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Introduction

Very few of us are ever entirely happy with our weight, and I hate the feeling of putting on a few extra pounds. But I’ve found some healthy and acceptable ways to get down to a healthy weight—things that really work. If you’re like I once was—tired of going on and off diets and up and down in weight—I’m going to help you get and stay naturally fit while eating anything you want, not depriving yourself, and appreciating the wonderful body you have.

How can I make such claims? I am a veteran of the diet wars, a doctor, and a reporter. Between medical school, my internship, and my residency, getting pregnant for the first time in my thirties and the second time in my forties, and doing live television, I’ve done it all: I’ve starved myself, and I’ve pigged out; I’ve binged, dieted, skipped meals, and lived to tell about it.

I subsisted on vanilla wafers and black coffee while serving my residency in pediatrics. I relied on graham crackers and peanut butter during my surgical training. I’ve been on liquid diets and protein diets—one week this diet, the next week that diet. I’ve exercised in sauna suits, and I’ve dieted on carrot sticks. There are times when I spent so much time poking my head in the fridge that my nose got frostbite. Add whatever you’ve done to this list, and I would understand. But finally, when diet became a four-letter word to me, I said, Enough is enough. I started making friends with food.

So now I have an easy rule. I regard food as fuel. I eat foods I like—even some things that might not be so good for me. As a result, I find it easier to lose weight—I just eat a bit less and exercise a bit more and it falls off. I’m not a member of a health club—it’s just not my thing. I prefer walking, hiking, or biking outdoors to keep fit. I watch my weight, but I’m not obsessive about it. And I wouldn’t deny myself something I really wanted. Every week, I try to enjoy something from each of my four favorite food groups: the chocolate group, the ice-cream group, the pizza group, and the chips group. But most of the time, I choose healthy foods. Do I have a perfect body? Far from it—but I know I’m healthy.

Making friends with food, with diets, and with your body isn’t easy. And a big reason is that most of us have been following certain “rules” for losing weight all our lives. These rules come and go. We are fascinated by them; we follow them. We throw out everything we’re doing and embrace the latest rule. If it doesn’t work, we blame ourselves for messing up. The truth is that these rules are largely “myths,” misinformation that is often considered to be true. Nutrition is a fairly new science and it’s pretty boring stuff unless you are a dietitian. But the most important thing we all need to remember is it is always changing. That constant change generates loads of myths, many of which I’ll explode in this book—myths like calories don’t count, carbs are bad, and you can’t keep pounds off.

How do such myths start, and why do they continue? Some myths are holdovers from our mothers and grandmothers, such as “Bread crusts will make your hair curly,” or “Gum takes seven years to pass through the digestive system.” Others come from fad-diet promoters who use only part of accurate nutrition statements but don’t tell you the whole story. Most are interested in making a buck, not in helping you lose weight or keep it off. Other times, the media report news based on incomplete research or the half-truths these diet promoters provide. Tips on how to eat and exercise, stemming from the latest pronouncements by anyone wearing a lab coat or looking good in Lycra, have often been made on very weak data. In all fairness, they may have been the best guess at the moment. But you hear them repeated so many times that you forget they were rough guesses in the first place and come to believe they represent hard facts.

When I began my career as a medical correspondent in the 1980s, I was frequently concerned that one day I would run out of medical subjects, including nutrition, to talk about. Back then, I had no way of foreseeing the bewildering and conflicting flood of diet advice that would continue to pour in week after week. Americans have been bombarded with all kinds of conflicting nutrition news: whether it’s about cholesterol and heart-healthy diets or lack of fiber as a cause of cancer, whether it’s the latest “miracle” supplement or the dangers of sugar and food coloring, or even whether vegetables are as healthy if they’re store bought as they are when purchased at the farmers’ market. One day, the supplement vitamin E is magic, an antioxidant hedge against heart disease. Then, just as vitamin companies saturate the market with capsules, research shows that vitamin E takers could be more susceptible to heart attacks than those not taking the supplements.

