

A Bit About Me

Hi, I’m Sandra. 

I am the creator of the clinically proven, medically endorsed Slimpod programme, which has over 350,000 users. The success of the programme won me the award of Best Businesswoman in Health & Beauty in 2024. I’m an NHS collaborator and a leading Harley Street behavioural change specialist, with almost two decades of experience in transforming the lives of people who are exhausted with dieting and want to discover a better way to lose weight naturally and sustainably. I am a sought-after speaker for international health conferences in London, Dubai, Milan and Prague and have appeared on ITV Tonight and Channel 4’s How to Lose Weight Well. In this book, I will share my wealth of experience to empower you to shift your mindset, gain a healthier attitude towards food and finally lose weight for good.
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Chapter 1

Why 85 Per Cent of People Self-Sabotage

Why is it that just when you start to see progress on your weight-loss journey, you suddenly find yourself sabotaging your own efforts? I’ve witnessed this so often over the years and, in my Diet Dossier survey, self-sabotage was the top reason, given by 85 per cent of people, for why they couldn’t sustain diets. However, I know that understanding the psychological and emotional dynamics at play can help them – and now you – navigate through and beyond self-sabotage.

What is Self-Sabotage?

Self-sabotage is not just about a lack of willpower or knowledge; it’s deeply rooted in psychological and emotional responses to dieting.1 Whether it’s skipping a planned workout or binge eating, these behaviours often stem from an inner resistance to change, fear of the unknown or comfort in familiarity, even when it’s detrimental.

There are three major psychological underpinnings for self-sabotage:

Fear of change

Contrary to popular belief, the fear of success can be as daunting as the fear of failure. Achieving weight-loss goals often brings about significant life changes, including new self-expectations, shifts in relationships and altered identities.

These changes can feel overwhelming, leading to a subconscious retreat to old habits to avoid confronting new challenges. Research indicates that emotional responses to weight change can trigger behaviours that hinder weight-loss goals.2

Unrealistic goals

Setting overly ambitious goals is a common pitfall. Unrealistic expectations can lead to frustration and decreased motivation when results aren’t immediate or dramatic. This cycle often culminates in the abandonment of weight-loss efforts.

Studies have shown that those with unrealistic weight-loss expectations are more likely to drop out of weight-loss programmes, often following periods of negative self-evaluation and compensatory behaviours like binge eating.3

Lack of coping mechanisms

Stress is a well-documented trigger for behaviours that counteract weight-loss efforts.4 Without effective coping strategies, you may turn to food for comfort, using it as a mechanism to manage negative emotions.

Emotional eating undermines diet and health goals, acting as a significant form of self-sabotage. Understanding and accepting that setbacks are a natural part of the journey to a healthier lifestyle is essential.

 

Learning from setbacks, rather than using them as an excuse to revert to old habits, is key. Each lapse provides valuable insights into vulnerabilities and how to manage them more effectively in the future.

Not only that, being kind to yourself can ease the process. Self-compassion encourages you to forgive yourself for setbacks and view them as opportunities for growth and learning, rather than reasons for self-criticism and defeat.

Self-sabotage is a multi-faceted issue influenced by psychological, emotional and habitual factors. What I am sharing in this book will help you to address these root causes, because with realistic goal-setting, healthy stress-management techniques and enhanced self-awareness, you can better navigate your weight-loss journey and achieve lasting health improvements.

Recognising and understanding the patterns of self-sabotage are the first steps towards developing a healthier relationship with food and oneself. Embrace the strategies below with a positive mindset, and watch as you transform your relationship with food and achieve your weight-loss goals.

Believe in your ability to make lasting changes and take it one step at a time. You’ve got this!

  
How You Can Take Back Control

Set realistic and achievable goals

One of the most effective strategies to prevent self-sabotage is setting goals that are both realistic and sustainable. Goals should adhere to the SMART criteria: Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Relevant and Time-bound. We’ll discuss goal-setting in more detail in Chapter 24. Celebrating small victories can also provide motivation and positive reinforcement, helping to maintain momentum.

 

Develop healthy ways to cope

Since stress can trigger self-sabotaging behaviour, developing healthy coping mechanisms is crucial. Techniques such as mindfulness, deep breathing exercises and yoga can alleviate stress without resorting to food. Cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) is also beneficial for altering thought patterns that lead to self-sabotage.

 

Enhance self-awareness

Keeping a detailed food and mood diary can help identify triggers for self-sabotaging behaviours. A trigger could be the smell of fresh bread, the sight of a cream cake, the sound of bacon sizzling or even a parent’s voice awakening childhood memories of chocolate. Keeping a diary increases self-awareness and helps individuals understand the link between their emotions and eating habits. Recognising these patterns is the first step towards changing them.

