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INTRODUCTION

“Ghrelin” is new to me in comparison with dieting. The first time I ever heard the word ghrelin, I was 24 years old and almost 180 pounds. Yup, in the not-so-distant past, I was you. I was always on a diet. You name it; chances are I’ve tried it. I may not look like it now, but the truth is, I was fat kid. I know “fat” is a bad word. It is politically incorrect and considered way more of an insult than “obese.” But let’s be real: Who looks in the mirror and tells themselves, “I’m so obese”? I use the word fat because that is how I felt every time I’d look in the mirror. At 12, I weighed more than I do now. I am a living, breathing example that you can beat the odds.

When I was 12 years old, I weighed 150 pounds. At 5 foot 2 inches I was, without a doubt, obese. I was teased by my classmates: “Large Marge” was my nickname. Luckily, I was quick-witted enough to throw a zinger right back to defuse the situation and distract my classmates, at least for a little bit. As I grew into my teens and adult years, I stopped being obese. Now I was “overweight” or “big.” However I still felt fat.

I became a dietitian and personal trainer years before I fully figured out how to control my weight—it goes to prove that even if you have knowledge, putting it into practice is a whole different story. I’ve drawn from my weight-loss experience while writing this book. I know how hard it is to lose weight and keep it off. But I promise you this: Once you learn the ways of ghrelin, that task will get easier. It did for me.

Only after I was well established in my career did I begin learning more and more about ghrelin. What was this hormone? Where did it come from? And how was it affecting me and countless other people trying to lose weight? I was fascinated—and I still am. Ghrelin, quite literally, will make or break you. This one hormone has helped the human race (along with most other animals) survive. It’s also helped keep them healthy. Balancing your ghrelin will not only help you to lose more weight with less effort but it will also improve your overall health in many significant ways.

Once I learned the science of ghrelin and started eating in a way that balanced it, a funny thing happened. I lost weight and kept it off, and it was not hard. That’s when I started to create the Belly Fat Fix.

In the pages ahead, I’ll share with you all the strategies, tricks, and tips I have developed throughout the years. I know they work because I use them—and so do my clients—with great success. I have reached my weight goal. But even though I am 5 foot 8 and 135 pounds, I still use them today.

I said earlier that I beat the odds. Well, that’s sort of a lie. Weight loss is about the odds, but not in the way it seems. Losing weight—and keeping it off—isn’t a game of chance. It’s a matter of playing your cards the right way. If you keep at it consistently, you always beat the odds eventually. I’ve designed this plan so that you can easily continue on a healthy path for the rest of your life. By following the Belly Fat Fix, you, too, will beat the odds!
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THE BELLY FAT FIX

Learn It





CHAPTER 1

Meet Ghrelin, the Hunger Hormone



Imagine reaching your ideal weight without having to fight yourself each step of the way. Imagine going from where you are now—not quite the size and shape you wish you were—to where you want to be, without feeling that gnawing sensation of hunger throughout the day. Imagine slimming down as you eat three delicious, balanced, and filling meals—plus an afternoon snack—each day.

It’s not only possible, it’s easy when you make ghrelin, the hunger hormone, your ally instead of your enemy. In the pages ahead, I’ll teach you how to eat and how to time your meals so you never again have to rely on willpower alone to stop you from eating what you know you shouldn’t. (After all, willpower hasn’t been much help in the past, has it?)

When you learn the ways of ghrelin, you’ll gain biological control of your appetite. That’s because this weight-loss plan works with your body, giving it what it needs, when it needs it. The result? You feel satisfied and full. Since you aren’t hungry, you’re not tempted to nosh between meals. You don’t experience the same strong cravings for high-calorie foods. Once you know how to work with ghrelin, you’ll even find it easier to stop at “just a little” of those foods you love—whether it’s pizza or ice cream or whatever you tend to gorge on because you just can’t find it within yourself to stop till it’s all gone.

That sounds like quite a promise. Yet this is exactly what my clients report. “I feel like I have a true hold on my eating problem,” says Lisa N., a 55-year-old nurse who’s struggled with her weight all her life. “I’m finally learning to eat the way a thin woman eats.”

