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			Advance Praise for Intermittent Fasting Transformation

			“Women shouldn’t intermittent fast like men! Whether you are cycling, in perimenopause, or menopause, Cynthia’s IF45 plan will fit your needs to boost energy levels, improve sleep quality, prevent weight gain, and feel better than ever in your body.”

			—JJ Virgin, New York Times bestselling author of The Virgin Diet

			“Intermittent fasting will change how you feel every single day. It will keep you young or even reverse the clock. Fasting is different for women. Read this book now to discover Cynthia Thurlow’s unique take on fasting.”

			—Dave Asprey, author of The Bulletproof Diet

			“Ever since Cynthia Thurlow’s TEDx Talk, ‘Intermittent Fasting: Transformational Technique,’ went viral in 2019, she has been considered a top thought leader in the field of IF and women’s health. Her new book, Intermittent Fasting Transformation, puts all of her best advice for women in one place. Spoiler alert: Intermittent fasting is safe for women, and Cynthia explains it through the lens of her personal journey and also her expertise as a nurse practitioner.”

			—Gin Stephens, New York Times bestselling author of Fast. Feast. Repeat.; Clean(ish); and Delay, Don’t Deny

			“Fascinating and so accessible . . . Cynthia Thurlow has cracked the code on how hormones affect weight loss and why intermittent fasting is such a game-changer for women. It’s a must-read for women looking for a nutrition plan that fits easily into their lives and takes their health and total wellness to the next level.”

			—Robb Wolf, bestselling author of The Paleo Solution and Wired to Eat

			“This book is the complete guide to women’s health. Cynthia outlines a brilliant 45-day program to harness the healing benefits of fasting. It’s important to understand that women should practice intermittent fasting differently than men, and Cynthia shares how women of all ages can use this tool properly. This book will change the lives of so many!”

			—Ben Azadi, bestselling author of Keto Flex and founder of Keto Kamp

			“We have come to a point in time when well-designed programs to help optimize women is deeply needed in the face of an epidemic of confusion. We need Cynthia’s work now more than ever. Her dedication to helping transform lives and commitment to good science practices is exceptional. She does a wonderful job in providing a framework for women to gain control of their health and weight. As a fellowship trained physician in the area of nutrition/obesity medicine and geriatrics as well as founder of The Institute for Muscle-Centric Medicine, I love Cynthia’s work and am excited for it to get into the hands of the reader.”

			—Dr. Gabrielle Lyon, DO, founder of the Institute for Muscle-Centric Medicine

			“This groundbreaking, deeply researched book is the only diet plan truly tailored to women. But the benefits go far beyond weight loss—with Cynthia’s plan, women can unlock their metabolic health to help slow down the effects of aging; protect themselves against disease; and feel energized, strong, and vibrant.”

			—Benjamin Bikman, PhD, scientist and author of Why We Get Sick
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			Introduction

			As women, we all want a life filled with joy, vitality, and meaning, and there’s nothing to say we can’t have it. Our life expectancy is at an all-time high. Our health habits are at an all-time high, too. We’re eating better, exercising smarter but not harder, and learning how to find balance in our much fuller lives. We have everything going for us and there’s so much to look forward to. But as we get older, we notice we’re no longer as energetic or as young as we used to be. We just don’t feel like ourselves.

			Have you ever felt this way? If so, I’d like to introduce you to someone.

			She worked a demanding job as a nurse practitioner. It was intellectually rigorous, with long hours of attending to the demands of her patients, their families, and other colleagues.

			On top of that, she had two boys in elementary school and felt like her schedule had forced her to miss out on much of what was going on in their lives. She couldn’t sleep through the night. In the morning, she had barely enough energy to drag herself out of bed. She was gaining weight and felt fat and frumpy.

			Filled with frustration, she continued this go-go-go existence. She tried to improve her symptoms with changing her nutrition and diet but overdid it with too few carbs and too much exercise. Both made things worse.

			She then suffered a severe gut infection and developed debilitating sensitivities to gluten and dairy. Her thyroid gland, responsible for metabolism and other functions, could not keep up. Instead of just enough cortisol—a stress hormone—to keep her alert and awake, with occasional extras for a fight-or-flight emergency, it stayed chronically elevated.

			Hormonally, she was in the beginning stages of perimenopause—the five to seven years that precede menopause—and a time of wildly fluctuating hormones. Her progesterone was dropping, and her estrogen was up and down. These hormonal swings worsened her weight gain and created unrelenting food cravings. The stressors in her life only added to her hormonal upheaval.

			Enough was enough. She decided to change her lifestyle. She stopped overexercising, switched to a gentler activity like yoga, removed inflammatory foods from her diet, and stopped under-nourishing her body. Yet her weight would not budge. Not a single pound.