 

Build a support system

Involving a support system can encourage positive behaviour and provide accountability. Friends, family or professional counsellors can offer support and feedback crucial for overcoming moments of weakness.



 

  
Case Study: How I Took Back Control

Jane Foster

[image: A photo of Jane wearing a V-neck top and glasses and smiling at the camera.]

 

I had hit rock bottom. I would sit in the car park of the local shop, hiding in plain sight, and devour an entire Victoria sponge cake with my hands. It was a secret, desperate act. I felt completely unworthy, like a failure, and food became my way of punishing myself.

I was trapped in a cycle of self-destruction, too exhausted and overwhelmed to even consider a way out. My life was ruled by unhealthy habits – bingeing on processed food, drinking too much and dressing in a way that mirrored how I felt inside: defeated and uncaring.

My days blurred together as I chose quick, convenient meals, just to avoid the effort of preparing something myself.

I was always tired, always aching and constantly struggling with health issues that landed me in and out of hospital. I was stuck in this awful loop, feeling powerless and resigned to a future of deteriorating health.

But then, something shifted. I can’t say exactly when it happened, but I realised that I was tired of being tired. I began tapering off my medication, even though it was hard, and I pushed myself to cook a meal every day. It wasn’t easy, but I discovered that I wasn’t as helpless as I’d thought. Slowly, I started taking back control, proving to myself that I could change my life, one small step at a time.

This wasn’t about losing weight or fitting into a smaller dress size – although that did happen. I went from a size 24 down to a size 16 and, I won’t lie, it felt good. But the real victory was regaining my health and, more importantly, my confidence. I stopped needing painkillers, my blood sugar levels normalised and my blood pressure stabilised. I was able to come off several medications, including those for diabetes and high cholesterol. My doctors were amazed at the transformation, but, to me, the most significant change was that I no longer felt like a passenger in my own life.

Today, I approach life with a sense of purpose and determination. I’ve learned that consistency is key – not just in eating healthier but in the mindset I bring to each day. My goal isn’t to be slim; it’s to be healthy, to be strong and to never go back to that dark place where I had given up on myself.

Find out more about Jane’s story here:

 

https://thinkingslimmer.com/the-weights-over-case-studies







Chapter 10

Why Dieting Makes Weight Loss Harder

Losing weight and keeping it off can feel like an uphill battle. You might wonder why it’s so tough, especially if you’ve spent so many years on yo-yo diets. The truth is, there’s a lot going on in your mind and body that makes maintaining weight loss challenging.

Researchers have found that most people who lose weight by dieting regain about 30–35 per cent of it within the first year, and up to 50 per cent within 5 years.1 This can happen even for people who’ve had weight-loss surgery.

It’s not about failing or giving up; it’s about how your body responds to weight loss. Only by retraining your brain so your mind and body work hand in hand can you hope to lose weight in a sustainable way.

When weight isn’t an issue, hormones from your gut, pancreas and fat tissues are constantly signalling your brain to regulate how much you eat and how much energy you burn. However, when you lose weight by dieting, your body kicks in several mechanisms to bring the weight back. Crucial hormones change in ways that make you hungrier and slow down your metabolism, making it easier to regain weight.

A landmark study showed what happens to your hormones when you lose weight and try to keep it off.2 Participants followed a low-calorie diet for 10 weeks and lost about 13.5kg (30lb). Researchers measured their levels of various hormones before, during and after the diet and found that the levels of hormones that make you feel full, like leptin, peptide YY, cholecystokinin, insulin and amylin, decreased. At the same time, levels of the hunger hormone ghrelin increased, and participants felt hungrier. A year later, these hormonal changes and increased hunger persisted.

Your genes play a significant part in your weight, too. Large-scale studies have shown that there are almost 150 genetic variants linked to obesity.3 Even after you lose weight, your genes might be pushing you back towards your higher weight. The fact is your body has a set point it wants to return to, and half of it is genetics and half environment.

We all have a biological survival mechanism that conserves energy in the face of starvation and dangerously low energy supplies. It’s called adaptive thermogenesis, which is a fancy way of describing the slowing of your metabolic rate as a response to weight loss. In America, 16 contestants on the TV show The Biggest Loser took part in a scientific study.4 Their weight, body composition and metabolic rate were measured at the end of the competition and again six years later. The participants had all rapidly lost massive amounts of weight on the show, but were found to have regained most with time. The winner of the competition lost 108kg (239lb) but six years later had put 45kg (100lb) back on. Thirteen of the contestants regained all or most of their weight in six years. Four were heavier than before the competition. There was only one contestant who weighed less than she did at the end of the competition.