“I really don’t feel like I’m on a diet,” says Nichole D., a working single mom with a 6-month-old baby. “I eat plenty of food on this plan. Sometimes I may have to stop and think about making the better choice, but I don’t ever feel deprived.”

Donna, a stay-at-home mom with a 1-year-old son, agrees. “I was constantly hungry on other diets and always fighting with myself not to eat,” she says. “The best part about this plan is that I don’t feel like I’m on a diet at all. I’m finally eating the way a normal person should. And I’m having fun cooking and eating without guilt!”

Donna, who started this program at her highest weight ever, reports that she and her husband were even able to break their tradition of popcorn and a few mixed drinks after dinner—without feeling deprived. To make the evening feel special and set a mood of relaxation, they’ve opted for ice water with lemon in highball glasses instead.

“I think it was because our ghrelin levels were finally balanced and stable that we felt full—so we painlessly bypassed our habit-related craving and were completely fine the rest of the night,” she reports. “It really does feel empowering to ‘reprogram’ myself and to see a very clear difference between hunger and habit.”

The truth is, when it comes to losing weight, willpower alone does not work when you’re confronted with a strong biological drive like hunger. Only when you give your body what it needs, when it needs it, can you reach your weight goal without a fight. That’s the beauty of the Belly Fat Fix.

I’ve based this plan on the most recent science, plus widely accepted principles of the professional nutrition community. This is the very first program to incorporate what science knows about ghrelin in a holistic plan that puts together all the pieces of the weight-loss equation:
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[image: ]The right kind—and amount—of exercise (it’s less than you imagine!)



Best of all, this is a simple, easy-to-follow plan designed for people who lead full, hectic lives. Because I coach a wide variety of clients, I’m familiar with the kinds of challenges that arise for all sorts of people—from new mothers to businesspeople to folks whose jobs or lifestyles require them to eat out a lot. The Belly Fat Fix can accommodate them all. I’ve included lots of coaching tips throughout the book to make it as easy as possible for you to follow the plan. There’s even advice on how to make the meals ghrelin friendly for the entire family.

Bottom line: The Belly Fat Fix will bring your body back to health by balancing your ghrelin. Let’s take a brief look now at the components of the plan and how it can work for you.


What Exactly Is Ghrelin?

Ghrelin is a potent peptide hormone, or chemical messenger. The message it sends? I’M HUNGRY. FEED ME! It’s the primary and most powerful hunger stimulator for almost all animals, including human beings. It’s also fast acting. That’s why your appetite can come on like that, seemingly from out of nowhere.

Special cells in the lining of the stomach produce ghrelin in very minute amounts—not continuously, but on a predictable schedule. Even smaller amounts of ghrelin are secreted by other organs, such as the pancreas and the hypothalamus, the part of the brain that controls appetite and weight. Once ghrelin is produced, it’s secreted into the bloodstream, which enables it to travel throughout the body and affect every single organ and system.

Your body produces only a little bit of ghrelin, but that’s enough to drive your appetite and determine—to a large degree—your overall health. When ghrelin is working optimally, it’s easier for you to control your weight and stay healthy. When it’s out of balance, it’s difficult for you to slim down, and your general health suffers, too, as your body unleashes a cascade of degenerative processes that lead to killer diseases such as fast-growing cancers.

The body makes two forms of ghrelin: unacylated and acylated. Both forms are always in circulation, though unacylated ghrelin is present in higher concentrations. Scientists originally thought that acylated ghrelin was biologically active and the unacylated form was inactive, but they’ve since learned that’s not true. In humans, for instance, unacylated ghrelin counteracts the influence of acylated ghrelin on insulin secretion and glucose metabolism.1 (Without unacylated ghrelin, acylated ghrelin might bring about too rapid a rise in glucose and insulin levels.2) Unacylated ghrelin also enhances insulin sensitivity and inhibits the breakdown of lipids, molecules that contain fats, vitamins, and triglycerides. (Under stress, this breakdown—called lipolysis—occurs in the fat cells. If the stress is chronic, this breakdown in the fat cells increases cholesterol.)

