

[image: image]





[image: image]






To anyone who is willing to take that
first step to leading a healthier life
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INTRODUCTION

Just like in the rest of the Western world, in Ireland there is a growing divide in the population between the fit and unfit, the healthy and unhealthy, the average and overweight. At one extreme, there is a category of health-conscious people who are very focused on eating nutritiously and exercising regularly. And at the other, there are a lot of people making poor choices, who eat high-sugar, highly processed foods and take little exercise. And in the middle? Those who muddle through on a diet of the good and not-so-great, who try to fit a bit of regular movement into their lives but occasionally succumb to their couch-potato tendencies, who go through phases of being ‘good’ and phases of life making it difficult to stick with the healthier-living intentions.

In nearly 20 years as a personal trainer, I have seen it all. Apart from those who are already health-conscious, I have worked extensively with the other two groups – people who thought there was no hope of changing their lives and also those who doubted their ability to make the best choices on an ongoing basis. I hope this book will be of particular benefit to these two groups – those who have woken up to the importance of taking their lifestyle in hand, and those who already know a lot of the things they need to do to be healthier, but somehow struggle with putting it all together and sustaining long-term change.

So, I imagine that you have picked up this book because you want to make lasting changes in your lifestyle. Perhaps you want to lose weight – and there is a particular focus on losing and managing weight in this book. But, as most of us know by now, while being wise about our food choices is central to health, keeping moving and living a balanced life is also vitally important, and I cover these in lots of detail too.

I am tired of reading faddy health books that will only be followed by those who are obsessed with restrictive eating plans or complicated fitness routines. Of course, there is useful information in some of these books, but I know that most people with busy lives don’t have the time or inclination to follow these as long-term strategies for maintaining their weight, fitness and well-being. And it’s the long term that interests me: if you can develop the right habits you can do a lot to prevent lifestyle health issues – from your teens right up to your nineties!

From experience, I know that my approach to diet, fitness and wellbeing is effective. When I say ‘from experience’ I’m not just talking about the work I’ve done with clients. I’m talking about my life. As many people know, I grew up in a gym environment, as my dad, Pat Henry, opened his gym in 1986 when I was four years old. I was there before school, after school and basically any time I wasn’t in school. And yet I was a child and teen who was last around the pitch when playing sports. I was not naturally fit and had to work really hard on controlling my weight and staying active. And when I got to college, my eating habits were typical of a young guy living away from home for the first time – I lived on takeaways! My wake-up call will be familiar to many people: I saw a photograph of myself and was a bit horrified by the bloated face staring out at me. More about this here.
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I am not a naturally thin person. While I’m tall, my natural build is stocky and prone to gaining weight. So I have to work hard to stay at a healthy weight. Luckily, my job keeps me very active, but I take nothing for granted and I know that if I was sitting at a desk or driving a car all day, it would be an ongoing challenge to remain at a healthy weight and be fit (a challenge that would be doable, though, as I know from working with clients – this book is all about helping you to meet the challenge, whatever your natural make-up and circumstances).

Having just been negative about people getting obsessed with their diet and fitness programmes, I have to admit to getting obsessed myself sometimes – for instance, training for an Ironman challenge and getting so ‘in the zone’ that I start to irritate everyone around me. In other words, I am not perfect and I know that finding the right balance doesn’t come easily to anyone. So even though I’m seen as being very fit and the expert with all the answers, I have had to get to grips with lots of issues myself over the years, and I continue to work on them.

I have my good days and my bad days. I know just how hard it is to live in a balanced way, and apart from lots of information on diet, fitness and general wellbeing, I am sharing all the tips and tricks that I have discovered to make healthier living as easy as possible.
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I started personal training when I was a 19-year-old student, travelling to clients’ homes to do personal-training sessions. I have done over 25,000 sessions with clients since! (That’s an average of 30 to 40 personal training sessions weekly over 17 years.) The work has expanded over the years into newspaper columns, books, radio and TV – with over a decade of Operation Transformation on RTÉ – and into work with businesses, developing health and fitness programmes for their staff. It has been an incredible journey, one where I am learning every day, trying new campaigns and new ways of motivating people.

