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peter andre … entering the world of nutrition

Many people will know me, probably from the TV, or perhaps from that song … you know the one. But what everyone doesn’t know is how badly I have suffered with my mental health around food. Not just as a result of sustaining my famous six-pack, but also from trying to lose weight by following some of the worst fad diets out there.

From a young age, I was obsessed with many goals, including the achievement of a perfect ‘ripped’ physique. But at what cost? Despite physically looking the picture of health, I was often run down and unwell due to the combination of my long and hectic work schedule and lean, low body-fat physique. I was obsessed with every single food I put in my mouth. A diet with almost zero fat, eating the same meals day in, day out: broccoli, chicken and rice. Not only did I miss out on a host of vitamins and minerals, but I didn’t account for the physical effects of combining my diet choices and pursuit of perfection while burning the candle at both ends. Once dubbed ‘the hardest working man in pop’, I would work, work, work, but not fuel myself properly to be able to sustain that. And, when I did eat, it was so low in calories that I would often feel fatigued, using only adrenaline to keep myself going. A lot of you who have achieved your weight loss goals through following a fad diet can probably relate to this.

My appearance was always a feature in the media and it came with a huge amount of pressure to maintain it, essentially doing whatever it took. It’s actually a pressure many of us feel today in modern society, don’t we? But, as you can imagine, very much amplified when in the public eye.

No matter how determined we are, we can’t keep doing things in such a restricted way as it will always end up taking its toll. For many years, I felt I had nailed it regarding what I would eat, when I would eat it, how much I would train, etc., with all my spare time focused on work. But eventually I rebelled against the very thing that I had strived to achieve. Like many of us, I became a yo-yo dieter, with substantial splurges of binge eating followed by periods of low calories, zero carbs and tons of exercise. I became great at sticking to this plan and would almost tailor my ‘good’ or ‘clean’ periods of eating around key photo shoots, to give the impression of myself in perfect physical and mental health. But it couldn’t have been further from the truth.

So, in my thirties and fed up with this cycle, I just went for it, going on a binge that didn’t just last days or weeks but, in fact, lasted for over half a decade. The more I was pictured during this time, the more my emotions and negative relationship with food drove me to eat. However, I still maintained that outward happy persona, just styling myself with larger clothes, hoping to make the weight gain less obvious.

As I continued through my thirties, I looked for a weight loss solution, but in all the wrong places. Initially I tried to revert to old ways with a bland, bodybuilder type way of eating, to get back to being as lean as possible. This didn’t work, as the cravings would get the better of me within a few days, so would be followed by huge episodes of self-sabotage. The overriding urgency of rapid fat loss consumed my mind and I tried several well-known fad diets out of desperation which, at best, I stuck to for six months. All the while I was yo-yoing up and down on the scales, developing an obsession with the number shown and using that to determine my success. The reality was, despite achieving short-term weight loss success, at the end of each year I either weighed the same or even more, and the impact of this on my mental health was significant.

I was in such a mess! Trying anything and everything I could to lose the weight and missing out on so much life with friends and family. All because of my obsession with weight loss, which, in the long run, led to me getting nowhere. I knew there had to be a better way and, as I came closer to my forties, I went looking for it.

For me, the shift in mindset initially started by changing my goal. Health became the number one priority. Not how good I could look walking along the beach but how good I could feel instead.

This was a huge turning point for me, because it allowed me to move away from the scales and focus on what was important. It removed the urgency to lose weight that I had focused on for so long.

I was then able to look at my lifestyle, how I lived day to day, and made sure that whatever I did from that point onwards was not just enjoyable but sustainable, which, of course, was the complete opposite of how I’d behaved around food up to that point.

What became obvious quickly was that each day could be very different, in terms of free time, location and the facilities/foods that were available to me. No wonder I struggled to eat in line with a rigid and strict eating plan, because my lifestyle could never accommodate it, which is often the case for so many people.
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I decided to take a flexible and balanced approach to achieving my goals, making a seven-day period my target rather than a 24-hour period. Some days I skipped breakfast, some days I didn’t eat much until mid-afternoon. Some days I ate three meals, some days I snacked all day until having a larger dinner, but throughout the process I stayed accountable and kept track of my calories for each week.