Long story short: Both forms work cooperatively to regulate metabolism.3 They need to be present in the right proportions for the body to function at its best. Scientists have found that the ratio of unacylated to acylated ghrelin in the body may determine the overall effects of total ghrelin.4

Studies have shown that in cases of ghrelin imbalance, the body tends to produce excessive amounts of unacylated ghrelin relative to acylated ghrelin. Diseases occur when there’s an imbalance in the ratio of unacylated ghrelin to acylated ghrelin—and also when overall ghrelin isn’t present in the right amounts.

After all, both types of ghrelin play an important role in regulating metabolism, and a ghrelin imbalance has a negative effect on other regulatory hormones. That’s because the hormones function interdependently. The functioning of one hormone is determined by the functioning of another, and that hormone, in turn, exerts its influence on yet another hormone, and so on.

Think of ghrelin as the first domino in a long line of dominos. When ghrelin falls out of balance, it knocks the others off balance, too, initiating processes that lead to insulin resistance, diabetes, and many other diseases.



THE BELLY FAT FIX

With the Belly Fat Fix, there are three simple steps to a slimmer, healthier you:

In Step 1, you start the 3-Day Fast-Track. This step will stabilize your ghrelin and help you lose a quick 3 to 5 pounds. It’s also a pattern breaker—a way to signal to yourself that you’re ending your old, counterproductive eating patterns and beginning a new, healthier way of life.

In Step 2, you use the rest of the month to master this new way of eating. On the plan, there are just two hard-and-fast eating rules:

1.Use the G-Scale to discover your personal hunger quotient, then time your meals accordingly.

2.Consult the handy ghrelin-suppressing food list to create your meal plan.

To make the month as delightful as possible, we’ve included simple recipes for delicious, satisfying foods that will help stabilize your ghrelin levels. There are dozens of recipes exclusively for people on this plan to prove that you don’t have to sacrifice taste in order to slim down. When it came to creating recipes for this plan, the words of the day were “simple” and “assembly based.” After all, hardly anyone has much time to spend in the kitchen these days. (There are a few recipes that are a bit more involved, but they’re special-occasion treats, not everyday meals.)

You’ll embark on Step 3, the No-Sweat Exercise Program (see Chapter 8), after you’ve taken a month to strengthen your new eating habits and to learn more about yourself by using the 30-day food tracker. You’ll work out with hand weights (or substitute other household items) for a half hour three or four times a week. This exercise program is specifically designed to stabilize ghrelin even as it helps you build lean muscle.

The No-Sweat program is an important part of the plan. Studies show that moderate exercise reduces inflammation in fat tissue by regulating ghrelin’s function within the body’s white blood cells. This reduction in inflammation won’t just improve overall weight loss, it’ll improve your ability to keep the weight off, too. It’ll also boost your mood, since you’ll be relying less on food and more on movement as a feel-good strategy.

Notice the emphasis on “moderate” exercise. In Chapter 8, I’ll explain why you don’t need to overdo it—workouts that are too intensive can actually sabotage your ghrelin-balancing efforts.

Each step in this book will give you a new tool you can use to get closer to your ideal weight. And each of these tools is designed to help you get ghrelin working optimally in your body. When it does—when your body produces enough ghrelin to stimulate your appetite when you need to eat, then eases back when you’ve had your fill—all your other regulatory hormones receive the biological support they need to remain in balance, too. In short, the choices you make either help ghrelin function at its best, keeping you slim and healthy, or throw your ghrelin levels off-kilter, causing weight gain and putting you at greater risk of developing a wide range of degenerative disease, including cancer. (For more on the link between ghrelin and disease, see Chapter 9.)


Balancing Act

Sound familiar? If two or more of these statements apply to you, your ghrelin may be off balance—and getting it back on track could lead to a slimmer, healthier you.


1.You can’t lose weight even when you don’t eat—or when you eat very few calories. That’s due to ghrelin’s conservation effect, which once conferred an evolutionary advantage in times of famine.

2.Your sleep schedule is erratic. You find yourself staying up late and choosing to overeat or snack at night.

3.You experience extremes in hunger levels. For instance, when clients tell me that they get up at 7:00 a.m. but don’t feel hungry all morning—then by midafternoon they’re starving and can’t stop eating—I know their ghrelin is out of whack.