Human biology is a powerful driver of weight regain, so maintaining weight lost by dieting, without retraining the brain to have a different relationship with food, will always be a challenge.

There are many other reasons why people regain weight after losing it. Obesity often comes with a strong preference for tasty, high-fat and high-sugar foods. When you cut these out, you can experience cravings, fatigue and a bad mood. Losing weight also affects the brain’s pleasure centres. You get less reward from eating driven by dopamine. This lack of pleasure can make you eat more to try to feel good again (see Chapter 9).

By understanding these biological changes, you can better tackle the challenges of maintaining weight loss and work towards a more sustainable, healthier lifestyle.

  
How You Can Take Back Control

I asked Dale Pinnock, TV’s Medicinal Chef, to tell us a bit more about what different food types do to our bodies and to give us his top tips on eating a balanced diet:

 

It is fair to say that, when it comes to long-term diets and healthy eating patterns, so many of us are completely and utterly confused, and when we look at the vast amount of chatter about diet in the media, is it any wonder? There are so many different diets and approaches to eating out there. Which is right? Which should we follow?

Well, ultimately, there are grains of truth in almost all of these different dietary patterns, but are these approaches sustainable in the long term? No! There always seems to be some kind of restriction or removal of a food group, or strange habit that we need to adopt. Sure, it may give you some short-term results, but what about the long game? What can you do for a lifetime that is actually easy, sustainable and enjoyable, and will deliver long-term health benefits and help to protect you from the many diet and lifestyle diseases that plague us in this part of the world? Well, thankfully, it is actually very simple.

There are a few key guidelines you can follow to build a healthful way of eating for a lifetime – all based on the totality of the science, and all really simple. Have these few guidelines in mind and you will never go far wrong:

 

Swap the white for the brown

One of the big keys for a long-term healthy diet is the type of carbohydrates we are consuming. This simple tip – swap

your white for brown – will seriously move the health needle in the right direction. In the modern world we are eating far too many processed carbohydrates such as white bread, white rice, white pasta and, of course, the obvious sweets and sugary foods. The issue with these foods is that they release their glucose content rapidly. This in turn sends blood sugar up very high very quickly. Now, of course, blood sugar rises after eating. It is supposed to. The issue is how far it rises and how rapidly, and the metabolic knock-on effects that follow such an aggressive rise. If we eat some of these foods now and again and get such a response, then it is of absolutely no consequence to the body whatsoever. But, if we eat these things three times a day every day (think toast at breakfast, a sandwich at lunch, and so on . . . it soon adds up), then the constant aggressive sugar increases start to cause problems. It can raise our cholesterol (yep, as much as the wrong fats can), it can increase abdominal weight gain that is hard to shift and it can increase risk of type 2 diabetes. Not to mention age our skin faster and increase inflammation in the body.

Now, it is not carbohydrates doing this. It is the rate and the extent to which blood sugar rises in a short space of time, and the biochemical chaos this causes that is driving these issues. If we change our carb choices, we take away the issue. How do we do that? We swap the white for the brown. If you swap white rice for brown rice, white bread for brown bread, and so on, then you have staple carbs that have just as much glucose in them as the white variety, but they have something the white ones don’t – they have

fibre! Fibre makes these carb sources far harder to digest, which in turn means their glucose content is liberated far more slowly. This leads to blood sugar that rises gently and slowly, which does not give us any of the metabolic and hormonal disaster that follows aggressive spikes. Plus you get sustained energy levels, and these higher fibre varieties contain far more micronutrients such as B vitamins, zinc and selenium to boot, too!

 

Always think: ‘Where is the protein?’

Now, this doesn’t mean I am going to tell you to go all cave dweller. But, whenever you look at your plate, once you have the high-fibre, slow-burning carbs ticked off, the next inclusion needs to be a protein source. Absolutely, this could be meat or fish, but it could also be eggs, beans and pulses, tofu, tempeh . . . whatever your preferences are.

The reason this is important is that this will further add to the blood sugar stabilisation effect. When you add protein to a high-fibre carb source, you create a meal that takes far more digestive effort to break down, which leads to further slowing of blood sugar rises, meaning more stable energy levels, less brain fog and, of course, less risk of those issues that I described above. Plus, of course, the more diversity on your plate, the more diversity of nutrients. This leads me nicely on to the next fundamental . . .

