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Dedication

DAD,

You were given a death sentence and turned it into a life sentence. That’s the power of a different mindset. Thanks for showing me the way. I love you.
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Foreword

THERE’S SOMETHING I’VE NEVER understood about the diet industry. It’s not discussed very often, but it’s a big reason so many people don’t see the results they want.

The industry is too damn negative, and the plans you’re given are too damn complicated.

Consider this my word of caution: that combination is doing far more harm than you realize, and walking away from it can be one of the healthiest decisions you make.

I’m not sure when it changed, but it’s frustrating to see so many plans built around fear and negative motivation. When I look at the amount of shame and guilt, I’m not surprised that so many people have struggled to eat better and exercise consistently. As I sit and watch many people struggle to become healthier, I’m frustrated for them because I see many people who want to change and are motivated to do so.

No one has ever changed by beating themselves up. Change only comes from a positive vision. Being negative about how you look won’t move you closer to health; having a positive vision of how healthy you want to be is the only path forward.

As if that wasn’t bad enough, once they make you feel awful about yourself with paralyzing negativity, they make you feel like you need a Ph.D. to know how to eat. They change the trends once a month and invent new words for every new fad.

If I’ve learned anything after more than sixty years of promoting better health, you have to build up the mind just as much as the body if you want to achieve your goals. And once you have a vision of where you want to be, it can happen with small steps. Taking a walk or doing bodyweight push-ups or squats can be a foundation that leads to much more. Instead, you’re told to go on extreme diets or do exercises I never heard about before (I think you can trust me that I’ve heard of a lot of exercises).

Better health isn’t built on a foundation of complexity. It’s about doing what you can every day, and then doing a little more the next day. That’s called progressive resistance. Today you do one push-up, tomorrow you do two. It seems like such minor progress, but after a year when you zoom out, you see those tiny wins built into a giant vision.

Today, your brain is filled with overcomplicated details that make you stress about every meal, every rep, and many unnecessary supplements. It’s time to shift away from that approach to something much more effective.

Before I became the greatest bodybuilder or an action star, I focused on building habits and routines. There’s no way I could deadlift 700 pounds or become Mr. Olympia if I had to stress about everything I ate or followed plans that made me feel bad about myself. I created an unstoppable mindset that allowed me to unlock the unlimited potential of the human body. I believe this book can help do the same for you.

Today, everyone forgets that the first step to an unbreakable foundation is simple. And that’s why I know this book can help so many people. It’s a throwback to timeless principles with updated, science-backed recommendations to help you survive and thrive in today’s environment. It isn’t complicated. And it isn’t negative.

I’ve known Adam for more than ten years. In addition to being one of the smartest people in nutrition I’ve met, he’s the perfect person to blaze a better path that provides a more direct, realistic, and effective way to improve your health and mindset and achieve your goals.

We have every reason to be healthier than ever if we stop with the one-size-fits-all recommendations. Many of my favorite bodybuilders of all time followed very different plans than me. That is because lots of things work for different types of people. The key is finding the right tools that work for everyone and providing room for personalization.

I wanted to eat kaiserschmarrn and cherry pie and be the world’s greatest bodybuilder. Your goals might differ, but the desire for healthy balance lives within us all. Consider this your guide to turning that dream into a reality.

If you embrace the lessons of You Can’t Screw This Up, you’ll build a more positive mindset and develop healthier habits. And that is the most powerful combination in the world.

—Arnold Schwarzenegger




Introduction

Hope

YOU ARE NOT ALONE.

That’s the first thing you need to know before you dig into this book. Because if there’s one thing I know, it’s that millions of people feel just as stuck as you. At this point, dieting and—in fact—the whole wellness industry probably feels like a fraud. I’m not saying eating chicken and broccoli and working out six times per week won’t get results. It’s that the idea you’re sold of “health” has painted a distorted reality that is breaking your mind and damaging your body.

We categorize health as a choice. And while you have a say in what you eat and how you exercise, the environment you live in and the endless options you’re given make it hard to see the real problems. There are dozens of diets, each offering differing opinions, which means you never really feel confident that you’re doing the right thing for your body. The one thing that appears clear is that you need to cut out everything that sounds delicious and follow meticulous plans that don’t consider the best way to help you succeed. It’s all about “one-size-fits-all” instead of considering your particular needs, preferences, and strengths. And when you don’t follow these plans, you’re shamed and blamed and told you don’t care about your health.

At the same time, you’re told that you shouldn’t follow a plan that distorts your body image, creates stress about food, or makes you do things that aren’t sustainable. And yet, most diets are anxiety-producing, frustration-generating, and feel like they were designed to expire after only a few weeks.

Add it all up, and the trillion-dollar wellness industry is built on a foundation of shortsightedness and conflict. The focus is on the body and rarely on the mind. But by ignoring your mind, you’re missing the most important piece of lifestyle change, and—in doing so—you’re creating the perfect recipe for failure and frustration. Because what you’re told it takes to be healthy oftentimes adds more stress to your life and makes you feel worse. That combination makes it more likely that your new behaviors won’t last, your results will stall or disappear, and you’ll become more convinced that you’re broken and need to go to extremes for a solution.