It can seem as if every food poses a risk for cancer—and that every food contains cancer-fighting agents. Several years ago, health experts promoted a low-fat diet for everyone. Then came the high-protein diet in which promoters said fat is fine, but you need to steer clear of carbohydrates. Eggs used to be bad; now they are good. Butter used to be bad; now we know it’s better than margarine.

There is so much misinformation and confusion about what to eat. It gets to a point where there is nothing “safe” left in the refrigerator but the ice maker.

As for the shape we’re in, we get fat over the course of years, but we want it off by next Thursday. Hardly a week goes by without some expert somewhere issuing a new report declaring that a certain diet or pill or surgery is the latest magic bullet for weight loss. After being a doctor for more than thirty years, having reported on thousands of diet and nutrition stories, and being a professional dieter myself, I can tell you this: No magic bullet exists.

What we need is a new and smart strategy for successful weight loss. Statistics show that forty-five million Americans are dieting at any moment in time, and we’re spending more than $30 billion a year on weight loss. Yet obesity is rarely treated successfully. We have a serious problem: We are the only animals on the planet that will eat ourselves into an early grave. Two centuries ago, people died of starvation. That trend is changing. Ours will be the first generation to die from food excess. It’s insane!

Since the early 1980s, Americans increasingly have grown larger. We are ten pounds heavier, on average, than we were fifteen years ago and eat 15 percent more calories today than in 1984. Adult obesity has doubled since 1980, increasing in every region of the country, in both males and females and across all age, race, and socioeconomic groups. As we grow bigger, so have our risk factors for heart disease, stroke, high blood pressure, type 2 diabetes, gallbladder disease, elevated cholesterol levels, kidney failure, and certain cancers. We’re at a tipping point in this country, where obesity has started to cost us our longevity. Proper weight is not just a matter of looking good; it is about health. Being healthy is knowing you can count on your body. Being healthy is about enjoying a well-rounded life: pursuing physical activities you love, enjoying a balanced diet that makes room for all foods in moderation, and tuning in to your emotional and spiritual health.

One answer to our national paunch is to stop obsessing about what we eat and start sorting out the sound advice from the babble. In spite of all the conflicting information, the tried-and-true still holds: Load up on real foods like fruits, vegetables, and whole grains; practice portion control; and exercise regularly. It couldn’t be simpler. And because it’s so simple, people find it really boring. But these actions are the only safe and stable ways to lose weight.

Try not to react to every new nutritional study that comes down the pike, either, since much of this information will be replaced by a new panacea next month. And start savoring your food, whether it’s a steaming bowl of oatmeal or a piece of double-fudge cake you share with your friends at a great restaurant. Food is good for you, and it’s good for your soul. Enjoy it!

I feel that beyond being a myth buster, this book should also act as a pal. I can help you most effectively if I give you enough truthful information to guide you out of the confusing diet maze. Then you can say, “Enough is enough. Tomorrow I’m starting on a new course that is best for me.” So treat this book as a resource, a constant companion, and a lifetime guide for taking weight off and keeping it off. Many of us have been fed (excuse the pun) bad information about diet, nutrition, and weight loss. Bad information means bad choices, and bad choices mean bad results—or no results. You can’t get in shape and stay healthy unless you know the truth.

This book will bring you face-to-face with the truth about dieting and weight loss, and armed with that truth, you’ll learn how to:


	Check out information before you act on it. For example, if you were told that eating fifteen grapefruits each day would help you burn fat, would you go to the nearest supermarket and stock up? Or would you check it out first?


	Make informed decisions using sound, straightforward information. Question whether a popular diet will really work for you.


	Learn to make a friend of food and exercise. This will allow you to safely sprinkle the not-so-healthy stuff through your diet and not feel deprived.


	Understand that being overweight isn’t always the result of overeating and under-exercising. There’s a lot more to fatness than lack of willpower. For many of you, being overweight is not your fault. Yet there are still many factors that are within your power to change.


	[image: ] How you eat can lower your risk of heart disease, stroke, and certain cancers.


	[image: ] Discover little-known yet powerful facts and motivating ideas that can keep you trim and energetic.


	[image: ] Make important permanent changes—the kind you can live with for the rest of your life—in your eating habits.