 

Always ensure a diversity of plant foods

Plants rule the roost when it comes to a healthy dietary pattern for the long term. I am not saying go vegan, but I

am saying that plants need to dominate your plate – at every meal. Whether that is berries with your porridge or indeed fresh fruit throughout the morning; a good varied side salad with your lunch – think baby spinach, red peppers, beetroot, red onions, not just some limp iceberg lettuce; or a variety of roasted or stir-fried vegetables with your evening meal, this diversity of plant foods will give you exposure to what I have always called ‘Nature’s Edible Pharmacy’. We obviously know that plants are rich in vitamins and minerals, but they are also rich in powerful chemicals – called phytochemicals or phytonutrients. These can deliver almost drug-like effects in our body. They can reduce inflammation and pain. They can switch on key genes that help repair our cells and slow down ageing. They can support the immune system, support our eyesight, heal wounds more effectively and a thousand other benefits. Many of these compounds tend to be part of the chemistry that give plants their colour or their flavour, so the real key is diversity. Include as many plants with as many different colours and flavour profiles as possible to get maximum exposure to these substances.

 

Up the three

This is a final little nugget that I feel is important for long-term good health. Fats are vitally important in our diet, and ensuring we get in a good amount of the right ones can safeguard us from some serious health issues down the line. The most important of these fats, from the point of view that most of us don’t get anywhere near enough, is

the omega-3 family of fatty acids – particularly EPA and DHA that we find in oily fish, algae (I know) and supplements.

These vital fats reduce inflammation in the body (a key driver of degenerative disease), help protect our arteries from damage, lower LDL cholesterol and increase levels of the ‘good’ HDL cholesterol, prevent brain shrinkage and neuronal damage, and support long-term cognitive function.

The best way to get more of these in is to include plenty of oily fish such as salmon, mackerel and herrings in your diet. If you follow a plant-based diet then you can get some DHA from algae such as spirulina, but to get the full spectrum of EPA and DHA you must use a supplement, which is very easy to come by.

 

These simple tips are not major lifestyle overhauls. They are not based on depriving yourself and following some silly rules that are impossible to stick to. You can still enjoy the food that you love and eat at your favourite restaurant, and easily support your long-term health. These simple tweaks to your day-to-day diet can help to protect you from the leading diet and lifestyle issues that plague our healthcare system: obesity, heart disease and type 2 diabetes, not to mention many preventable cancers. Why is that? Because these simple steps are doing the opposite to what our ultra-processed, highly refined diet is doing to our health. We know full well what these foods do. If we reverse-engineer that and build a lifestyle from doing the opposite, we

give ourselves a fighting chance and have a sustainable plan of action that is easy to adopt for life.

 

In addition to Dale’s advice above, there are some other simple ways to take back control:

 

Regular exercise

Exercise can help regulate your hormones and boost your metabolism. Even moderate activities like walking or swimming can make a big difference. If walking seems unappealing, make the destination happy; meet a friend in the park. Dance to the radio around the house. Tidy the garden. Find some movement that brings you joy!

 

Stress management

Stress can increase hunger and cravings. Practise stress-reducing activities like yoga, meditation or deep breathing exercises to help keep your hormones in check.

 

Consistent sleep

Lack of sleep can disrupt your hormones and increase hunger. Aim for seven to eight hours of quality sleep each night to help regulate your appetite. Try to keep away from bright lights because they can hinder the production of melatonin, a hormone the body creates to help you sleep. There are tips on how to improve your sleep in Chapter 13.



Next, we’re going to dive deep into a biological change that affects every woman at a certain time in her life.

    
Case Study: How I Took Back Control

Lorraine Murphy
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My claim to fame is that I stopped dieting and lost nearly 76kg (12st). Up to then, I felt like I was living in a fat suit – and I had no idea how to get out of it. I’ve been quite a big girl most of my life. Never mind obese, I used to call myself a beast!

I’d been dieting nearly all my life and I’d done them all – WeightWatchers, Slimming World, Atkins, Slimfast, something Sam Fox advertised years ago, the boiled egg diet, the cabbage soup diet, tablets from the doctor. After 44 years of dieting, none of them made a lasting difference.

I had a bad sugar addiction and I would think nothing of eating three chocolate bars a day. That’s on top of cakes, biscuits, bread products, pastas. I knew the only way to end this habit was to break the sugar addiction, and so I kicked the elephant right out of the kitchen by doing the Slimpod programme.

I was a size 26, and I am now a size 16 bordering on 14, and I’ve lost 72.5kg (11st 6lb) without even thinking about it. Slimpod gave me my choices back. I could eat if I wanted to; if I didn’t want to eat then fine. Choosing healthy options just became natural and part of my life.