Sadly, for many in the wellness industry, it feels like that’s the point. The worse you feel, the more desperate you become in your search for an answer, and the more willing you are to try something that, in your heart, doesn’t feel right. You’re being sold solutions that keep you buying answers rather than being given tools that solve problems and put you in control of your health.

This isn’t a question about doing things that are good for your body or taking on new challenges. Prioritizing your health is the foundation of less disease, more vitality, and a higher quality of life. And, if you’re reading this book and looking for a way to become healthier, then you realize something needs to change.

But, if you ask the average person what it takes to be fit, most will tell you it requires taste preferences you don’t possess, foods that cost more money than you have, time you can’t seem to find, and habits you haven’t yet built. It’s not that people don’t want to be healthy, feel good, and have energy. It’s that most people doubt that they can find a program that actually works for them in the long run.

That’s probably why you’re here—and why you’re likely skeptical. You want to believe that this time will be different. But you’re worried it’s the same experience packaged differently. Just another plan that promises the world and only delivers if you’re willing to sacrifice everything and suffer from mental and physical burnout. Because at some point, the more you repeat the “try, fail, try again” pattern of dieting, the more you’re inclined to believe you are broken.

I’m here to give you hope that there is a different way.

I want you to see that the root of so many of your struggles is not what you’ve been told. For years, the conversation has focused on complex topics such as your broken metabolism, imbalanced hormones, and toxic foods. But what if I told you there’s something bigger happening that’s the real cause of all your health struggles? And no, I’m not talking about removing another food (no carb-phobia in this book), trying another detox, or only eating at certain times of day.

For decades, dieting has used unnecessary tactics to try and change you physically, and, in the process, those diets have broken you mentally. This approach has ruined how you look at food, painted an inaccurate picture of what it takes to be healthy, and created a vicious cycle of guilt, anxiety, and stress. The more it changes your mental outlook, the more you fall apart and suffer physically. Mix it all together and you’ve been served a shame cocktail that has overcomplicated nutrition and made you feel like you’re always doing something wrong and never doing enough.

I’d argue that your experience with past diets is a big reason you’re convinced it’s unrealistic to find something that will work for your body because you’ve been programmed to restrict foods and punish yourself when you eat those “forbidden” options. And whether you realize it or not, all that restriction is just making you crave foods more, lessen your control over what you want to eat, and create more guilt and shame that can lead to overeating.

The feelings and frustrations that got you to this point are the same ones I’ve been helping people tackle for twenty years. At the heart of the issue are how these diets make you think and feel. It sounds something like:


I’m going to screw this up.


I’ve heard it again and again. In fact, when I led a group of five hundred people through this exact plan, so many people said the same thing I changed the book’s title from The Takeout Diet (because I want people to know that eating takeout isn’t a sin and can be a part of a healthy plan) to the title you see on the cover. It’s a mantra that I believe will change your health for the better.

Repeat after me: You can’t screw this up.

It’s time to step away from plans that make you believe that perfectly normal behaviors—like eating takeout, having dessert, or missing workouts—are mistakes or the core of an unhealthy lifestyle. You can’t mistreat your body, but shifting how you react to these behaviors is how you achieve amazing results. Most important, changing how you perceive yourself is the real secret to building better habits, feeling more in control, and finally upgrading your health.

The entire structure and strategy of diets are an illusion that would be easy to spot in any other scenario. Imagine if you were told you had one month to successfully complete a big project when, in reality, the project required four to six months to be done correctly. Also, you couldn’t take off any days during the process and you needed to develop a new style of doing work that you’d never tried before. Naturally, you would burn out quickly, get sick, and fail at the task. And, if you repeated this process multiple times per year for many years on end, you’d probably end up believing something was wrong with you. Welcome to wellness: an impossible task that breaks you mentally and then physically.

It might not make sense yet, but what you desire starts with accepting that your health and the ability to change your body is not a personal failing. If you can do that, then you can walk away from the typical manipulative approach of the plans you’ve tried before and walk toward a new way of living that will deliver a much better outcome.

Right now, you’re probably exhausted and hoping there’s a different way to be healthy. I know the promises sound a little gimmicky, but this book isn’t about tricks, hacks, or illusions. It’s an antidote to all of the above. There is a global health crisis because we can’t figure out how to make our bodies work for us. It’s a paradox that defies all logic.

Healthcare is seemingly the only industry where endless resources and investments all result in worse outcomes. In the United States, the CDC estimates that more than $300 billion is spent cumulatively on diabetes, and yet the rate of diabetes has never been higher. You don’t have to look far to realize there is an overwhelming number of people trying diets, while obesity rates continue to climb, eating disorders become more commonplace, and the supplement industry grows to billions of dollars without making a real difference.