4.You feel depressed or suffer from depression-like symptoms such as fatigue, anxiety, irritability, poor concentration, or headaches. That could be because of ghrelin’s influence on the reward and pleasure centers of the brain.

5.You find that eating certain foods is soothing. Maybe you reach for a gooey chocolate brownie at the end of a tough workday or a big bag of chips when you’re annoyed at your mother. This, too, may be due to ghrelin’s role in the brain’s pleasure and reward centers.

6.You tend to be impulsive about your food choices. Instead of choosing the foods you know you should eat to help you lose weight, you select the high-fat, high-calorie options. That’s ghrelin at work.





GHRELIN POWER

If you’re struggling to lose weight, following the Belly Fat Fix can make a huge difference in your life. In fact, you’ll find that the benefits extend far beyond your weight and your waistline. Stabilizing your ghrelin levels will also:


[image: ]Give you more energy

[image: ]Make your thinking clearer
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[image: ]Help balance your blood sugar

[image: ]Increase your metabolism

[image: ]Boost your immune system

[image: ]Protect against cancer, heart disease, arthritis, and diabetes

[image: ]Help reverse the processes that lead to these diseases



How can stabilizing a single little hormone bring such big results? Ghrelin is small but powerful—and it really gets around! At various times during the day and night, on a schedule we can influence but can’t control, ghrelin makes its way around our body, sending its signals to the brain primarily via the vagus nerve, one of a pair of cranial nerves that resemble two thick ropes. These ropelike nerves, made of sensory nerve fibers, extend from the brain stem, past the heart and lungs, and deep into the abdomen, where they branch into a network of nerves that gather intelligence from abdominal organs like the stomach, pancreas, kidneys, liver, and gallbladder. This system of nerves facilitates ongoing two-way communication between the brain and the belly. Without this communication, you’d never know you were hungry.

The takeaway: When you consciously eat to support ghrelin balance, you’re working with your body—and your brain—to bring about a greater state of health. So you not only slim down, you also become measurably healthier.

YOUR BRAIN ON GHRELIN

Let’s take a look at the most important ways ghrelin affects your brain—it may help you better understand some of your own eating behaviors, including the ones you know sabotage those numbers on the scale. Understanding ghrelin’s effects on the brain will also help you see why you should follow the Belly Fat Fix—not just for a month but forever.

When Japanese researchers first identified ghrelin in 1999, they thought its primary role was to stimulate the pituitary gland to release human growth hormone (HGH). They named it ghrelin after the word root ghre, which comes from a Proto-Indo-European word meaning “to grow.” Ghrelin does stimulate the pituitary gland to release HGH, which spurs growth in children and teens. In adults, HGH helps regulate body composition, muscle and bone growth, and sugar and fat metabolism.

But scientists have come to realize that ghrelin was designed to fulfill a more crucial function. Nobel laureates Joseph L. Goldstein and Michael Stuart Brown discovered that ghrelin’s essential purpose is to prevent living beings—from fish to people—from starving to death in times of famine. When blood sugar falls as a person starves, a cascade of activity is initiated in the brain and belly, leading to the release of ghrelin. Ghrelin also acts on the hypothalamus, the part of your brain that controls hunger, thirst, metabolism, and body temperature, as well as the pituitary (or “master”) gland, which oversees every single hormone secretion throughout your body. By acting on the pituitary gland, ghrelin stimulates the production of even more HGH. That, in turn, restores blood glucose levels so the starving person can survive.5 Ghrelin levels are highest in people with anorexia nervosa, a condition in which people literally starve themselves, often to the brink of death.

Low blood sugar levels stimulate not only a spike in ghrelin but also the activity of the neurotransmitter neuropeptide Y (NPY) in the hypothalamus, ramping up your desire for sweet and starchy food. And what activates NPY? You guessed it: ghrelin. The evolutionary logic is clear—it’s a process elegantly designed to keep us alive! When people are starving, sweet and starchy foods are ideal because they’re easy to digest and they raise blood sugar quickly. And that’s exactly what needs to happen when blood sugar drops to a critical low point, as it does during extreme hunger. The faster you can stimulate that blood sugar to rise, the better. That’s why ghrelin and NPY work in tandem.