The thing about all this experience is this: I have learned from every mistake that there is. I have seen diet and fitness trends come and go. Sometimes the trends bring useful new insights into how the body works or have a lasting effect. But parts of the health and fitness business have become so over the top, so obsessive and, frankly, so bound up in a fake idea of attractiveness and what it means to be healthy that it’s a turn-off for those who actually need to get healthy the most.

When I hear about some ‘revolutionary’ new diet, just like you, I have to cut through all the noise to figure out what’s credible. Through everything I’ve experienced, both personally and in my work with clients, and through everything I’ve read about nutrition and learned from the experts I’ve worked with, I have concluded that when it comes to fixing a weight issue, there are no shortcuts. But that does not mean that eating healthily is not straightforward.

It saddens me to see faddy stuff taking hold, because it’s making healthy eating far more complicated than it needs to be and putting people off. Not only that, it is bad for people’s relationship with food when they feel that eating is a minefield and something to be feared, rather than a source of nourishment and enjoyment, as it should be.


I am far more excited about your potential for change by following the advice in this book than I would be giving you some quick-fix programme.



So the purpose of this book is for it to be something you can use regardless of your current weight or fitness level. I have learned that a consistent approach is the one sure-fire way of losing weight, building fitness and becoming healthier. If that sounds a bit underwhelming, it shouldn’t. I am actually far more excited about your potential for change by following the advice in this book than I would be at giving you some quick-fix programme. That’s because I know that everything in this book will fit into your life. And the beauty of it is that because you are building up your knowledge and confidence – discovering that you can try new things, develop new skills and build new habits – it’s an approach that will become second nature and remain with you for life.

I am 36 now and my body is totally different to how it was in my twenties. It reacts differently to various training methods than it used to, it takes longer to get a result and sometimes the result isn’t what I expected! I say this to make the point that if a full-time fitness professional is always being surprised and having to tweak things, then you shouldn’t be surprised either by how your body reacts to change. Part of the beauty of taking a broad-based approach to diet and fitness is getting to know your body very well and being able to work with it at every stage and age.


I hope you can treat this like a friendly, easy-to-follow guide that will bring you on a journey, page-by-page, chapter-by-chapter.



I’ve called this a handbook and I hope you can treat it like that – a friendly, easy-to-follow guide that will bring you on a journey, page by page, chapter by chapter. You’ll find that some themes and advice come up a few times – that’s because I want to get across some key ideas that are the bedrock of a healthy lifestyle. You will be amazed at just how easy it is to make straightforward changes and what a difference they can make. Not only that, the benefits of feeling healthier and more active will help you stay on course and motivate you to keep going. My ambition is to help you realize that losing weight and getting fitter can be simple – so simple that you can’t not start, no matter how small that start is!




1

THE FIRST STEP

Before you start, I want you to sit down somewhere quiet and do a bit of thinking about what you’re about to do and why. There are complicated answers to why people become overweight and unfit – entire books and lengthy academic papers have been written on the topic. But the simple answer – and the one that makes sense for this book – is: life! At times, life itself just gets in the way and before you know it you have started to put on weight, sit more, stop exercising and become unhealthy. It can happen to the best of us and you are certainly not alone.

On top of that, all the talk in the media about the ‘obesity crisis’ can make it feel like it’s a plague that’s out of control and you are helpless. It’s certainly the case that modern living – industrialized food production, wall-to-wall advertising, faddy food advice, long commutes, high-stress living – makes it harder to make good lifestyle choices. My aim in this book is to give you the tools to make better choices, even with all those pressures, and to help you understand that actually it’s not that complicated. I hope you’ll gain a sense of ownership about your health. And the journey starts with having a heart-to-heart with yourself about where you are now and what you want to do about it.