I’ve worked with thousands of people who have built healthier habits, lost weight (and kept it off), and reclaimed control of their life and comfort with their bodies. My approach doesn’t involve completely eliminating one specific food, micromanaging macronutrients, or worrying about toxins in foods. In fact, I’m going to suggest that you spend a little less time trying to figure out nutrition science and a little more time focused on behavioral change. Because if you want to stop the madness, it’s time to recognize that you’ve been given the wrong tools for the job.

BREAK THE GLASS

Years ago, a windowpane almost ended my marriage.

Okay, that might be a slight exaggeration. But, at the time, it felt like everything might fall apart because of a seemingly impossible chore that created a little too much tension. If you’re married or in a relationship, you know that some of the worst arguments are caused by an overblown, unresolved conflict.

When my wife and I moved into our current home, it wasn’t your traditional buying experience. I never saw the property until after my wife purchased the house. I was busy traveling for work (much more on this soon), I trusted her, and before I was back from work, the house was under contract.

It was a beautiful home with lots of potential, but the previous owners hadn’t taken good care of the place. The home needed a lot of love, renovation, and imagination to make it what we wanted it to be. And one room–a third-story loft–caused more trouble than the rest. It had everything you could want: vaulted ceilings, skylights, a bathroom, two closets, and enough space to put a huge office or a suite for our two young boys. There was just one problem: It also came with an eyesore.

The glass of the only window in the room was covered in kid’s paint. This wasn’t just any paint—it felt like it was immovable—and it was placed by the previous owner’s daughter. The entire window was covered with her name written in every font possible: swiggles and circles, and black, yellow, blue, purple, and white (seriously, why so many colors?).

By the time that family had moved out, the daughter was in college, which means the paint had set for at least ten years. Like a bad tattoo after a drunken night out, the window drove my wife crazy. Home decor is her love language, and the window was unacceptable. The third floor was her space. She called it her “NBA” or “No Boys Allowed.” It was her office, her creative space, and a place to enjoy a cocktail, read a book, or just have a little silence in a house of three boys. But, when you entered the room, the first thing you saw was that ugly window. And to complicate things, I’m not what you would call handy. Changing a lightbulb can be an adventure (hey, these hands were made for typing and deadlifts), but I desperately wanted to make her happy and clean the window.

I googled every solvent in the world. From Goo Gone to vinegar, rubbing alcohol to acetone (word to the wise: be careful with acetone!). I tried seemingly everything and nothing stood a chance against the paint. At one point, I joked I would just break the window and buy a new one. I didn’t, but it might’ve been the best move, because the paint wasn’t going anywhere, which means it was a pilot light for an argument at any moment. All you needed to do was flip the switch.

Fast-forward three years, and one day my wife and I were having a disagreement. And, as in all good marital battles, unresolved issues turned a small disagreement into a bonfire. The immortal paint on the window came up, and let’s just say things got irrationally heated. (Let’s be honest: I should’ve found a way to fix the issue, so her frustration was understandable.)

In a moment of desperation and frustration, I grabbed a razor blade I was using for crafts with the kids and headed upstairs. For a second—okay, maybe about five minutes—I thought about breaking the window. It was the only way.

Or was it?

Don’t ask me how or why, but in that moment, I looked at the paint, then at the blade, then back at the paint, and I had an idea. “What if . . . this is so dumb . . . but, what if I used a knife on the glass?”

To you this might seem obvious, but to the guy who outsources all home fixes, this idea seemed dumb at best and dangerous at worst. And yet, this was not the time to overthink anything. I raised the blade into the air, and instead of trying to smash the glass, I started chipping away like a madman. I was convinced I would scratch the window, crack the glass, or—most likely—lose a finger.

Instead of the expected disaster, I was delighted. Piece by piece, the paint started coming off. The more I understood how to use the blade, the easier the job became. I saw better angles, found weaknesses in the paint that once seemed impenetrable, and embraced a strategy that made it seem as if the impossible mess would soon be gone.

After three years alternating fruitless effort and (ultimately not) benign neglect, I undid all the damage in two hours, and the window was as good as new. I remember when my wife came upstairs, still reeling from the argument, and the mood changed completely when she saw the spotless window.

You might see where I’m going with this.

The paint is your complicated relationship with your health.

The solvents are the traditional approaches to dieting and exercise.

And the blade is this book.

Many of you have probably been struggling to figure out your health for much longer than three years. Maybe you’ve never found anything that worked. Or, like so many, you’ve tried a diet or workout, lost some weight, and gained it all back. And you might think you’ve turned over every stone, but you’ve likely just been using another variation of the same old paint remover. Even if you had success—many people do lose weight—the pounds always seem to come back. You don’t want a temporary fix, you want something that works for good and makes you feel like you actually hit reset and resolved whatever was making it hard for you to be healthier.