The peculiar problem now, though, is that we’re living in times of plenty, not famine. We have a lot more appetite-stimulating input barraging our senses—food advertisements online, on television, in magazines, and on billboards, plus the aroma from the fast-food chain just around the corner—than our ancestors ever had to contend with. We’re also living far from nature and experiencing stressors that drive ghrelin levels up even though food is anything but scarce. Maybe you’re a working mother with more errands than hours in the day. Maybe your spouse or child is ill and you’re worried about medical bills. Or maybe your job requires you to go, go, go—rushing from meeting to meeting, without a break, for hours on end. Stressors like these can send ghrelin through the roof. And high ghrelin levels cause you to eat more while slowing down your metabolism—a double whammy. No wonder people get fat.



GHRELIN MASTERS

Donna and Dave H.

DONNA

AGE: 38

POUNDS LOST:

FAST-TRACK: 3.5 TOTAL: 21

ALL-OVER INCHES LOST: 19

DAVE

AGE: 39

POUNDS LOST:

FAST-TRACK: 6

TOTAL: 30 in 60 days

OVERALL INCHES LOST: 26



Donna and Dave, married for more than a decade, came to the Belly Fat Fix from different ends of the dieting spectrum. Donna was overweight as a child and teenager, so she pretty much knows her way around a diet. But for Dave, it was a different story. Though he weighed in at 336 pounds when he started on the plan, he’d grown up tall and thin. He could eat whatever he wanted and not gain an ounce—until recently. “I didn’t have good eating habits at all,” says the 39-year-old lawyer. “I figured it was okay to eat anything I wanted.” When he and Donna met, Dave, at 6 foot 7, was a lanky 180 pounds.

Eventually, though, his poor eating habits caught up with him, and the pounds began to pile on. He tried to shake them with the Atkins and Zone diets, but the minute he deviated, the weight came right back on—and he eventually gave up because the meals were so restrictive that he couldn’t dine out with friends. “That’s no way to live,” he says. On those plans, he was always hungry.

[image: ]

BEFORE

[image: ]

AFTER

Donna’s lifelong weight problem got worse after she gave birth to the couple’s son, Jonah. Instead of losing weight after the pregnancy, she gained it. “I was waking up around the clock with my newborn,” she said. Every 4 hours when she fed the baby, she grabbed something for herself. When she started on the Belly Fat Fix, she was at her highest weight ever.

“It was hard for me at the beginning,” Donna admits. “Doing anything when you’re tired is hard. And doubling the recipes—but in slightly different portions, since we weren’t splitting them exactly in half—also took some figuring out.” “Within a couple of meals, I got it down to a system,” she says. (If you’re using the Belly Fat Fix with your partner, you’ll find tips on how to cook your meals and divvy up portions correctly here.)

For Dave, breakfast was the first challenge. In the past, he’d head off to work on an empty stomach, saving his appetite for a big lunch that would keep him full through his long days on the job. Problem was, that big lunch usually made for sleepy afternoons. These days, Donna packs a breakfast for him to bring along to work, plus an afternoon snack. “If you take care of your appetite at breakfast,” he explains, “when lunchtime comes around, you’re not feeling desperate, so it’s easier to make the better choice.”

Donna and Dave had a summer packed full of social activities, which made it difficult for them to follow the plan 100 percent every single day. But that wasn’t all bad. Being able to deviate so they could enjoy a normal social life—and then go back on the plan without having to start from square one—was liberating. In fact, that’s one of the things they like about the Belly Fat Fix over other diets. “With this plan,” says Dave, “I can go out and enjoy dinner with family or friends and either compensate by eating a bit less earlier in the day or getting right back on track the next day.”

For Donna and Dave, all their dedication has paid off in big ways. In addition to dropping 30 pounds, Dave has experienced major improvements in his snoring, and he feels much more well rested. He’s also seen improvements in his triglyceride levels.

And Donna, now 21 pounds lighter, is back in her prepregnancy jeans. Even more important, eating on the plan helps her regulate her blood sugar, keeping it from dropping—and that’s helped her curb her habit of snacking throughout the day. Not an easy feat for a stay-at-home mom, but that’s just one of the healthy new habits she’s developed.