The idea of this first step is to assess the now – where you are and where you want to go, to see what health means to you and what has stopped you making good choices in the past. Going through these questions will help you become firm in your resolution to make lasting changes.

The questions may seem basic, but give them a little thought. You might even think the ‘yes/no’ questions are a bit obvious, but be totally honest with yourself. Knowing where you are in your head will go a long way towards helping you to succeed in becoming healthier. It will show you if you are torn between wanting to do the right thing and believing there is something preventing you from doing so.

And if you feel there are obstacles to making changes in your life, I’d challenge you to think about whether they are genuine or whether your fear of failure is even greater than your desire to be healthier. Maybe you tried diets or lifestyle changes in the past that were not practical for your circumstances or were too extreme and impossible to maintain?

If you are doubtful about your ability to change, I’d encourage you to look through this book. You’ll see that nothing I am suggesting is beyond you, and apart from practical information about food, fitness and living more healthily, there are lots of tips and tools to motivate and support you. Once you’ve had a look through and had time to think about it more deeply, I hope you will be able to complete this section.


… the journey starts with having a heart-to-heart with yourself about where you are now and what you want to do about it.



Taking the time to look at your mindset and to identify what health means to you is one of the simplest ways of jumpstarting your thinking. This is both a contract with yourself and the foundation of a new approach to living.
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2

GET THE MEASURE OF YOURSELF

Every January, people trying to lose weight make a New Year’s resolution to follow a new diet. Very often it tends to be a quick-fix solution involving the latest trend. While there may be changes, they tend to be short-lived and inevitably the weight creeps back on. This generally happens for three reasons:

1. Whatever the fix, it was unsustainable and just set you up to fail from the very start. Yet you feel guilty having failed. Don’t! It was never going to last.

2. You didn’t spend time assessing the now – what caused you to get into an unhealthy rut and how it got to the stage you’re at. Spending time analysing the real reasons for being overweight and/or unfit is crucial to your long-term health, as you can learn from your mistakes.

3. You didn’t measure things. By measuring different aspects of health, you will see progress. And progress leads to change, which leads to increased motivation. It’s a virtuous cycle of effort and motivation.

These are the three most common reasons that I see all the time. But I’m going to focus on the third one here, because I think it’s possibly the most important tool you have when trying to achieve long-lasting change.

When you think about it, there are very few businesses that don’t give their staff targets. Why? Because targets give people something to work towards, a reason for getting out of bed and going into work; they are a measure of achievement.

On a personal level, how many people actually set goals or targets? What were yours when you last tried to get healthy? Or did you decide in a vague way that you wanted to ‘lose weight’ or ‘get healthier’, or even ‘drop two stone by the summer’, started trying but fell off the wagon after a few weeks as you got bored or didn’t really notice any difference (except maybe a few pounds off the scales – but not enough to make the level of effort seem worthwhile or to keep you motivated).

While being clear about what went wrong in the past and why you want to make changes is crucial, once you have done that, you need to set targets and measure your progress. Measuring things consistently will keep you healthy for the rest of your life. When you have a bad day, it keeps you focused, and knowing where you are against your targets reduces the chances of you falling off the wagon in the long-term too.

I know the thought of measuring your current fitness and health may be a little scary – after all, there’s nowhere to hide from the black-and-white numbers, and the recommended guidelines for weight and waistlines are so low that they seem unachievable. But there is no need to be scared – I will guide you through the various key measurements and give you the real numbers that you need to know to make them a helpful tool in losing weight and getting healthier.
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Once you measure some element of your fitness every week, you will begin to see the benefits of all your hard work. Whether it’s from the improvements in your food or from doing extra exercise, once you see the numbers going in the right direction, you will become even more motivated and positive.

And don’t forget: no matter what your starting numbers are, once you begin to bring them down, you are getting healthier!

What I am proposing is that on Day 1 you measure one of three things, or even all three if you want. Then every week, at the same time, on the same day, you measure again. A week is long enough to see the changes having an effect. Measuring at the same time is essential – ideally in the morning, as in the evening you will be heavier, more bloated and have a higher resting heart rate. (A classic gym trick is to measure yourself initially in the evening and then a few weeks later in the morning. The big variance in the results will make any changes that have happened look more dramatic than they really are!)