If you’re being honest with yourself, it’s time to find a new tool to undo the damage of your dieting past and try something that leaves you feeling confident that you truly fixed the issue. The fix isn’t another superfood or elimination diet. I want you to step back for a second and think about those “different” plans. You’ve been programmed to believe any (or all) of the following:


	Your body is stuck and needs to be reset. It could be your metabolism, hormones, or your gut.

	Scientists have discovered the one type of food you need to remove and—if it’s removed—suddenly everything will be better.

	Scientists have discovered the one type of food—or perfect breakdown of nutrients—you need to eat, and if you follow the plan to a T, everything will be fine.



And if you’re not a fan of diets, you might just believe that genetics determine everything, so why bother?

No matter which option you select, the road to better health feels like it’s designed to work for the minority of people who are willing to adhere to a strict set of rules, and the rest are left to figure it out or suffer. That’s not an opinion. Throughout this book, you’ll see research that suggests people who go on diets tend to have worse outcomes than those who don’t. It’s not that diets can’t work, it’s that many of the most popular approaches don’t address foundational issues. If you’re focused on eliminating inflammation from your diet, but you don’t know how to feel satisfied with a meal unless it’s something “unhealthy,” I can promise you that the results won’t be what you want. It’s like using a roll of paper towel to fix a broken pipe. You might clean up the mess, but eventually, the puddle of water is coming right back and could lead to a flood. You haven’t been taught how to avoid falling back into the old habits, especially when you’re stressed and busy. If that feels like your life, it becomes easier to understand why the journey to feeling and looking the way you want is paved in pain, shame, guilt, and unsatisfying results.

The wellness industry ends up making you feel bad about how you eat and the way you live. Whether it’s intentional or not, the outcome is psychological warfare that breaks you down instead of builds you up. And that difference matters much more than whether you eat more or less carbs. While there’s been some progress about acceptance of health at different sizes, if you want to make changes, the plans are still built around one extreme or another, and the all-or-none belief is a dangerous psychological mentality. Once that mindset takes hold, it finds its way into your daily behaviors and makes it incredibly hard to eat well and move frequently.

We know from obesity research that failure to lose weight can lead to significant distress that affects self-perception and well-being.1 Once that happens, it makes it harder to shift behaviors that can improve your health. And those mental shifts are not limited to people suffering from obesity; we are all vulnerable.

The biggest adjustment you need is one that takes you away from strict rules and trades them for more effective tools.

It’s about having practical plans that are desired for the chaotic nature of real life and abandoning plans that are fundamentally created around concepts of perfection, restriction, or punishment. And, most importantly, it’s about building a pattern of success so you can progress to different levels of healthy living without thinking it’s an all-or-nothing relationship. Add it all up, and you won’t just end up with fitness and nutrition suggestions that fit your lifestyle, you’ll also change the way you see yourself and improve your ability conquer conflict. And that’s the adjustment that matters most.

This book is different than anything I’ve seen out there. Sure, I’ll share studies that explain better ways to eat. But you won’t waste your time debating whether you need to cut carbs or fat. Because, as you’re about find out, you can eat both.

There will be meal plans and food lists, but they won’t look like the food lists you’ve seen before. Foods like bread, potatoes, and rice won’t be forbidden. And you won’t have to stress about the amount of time between meals or if you can eat breakfast or have a meal at night. You’ll be able to eat takeout and have dessert. (It won’t be only as a reward, and you won’t need to compensate with punishment.)

You’ll have workouts and exercises. But they will be shorter than you’re used to, and the movements won’t be complicated.

You’ll learn from doctors, scientists, and researchers. But, more importantly, you’ll learn life-changing lessons from those who have mastered self-improvement. I spent the early part of my career, before I dedicated my life to helping people improve their health, focused on behavioral change. I have a degree in psychology, worked as a researcher in social psychology labs at the University of Colorado, and learned that the biggest barriers to physiological change tend to start with the mind. It’s cliché to say “where the mind goes the body follows,” but it’s also true . . . which is why diets that break you mentally on the path to improving you physically are fatally flawed.

Throughout the years, I saw that the best trainers and nutritionists would struggle in their quest to support long-term change for their clients. Part of this is because day-to-day life and the food environment doesn’t make it easy. The other part is that their approach was missing the most important piece: Recommending the best foods and exercises without considering someone’s mindset or habits is like providing high-quality fuel for a car with no engine.

I’ve studied the work of those who have built the strongest engines that support healthier lifestyles. People like habits expert James Clear, vulnerability queen Brené Brown, and Ryan Holiday, the man who popularized the ancient philosophy of stoicism for modern times. These individuals and so many others have unlocked what it takes to change your current state into something much better. It’s ridiculous that their advice hasn’t been applied to the most complicated change of all—improving health. And that’s where I come in. I applied their proven methods of change to nutrition, fitness, and overall wellness, so you can finally stop living in neutral and reach your goals.

The approach in this book sees eating and exercise as behavioral adjustments—not about needing higher education in nutrition and exercise physiology.