			She finally acquiesced to going on prescription medication for her underactive thyroid. She believed that the extra pounds would magically drop off by taking the drug. They did not. Her well-meaning physician, family, and friends dismissed the weight gain and other symptoms with, “You’re in your forties now. Get used to it. This is your new normal.”

			She was discouraged, wiped out, unsure of where to turn, and generally down about her failing health.

			This woman was me. The cumulative impact of too much stress, too little sleep, and too few carbohydrates in my diet, combined with being a wife, mom, and busy clinician took its toll. My lifestyle no longer agreed with me. Clearly, I needed help.

			Eventually, I found a simple and straightforward solution that changed everything: intermittent fasting. To my amazement, I discovered it healed my body, brought my hormones back into harmony, and made me feel amazing and in command of my life again. And I got healthy to lose weight.

			So—what exactly is this miracle called intermittent fasting? You’ll learn all about it in this book, but in simple terms, intermittent fasting is a strategy in which you eat less often, putting the emphasis on when you eat rather than what you eat.

			At first, I was skeptical. Intermittent fasting seemed so radical, and so against conventional wisdom. After all, aren’t we supposed to eat three healthy meals a day, with nutritious snacks in between?

			The answer to that question, backed by a surprising amount of clinical proof, is: “not really.” As I dug into the science, I learned about some amazing benefits of intermittent fasting. It restores our intrinsic rhythms, burns fat, regenerates our health right down to the cellular level, and stabilizes our hormones. In turn, we are less likely to develop obesity, diabetes, vascular diseases, and autoimmune disorders. We prevent “metabolic inflexibility,” too—a term you’ll hear me use often. If you’re not metabolically flexible, you’ll have a hard time efficiently using fats or carbohydrates for energy, and this can set you up for metabolic diseases like insulin resistance, high blood pressure, inflammation, and other conditions.

			I was excited about what I had learned. And I knew I had to do something differently, since I was in such bad shape and not getting the results I wanted. So I decided to test intermittent fasting on a population of one—me (the proverbial N of 1).

			The results were nothing short of transformative. I finally lost that weight. I balanced my crazy, out-of-whack hormones. I was more energetic and more focused with laser-beam mental clarity. I got more done in the morning because I was not eating or digesting food. Not only that, I was more productive throughout the day because my schedule no longer revolved around planning meals and snacks. Intermittent fasting changed my life—and I knew it would change the lives of the thousands of women I now work with. All of this led me to develop my IF:45 plan.

			This unique plan takes an individualized approach to intermittent fasting that is designed expressly for women. We have our own unique anatomy (our structure) and physiology (function) that are not like men’s. All of this involves hormones, which are different from day to day and vary significantly depending on our life stage—premenopausal, perimenopausal, menopausal, and afterward. There is no one-size-fits-all strategy to intermittent fasting—which makes IF:45 so different from other dietary regimens.

			My Mission

			With my IF:45 plan, I’m helping women look and feel better than they could ever imagine—which is my major professional and career focus. Getting to this point in my career, however, involved lots of twists and turns along the way.

			For background, I’m a nurse practitioner—that’s a registered nurse with a graduate degree in adult primary care. We evaluate patients, make diagnoses, and admit them to hospitals. We prescribe medications and provide treatments, like physicians do. There has been a boom in this field that no one could have foreseen back in the 1990s, and today many people are putting their health care into our hands.

			I did not set out to pursue a career in medicine. I began as a prelaw student with the goal of becoming an attorney. Although I got great grades and I loved to study the law, I did not want to practice it, so I did not pursue that path. Instead, I went to work for a computer company, but I was miserable. Life wasn’t—and isn’t—meant to be lived that way.

			What pivoted me into health care was my dog. I had always wanted a dog and was finally able to own one. Caring for my beloved pet and her health made me realize how much I loved tending to the well-being of all creatures—both human and animals. That’s when I decided to go back to school to take premed classes. It is ironic how a pet can change your life.

			It turned out that premed was yet another detour on my career path, though. A professor of mine said, “Don’t go to med school. You’ll be miserable. Become a nurse practitioner instead.”

			The advice sank in and made sense. After all, I came from a long line of nurses and physicians. It was the family business. I finally realized it was my calling, and so the trajectory of my career changed, this time for good.

			I finally had a clear vision for myself. I knew I was worthy and capable—and could make a difference in health care. I eventually obtained both my undergraduate and graduate degrees from Johns Hopkins University. Initially, I chose Hopkins because I had developed a deep interest in HIV and AIDS research and worked as a student intern on their prestigious HIV floor.