No matter what your starting numbers are, once you begin to bring them down, you are getting healthier!



Let’s take a look at what you can measure. Remember, you don’t have to measure everything – just measure what you feel is the most doable for you.

RESTING HEART RATE

Your resting heart rate is one of the most effective ways of measuring your fitness. Ideally this should be taken in the morning, before getting out of bed, as your body is at its most relaxed and there are no stimulants or sugar in the body that could spike your heart rate.

The reason I love this measure is that while there are lots of complicated tests out there, this one is free and simple to do. Simply find your pulse at the base of the wrist or at the side of your neck, just under your jawline. It may be faint at first but with practice, you will find it more quickly. Now just count the beats for 15 seconds and then multiply the number of beats by 4. This gives you your resting heart rate in beats per minute (BPM).

For most of the population, the lower your resting heart rate, the healthier you are. A normal resting heart rate could be anywhere from 60 to 80 BPM. There is a very small percentage of people who will naturally have a very high or very low resting heart rate, but generally this is a good rule of thumb. (If your resting heart rate is in the nineties or over 100, I recommend a visit to your GP for a check-up and also to ease into any exercise routine gradually.)

Keep a little notepad beside your bed just to jot down your weekly BPM. Write down your Day 1 BPM straightaway and then just record the number once a week.

As you get fitter, your heart becomes stronger – actually thickening on one side of the heart wall – and works more efficiently. The fitter you are, the more efficiently the heart works.


Remember, you don’t have to measure everything – just measure what you feel is the most doable for you.



If you want a number to aim for, ideally you should be aiming for a heart rate of 50- or 60-something BPM. But the real answer is that once it’s coming down, that’s a sign that your food changes and exercise are making a big difference to your body, internally as well as externally. And once you see the numbers changing and improving, you will be more focused, more motivated and more determined than ever.

WAIST

Your waistline is probably the most important measurement you can take. It gives you lots of information and will come down quickly with some hard work. It’s the simplest to measure, but also the scariest for so many people. Perhaps because there is no place to hide from it!

There are two types of fat that we store: the fat you can pinch with your fingers and then the dangerous internal fat that you can’t pinch – visceral fat. Visceral fat is deep inside the body, behind the abdominal wall, and it surrounds your internal organs.

Waist size is a pretty good guide to the amount of fat that is lurking in there. We can link a high waistline measurement to a huge number of medical conditions. Many women are annoyed by having big hips, but fat on the hips is mainly just under the skin, and is healthier than fat around the midriff, which may be interfering with the organs. On the other hand, having a lot of visceral fat is actually dangerous and that’s why waist size is so important.

The best way to measure your body fat is by having a DEXA scan, but that’s time-consuming and expensive. Alternatively, you can weigh yourself on body composition scales, but unless you have medical-standard Tanita scales like we have in our gym, you won’t be getting an accurate reading. Or you can get a trained professional to use body calipers to measure your fat levels. The simple two-euro solution is to use a tape measure – you’ll get the key information you need without the hassle or cost of the more complex methods.


The simple two-euro solution to measuring your body fat is to use a tape measure!



People get confused about where their waist actually is. Your waist is not your jean or trouser size or the narrowest part of your torso if you’re a woman with curves. Instead, use your belly button as your guide for where to measure – it is a visual indicator that will be in the same spot for the rest of your life! Simply take the tape measure and put it around your mid-section at the same level all round, meeting at your belly button. This is your waist.

The Safefood guidelines for a healthy waist measurement are not greater than 80cm/32in for women and not greater than 94cm/37in for men. I feel these are a little low and even counterproductive, as they can seem unattainable and can turn people off measuring their waist at all.