To get into the swing of things took a few months. Those old habits and feelings of guilt would kick in, but I remained focused and true to the process as I knew it was perfect for me. Months went by and I not only started looking and feeling great physically, but also mentally. All by saying ‘it’s fine’ to what I wanted!

I faced plenty of obstacles along the way, which in the past would have almost certainly resulted in me throwing in the towel due to going ‘off plan’. Instead, I overcame them. Not with some magical low-calorie meal or way of eating, not at all. It was just by getting back to a normal balanced way of eating, making a choice not to weigh in to assess the ‘damage’, but instead reflecting on how nice the meal was, the time spent with family and friends and how far I had come.

Through my forties, I went through a life-changing experience, successfully maintaining what I see as the best shape of my life. By shape, I mean the complete package of health, fitness and true food freedom with a positive relationship with food.

Of course, #itsfine® didn’t exist then, only in my head. The way I monitored, tracked and maintained what I did week in, week out, was done manually. There was nothing out there that facilitated the weekly balanced approach I had used. That was, of course, until I came across Ben online, who had just released a beta (test) version of an app and concept I was very passionate about.

After using the app for several months I honestly believed he was on to something big, so I put together an email in the hope we could have a chat about his plans. From our first conversation I was hooked, not just because I loved the app, but because Ben’s passion to help people was so infectious. Once he explained to me how big of a problem he was trying to fix, I knew I wanted to be part of getting this information out there and felt I had a new purpose in my life within the world of nutrition.

so who is ben smith then?

From a very early age, I was known for two things – my fascination with bodybuilding and nutrition, and my appetite (my parents even called me the ‘human dustbin’). In other words, I loved food and lots of it!

Throughout school, I was very much into the gym. Despite eating a large amount of food, I always seemed to look fit and healthy. Outwardly yes, not quite with the abs of Pete, but in great shape and full of confidence. But, behind closed doors, that couldn’t have been further from the truth. The problem was, in the 1990s, young men didn’t sit down and share anything other than talking about the girl they’d kissed at the cinema or which nightclub they should go to that weekend. Come to think of it, even today, issues around food and mental health still aren’t discussed enough.

I was in a constant battle against a huge appetite and being a fan of a nice takeaway, but desperately wanting to obtain the lean, bodybuilder physique of my dreams. In my mind, that couldn’t be achieved without a restrictive diet of chicken, rice, broccoli and sweet potato, so everything I enjoyed was firmly off the menu. I began to see food as function and not taste, with protein intake being the number one priority. I was obsessively weighing each ingredient to make sure it wasn’t even 0.1 of a gram above or below what I wanted.

Despite all this, my body never really changed. Why? Because what people didn’t see was the frequent relapses behind closed doors. Mainly during the evenings and weekends, where the lack of variety, flavour and satisfaction got too much for me and I’d have enormous binge eating sessions, consuming up to 15,000 calories at a time. All that hard work just couldn’t be sustained, and it always resulted in mammoth blowouts at the weekend. It was then back to a further five days of complete restriction, back on the chicken and rice, with double workouts, but getting to Friday weighing and looking the same as the week before. Zero physical progress and yet infinite amounts of mental damage.

Throughout my twenties this pattern continued, sometimes I was having much longer binge eating episodes and gaining a few extra stone, and then covering it up by telling everyone I was ‘bulking’ and there was nothing unusual here. It was all just part of my ‘plan’.

The irony was that I had also been working during that entire decade as a personal trainer and nutritional therapist after qualifying in my late teens, helping clients to achieve amazing results. However, not seeing similar results myself just caused the depression to build and build. Was there something wrong with me? I thought. With that I started to reduce the carbs almost completely, eat even more protein and remove anything remotely ‘bad’ from my diet. Until, that is, I had the biggest binge of my life that wouldn’t last just a weekend, but for most of my late twenties and early thirties.