			The work was fulfilling but a little slow-paced. I’m a total adrenaline junkie and need more of a rush in my work environment. So I took a job as a nurse in an emergency department—where you have to respond to new situations at a moment’s notice.

			I also had a passion for cardiac care. So eventually, I began working in cardiology as a nurse practitioner. I loved all of it.

			But I had one nagging reservation. Over the course of my career in clinical medicine, it bothered me that most patients were getting sicker, not better. Western medicine’s approach to acute and life-threatening disease and emergencies is undeniable, but it completely ignored the prevention of chronic disease.

			By this time, I was married and had given birth to my first son. There was a problem, and I was worried. At around four months of age, despite being exclusively breastfed, he developed terrible eczema and was so miserable. He was prescribed various creams, none of which were helpful. I had to find something to cure it, and I wouldn’t stop until I found it. Through dogged research, I discovered that his eczema was likely caused by a deeper, internal imbalance originating from poor gut health. I changed his diet to one of entirely unprocessed, natural and nutrient-dense foods. In fact, I made all the foods myself; nothing I fed him was commercially produced. Eventually, his skin cleared up. I also learned that he had life-threatening food allergies, which got me thinking that so many health problems originate with our food choices.

			I continued to question the conventional medical approach to addressing and treating illness. Over time, I had become increasingly disillusioned with prescribing medication and more interested in the impact of nutrition on health and wellness. I wanted to know why my patients got chronically sick—so I investigated even more.

			I became passionate about how I could help people prevent and treat illnesses before they even became chronic problems. I considered getting a doctoral degree but completed a wellness coaching certification instead. Then I found a functionally focused nutrition program that ignited my passion for helping my patients. I dove into the program and ultimately decided it was time to make a difficult choice—to leave my nurse practitioner’s job and start my own private practice.

			It was one of the best moves I’ve ever made. I eventually built a successful business and have now worked with thousands of women. I am asked to speak frequently on women’s health and nutrition and intermittent fasting. I delivered two TEDx Talks, one in 2018 and a second in 2019. My second TEDx Talk, “Intermittent Fasting: Transformational Technique,” went viral, received more than eight million views, and catapulted me to being a top thought leader in intermittent fasting and women’s health. The response actually took me by surprise! I was humbled and profoundly grateful.

			I’m also thankful for the extraordinary job I now have—guiding and caring for women like you who feel like they are at the end of their health rope. It is okay to feel like this, especially when you don’t get the answers you want from the traditional medical establishment. You need and deserve a much different approach to health care—with safe, natural, and effective options that help you get the most out of your life. Providing these options and programs became my mission—my calling—in life.

			I went on to create unique one-on-one programs and group programs that support and educate all of us on healthy aging—and how nutrition, lifestyle, mind-body practices, and other tools can chart a new course into what will be the healthiest, most fruitful stages of our lives.

			There is such a hugely powerful relationship between the foods we eat and when we eat them and the improvements we see in our weight, health, and wellness. It is so empowering to know that if you listen to your body and give it what it needs, you can restore your health. My passion is and always will be to help women like you find wellness through the healing power of intermittent fasting and nutrition.

			Your Journey

			Which brings us to the journey you and I are about to take right now. IF:45 is your opportunity to engage in a transformative experience that will show you the power you have to lose weight and feel better—not in months from now, but in only forty-five days.

			These forty-five days will be life-changing and lifestyle-changing for you. They will reset your metabolism and biology, rebalance your hormones, boost your energy, liberate you from cravings, drop pounds, and reverse chronic symptoms. They provide the solution to quickly and profoundly improving your health by changing just a few things: what you eat, when you eat, how you rest and recover, and a few more actions.

			How you approach intermittent fasting will be unique for you. Every woman fits into a distinct biochemical profile, termed “bio-individuality.” This is your own personal makeup of hormones, metabolism, and other specific health needs based on your age, gender, stage in life, and other factors. Because we are all unique, this program is designed around your bio-individuality—one of the main reasons IF:45 is different from other forms of intermittent fasting.

			Over the past several years, I have guided more than a thousand women through this program. They have experienced profound success. They come to it for weight loss but stick with it for the antiaging and overall health benefits it offers. It becomes a lifestyle.

			Here are some comments from women who participated in one of my recent Intermittent Fasting master classes:

			“I have lost a total of eight pounds. Eighty percent of my love handles are gone. I feel more in tune with my body and can do extended fasts with no issues. I’ve been able to turn down pizza and candy at work. No longer do I feel fatigued—which has been huge for me. I have changed physically, emotionally, and mentally—in only three weeks.”

			“After I started the class, my sleep improved, my food choices were better, and I dropped seven pounds. For me—a fifty-eight-year-old menopausal woman, these benefits were life-changing. I finally realized that I was worth it, and the effort it takes to be healthy is worth it.”