Just remember, no matter what number you get, by getting it down, you are getting healthier. Certainly you should be looking to get your number down into the thirties, as when your waistline is above 40 inches you are in the high-risk category for so many medical conditions, such as cardiovascular disease, metabolic disorders and diabetes. But the reality is that the closer you can get it to the recommended guidelines, the healthier you are and once you begin to measure it, that is a start in itself. And if you make simple changes to your diet and introduce exercise into your day, you will see a consistent fall in your waist measurement.


It is worthwhile to measure your weight consistently — you will notice if you’re gaining weight before it becomes an issue.



Again, try to measure your waist once a week at the same time on the same day.

WEIGHT

This is the measurement you probably expected me to start with! But I think the first two are more important. Still, there is no denying that pounds and stones or kilosfn1 is what everyone thinks of when it comes to health, and for people who really get into it, they look further to see what their body is composed of – how much is fat tissue and how much is lean tissue (e.g. muscle).

I believe that it’s worthwhile to measure your weight consistently. With constant measurement, you will notice if you’re gaining weight before it becomes an issue and can rectify it with healthy eating and exercise. Weigh in once a week, ideally first thing in the morning, and keep a note of your weight so you can measure your progress. If you are following this book, you will see it go down (and as you won’t be building a lot of muscle by following any of my plans, you won’t be replacing the weight of the lost fat by a huge amount of muscle tissue).

Hopping on the scales is sufficient for most people – you’re keeping an eye on the overall direction of your weight. However, you aren’t getting a measure of the make-up of your weight, whether it’s fat or muscle. For most people, this isn’t important – you simply want to see your weight going down as you eat a healthier diet and exercise more. And if you are eating better and becoming fitter, you will be losing excess body fat and improving your ratio of lean to fat tissue.

For health, you don’t need to be training hard and making big lean tissue gains. For appearance, though, many people get into heavy training. Remember that 1lb of tissue – either fat or muscle – is 1lb. The weight is identical. But because muscle tissue is denser, it takes up less space than fat, so people who have more muscle than fat have a more streamlined appearance. Any weight-bearing exercise (e.g. walking) will improve the amount of lean tissue you have on your body.


For health, you don’t need to be training hard and making big lean tissue gains.



There is one further thing to consider – unfortunately, for a variety of biological reasons, we naturally store more fat as we get older. In other words, someone who is eating exactly the same diet and has the same level of activity in their fifties as in their twenties is going to lay down more fat simply because of the hormonal changes that come with age. The good news is that exercise plays a key role in slowing down and even reversing this process, helping to keep more lean tissue on your body.

To get you started, you might want to use this table to keep track of your key measurements:
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3

WHAT IS FOOD?

It may seem like an odd question, but maybe if we thought a bit more about what food actually is, it would help us to make better choices. What we eat and put into our bodies has the biggest impact on our health, more than anything else we do. Over the past 70 years, how we make food has changed dramatically. Indeed, what we call food has changed an incredible amount. These changes have had a huge effect on our bodies. So it’s time to go back to basics.

Food may be many things to you – a way of looking after yourself and your family or friends, a source of enjoyment, a passion even. Or it may be a chore and a source of anxiety and stress. But, of course, before any of these things, food is a biological necessity: we have to eat. And here is what food delivers to our bodies …

CALORIES

At the most basic level, food is fuel for the body. The unit of measurement for that fuel is the calorie. A calorie represents the amount of energy (or fuel) released to the body when food is consumed.

Different foods have different concentrations of energy. Gram for gram, there are far fewer calories in, say, an apple than a chocolate bar, so your body gets less fuel from an apple than a chocolate bar of the same weight. The main reason for putting on excess weight is taking in more fuel than the body can make use of – then, depending on the source of the calorie, it just puts the unused fuel into storage as fat.

The government recommendations for daily calorie intake are 2,500 calories for a man and 2,000 calories for a woman. The ideal calorie intake can vary, though, depending on your age, your size, your inbuilt metabolic rate (some people have naturally slower engines than others and there is only a limited amount you can do to change that) and your activity levels during the day (there is a lot you can do about that, as I explain in this book).