There was no trauma behind it, no event that set it all off. In fact, I’d met the love of my life and started a fantastic new job that still allowed me to work with my nutrition clients via Skype. But my personal relationship with food had taken me to such a dark place that I just rebelled against it all, giving up my quest to obtain a ‘perfect’ physique and instead eating anything and everything I wanted.

I was a huge takeaway fan and, having seen them for so many years as being counterproductive, wrong or naughty, or having used them as a ‘cheat meal’, I just went into self-destruct mode after every one I ate. Slowly but surely, I found I was eating takeaways every single day!

Being 5’10” tall and now weighing in at over 300lbs (over 21 stone), I was classed as morbidly obese. I was at the point where I couldn’t do the simplest of daily tasks, like going to the loo properly, walking up stairs, showering or putting on socks. I was struggling and had lost all my confidence in my own journey, but all the while was very successfully working with my nutrition clients remotely.

Despite several attempts over a few years to lose the weight, and now in my thirties, I struggled to get into any form of momentum and structure. The same pattern of rapid weight loss (28–42lbs/2–3 stone) was always followed by even faster weight gain, taking me back over the 300lbs mark.

With the birth of my son Alfie, who unfortunately needed regular stays in hospital every couple of months, and my wife becoming disabled, with a host of rare and misunderstood conditions, food was becoming more and more of a comfort blanket and a way of dealing with stress. I decided that I needed to free up my time and move into a new job working from home, which would enable me to be there much more for them.

As 2012 came around, I needed an operation to repair a nerve issue in my wrist, which I thought would be very straightforward. The actual procedure was straightforward, but the hospital was reluctant to do it until my very high blood pressure was back within normal range. So, I crash-dieted and, within six weeks, got my weight down enough to be able to have the op. The day of the operation, after kissing goodbye to Cara and Alfie, I made a promise to them that I would be a better husband and father and get all the weight off. Lying in hospital, I looked back on all the times my weight had stopped me doing so many things with Cara and Alfie. At this point, I felt unstoppable in my head and knew that a few months after my op I’d be in that gym, strictly following a calorie-controlled regime 24/7 and would be in the shape of my life!

All healed and after setting up a makeshift gym in my garage, I was ready to get going. I created a complex spreadsheet detailing all my calories for the day, as well as my macronutrient ratios showing protein, carb and fat consumption targets. I set myself a goal of losing 140lbs (10 stone) by the summer of 2013.

During this intense period, I became a recluse, barely leaving the house other than for the school run. Every day was the same. Getting up at 6 a.m. to do an hour on the treadmill before work, then meals prepped, job, back in the home gym for weight training and then repeating the same process. Alfie was in hospital half a dozen times during this period, as well as Cara, but I kept true to sticking ‘on plan’.

During the spring of 2013 I achieved my goal and, aside from loose skin around my stomach, I was happy with my physique and felt confident in how I looked. Having come from such a dark, lonely and unhealthy place with my body, I initially felt happy and, with that, had an even stronger desire to help people reach their weight loss goals. So, with the support of Cara, I began working for myself full-time as a nutritional therapist.
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Despite creating plans that were helping hundreds of people, I began struggling again myself. At first, I blamed it on the long hours but, deep down, I knew the real reason. When I looked back to the moment I stepped on those scales and saw that magic number, just a few days after this I had the stark realisation of what my life was going to look like to maintain those results. Instead of feeling proud and positive about moving forwards, I felt scared, worried and anxious about eating out, going on holiday and trying to hit my daily calories and macros all the time.

I spent most of 2013 following a slightly relaxed version of what I’d been doing, introducing a ‘cheat meal’ every Saturday, which worked for a few months, but it slowly crept into a ‘cheat weekend’. Despite personally struggling, my client base grew and grew, taking me to the point where I had to turn new enquiries away. Frustrated with this, I went back to my software roots, using technology as a way of removing some of the admin involved in delivering tailored plans and the need to see me in person for support and advice. Within a few weeks, I realised that I could create a slick, personalised process that would go on to genuinely help hundreds of thousands of people all over the world reach their health and fitness goals as well as support them through their journey.