			“I no longer feel hungry, but nicely satisfied. My only cravings are for wholesome food. My glucose readings have normalized. My sleep has improved, and I’m sleeping through the night. I have so much energy that I increased my walking intensity to a three-and-a-half-mile, fast-paced walk.”

			“I’m not addicted to sugar anymore. My thinking is clear. I’m not forgetting words mid-sentence, and I’ve dropped seven pounds.”

			“Intermittent fasting has given me time for a morning routine that involves walking, deep breathing, and enjoying green tea. I feel great and have been able to focus on building my online business with less anxiety. Since intermittent fasting, I have lost twenty pounds, reaching my goal weight, and my body is now more adapted to burning fat.”

			The IF:45 Plan

			The program that these women followed so successfully—and so will you—is divided into three phases. Induction, a one-week preparatory phase, shows you how to clean up your pantry, eliminate gluten and dairy, stop snacking, and choose foods that kick-start fat-burning. With these simple actions, you will: See weight loss on the scales right away. Feel revitalized after removing foods that have been the source of your fatigue, bloating, and other gut issues, and foggy thinking. And begin to improve your health.

			In the next phase, Optimization, you learn how to create your own fasting and feeding windows, select and time your macronutrients (protein, carbohydrates, and fats) based on whether you are cycling, going through perimenopause, heading into menopause, or coming out of it. If you loved what happened to your body the first week, you’ll be overjoyed at your results in this phase: even more dramatic improvements in weight loss, cravings, sleep patterns, hormone balance, mental clarity, energy level, digestive function, and overall wellness.

			After that, in the final phase, Modification, a one-week plan, I give you guidelines on advanced strategies, such as expanding your fasting window, varying your fasts, cycling carbohydrates, and more. All the benefits you’ve experienced so far continue in this phase—and are even more dramatic.

			As I mentioned, you’ll be hooked on this lifestyle and want to maintain it. And so I give you strategies for doing just that as you head into maintenance. IF:45 from this point forward becomes a natural and easy way of life!

			This book can be a lifeline to help you feel better and live better. The benefits I’ve summarized so far can happen to you once you start following my program of intermittent fasting and stay true to its strategies.

			In these pages, I go into detail about how intermittent fasting works and cover some fascinating material about how your body works hormonally. I take you through some basic science about how it affects your weight, various medical conditions, and your health in general.

			You’ll learn about what you should eat for best results—all backed by delicious recipes and easy-to-follow meal plans. We’ll dive right into the specifics of the three phases, customizing the program for your stage of life and putting it into action. I’ll be coaching you at every step along the way so that you’re inspired, excited, and set up for success.

			I suggest that you read this book sequentially to get familiar with the program, what you’ll be doing—and why. Read everything with an open mind because I have some new information no one has told you before. Rest in the knowledge that you no longer have to resign yourself to the limiting belief that weight gain, fatigue, foggy thinking, and other health frustrations are normal functions of aging. They are not!

			Give yourself grace as you follow the program, too, because there is tremendous flexibility built in. This is not a rigid plan, with a lot of dos and don’ts. It works with you, your unique chemistry, and your lifestyle. Once you get into the sync of intermittent fasting, you’ll realize that it is a strategy you can harness for a lifetime.

			I want you to know that I understand where you are. Remember, I was that woman desperate for answers at a time when traditional medicine was not enough. It’s impossible to forget those days of feeling fat and demoralized, having no energy and fighting off the despair of defeat. But hear me—I’m uniquely positioned to support you and make sense of issues related to lack of energy, weight gain, food cravings, and more.

			So—let me ask you: Are you ready for a transformation? If so, give yourself forty-five days, and you will lose weight, curb cravings, revitalize your body, and live to the fullest for the rest of your long and happy life.

			How exciting is that?

			Cynthia Thurlow

			To view the 1 reference cited in this chapter, please visit cynthiathurlow.com/references.
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			Part One

			Intermittent Fasting—A Healthy Body and Healthy Hormones

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

			

			Why Intermittent Fasting?

			[image: ]Something happens as you pass through your thirties and then your forties, with hints that your body is changing. You’re gaining weight and fighting cravings. You’re no longer bouncing out of bed the way you used to. You notice symptoms like bloating, poor sleep, brain fog, and mood swings. You’re feeling old before your time, and just plain off. For the vast majority of us, these changes are agonizing, frustrating—and scary.

			I get it. I really do, because of my own experience and my work with countless women like you. You’re right to feel this way, and you’re far from alone. But take heart. It is never too late to get healthier and regain your looks, health, mental clarity, and energy.