You’ll still learn about better foods to eat and effective exercises. In fact, I’ll outline the foods I’m convinced are doing the most damage, the ones that will keep you more satisfied, and a method of exercising that delivers consistent results. Those details will be the background noise, because you can eat much more than you’ve been told, and there are many ways to build an effective workout program. You just need a stress-free, confidence-inspiring plan to pull it all together.

Instead of the doom and gloom statistics like, “Only five percent of people maintain weight loss,” you’ll find countless stories of people who have transformed their lives for good. And they didn’t do it by breaking the bank or sacrificing their lifestyle.

When I talked to people like you—including those five hundred people who tested the program in this book—it reaffirmed that the last thing you need is the only thing you’ve been given. So, say goodbye to super restrictive diet plans, endless rules, and complicated meals. It’s time to abandon the plans that don’t feel realistic, even if you’ve been told they are what you “must” do.

That doesn’t mean you’ll be spending your days eating comfort foods and magically transforming. If that’s your expectation, go get a refund (sorry, publisher!). That’s not what this book is about. Change brings discomfort. This is a good thing. You were built to adapt and turn tribulation into transformation. The magic is in how you go from your current state to the one you desire without falling into the same patterns of the past. (Spoiler alert: It doesn’t consist of restricting everything and living in a constant state of stress.)

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

You’ve probably read books that felt like they could’ve been a ten-page guide. That’s the last thing I wanted to create. I want to give you helpful recommendations, but also recognize that each and every one of you has different needs and experiences. I structured this book to meet you where you are. There are four main sections.


PART 1 IS REQUIRED READING. Sure, you can skip to the eating plans, but you’re going to miss out on everything that will make them work for you. Every great structure needs a rock-solid foundation, and that’s Part 1. If you’re going to get any value out of this book, then you must understand how you can start playing a different game and see infinitely better results, and that starts with rethinking everything about nutrition, fitness, and overall wellness—and putting a new emphasis on your self-perception and how you react to perceived failures.

PART 2 IS ABOUT ASSESSMENT AND CONTROL. You’ll learn all the different ways that diets fail, and how to not fall for the same old tricks. It might seem like a Paleo Diet is completely different from an intermittent fasting protocol, but they use a surprisingly similar method.

That’s not to say either plan is bad (they’re not); but the reason so many of these plans don’t work is that they don’t address how you end up back in the same frustrating position. The name of the game is ending frustration and stress and adding flexibility, control, and results. Depending on where you’re most out of control, you can dive into those aspects of Part 2 to find out whether you need more help understanding the role of stress, or genetics, or your environment.

PART 3 IS ABOUT FREEDOM. It’s practical advice that you can apply to your everyday life. You’ll learn why most diet rules are overrated and why you just need a few boundaries that help you find foods that work with your preference and work well for your body. And yes, that includes eating takeout without feeling like you’re going off the plan and doing damage.

PART 4 INCLUDES WORKOUTS AND EXERCISE ROUTINES. These plans will support everything you learn in this book. If you already have a workout you love, it can work perfectly fine with the nutrition guidelines. These routines are more about efficiency and flexibility, so you don’t have to live in the gym. I designed the program to offer a minimum effective dose—workouts that are all 15 to 30 minutes—to help you get the most results from the least amount of time.



A REASON TO BELIEVE

If you’ve spent your life thinking you need to eat bland meals, can’t touch sugar, and avoid restaurants, then you’ve come to the right place. If you want more freedom and more positive changes, this book is for you.

Some people will think I’m offering a gimmicky way to eat bad food, but that’s only because the nutrition industry keeps selling you one lie after another. This is a step away from the only game you know. I don’t care if you choose to eat takeout or avoid dessert, or whether you prefer an omnivorous or vegan diet. As you’ll see, those decisions don’t determine whether you can succeed. What really matters is resetting your mind, reprogramming what you think is healthy, learning how to co-exist (not fight against) the food environment, and avoiding the guilt that sends you spiraling.

This book is a guide that will help you make healthy living work for your busy life, while helping you navigate food temptation without anxiety and stress. If this book does anything, I hope it helps you drown out the noise so you know exactly what will work for you. Because extreme measures are not necessary for great health outcomes. Instead of fear, this book emphasizes . . .


	PROVIDING A PLAN THAT’S DESIGNED FOR REAL LIFE. Whether you eat takeout or enjoy a glass of wine, these should not feel like guilty pleasures or just be reserved for “cheat day.”

	HAVING AN EXERCISE PLAN THAT FITS INTO YOUR SCHEDULE AND DELIVERS RESULTS, even if you have only twenty minutes and need to exercise at home.

	UNDERSTANDING ONCE AND FOR ALL WHY YOU STILL STRUGGLE TO LOSE WEIGHT. It’s a combination of the restrictive plan and your reaction to missteps that aren’t really mistakes.

	CREATING A NEW FRAMEWORK THAT MAKES IT EASIER TO NAVIGATE THE REASONS WEIGHT GAIN FEELS INEVITABLE (so that it is no longer an inevitability). This starts with understanding you don’t need to avoid every type of food you enjoy.