I’m now much more confident than I’ve ever been. I used to hate meeting people because I felt they were judging me because of my size. But now I’m the life and soul of the party – I’ll go anywhere, meet anyone.

I feel like a normal person around food now. If there’s cake or chocolate available, it’s just automatic that I say no, but, actually, I don’t say no every time. Sometimes I have a little treat. But I’m in control of the food rather than food being in control of me. I don’t binge eat anymore at all.

I used to think nothing of having a bottle of wine in an evening. I would add crisps and peanuts, so I was just eating rubbish basically. The more sugar I consumed, the more I wanted. But it’s completely stopped now. I’m in charge again.

Find out more about Lorraine’s story here:

 

https://thinkingslimmer.com/the-weights-over-case-studies







Chapter 11

Navigating the Menopause Minefield

For many women, the journey through perimenopause and then menopause can feel like an overwhelming whirlwind of changes, both physical and emotional. If you’re noticing extra weight, particularly around your middle, despite your best efforts, then you’re not alone and you’re not doing anything wrong.

The changes you’re experiencing are not because of a lack of willpower or a slower lifestyle, but are deeply rooted in the significant hormonal shifts happening in your body. These fluctuations have a direct impact on weight and fat distribution.

Menopause is a natural phase of life, but it doesn’t have to be a time of struggle. By understanding the hormonal changes that occur and taking proactive steps to manage them, you can navigate menopause with greater ease and maintain a healthy weight. You have the power to take control of your health and make this stage of life one of empowerment and vitality.

One of the most notable changes in the run-up to and during menopause is the decline in oestrogen levels. Oestrogen is not just a reproductive hormone; it plays a crucial role in regulating metabolism, body fat distribution and even appetite. As oestrogen levels drop, the body compensates by storing more fat, particularly in the tummy area, where fat cells can produce a weaker form of oestrogen called oestrone. Unfortunately, oestrone is less effective than the oestrogen produced by the ovaries and is also more inflammatory, which can exacerbate weight gain and make it harder to lose excess fat.1

Other hormones, like ghrelin, leptin and cortisol, also start to behave differently. Ghrelin, the hunger hormone, tends to increase during menopause, leading to heightened feelings of hunger and stronger cravings.2 Meanwhile, leptin, the hormone responsible for signalling when you’re full, decreases, which means it takes longer for your brain to receive the message that you’ve had enough to eat.3 This imbalance can lead to overeating, even when your calorie needs haven’t changed.

Cortisol, the hormone released in response to stress, can also wreak havoc during menopause. With the various stresses that often go with this life stage – whether it’s from physical symptoms like hot flushes or emotional stress from life’s many demands – cortisol levels can rise. High cortisol levels not only contribute to fat storage, particularly around the abdomen, but also increase insulin resistance, making it harder for your body to manage blood sugar levels.4

The levels of dopamine (which, as we’ve seen, plays a key role in the brain’s reward system) can fluctuate, which may lead to an increase in cravings for comfort foods. This is particularly challenging because these cravings often involve high-calorie, low-nutrient foods that can derail even the most disciplined eating plans.5

These hormonal changes don’t just affect your appetite and fat storage; they also impact your metabolism. As oestrogen levels decline, there’s a corresponding decrease in the body’s ability to burn calories efficiently. This means that even if you’re eating the same amount as you did before menopause, you might still gain weight.6

Additionally, the loss of muscle mass, which naturally occurs as we age, further slows down our metabolism. Since muscle burns more calories than fat, less muscle means fewer calories burned at rest, contributing to gradual weight gain over time.

Sleep disturbances, which are common during menopause, can further complicate weight management. Oestrogen plays a role in regulating sleep, so, when levels drop, sleep patterns can be disrupted. Hot flushes and night sweats are common culprits, but changes in the sleep hormone melatonin and increased cortisol levels can also lead to poor sleep.7 When you don’t get enough rest, it affects the balance of leptin and ghrelin, making you more likely to overeat and crave high-calorie foods.8

The good news is that, while these changes are challenging, they’re not insurmountable. By understanding the science behind menopausal weight gain, you can take targeted action to manage your weight and improve your overall well-being.

It’s also worth mentioning the role of hormone replacement therapy (HRT). While HRT is not suitable for everyone, it can be an effective way to manage some of the symptoms of menopause, including weight gain. Research has shown that HRT can help reduce the accumulation of visceral fat (the dangerous fat around your organs), lower blood glucose and insulin levels, and even positively influence gut health.9 If you’re considering HRT, it’s important to discuss it with your doctor
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