The verdict on the Belly Fat Fix? “It’s a brilliant concept,” says Dave. “You lose weight by eating foods that suppress your appetite. That way—since you aren’t starving—you can follow your instincts about what your body needs.”

Donna agrees. “I love this plan,” she says. “I know that 5 years from now, I’ll still be following the principles, even if I’m not following the diet exactly. Dave and I don’t even feel like we’re dieting—that’s something I associate with being hungry or with being so restricted that we can’t enjoy good times with friends. The Belly Fat Fix is different—for us, it’s become a way of life.”



APPETITE OR HUNGER?

You probably already know that there’s a big difference between hunger and appetite. But you may not know that ghrelin plays a role in both. Hunger is physiological. Appetite, on the other hand, is a learned behavior that depends on lots of external cues. Think of Thanksgiving, for instance. You may be hungry when you sit down at the table, but it’s not hunger that induces you to have a second helping of pecan pie after a full plate of turkey with all the fixings. That’s appetite at work.

Ghrelin triggers appetite in purely physiological ways—and in psychological ways, too. Let’s look at the physiological way first.

Ghrelin and True Hunger

True hunger—that’s when your stomach is empty and your body is low on nutrients—stimulates the release of ghrelin. And eating puts a stop to ghrelin production. In fact, eating’s the only way to turn ghrelin off.

Ghrelin levels rise and fall throughout the day. About 45 minutes to an hour after you finish a meal, the cells in the lining of your stomach (as well as other cells in your pancreas) begin to make more ghrelin. (See the True Hunger loop.) These cells secrete ghrelin into your blood, causing levels of the hormone to rise. If you abstain from food for another half hour, the ghrelin factory in your belly revs up again and starts producing even more. As this newly produced ghrelin makes its way to the receptors in the hypothalamus in your brain, you start becoming aware of your hunger.

This process repeats itself every 30 minutes until you’ve gone 4 hours without eating. That’s when ghrelin gets really insistent. At the 4-hour mark, special cells lining your stomach begin producing ghrelin every 10 minutes. This is your body’s way of saying, “Hey you! Eat something! Now!”

Why does your body care if—or when—you eat? That’s simple. Because every single one of the hundred trillion cells in your body requires huge amounts of energy moment to moment to sustain the processes that maintain life. Your cells “liberate” energy by transforming the food you eat into ATP, a form of energy they can use. In the space of just a few minutes, a single cell can use up one billion ATP molecules. So your body is constantly replenishing its supplies.

Ghrelin to the rescue. It comes galloping in to remind you to eat and to prevent you and your cells from starving.

Let’s use an example. Imagine you sit down to breakfast at 7:30 and finish at 8:00 a.m., then head off to work. Since you’ve eaten a big breakfast, your ghrelin levels drop and continue to decrease over the next hour, returning to baseline levels.

At 9:00 a.m., you start working, and so does your body’s ghrelin factory. The internal production line starts up, and tiny amounts of ghrelin begin circulating in your bloodstream. Around 9:30 a.m., your body produces a new batch of ghrelin, raising its level in your blood even higher. Then—if you don’t eat—it does the same at 10:00 and again at 10:30 a.m., when you’re probably contemplating a bagel and a cup of coffee. If you skip that bagel, your body will pump out more ghrelin at 11:00 and still more at 11:30 a.m. And if you manage to hold off until noon, some 4 hours since you took your last bite of breakfast, ghrelin revs up into overdrive.

But let’s say a noontime conference call forces you to put off lunch a bit longer. As your body releases another batch of ghrelin and your stomach growls, you put the phone on mute. It’s a wonder you can concentrate at all. To make matters worse, the aroma of chicken soup and leftover lasagna waft in from the cubicles around you, making you hungrier still. (After all, elevated blood levels of ghrelin make you more sensitive to food smells.)
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This loop represents the ghrelin cycle of true hunger.






COACHING TIP

Spend More, Weigh Less

Everyone knows that packing on the pounds comes with a steep health cost. But did you ever think about how being overweight hurts you economically? Here’s the paradox: When you add up the economic costs of obesity, it’s clear that you actually save money if you spend more on good-quality food.