			Heather is a good example. When she came to me at age fifty-four, having entered menopause four years prior, she was extremely frustrated. “Nothing ever worked for me,” she said, in a low, dejected voice. “I’ve eaten mini-meals, I’ve counted calories, I’ve exercised like a maniac, but the weight just won’t come off. I hate how this extra twenty pounds makes me feel so old and tired. Honestly, I’ve lost hope.”

			Heather had even resorted to taking a drug called phentermine. It is similar to an amphetamine, or “upper.” It stimulates the central nervous system (nerves and brain), which accelerates your heart rate and blood pressure and curbs your appetite. It has a lot of scary side effects, ranging from mild to moderate: insomnia, headaches, dizziness, dangerously high blood pressure, chest pain, and shortness of breath.

			This kind of struggle is simply not necessary. As Heather and I talked, I guided her through my philosophy about how best to lose weight and navigate menopause—and do it naturally, without the use of prescription drugs to lose weight. I explained to her that every part of my program is designed to ease her symptoms and get her back to feeling younger and more vibrant again.

			Heather perked up and was ready to give the program her all. She adjusted her nutrition, and she slowly started intermittent fasting. Lo and behold, she lost ten pounds in the first eight weeks and kept going—without feeling deprived, hungry, or fatigued. Today, she has more energy and confidence than she ever thought possible at her age.

			Like Heather, perhaps you have followed the usual pieces of advice: counting calories, eating small meals throughout the day, and having breakfast—all those lose-weight actions in which we’ve been schooled. Maybe you managed to drop a few pounds, but then you plateaued, yo-yo dieted, or couldn’t keep the weight off.

			Or maybe you acquired other worrisome symptoms. You just don’t sleep as well, for example, and it takes longer to get going in the morning. Perhaps you have too many aches and pains. Or you can’t think as clearly as you once could, or can’t remember facts and events. It seems like your body is changing right before your eyes. These are terrible, exasperating predicaments, and it’s easy just to give up, even though you want to feel fantastic again.

			It never ceases to amaze me how much bad advice, under the guise of “wisdom,” women are given about their health and weight loss, such as my personal fave: “Exercise more, eat less.” That absolutely did not work for me and had the opposite intended effect. I gained weight, couldn’t take it off, and generally felt unhealthy.

			Important: Do not beat yourself up. You haven’t failed; conventional wisdom has failed you. That “wisdom” centers around the following dogma:

			
				Bad Dogma #1: Calories in, calories out—this is what matters.

				If you’re endlessly counting calories to drop pounds or manage your weight, you may be worrying about the wrong thing. It’s the quality of the protein, carbohydrates, and fat we eat—not counting calories—that is an important key to fat loss, weight control, and health. This involves getting enough of the nutrients you need, including vitamins, minerals, and fiber, from your food choices.

				Poor-quality foods—namely processed carbohydrates like candy, chips, soda, and commercially baked goods—contribute to weight gain and other symptoms, but not because they have a lot of calories. It’s that they set into motion a series of reactions that make your body store fat. These foods break down rapidly into sugar. In response, your pancreas churns out higher levels of the hormone insulin. Insulin is like fertilizer for your fat cells. It tells your cells to grab calories and convert them into fat.

				The other problem is that when we cut calories, the body fights back. Our metabolism slows down in order to keep food and energy around longer, and you begin to feel hungrier. This situation is a no-win for weight control, and it throws our hunger hormones leptin and ghrelin out of whack. (More about these hormones in upcoming chapters.)

				Bad Dogma #2: Breakfast is the most important meal of the day.

				Wrong! We have been repeatedly told that eating breakfast is a healthy thing to do, based on a series of bad research and breakfast cereal marketing. We’ve heard that skipping breakfast is a very bad habit and could lead to diabetes, weight gain, and other health problems.

				Here’s the deal: There’s just not much evidence for any of this. In fact, an analytical review of thirteen clinical trials, published between 1990 and 2018, concluded that “the addition of breakfast might not be a good strategy for weight loss, regardless of established breakfast habit. Caution is needed when recommending breakfast for weight loss in adults, as it could have the opposite effect.” The study also found that the breakfast skippers weighed less than the breakfast eaters.

				Skipping breakfast is okay—and indeed, a good idea, with lots of benefits!

				Bad Dogma #3: What we eat is more important than when we eat.

				What you eat—healthy, wholesome, non-processed food—is absolutely vital. But it’s also when you eat that really makes a difference. The “when” involves syncing your meals with your circadian rhythm—the complex physiological system that regulates your sleep-wake cycle and all the hormonal and metabolic processes involved in it. Intermittent fasting aligns with your circadian rhythm and metabolism to improve many health markers, including insulin sensitivity, cardiac risk factors, brain health, overall disease risks, and, last but not least, overweight and obesity.