	FEELING SEEN. Struggling with your health is frustrating. It doesn’t matter if you want to lose 10 or 100 pounds, or if you just want to move and feel better. As my wife says, “There’s no hierarchy of pain.” I want to meet you where you are, so you can have the tools you need to live the life you want.

	GIVING YOU HOPE. After all this time, I know that most people think they can’t change no matter what they do. It becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. Let’s fix that. You are not destined to be unhealthy. Because—as I’ll help you understand—you need to believe that you are healthy. The problem isn’t who you are, it’s how you’ve been told to live.



This book is personal. It’s a bit controversial because it focuses on the mental, emotional, and behavioral impact most diet books prefer to ignore. It’s an explanation of stress, real life, broken promises, and new realities. If the old way was about restriction, this new way is about abundance, transparency, and a plan that will keep working in spite of the fact that you’ll never be perfect or completely compliant.

It’s probably not what you expect, and it’s also the most effective way to permanently leave the vicious cycle of dieting. Instead of starts and stops, you’ll build an unbreakable foundation that will help you dramatically transform your health, rebuild your relationship with food, and enjoy your meals more than ever before.

I don’t profess to have all the answers, but I did have a mission while writing this book: Put an end to the short-term plans that require extreme discomfort and sacrifice and don’t deliver long-term results. What you’re about to learn requires open-mindedness because it challenges much of what you’ve been told. And, if I’m being honest, that’s my favorite part of the book. You need something dramatically different to give you the good health you deserve.

I wrote You Can’t Screw This Up because I don’t want you to settle for another restrictive, miserable eating plan. I wanted you to have a blueprint that would help you thrive in any situation, season, or scenario. You should be able to live the life you want without living a life you can’t stand. When that happens, you’ll see those past obstacles are opportunities. And when you use the right tools, what once felt permanently broken—your health, confidence, and sanity—will finally be fixed for the better.




Part 1

The Unbreakable Foundation




Chapter 1

So Easy It’s Hard to Fail


What would it look like if this was easy?



I’M NOT EXAGGERATING WHEN I say this question has helped me solve complex problems better than anything else I’ve tried in my life. And I hope that you find it has the same seemingly mythical powers for curing whatever has caused you so much frustration with your nutrition, fitness, and overall wellness.

For about five years, I was the de facto chief marketing officer for Tim Ferriss. You might know Tim from his bestselling books like The 4-Hour Body, The 4-Hour Workweek, or Tools of Titans, or maybe you’ve listened to his insanely popular podcast, The Tim Ferriss Show. Millions love him and many others hate him because he’s not afraid to share polarizing or controversial ideas and opinions. No matter what you might know, to me, he’s the guy who changed my perspective on wellness without ever spending much time talking to me about diets or workouts. It’s not how Tim ate or exercised that made me better at helping others; in fact, we disagree on many things about nutrition. It’s how he approached complex problems.

Tim’s brilliant. I learned more during my time working with him than at any other point in my life, whether in school, graduate education, or the working world. And the most powerful takeaway he gave me was that he asks questions that force you to think differently about a situation. Much like realizing I needed a blade to solve the window issue, Tim understands—maybe better than anyone—that when you feel stuck, the best thing you can do is not grind through but stop and consider, “What would it look like if this was easy?”

We are trained to think that everything must be a struggle. The health industry thrives on making it seem that “if it tastes good or feels good, then it must be bad for you.” (By that definition, clearly no one thinks sex is healthy, but I digress.) We wear pain like a badge of honor. We celebrate not eating or training so hard that you puke, and we cast judgment on anyone who enjoys sugar (even though everyone enjoys it, whether or not they choose to eat it). We share pictures on social media of doing cold plunges or getting IV therapy, but we don’t think to celebrate an outdoor walk or a call to a friend. That’s because the perception of what it takes to be healthy is very far from the scientifically proven foundations you need.

As we’ll discuss, discomfort is often a part of self-improvement. But discomfort and complexity are not the same things. And there’s nothing that says you should be uncomfortable all the time. As you’ll learn, expanding your comfort zone—not abandoning it—is the secret to creating new behaviors that last. And that means you can find easier routes on complex journeys. It just requires looking at the map differently.

That brings me back to Tim and his special talent. When I worked for him, whenever something seemed too complicated, he would ask me the “what would it look like . . .” question. Coming up with the answer was always incredibly hard, but only because I was forced to consider things that were counterintuitive, unconventional, or experimental.

The idea of “making hard easy” aligns beautifully with the psychology of behavioral change. This field is dedicated to helping people master difficult, complex behaviors, whether abandoning addiction or losing weight. And, for the most part, the research suggests that if you want to develop a new behavior—such as eating healthier—the best way is to make it so easy that it’s hard to fail.1

Read that line again because it’s different than what you’ve been told. In traditional goal setting, you focus on ambitious goals and outcomes. But, in behavioral change, you want the process and tasks themselves to be easy. Fewer tasks. Less complication. More action.