Clocking up long working days and spending many hours answering thousands of emails, I had zero time to live the obsessive lifestyle that got me to lose the weight in the first place. Not only that, I was now suffering from a depression that came in the form of imposter syndrome, where I didn’t feel worthy enough to be in a position coaching people through weight loss. But my empathy and experiences of being morbidly obese just kept me going, and this sense of purpose drove me to work harder and harder over the next few years as I was so emotionally attached to the process of helping people.

The negative impacts of my seriously deteriorating health alongside my obsessions with food and my business had made life very difficult for me. I was not only suffering myself but was causing suffering to those around me. At that point, I knew I had to leave my passion behind to focus on getting better.

September 2017 was a very important date in my mind because Cara and I had planned to get married. Tipping the scales at the heaviest I’d ever been and with serious mobility issues, the thought of limping down the aisle in a custom-made XXXXL suit petrified me. However, a lack of confidence with how I looked was the least of my worries because, after waking up in the middle of the night gasping for air, I went to the doctor for a full check-up, which revealed a list as long as your arm of health concerns. I was on the cusp of Type 2 diabetes, I had serious gout and the onset of sleep apnoea. Not only that, I also required a hip replacement and the reattachment of an elbow tendon. I was in a mess! I felt lost, alone and frightened at this point and knew I had to sort this out once and for all.

I had to be honest with myself in order to look into an area that most men in particular didn’t dare delve … mental health. After seeing various psychologists and specialists in this field, the diagnosis was clear. My negative relationship with food had given me a condition known as ‘binge eating disorder’.

All I had ever done was focus on how fast I could shift the weight. I didn’t care how I achieved it, just that I would do whatever it took to get there in a specific time frame. I realised that I had to move away from this mindset and change the goal from weight to health, replacing the obsession of a target date with a long-term goal of sustainability. I needed to be able to find a solution that would be achievable, not just for the short term, but forever.

Calories had always been an important part of what I believed in. After all, there is no question that fat loss comes from eating less energy than your body needs. But did it have to be so obsessive, did it need to be so frequent? This theory made me look at other parts of my life and how it could complement areas that I had previously ignored or categorised as bad or negative. I started to embrace things I liked doing, such as having a takeaway, or the fact that some days I just didn’t fancy breakfast, making sure that flexibility was at the forefront of how I designed my plan moving forwards. Ultimately, I took the approach that I would say ‘it’s fine’ to anything I wanted to eat, in line with a calorie target range that I would aim to reach by Sunday evening.

Could this be the answer for me? Could doing the complete opposite of what I did before really help my mental health and finally leave binge eating behind for good? It was worth a shot. When it came to meals, I focused on nutrient density, enjoying plenty of carbs, fats, snack items and the flexibility to change my mind at any time. I wanted to take my arch enemy of a takeaway and turn that into an anchor that kept me grounded each week, but also not see it as a reward or a cheat. I believed that the key to moving away from guilt and self-sabotage was to make sure I regularly included the so-called ‘treat’ foods, but then also ensured the day that followed was just a normal day. Being normal around food, like my friends and family were, was at the top of my list of goals and I believed I could get there by following this plan.
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The first few days were awful. My natural instinct was to start doing exercise straight away, but my fitness was terrible and I was so riddled with injury that I really struggled. I started walking on the treadmill and using the recumbent bike but, after just 10 minutes, I felt excruciating pain in my hip and lower back and had to stop. This was my first obstacle to overcome, so I took the approach to create a weekly target that didn’t include any exercise at all. This meant a little less food but, with that, less pressure on me, which was a real positive. Any exercise I did do just meant MORE food if I wanted it.

The adjustment to eating something that had been so ‘off plan’ and forbidden meant I had loads of mind games to face. Each
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