				A case in point about weight loss: Over a ten-week period, people who were instructed to both delay breakfast for ninety minutes and eat dinner ninety minutes earlier (thus changing the time frame in which they ate) lost twice as much body fat as those who were allowed to eat on their normal schedules, despite being allowed to eat whatever they wanted during feeding hours.

				Timing is everything! It’s the key to a healthy weight and protection from many diseases.

				Bad Dogma #4: Eating small meals throughout the day promotes fat-burning and stabilizes blood-sugar levels.

				How many times have you heard this one? Many people believe that eating multiple meals throughout the day bumps up metabolism, causing the body to burn more calories overall and keep hunger in check.

				None of this is true. Some proof: Investigators at the University of Ottawa discovered that on a restricted-calorie diet, there was no weight-loss benefit to splitting calories among six meals rather than three.

				Another study found that switching from three daily meals to six did not stimulate calorie-burning or fat loss. As for appetite control, there’s no evidence that eating six meals a day curbs hunger; however, eating larger, less frequent meals will reduce your overall hunger and make you feel full.

				A few years ago, I worked with a fitness competitor named Karen. Like many competitors in this sport, she had been brainwashed to believe that the only way to lose weight and be healthy was to eat six small meals daily. But this wasn’t working for Karen. She was constantly preparing meals and became overly fixated on food—which often led to bingeing. I switched her over to my IF:45 plan, and she flourished. Karen told me: “Intermittent fasting changed my entire life and I’ve learned so much about food intake. My energy is through the roof, my skin is great, my sleep is awesome, and I’m not a prisoner to food anymore.”

			

			These antiquated dogmas have contributed to escalating rates of obesity, poor metabolic health, and disease that have reduced the quality of life for an entire generation and their offspring. Now at epidemic proportions, these health crises are affecting women in staggering numbers. According to data from the National Center for Health Statistics, the prevalence of obesity in women twenty years and older increased from 25.5 percent to 40.7 percent over the past few decades. A 2019 journal article suggested that by 2030, more than 25 percent of the general population in the United States will be defined as severely obese, which will be the most common obesity category for women. And obesity, of course, is linked to many life-crushing illnesses: heart disease, type 2 diabetes, many forms of cancer, and depression, to name just a few.

			It is time to acknowledge that we need to do better in terms of solving the related issues of overweight, obesity, and ill health. Intermittent fasting is a huge part of the solution—and a clear path to health and weight freedom.

			What Is Intermittent Fasting?

			In simple terms, intermittent fasting is eating less often. You go without food for a period of time (your fast), and you eat within a “feeding window,” a specific pocket of time designated for meals. In your feeding window, you enjoy protein, healthy fats, and non-starchy carbs, with no focus on calorie counting. You’re deliberate about when you eat and when you fast, and you make a conscious decision to eliminate a meal or meals.

			The three most widely used intermittent-fasting regimens are alternate-day fasting, in which you eat one day and fast the next; 5:2 intermittent fasting (fasting two days a week, eating the other five); and daily time-restricted feeding, in which you go twelve to sixteen hours or more, without food, including overnight, and then enjoy your meals within a designated window.

			My IF:45 plan centers around time-restricted feeding, namely a 16:8 model (sixteen hours fasted, eight hours fed). It is the simplest to do, the most flexible—and the most appropriate plan for women of all ages. You can time your eating and fasting around your stage in life—cycling, perimenopause, and menopause and beyond—and organize it so that it keeps your hormones balanced. Plus, the fasting period isn’t too long. You can start small and gradually stretch your window as your body gets used to fasting.

			Unlike a lot of programs involving diets, time-restricted feeding has a higher adherence rate as shown in many studies. You can easily stick to it for as long as you want! My plan also lets you eat a wide variety of nutritious foods within that window. Above all, the 16:8 plan offers a long list of proven health benefits, especially for women.

			The public perception is that intermittent fasting is something new—a novel way of dieting that has only come into vogue quite recently. What is often forgotten, though, is that intermittent fasting stretches much further back than living memory. In fact, it is very aligned with ancestral health patterns. Think about it: Our prehistoric and ancient relatives did not eat three square meals, spaced evenly apart, plus snacks. They did not have an endless, easy access to food like we do today. In fact, they probably didn’t eat for long periods of time simply because food wasn’t readily available. Based on the season or climate, they might have eaten several times during the day, whereas on other days, they may have had only one meal—or perhaps no food at all. I would thus argue that we’re genetically primed for meal patterns with periods of fasting built in. It is our evolutionary heritage to fast intermittently!