Once the tasks become routine, you add new tasks and they also feel easy. The magic here is that the second, third, and fourth tiers of tasks feel easy. However, in reality, if you were to start at the second, third, or fourth level, it would feel impossible. Because easy is relative to your current state. Multiplying five by seven is a brain bender for a four year old but child’s play for a fourteen year old.

And that’s the beauty of making it hard to fail. If you keep starting with the concept of easy, getting good at something, and then progressing, you can take on hard challenges and accomplish amazing outcomes. The key is always keeping it easy relative to where you are, not where you want to be.

Making the hard feel easy so you can embrace discomfort and become better is the North Star of this book. Over the years of helping people, I always came back to that question, until it clicked, and an obstacle became an opportunity.

The Obstacle Is the Way

The Obstacle Is the Way is a book by Ryan Holiday about stoicism. You might wonder what a bunch of ancient philosophers can teach you about dieting. The answer is a lot of guidance you badly need. I’d argue that a stoic approach to dieting is the solution to our broken diet culture.

Stoicism boosts happiness by providing an effective way of handling the hurdles in your life. A core stoic principle is that you don’t control the world around you—you control how you respond to it. If you apply this to nutrition, instead of pretending that you can remove the obstacles that make it hard to eat healthily–such as takeout food and dessert–it’s better to embrace them as part of life. Food is everywhere. Unless you decide to isolate yourself completely, you’re going to be seeing many different delicious food options. That’s why it’s important to learn how to be comfortable in your environment.





It’s been great that no foods are off limits. That is a huge psychological ease to me and the family. In the past I’ve tried every diet under the sun—South Beach, Paleo, keto, IF, Renegade—and while they all “work” for a while, it’s easy to fall off and then get discouraged about starting again. With yours, there is no falling off, so that eliminates the guilt and self-defeatism that comes with most diets. I’ve lost weight, gained muscle, and can see myself doing this for a very long time!

—Michael A.






In The Obstacle Is the Way, Holiday says,


Overcoming obstacles is a discipline of three critical steps. It begins with how we look at our specific problems, our attitude or approach; then the energy and creativity with which we actively break them down and turn them into opportunities; finally, the cultivation and maintenance of an inner will that allows us to handle defeat and difficulty.

It’s three interdependent, interconnected, and fluidly contingent disciplines: Perception, Action, and the Will.



The stoics didn’t have to worry about a minefield of diet obstacles and brain-altering food. Some of these problems you know about and others might be a total surprise. We’ll cover how to work around every hurdle, but the most important lesson is realizing you can’t—and don’t need to—avoid every single one . . . a task that would be virtually impossible in today’s food environment anyway.

Each time you eat something that’s forbidden, the first domino drops, with everything else not far behind. That’s why a touch of logical stoic philosophy is exactly what’s needed to make sense of our illogical diet plans. Why fight the system when you can learn to coexist?

The Magic Pill

Have you ever been told that one change will miraculously make everything better? If so, you’ve experienced the magic pill approach to health. It looks like an answer to the “What would it look like if this was easy?” question, but it’s really a wolf in sheep’s clothing because most often the change in question is removing things like carbs, sugar, or eating at night—which aren’t easy at all for most people. The magic pill proposition allows you to win a battle against one food only to lose the war on better health.

You can spot the flaw by looking at the patterns of diets over the last forty years. Popular diet suggestions tend to look something like these . . .

Fat makes you fat.

Carbs make you fat.

Eating breakfast makes you fat.

Eating too much too late at night makes you fat.

Gluten makes you fat.

Dairy makes you fat.

Non-Paleo foods make you fat.

Inflammation makes you fat.

Disrupted hormones make you fat.

High blood sugar makes you fat.

High-glycemic carbs make you fat.

The list goes on, but you get the idea. Diets love to focus on what could cause weight gain. That’s like giving a list of all the ways you can run out of money. Just because you can spend it, doesn’t mean you’re going broke. How you grow your wealth depends on how you save and invest, regardless of how much you make. Do you have a savings account? Investments? Are you living within your means?

Food is the same way. There are many things that can cause you to gain weight, and all of them are connected to eating too many calories. Your job is to determine a plan that makes it easier for you to make good decisions that keep you from feeling nutritionally bankrupt.

It’s easy to see when you make or lose money. But unlike finance, it’s harder to know what causes weight gain. And, while you have a scale, it’s harder to measure diets that are working because you might be doing everything right but the scale might not be moving. Or, it goes down and then back up, and you think something is wrong. That’s why it’s important to see the bigger picture and not overreact to small, normal fluctuations. It’s more about staying the course rather than constantly taking detours.

No one food in one dose will cause health problems (or cure them). If you want to become healthier, you must stop stressing every single food you eat. Yes, you need to limit the amount of overprocessed foods you eat. And you’ll learn how. Beyond that, it’s about simplifying the way you approach food.