	[image: ] Escape the forbidden-food mentality, allow yourself some leeway, and learn to enjoy food again with my Treat Yourself Diet—and lose weight in the process.







Whether your weight-loss goal is 5 pounds, 50 pounds, or more, you can achieve it in some of the most enjoyable ways possible—by eating the foods you love in satisfying moderation. It’s not about becoming supermodel thin or adhering to someone else’s ideal, either—it’s about being healthy and feeling great. And it’s never too late to begin the journey. I am living proof that decades-old diet patterns can, with intervention and commitment, be changed. I am at peace with food. And I want you to be at peace, too.




Myth #1

Your Weight Is Your Fault

The first time I set out to lose 20 pounds, I ate only protein. The second time, I crunched down on raw carrots and swilled diet sodas. Every trick I tried worked for a while, until it didn’t. For the longest time, I chalked my failures up to lack of willpower.

I can say with certainty that I’ve learned a lot since those days, and what I’ve learned is that weight control is not all about willpower, and it’s more than just what you put in your mouth (or don’t). Obesity and being overweight are problems of many causes. There are powerful drives and forces in our lives—social, environmental, and biological—that make it extremely difficult for some people to lose weight. The very behaviors we’re trying to adopt—like eating healthfully and exercising regularly—are being actively discouraged by society.

Enlightenment on why we’re overweight hit me square in the face in 2008 when I visited China during the Olympics. I was there to cover the country’s health issues for NBC News. My assignments included the obvious, from the treatment of athletic injuries to possible doping scandals, but I was also interested in looking at the Chinese way of life. What did the Chinese eat? Where did they go for health care? How far had high-tech Western medicine encroached on centuries-old Chinese medicine?

I had always thought the Chinese people were slim, petite, and fit, so I was unprepared for what I saw there: a significant number of overweight and obese people, young and old. As I soon learned, China is now the second-fattest country in the world, in second place only to the United States. Curious, I visited a so-called fat-reduction hospital two hours outside Beijing that has an interesting inpatient treatment program for teenagers who are battling fat.

There I interviewed a thirteen-year-old boy, Yi, who was the same age as my son, Charlie. Yi, a lively boy with close-cropped black hair and a toothy grin, was a good 25 pounds overweight. Like growing numbers of Chinese youth, Yi was trying to lose it. “I am spoiled by my parents and my grandparents,” admitted Yi, the only child of his family’s clan. “They give me sweets, and take me to fast-food places.” The obesity issue reflects the new affluence in China and the chance to eat fast food—and an unintended consequence of the one-child policy, where grandparents unconsciously reward behavior with food.

Yi was lying on his back with acupuncture needles poking the area around his belly button. “It hurts a little bit,” Yi said, as the acupuncturist twirled the needles in his flesh. The ancient Chinese therapy supposedly works by targeting specific “points” on the body that correspond with your emotions, stress levels, energy (or qi), and physical body.

Yi was losing weight with techniques as old as this ancient land, not only acupuncture but also treatments such as herbal remedies and massage. Doctors had taken him off fast food and put him on the traditional Chinese diet of porridge, rice, vegetables, and a little bit of chicken-wing meat. On an average morning, Yi and other obese teens would undergo their half-hour acupuncture treatment and then engage in light exercise, including badminton or walking. Unfortunately, the hospital weight-loss program was a little weak on the educational side; kids were sent home with only a pamphlet on nutrition and no real program in place for follow-up or maintenance.

“What is the one thing you miss most about being at home?” I asked the youngster.

“I miss fried beef,” he said.

I thought to myself, “If this kid misses fried beef, he’s probably going to start eating it again, plus other fattening things he loves. The chances of this boy keeping his weight off are not good.”

Approximately sixty million Chinese, equal to the population of France, are overweight and obese. In a nation that has for centuries consumed most of its calories from rice and vegetables and is fabled for eating almost every part of a chicken or pig, how could China now be facing an obesity epidemic not unlike our own?