			Intermittent fasting is a powerful choice you can make for your health, your hormones, and your well-being as a woman. In fact, it is more powerful than any medicine I could prescribe. Eating in a shorter window and going without food for longer periods affords you some amazing benefits. Intermittent fasting:

			Burns Fat

			Many women in their thirties, forties, fifties, and beyond have spent years dieting, losing weight only to gain it back, again and again. Swings of ten, twenty, thirty, or more pounds from one year to the next are common, and a lot of us might have closets crammed with two wardrobes of large sizes and skinny sizes. This up-and-down routine is the definition of yo-yo dieting, which is dangerous to your health. An American Heart Association study reported that women who yo-yo diet have a higher number of risk factors for heart disease than women who have stabilized their weight over the years. Repetitive dieting is simply not a good practice! Yet it is a habit within your power to change—thanks to intermittent fasting.

			A huge reason has to do with your hormones. Intermittent fasting activates certain key hormones in the body, many of which increase “lipolysis” (fat-burning), enhance your metabolic flexibility (the ability to use fuel appropriately—see below), help prevent your body from storing fat, and have many other positive effects on weight control and health. I’ll cover these hormones in detail in upcoming chapters.

			With your hormones in harmony, fasting helps accelerate your metabolic rate—which also allows you to maintain a healthy weight. And, according to one review, fasting can trim belly fat by 4 to 7 percent. As such, intermittent fasting is one of the most effective tools we have for losing weight.

			Another factor has to do with the actual fat we carry. There are two types of fat tissue in your body: brown fat and white fat. Brown fat burns energy because it is plentiful in mitochondria, the powerhouses of our cells. White fat stores energy.

			If you had to choose, which fat would you want more of? Brown fat, right? But it’s not so simple. Brown fat is uncommon in adult humans. It’s generally what makes up that cute “baby fat” in infants.

			The good news is that scientists have recently discovered that we can turn our white fat into brown! Intermittent fasting can help make this happen.

			This fortunate discovery was found in experiments with mice, who went on an every-other-day fasting plan. Another group of mice was allowed to eat anything they wanted, at any time. In the study, the researchers found that in the fasting mice, intermittent fasting changed the composition of their gut bacteria, and this stimulated the production of short-chain fatty acids (SCFAs) from the gut. This reaction turned white fat cells into brown fat cells and shifted fat storage to fat-burning, effectively reducing obesity and insulin resistance (a huge problem that causes diabetes).

			Of course, this study was performed in our mice counterparts, and I take this into consideration when quoting studies. Mice, however, have metabolisms similar to humans, so the findings are pretty interesting nonetheless! The important message here is that intermittent fasting is a very effective way to burn fat—in positive ways.

			Promotes Gut Health

			Speaking of the gut: There are trillions of microorganisms living in your intestines, collectively called the microbiome. They break down food and synthesize nutrients, like B vitamins and vitamin K. They feed on dietary fiber and certain types of starch in foods, creating compounds that are vital to muscle function and disease prevention. Our gut bugs even influence our mood and thinking, sending signals between the brain and the digestive system. They do a lot of other things, too, like reducing inflammation and regulating your appetite—all of which impact your weight and health.

			There are two main classes of weight-control bacteria in the gut: Bacteroidetes and Firmicutes. Body weight appears to be tied to a balance of the two. In many studies, some as recent as 2020, people with obesity had more Firmicutes and fewer Bacteroidetes than moderate-weight people. Yet there are other studies that have failed to establish this connection—so the jury is still out here.

			Weight loss aside, feeding your gut bacteria the right stuff helps maintain the balance of good bugs to bad, protecting your health. But it’s not only what you eat that impacts this balance, it’s also when you eat. With fasting, there’s a rapid expansion of good bacteria, for example.

			Also, animal studies have shown that gut bacteria have their own circadian rhythm and are constantly cycling among different populations. Scientists who study the gut microbiome believe that when we’re asleep and fasting overnight, one set of bacteria may thrive. When we’re awake and eating, others flourish and take over. This cycle repeats itself every twenty-four hours.

			Intermittent fasting also supports an important digestive mechanism called the migrating motor complex, or MMC. It controls stomach and small intestinal contractions in a cyclical pattern over a period of about two hours.

			The MMC is also the “housekeeper” of the small intestine. It sweeps out any food particles from the small intestine and sends them to the large intestine. Working in cycles, the MMC only clears the small intestine during periods of fasting. It is actively shut down when we eat. So if you do a lot of snacking between meals, you may be compromising your MMC. Spacing out your meals through intermittent fasting improves MMC function.

			Fasting also stimulates c-AMP, an energy molecule used by gut bacteria, especially those that make up your gut lining. This energy exchange further activates genes that protect your intestinal lining. All of this serves to improve its strength and integrity, so that bacteria, food particles, and toxins do not leak out (a syndrome called leaky gut) and cause health problems.