The number of calories you need will also depend on your body composition. Remember, we talked about body composition in the last section – the ratio of lean tissue (muscle) to fat tissue that makes up your body. It’s better to have a higher ratio of lean tissue because it burns more calories than fat tissue. Again, you can do a lot to shift that ratio as you lose weight (reduce fat tissue) and get more active (increase lean tissue).


When it comes to health, not all calories are equal … nutritionally, vegetables have lots more to offer than biscuits!



A further consideration when it comes to health is that not all calories are equal – while 100 calories from fresh vegetables and 100 calories from a couple of biscuits are identical amounts of fuel for the body, the vegetables have lots more going on in terms of nutrients, such as vitamins and minerals and fibre, that do great things for your system. They are nutrition multitaskers, not just providing fuel but also keeping the engine running smoothly. On the other hand, the biscuits will only pump out energy and do nothing to help your body stay lively, tuned up and running well.

Remember, every pound of fat you lose off your body is actually 3,500 calories of energy. This is so important to remember, as 1lb is actually a huge number of calories; if you can lose that each week, it’s 4lbs per month or 52lbs in a year.
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To get you thinking about the relationship between calories and energy expenditure, the table above shows the average numbers of calories used up in doing different exercises across three time periods. These numbers will obviously vary with factors such as age, fitness, metabolic rate, weight, body composition and overall health, but this table will give you a simple picture of how the body uses calories.

PROTEIN

Protein is a substance that helps to build and repair the body. It helps to repair your muscles after exercise and can be great for your immune system too.

Protein is contained mainly in meat, fish, eggs and other dairy produce, nuts and seeds, and occurs in lower levels in all kinds of beans and pulses.

Protein is incredibly important for your body, and generally we don’t eat enough of it. Normally I get my clients to make two of their three daily meals protein-based. You should aim to eat 1.5g of protein per kilo (2.2lbs) of your weight. When it comes to meat, ideally focus on lean white proteins.

CARBOHYDRATES

We’ve said already that calories are a measure of energy. Now we come to carbohydrates, which are an important source of energy. (Of course, all foods are a source of energy, but this is the distinctive characteristic of carbohydrates.) Carbohydrates supply energy for your muscles and fuel your day.

Carbohydrate foods are staples like bread, pasta, rice, potatoes and beans and pulses (again – beans and pulses have good levels of both protein and carbohydrates). You also get carbs in smaller quantities in most vegetables, but particularly root vegetables like carrots, parsnips and sweet potatoes.


Choose wholegrain versions of breads, pastas and grains because the white versions are very refined which means most of the nutrients have been stripped away.



You are better off choosing wholegrain versions of breads, pastas and grains because the white versions are very refined, which means most of the nutrients and fibre have been stripped away. You should normally be taking in 200g to 300g of good-quality carbohydrates per day.

SUGARS

On food labels, sugar is usually listed as a subsection of, or beneath, carbohydrates, because sugar is a form of carbohydrate (the ones I mentioned earlier are starches). Sugar is like rocket fuel for your body – something that provides it with a big surge of energy. But if you’re not going to use that energy for a lot of activity, it’s only going to go

FATS


Monounsaturated fats


Polyunsaturated fats


Saturated fats


Trans fats


FOOD LABELS
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Top tips for identifying good foods
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2: GET THE MEASURE OF YOURSELF


fn1 1lb = 0.45kg; 1kg = 2.2lbs; 1 stone (14lbs) = 6.3kg


4: MAKE FRIENDS WITH CARBS


fn1 Glycaemia literally means ‘sugar in the blood’, from the words ‘glyco’ (sugar) and ‘aemia’ (a word for anything to do with the blood.


22: MAKING THE BEST USE OF YOUR TIME


fn1 Department of Health’s Healthy Ireland Survey 2016


26: PLANNING FOR HAPPINESS


fn1 Since completing the book Woody – left in the picture – arrived to join his half-sister Sophie. And the cats are brothers Hamish (front) and Harry.
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