There are three big reasons, and the first one is the availability of fast food. Kentucky Fried Chicken is the number one fast-food franchise in China, with McDonald’s running a close second. As their society has become more affluent, the Chinese have more disposable income, which they dispose of at fast-food restaurants.

Second, because of China’s one-child policy, many parents spoil their kids by treating them to fast food and sweets. Today, 5 to 10 percent of the younger generation is regarded as overweight, and the figures are expected to double within a decade.

Third, the country that was recently known as the land of bicycles is quickly becoming the land of the couch potatoes. Instead of bicycling to work, they are driving cars or riding on subways. Millions of urban dwellers are living a sedentary lifestyle, dominated by computers, television, the Internet, video games, and DVDs. Also, because of the pressure from competition to enter good higher schools, teachers sacrifice students’ exercise time for class work.

The bottom line is that social, cultural, and environmental forces have all conspired to turn China into a nation of overweight citizens. And of course, that’s exactly what has happened in America. Clearly, it’s not entirely our fault that we’re hungry and heavy. There’s a lot more to the story than meets the fork.

ANATOMY OF A MYTH

The need to lose weight has become a part of everyday life, but that hasn’t made it an easy goal to achieve. We work at it, struggle with it, battle it, and usually end up extremely frustrated by the whole process. That being said, it is very important to know that you can succeed, as long as you understand what you’re up against.

On a very simple level, your weight depends on the number of calories you consume, how many of those calories you store, and how many you burn (see Myth #3). But each of these factors is influenced by so much more. Maybe your mom’s family has always been heavy. Grandma can’t bear to waste food because the world’s poor are starving, and your brother Mike wasn’t hungry until he saw that TV ad for fried chicken, gravy, and mashed potatoes. Your sister Jane hates to turn down a bargain, and that supersized meal was a super deal. Your uncle Henry only eats things out of packages. And who brought those doughnuts to the office, anyway?

We assume that people are overweight because of personal failings, that they’re lazy, weak, and gluttonous, and that they don’t have the willpower to eat right or exercise. But there’s a growing awareness that heredity, environment, and even factors like increased stress and lack of adequate sleep, can wreak havoc on the body’s metabolism, contributing to weight gain. Obesity is now classified by the National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute as a complex, chronic disease involving many environmental, social, behavioral, metabolic, and genetic factors.

DO YOUR GENES FIT?

Heredity determines, at least partially, how many fat cells your body has and how large these fat cells are. Your genes can affect your physiology (such as how fast you burn calories) as well as your behavior (the types of foods you choose to eat, for instance). They may also contribute to appetite, satiety (the sense of fullness), metabolism, food cravings, and your body-fat distribution.

Several studies have shown that identical twins, separated at birth, have similar body types, including obesity, when reunited years later. It makes sense that genes that determine everything else about us also play a role in obesity.

The strength of the genetic influence on weight problems varies quite a bit from person to person. Research suggests that for some people, genes account for just 25 percent of the predisposition to be overweight, while for others the genetic influence is as high as 70 to 80 percent. Having a rough idea of how large a role genes play in your weight may be helpful in terms of managing your weight. Take my quiz on the next page to get a glimpse at how much your weight depends on your genes—and what you can do about it.

And you can do a lot about it. Your DNA is not your weight-control destiny. Several years ago, I interviewed obesity expert Dr. James O. Hill, one of the researchers who established the National Weight Control Registry, a database of more than five thousand successful dieters who have maintained their weight loss of 30 pounds or more for at least six years. “Over 60 percent of the people in the National Weight Control Registry report that they were overweight as children,” he told me. “So it doesn’t mean that long-term success in weight management is impossible.” Another myth busted: If you’re heavy as a child, you’ll be obese as an adult. Simply not true!


Quiz: How Much of Your Weight Depends
   on Your Genes?

Read through each statement below, and answer yes or no to each.

Group A Statements


	I have been overweight for much of my life.

[image: ]


	One or both of my parents, or several other blood relatives, are significantly overweight.

[image: ]


	I can’t lose weight even when I faithfully stick to a reducing diet and increase my activity and do this for several months.

[image: ]

Group B Statements


	I am strongly tempted by the availability of food.