			The good deeds of your gut bacteria don’t end there. Intermittent fasting helps preserve the cells that produce serotonin. Serotonin is a vital, multipurpose hormone in the body that affects mood and happiness. It is produced in a few places around your body, but mostly in the cells that line your gut—cells that are protected through intermittent fasting. Consequently, depression—something that affects more women than men, especially during midlife—has been shown to lessen through intermittent fasting.

			Creates Metabolic Flexibility

			You will frequently hear me use the term “metabolic flexibility” throughout this book. Simply put, it is the ability of your cells to switch between using carbohydrates and fat as a fuel source. If you are metabolically flexible, you can burn carbs when you eat them. You can burn fat when you eat it. Or you can burn fat when you’re not eating at all (intermittent fasting). In short, your metabolism is flexible and can use whatever fuel is available, whether that fuel is from food or fuel already stored in your body.

			During the Paleolithic Age, our ancestors were metabolically flexible by nature. Sometimes, there was plenty of food, while other days, it was scarce. Their bodies were necessarily proficient at burning fat during these periods of fasting.

			Fast-forward to modern times, and things are vastly different. The abundance of processed foods has removed the necessity to burn body fat for fuel. What once was the norm has become the overwhelming minority.

			Why is it important to be metabolically flexible?

			Metabolic flexibility confers numerous health benefits: sustained energy, balanced hormones, fewer blood-sugar roller coasters, fewer cravings, and improved fat-burning, among others.

			It also improves your exercise performance. Someone with good metabolic flexibility taps into fat for energy over carbs, and doesn’t get fatigued as quickly.

			In contrast, someone who’s less metabolically efficient can’t make the switch to burning fat as rapidly and will burn more glycogen (stored carbohydrates) and fatigue faster.

			Intermittent fasting is one of the best ways to improve metabolic flexibility since you force your body to tap into fat stores—especially when you periodically decrease your carbohydrate intake.

			Enhances Mitochondrial Health

			The cells in your body contain several thousand organelles called mitochondria. They are cellular power plants that process oxygen and convert nutrients from food we eat into energy. Mitochondria produce 90 percent of the energy the body requires to function. If the mitochondria fail to generate enough energy, this can result in mitochondrial disease. Present at birth or brought on by an unhealthy lifestyle, mitochondrial diseases can inflict harm on almost any part of the body, including the brain, nerves, muscles, kidneys, heart, liver, eyes, ears, or pancreas.

			Fasting keeps the mitochondria healthy and even creates new mitochondria—in a couple of different ways. Fasting increases “sirtuins,” a family of proteins that ensure that your cells are working at their best. Sirtuins also regulate fat and glucose metabolism, fight chronic inflammation, boost energy levels, increase alertness, and repair damaged genetic material in cells. They are also involved in creating new mitochondria.

			Sirtuins work in harmony with a molecule called NAD+, which is shorthand for nicotinamide adenine dinucleotide. It helps supply the energy sirtuins need to do their diverse jobs. NAD+ declines with age—one of the reasons we feel more tired, have brain fog, or have weakened immunity. Boosting NAD+ through strategies like fasting can fight aging and promote longevity.

			Fasting also stimulates pathways that build new mitochondria, not just through sirtuins, but through the enzyme adenosine 5' monophosphate-activated protein kinase, or AMPK. It is known as the body’s master regulator of energy metabolism and promotes fat-burning. Scientists believe that as we get older, AMPK activity significantly drops off. This is another reason why we experience changes in appetite, body weight, energy levels, and so forth. What really sparks AMPK activity is energy depletion—aka fasting.

			Cleans Defective Cells

			Fasting is the most effective way to trigger a process of cellular renewal called autophagy. Autophagy was discovered accidentally in the 1970s by a Belgian scientist, Christian de Duve, who was studying insulin at the time. It is a process by which your body cleanses cells by clearing out damaged, dysfunctional, or aging cells. It makes cells stronger, cleaner, and more efficient. You can think of it like your garbage disposal, breaking down refuse, eliminating it, and decluttering your kitchen. Autophagy, as coined by de Duve, gets its name from the Greek for “self” (auto) and “eating” (phagy).

			In 1983, a researcher named Yoshinori Ohusmi, who was conducting experiments with yeast, discovered

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				Other Amazing Benefits of Autophagy

				
					
						[image: ]
					

				

				
				
					
					
					
					
					
				

			
			Boosts Brain Health

			
			
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			Strengthens Immunity

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
			Reduces Inflammation

			
			
			
			
			
			Slows Down Aging

			
			Gives You Unexpected Gifts
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