You’ve been taught to worry about fixing your metabolism and your hormones. Or to avoid different types of foods that might cause inflammation. These are all a sleight of hand. When you look at the research, you see that sugar isn’t fattening on its own (every gram of sugar is only 4 calories). Carbs won’t make you fat as long as you’re not overeating total calories. An inflammatory response is completely normal—and healthy—as long as the inflammation doesn’t stay elevated. Blood sugar spikes are also normal and have no impact on hunger or hormones as long as they don’t stay elevated. So why are you paying money to wear a continuous glucose monitor and react to every fluctuation?

Most health barriers aren’t removed with perfection or optimization. They need the right combination of effective and practical. Living a healthier life is about aligning friction with relief. Paving a path you’re not ready to walk only creates a less bumpy road; it doesn’t mean you’ll get to your target destination.

You might be thinking, “Okay, but what does that mean in real life? What should I change?” And the answer is to stop trying to hack your health. Your body is made up of wildly complex mechanisms that can’t be solved by removing a food group. It’s less about, “Is there one single food I should eliminate?” and more, “What can I eat to feel full and not have intense cravings and feel stressed?”

That’s how you make this easy. You stop trying to play armchair nutrition scientist, and lean into the habits and behaviors you can understand and apply. That means eating foods that fill you up so you don’t have cravings, and enjoying some of your favorite foods so you don’t feel completely restricted. When you do that, the biology of your body—both physiologically and psychologically—takes care of itself. We’ll discuss more about how you can pull off this one-two punch successfully. But, know this: More hunger satisfaction and less food restriction are the first step to easy success.

Control the Controllable

A popular saying in stoicism is amor fati or “love of fate.” Translated loosely, it’s the idea that we do not have control over our outcomes; instead, we can only control our actions and how we react in any given situation.

The conversation about weight loss and gain usually focuses on what you need to eat. But, often, the biggest problem isn’t knowing what foods are healthy.

Tamar Haspel is an award-winning journalist who has covered nutrition for decades. And if you ask her why it’s so hard to lose weight, the answer is clear to her.

“When I talk to people who are struggling with their weight and I ask, ‘What does a good food day look?’ they can easily identify good and bad foods. The problem isn’t education, it’s temptation. We encounter temptation everywhere we turn. The reason the medicalization of obesity has failed is that most of the time we overeat because we are tempted. It’s not always because we are hungry. And when we eat, we feel guilty and eat more. When 75 percent of the system can’t navigate the system, you have to look hard at the system itself.”

The key is being aware of the temptation and making it easier for you to eat without perpetual guilt. Life is complicated and messy and rarely goes the way you want or expect. In a perfect world, you would cook every meal (and have plenty of time to do so), would never have cravings for foods that are loaded with calories, and get great sleep every night (while not stressing about why you can’t fall asleep). But that’s not how it works. You need more flexibility so you can adjust to real life. That means having a plan that supports you during the days when you don’t have time to cook because work is breathing down your neck, you want sugar because your in-laws are driving you crazy, and you can’t sleep because you’re burned out, your kids are crying, and your carb-starved diet has you going to bed hungry every night.

On the hardest days, it’s highly unlikely you’re going to take an hour to prepare












	EXTREME SACRIFICE IS THE ONLY WAY: The changes you think you need are not the changes that will lead to long-term success.

	MORE COMPLEXITY = MORE RESULTS: Most diets mandate adjustments that are so complex and cumbersome that they create stress, frustration, and anxiety. These plans are made of glass and not designed for the normal chaos of day-to-day life, which means perfectly “regular” adjustments are considered mistakes that send you off course. If it feels like you can easily fall off the wagon, you’re on the wrong ride. It’s the twenty-first century. Why is anyone using a wagon?

	DIETING IS A GAME OF CHECKERS: Checkers is basic. You move forward and backward. You gain weight and lose weight, and when you’re not losing weight, it means you’re doing something wrong. None of this is true. Diets don’t prepare you for how your body changes when you do lose weight. Lots of people lose weight. Almost all of them gain it back. And it’s no surprise because your body adjusts as you drop weight, so if you’re not taking the right steps to lose the weight in the first place, the rebound can easily knock you down.













Embrace the Obstacle























Close the Gap










	What happened the last time a nutrition plan didn’t work for me?

	How am I likely to fail as a healthier eater?

	What really upsets me when I start a new diet?

	When am I most likely to struggle with the plan?

	What are the types of foods I always desire that don’t work for most diets?

	When do I get hungriest?









CHAPTER SUMMARY


	Good health doesn’t have to be complicated. Think about fewer tasks, more action, and confidence.

	Step away from “magic pill” thinking. Avoiding a single food (unless you have a food allergy or sensitivity) is not the answer. And yes, that includes sugar, too (there is a place for it).

	Accept that you will have stressful, difficult days when you won’t eat perfectly, and that doesn’t mean you can’t be healthy. The best plan is built to include these types of days without stress and guilt.
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