[image: ]


	I’m moderately overweight, but I can lose weight when I diet and exercise.

[image: ]


	I tend to gain weight easily if I don’t follow a healthy diet.

[image: ]

Group C Statements


	I’ve never really been overweight.

[image: ]


	I can eat almost anything I want and not gain weight.

[image: ]


	I don’t exercise much, and my weight stays normal.
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Scoring


	If you answered yes to two or more statements in Group A, genes are probably a significant contributor to your weight issues. For people with a very strong genetic predisposition, sheer willpower can be tough in counteracting the tendency to be overweight. But you can achieve and maintain weight loss under a doctor’s guidance (see Myth #6).


	If you answered yes to two or more statements in Group B, genes are probably a lower contributor for you. While you have some genetic predisposition to be heavy, it’s not so great that you can’t overcome it with some effort devoted to diet and exercise.


	If you answered yes to two or more statements in Group C, your genetic predisposition to obesity is low. You have a good chance of losing weight by eating fewer calories and getting more vigorous exercise. It may also be easier for you to keep it off.






In the United States, we’ve been getting fatter since the seventies. The trend is universal and cuts across all demographic groups. So we can’t blame such a rapid rise on genes alone. Let’s look at another factor—hormones—as a contributor to the epidemic.


TRUTH

Moderately overweight kids shouldn’t be
   put on restrictive diets.

If you have kids who are 10 to 15 pounds overweight, the current thinking is that they should not be put on restrictive diets. Instead, it’s better to help them make basic improvements in their diets, ramp up their activity, and give up some TV and computer time. Perk up your kids’ diet by adding more fruits, vegetables, and whole grains while cutting back on the junk foods. That way, you’ll automatically slow the rate of their weight gain while they continue to grow in height. Children go through dynamic phases of growth, and a low-calorie diet is not what they need. They need nutrients and activity.



IS IT MY HORMONES?

Hormones are complex chemicals produced and secreted by glands that regulate and control the activity of other organs in the body. A hormone is released by a specific gland, travels through the bloodstream, is absorbed by the target organ, and sets off the desired chain reaction. Hormones help control when and how often you feel hungry, how much you eat, even how quickly food is burned as energy. There are many hormones involved in weight regulation, but the two key hormones are leptin and ghrelin.

Leptin

Secreted into the bloodstream by fat cells found in the stomach, leptin is a hormone that tells you when you’ve eaten enough. Basically, it signals the brain to release hormones that suppress hunger. If you have low levels of leptin, as many people who are obese do, you tend to feel hungry much of the time.

You don’t have to be at the mercy of leptin fluctuations, however. To regulate normal production, just make sure you log enough z’s. Your body produces the hormone while you sleep. Plus, ample evidence shows that eating fatty fish like salmon, mackerel, or sardines increases leptin levels and may help you keep your weight down. Ease off saturated fats in your diet, too. They cause your body to release less leptin. Saturated fats are the artery cloggers found in foods that come from four-legged sources: high-fat red meats, butter, full-fat cheeses, and other whole-milk products. Finally, moderate your alcohol intake. More than one drink a day for women and two drinks daily for men can make leptin levels drop.

Ghrelin

Ghrelin is secreted into the bloodstream by stomach glands. It signals the brain to secrete hunger-stimulating hormones, and you start feeling hungry. When you diet, ghrelin levels rise and leptin levels fall. Your appetite increases, making it harder to lose weight.

Fortunately though, it’s easy as pie to tame ghrelin and prevent it from triggering a feeding frenzy. From what we know now, it seems that all you have to do to keep ghrelin down is to stay moderately full and avoid getting really hungry. How do you do that? One of the best ways to regulate your appetite and still lose weight is to eat three healthy meals a day, with nourishing snacks in between. Multiple meals of beneficial foods are linked to lower body fat, better-regulated hunger hormones, and the steady release of blood sugar throughout the day to help calm cravings.

My message here is, yes, hormones regulate weight, but that doesn’t mean you don’t have a say in the matter. You do. Take the upper hand by choosing the right foods, not skipping meals, and eating frequently throughout the day.