Think of it this way: If someone told you it would be 10 degrees below zero tomorrow and all you own is a pair of shorts and a tank top, what would you do? Would you go to a discount store and buy a cheap coat without a lining? Or would you spend a few extra bucks for a long down coat to protect you from the cold? What’s the better deal in the long run?

It’s the same with food. We all know that healthy foods cost more than junk. In the short term, this can be scary. You might be on a set budget. You might think: But I can’t afford it. Where’s the extra money going to come from? My suggestion: Look at good-quality food as an investment—in your health, your well-being, your body image, and your sense of yourself. A long-term investment in your health is worth a lot more than any savings you might get on those buy-one/get-one frozen waffles.

Put a dollar value on the guilt you feel after eating the second (free) bag of chips. Put a dollar value on your loss of self-esteem when you can’t fit into your “fat jeans” anymore. Put a dollar value on all the time you spend wishing you weighed less, had more energy, or could keep up with your kids. How much is all of that worth to you?

There are hard costs as well. In fact, the George Washington University School of Public Health and Health Services did a review of all the studies that looked at the economic costs of obesity and excess weight. The review estimates that “the overall, tangible annual costs each year of being obese are $4,879 for an obese woman and $2,646 for an obese man.” If you’re simply overweight but not quite obese, the annual costs are less—but still significant: $524 for men and $432 for women.6

How come? Studies show that obese Hispanic and Caucasian women are less likely to be employed than their normal-weight counterparts—that’s a big economic impact. Other studies show that obese women earn less than normal-weight women. Still other studies show that individual medical costs creep up with the number on the scale and that overweight and obese office workers are more likely to suffer from disability and limitations on the job than normal-weight workers. And let’s not forget clothing. Many of my clients tell me how difficult it is to find clothes they like, that fit well, and that fall within their budget.

When you add up all the costs, it’s easy to see how spending a little more to eat healthful food can save you thousands of dollars a year.

SUGGESTION: Name three things you’d do with the money you’d save if you reached a healthy weight.



The conference call finally finishes up at 1:30 p.m., more than 5½ hours since your last morsel of food. Ravenously hungry, you head down to the cafeteria. The “rational” you knows that you’re watching your weight, and you’re fully aware of the cafeteria’s low-calorie selections. But the part of your brain that’s been hijacked by high blood levels of ghrelin steers you straight to the special of the day—a gooey bread crumb-encrusted, three-cheese, deep-dish macaroni-and-cheese entrée. You pick up a side salad with a roll and butter, and before you know what’s hit you, you’re adding a slice of peach pie with a scoop of vanilla ice cream to your tray. (That’s neuropeptide Y kicking in.) And then—by now you’ve thrown caution to the wind—you add a whole-milk latte to top it off.

This is your brain freaked out on too much ghrelin.

First, your body is trying to get you to eat on its schedule, not yours. That’s why it’s been sending out those every-10-minute bursts of ghrelin starting when your stomach has been empty for 4 hours.


What About Weight-Loss Surgery?

Research shows that weight-loss surgery changes the gut-brain connection by altering the anatomy of the digestive tract and affecting gut hormone production and secretions7—including ghrelin. That makes sense since ghrelin is secreted from the stomach lining, which is reduced to about 25 percent of its original size after surgery.

Studies have indicated that weight-loss surgery, such as gastric bypass, generally results in reduced production and secretion of ghrelin.8 After surgery, many people report lower levels of hunger and experience significant weight loss in a short amount of time—they often say that “the weight just falls off,” mainly because they’re simply not hungry. Researchers speculate that the change in ghrelin production is one of the reasons weight loss surgery is successful.

But the role of ghrelin in the success of weight-loss surgery needs much more research.9 And a recent study reported that those ghrelin levels eventually creep back up.10 So your best bet: Instead of going under the knife, follow the Belly Fat Fix for similar results without the risks associated with surgery.
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After gobbling down your lunch, you stare at your empty tray in dismay. What happened to my willpower? you lament, overcome with remorse. But willpower is not the problem. Here’s what’s going on inside your body and mind, beneath the level of rational thinking and a world away from the realm of willpower.



