[image: image] The factors in the inner circles have the most direct impact on your weight and health.

[image: image] The farther out a circle is from the center, the less direct control you have over the factors it contains.

[image: image] The factors in the outermost circles have the least direct impact on your weight and health, but they still likely play an important role.

No memorization of this basic road map is necessary at this point. All you need to know for now is that you wield a certain amount of influence in the various areas of your life, and while making changes in some of these areas might be easier than in others, you do have the power to turn the tables on the factors in your life that are leading to an unhealthy weight.

In other words, there is a practical side to the current research on social and environmental factors and our weight, and we are going to show you how to take full advantage of these findings to conquer your own weight battle.

But here’s the really cool part. As you may have gathered from this discussion of the power of various influences affecting your weight, influence is a two-way street.

In fact, just for fun, let’s think about what would happen if you inspired others through your own healthy changes to make healthy changes as well. What if those you inspired, in turn, inspired others? In its loftiest form, a bending of the curve on unhealthy weight in this country could follow. You have taken a positive step in picking up this book, not just for yourself, but potentially for countless others whom you will never meet. They all have a stake—and society in general has a stake—in your health and weight. It seems incredible, and yet this is really the central message of our book.

Through the following pages, our goal together will be simple: to help you find the tools and strategies you need to become a force for positive lifestyle change not just in your own life, but in the lives of those you know and love, and in turn the ones they know and love. You will gain a greater understanding of how aspects of our social connections and the environment in which we live affect our weight and health, and we will show you how to use this knowledge to your advantage. You’ll learn how to identify the positive and negative influences in your life and how to avoid, circumvent, or change them. Moreover, once you understand the social and environmental influences that lead to weight gain, you will be able to spread your own positive influence through your social networks and physical environment—leading your family, your friends, and your co-workers to a healthier weight as well.

Are you ready to get started? Good! Let’s begin with your plan of action.

Thinfluence Action Plan

As you progress through this book, we hope you will find that Thinfluence is not a prefabricated, one-size-fits-all set of recommendations for everyone who reads it. Rather it is a guide that will help you formulate your own plans and solutions to achieve the results you desire.

The framework we will carry through every chapter in this book consists of three parts:

[image: image] Analyze

[image: image] Act

[image: image] Influence

That’s it. A convenient three-step process in every chapter—a one-two-three punch that will help you make the most of what you learn from looking at the factors in your life that powerfully influence your weight.

The first step is Analyze. In this step, we will help you explore various areas of your life through a quick questionnaire. More than just a simple Q-and-A, it is designed to help you take note of the hidden factors that may be helping or hindering your efforts to change or control your weight.

In the Act step, we will help you interpret the meaning behind your answers. This is also the part where you will develop your personal toolbox from suggestions we provide, depending on your situation and needs. Everyone will need to use a different set of tools. The important thing is that the solutions you end up with will address the challenges you are facing and are within your power to execute.

The final step, Influence, is the realization of the success of your chosen solutions. In essence, we want you to look forward to the desired impact of your actions. This step will allow you to take some time to consider the impact you will have, which will arm you with convincing incentives to make these changes. While this is important to keep yourself motivated, it is also the basis for your ability to convince others to make these positive changes as well. You will be not only strengthening your own resolve, but building teams that will both help your teammates and support you in your efforts.

Taken together, these three steps will help you build what we refer to as your Thinfluence Action Plan, which will serve as a guide for you going forward. As for how you choose to record and update this plan, it’s fine to use an old-fashioned notebook or the latest technological device—whichever is the most comfortable for you. We hope that your action plan will be a guide you can refer to over and over again, long after you finish reading this book.

Below we will walk through an example of what these steps could be for a person reading this book. You will, of course, have your own situation to which you can apply this one-two-three approach. But perhaps the “dry run” below will give you a taste of the steps through which we will be guiding you.

Thinfluence Action Plan: Laying It All Out

If you were cooking a meal, it’s fair to say that the best way to start would be to lay out all of the ingredients where you could see them. This is a bit like how the Thinfluence Action Plan works—except that instead of laying out the ingredients that make up a meal, you’ll want to take stock of the ingredients of your life that are likely to be affecting your weight.

ANALYZE

1. How do you feel about the choices those around you are making that relate to their weight?

A. Terrible! The people I spend time with tend toward unhealthy diet choices and are mostly sedentary.

B. So-so. While some people I spend time with have healthy lifestyle habits, there are others whose definition of “living it up” almost always involves overindulging.

C. Great! Most if not all of those I spend time with practice healthy lifestyle habits—and they seem to have fun as well.

2. When you consider the physical environments where you live and work, the word most likely to come to mind is:

A. Toxic. My home and workplace are not set up for physical activity, and junk food is never far from reach.

B. Neutral. It may not be the most encouraging environment for physical activity, but exercise is at least a possibility. And there is always a choice between healthy and less-healthy food options.

C. Healthy! My environment is geared toward physical activity and healthy eating.

3. Think about your neighborhood and community. What kind of priority is placed on healthy living?

A. Low. Rarely, if ever, do I hear about healthy initiatives being implemented in the place where I live, nor have I come across any groups within my community that are trying to change this picture.

B. Medium. A few groups and organizations within the community are pushing for healthier behaviors, and the community is home to at least some efforts to improve the health of its inhabitants.

C. High. From walking trails to community events, the place where I live screams healthy!

ACT

In this section, we will look at your answers and help with strategies to accentuate the positive influences and counteract the negatives.

[image: image] Mostly As: Don’t despair. While this is a challenging starting point, many people find themselves in the same situation. This may even be one of the reasons you picked up this book. So if you currently are in an unhealthy situation, you are in the right frame of mind to start making changes—even simple ones—that have real potential to help you achieve your weight goals and possibly be a positive influence for others in your life.

[image: image] Mostly Bs: You’re actually starting from a pretty good place, all things considered. This doesn’t mean that the factors in your life are perfectly aligned to help you with your weight. But it does mean that resources are around you in the form of healthy friends, living situations that are amenable to exercise, and community resources. Find these resources and use them to their full extent.

[image: image] Mostly Cs: Congratulations! It seems that you have an excellent starting point, both socially and environmentally, to improve your weight. Your goal should be to take full advantage of the gifts that surround you.

Meanwhile, here are some of the things you can do right now to act on this information, no matter what situation you are in:

[image: image] Make a short list of the three things you feel influence your diet and exercise choices the most. This could be a good friend, a living situation, a routine, or something else.

[image: image] Referring to the three things you just jotted down, write down one or two things you feel you could do differently in order to live a bit healthier. These will be the first areas for you to consider when making positive changes, however small.

INFLUENCE

Once you have your list of solutions, come up with some “selling points” you can use both to keep yourself motivated and to encourage others to join you in your plan to achieve a healthier weight. Here’s what this might look like:

Goal: Healthier behaviors among your family, friends, and other social groups

Incentive: An improved sense of camaraderie in working toward a healthy end, not to mention a healthier weight for you

Goal: Achieving a home and working environment that is more conducive to activities leading to a healthier weight

Incentive: Improving your odds of putting healthy resolutions into practice, no matter where you are

Goal: Being part of community efforts that encourage weight-healthy lifestyles

Incentive: A healthier environment not just for you, but for the rest of your town or neighborhood as well

With these incentives in hand, you will be coming to your social group armed with the reasons they should join you and support you in your efforts. All the more important, then, to record all of
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