OUR FOOD-FOCUSED WORLD

While genetic factors and hormones are those forces inside you that can mess with your weight, environmental factors are the outside forces that contribute to the problem. They encompass anything in our environment that makes us more likely to eat too much or exercise too little.

Practically everywhere we go—shopping centers, gas stations, sports stadiums, movie theaters—food is readily available. You can buy snacks or meals at roadside rest stops, twenty-four-hour convenience stores, and even gyms and health clubs. We are surrounded by processed foods that are higher in fat and sugar at the expense of grains and fiber. Not surprisingly, we’re also eating more high-calorie foods (especially salty snacks, soft drinks, and pizza), which are much more accessible than lower-calorie choices like salads and whole fruits.


TRUTH

Weight gain after a splurge isn’t all fat.

The day after your splurge, you may weigh two to four more pounds, but this increase is primarily water weight gain. Extra carbohydrates are stored primarily as glycogen, and for each ounce of glycogen you’ll store about three ounces of water. This water weight comes and goes within a day or two. Excess calories from fat are stored as body fat. But keep in mind that a single pound of fat is the equivalent of 3,500 excess calories. That’s a lot of food (about seven Big Macs or eighty chocolate-chip cookies) above your normal intake—not just a mere slice of cheesecake. All you have to do is get back on track with your normal eating plan, and those pounds you see on the scale will drop right off.



Back in the 1950s and early 1960s when I was growing up in Fort Wayne, Indiana, fast-food restaurants offered one portion size. Now there are multiple portion sizes, and those sizes verge on the gargantuan. A typical serving of french fries from McDonald’s contains three times more calories than when the franchise began. A single supersized meal can contain 1,500 to 2,000 calories—all the calories that many people need for an entire day. And research shows that people will often eat what’s in front of them, even if they’re already full.

Americans are eating more calories on average than they did in the 1970s, says the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Between 1971 and 2000, the average man added 168 calories to his daily fare, while the average woman added 335 calories a day. (Do the math: If you’re “average,” that translates into a gain of nearly 20 to 50 pounds a year!) Incidentally, I don’t know why women added more calories than men, but I suspect it may have to do with emotional eating. Women tend to eat emotionally; men do not.

Dietary fat isn’t necessarily the problem, either. Research shows that the fat content of our diet has actually gone down since the early 1980s. But many low-fat foods are very high in calories because they contain large amounts of sugar to improve their taste and palatability. In fact, many low-fat foods are actually higher in calories than the foods they’re replacing.

As for physical activity, it’s almost impossible to find a staircase to use in place of an elevator; and we drive everywhere instead of walking because there aren’t any sidewalks or it’s too far to walk. We sit while we work and use labor-saving devices like moving walkways, automatic doors, remote controls, drive-through windows, and other “conveniences.” Computers make it possible to communicate, shop, play games, and socialize without lifting more than your fingers. Because we work long hours, we have trouble finding the time to go to the gym, play a sport, or exercise in other ways.

And our kids? We’re so afraid to let them outside un-supervised that they get little outdoor time. Instead, they stay inside playing video games and watching TV. As for activity at school, gym classes have been dropped at many schools.

Experts think that taken together, environmental factors are the driving force for the dramatic increase in obesity. Yet these factors are totally within our power to change. Some suggestions:


	Reclaim what technology has stolen from you. Move your wastebasket to the other side of your office, lose the remote control, put your recycling bin as far away from your kitchen as possible. Avoid buying appliances and outdoor yard equipment that use electricity or gas when a manual option is available and reasonable.


	Clear out high-calorie, tempting binge foods from your pantry or refrigerator. Everything that threatens to wreck your resolve, including ice cream, leftover pie, and pizza, must go. If it’s there, you’ll be tempted to eat it—so toss it or hide it in a container. If you don’t see it, it’s much easier to avoid.


	Don’t go grocery shopping when you’re hungry, and avoid the snack-food aisles. Buy only healthy foods and stick to a shopping list. If you must buy fattening foods for the nondieters in your family purchase versions you
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