Second, high blood levels of ghrelin make you more likely to choose high-calorie foods and to eat more than you would otherwise. If you were living in a time of famine, it would be smart to load up on those starchy macaroni-and-cheese calories when they’re available—after all, who knows when you might get a chance to eat again? But you’re not living in famine conditions. In fact, there’s probably a vending machine down the hall and a McDonald’s down the block.

Research has shown that elevated ghrelin levels lead to overeating. In one study, scientists divided participants into two groups. They injected people in the control group with a saline solution and the other group with a high enough concentration of ghrelin to raise their blood levels to 24-hour fasting levels. Then they set both groups loose at an all-you-can-eat buffet.

Guess which group ended up eating 30 percent more food than normal? Yep, it was the ghrelin people.

The takeaway: If you’d eaten before your ghrelin levels had risen so high, you’d have had an easier time choosing a healthy lunch. And chances are, your lunch also would have cost you less money. One study showed that people under the influence of high levels of ghrelin were willing to pay more for food than those in a control group without elevated ghrelin levels. High levels of ghrelin are hard on your waistline—and your pocketbook!11

Ghrelin and Psychological Hunger

Of course, we don’t eat just because we’re hungry. Sometimes we eat because food looks delicious. Maybe we’ve had that strawberry shortcake before and we remember the pleasure eating it. Or maybe we’re stressed and soothing ourselves with ice cream. (See “Are You a Stress Eater?”) Sometimes we eat because we’re bored, so we may look to food to provide some sensory excitement.

Ghrelin also plays a role in the brain’s pleasure circuits. In fact, the brain reward centers linked to ghrelin are the same ones involved in drug and alcohol addiction. Scientists have found a link between high blood levels of ghrelin and some aspects of binge eating and compulsive overeating.12 (See Psychological Hunger, opposite.)

Ghrelin even heightens our sensitivity to the aroma of food and increases food-sniffing behavior.13 The higher the ghrelin level, the greater the sensitivity and the more frequent the sniffing. Something similar goes on with the brain’s ability to recall food pictures. The higher the level of ghrelin, the more firmly that picture etches into your memory, since ghrelin acts on the areas of your brain involved in memory formation. Ever had a whiff of a dish that sparked a childhood memory? Maybe you smell a muffin as you walk past a bakery, reminding you of your grandmother’s house on Sunday mornings. Yep—that’s ghrelin at work.

In our hunter–gatherer past, these abilities conferred an evolutionary advantage. The pain of hunger drove our ancestors to seek out food, relying on sight and smell to locate it and on memory to recall where they’d last seen fish or game, fruit or berries. The pleasure of eating rewarded them for their efforts.
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This loop represents the ghrelin cycle of psychological hunger.



It was ghrelin that gave them the drive to look for food, plus the ability to find it, plus the reward for their efforts. “Until food became abundant,” my physician father-in-law pointed out to me recently, “ghrelin was the most important factor in preserving the human species.” Ghrelin provides the neurochemical link between the areas of the brain that regulate energy balance (the number of calories you take in versus the number you burn) and those involved in memory, learning, and pleasure. Short-term learning and memory are enhanced during food deprivation, since in our evolutionary past we needed enhanced cognitive skills to track down food.

Fast-forward to 21st-century North America, where we have supermarkets in the suburbs, greengrocers on every city corner, and drive-thru lanes at all the fast-food chains. Here’s the problem: Sensory cues can stimulate appetite even in the absence of true physiological hunger. In fact, if you’ve ever wondered what it is that causes you to head for the nearest McDonald’s soon after you’ve driven by a billboard with a giant picture of a Big Mac—that’s ghrelin at work. The remembered pleasure of eating your last delicious hamburger gets triggered by the picture as the memory and reward centers in your brain come together under the influence of ghrelin. When food is as plentiful as it is today, though, it’s all too easy to continue eating for pleasure long after your true appetite has been satisfied.


Too Little Sleep? Too Much Weight!

Researchers have found that how much—and how soundly—you sleep sets into motion a cascade of hormonal activity that affects your appetite. Lack of sleep causes blood levels of leptin—the hormone that makes you feel full—to fall and ghrelin—which stimulates your appetite—to
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