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To all those who struggle with their weight


DISCLAIMER

Exercise is not without its risks and may result in injury. Before attempting a new exercise consider your overall health, strength and flexibility in order to decide if a particular exercise is suitable for you. Remember, almost any exercise can result in personal injury. To reduce the risk of injury, it is advisable to consult your doctor before beginning an exercise programme. Any advice given in this book is not a substitute for medical consultation. As with any exercise programme, if at any point during your workout you begin to feel faint, dizzy, or have physical discomfort, you should stop immediately and consult a physician.
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WHO IS THIS BOOK FOR?

ANSWER YES OR NO to the following questions:



[image: image] Are you overweight? And do you want to lose weight?

[image: image] Do you enjoy your food? But hate the idea of going on a diet?

[image: image] Do you find exercise boring? Or do you find it difficult to find the time to do it? And are you physically lazy?





If you answered yes to all three questions, this book is definitely for you. Even if you didn’t answer yes to all three – or indeed any – of the questions, this book is probably also for you. That’s because in this day and age many of us have grown to love and appreciate our food while at the same time our busy lives make it difficult to spend hours each week in the gym or pummelling roads to keep trim.

At the time of writing, this book is unique. It is the only book that provides a unique and proven guide to weight loss without the need to go on a special diet or to spend hours exercising. All you have to do is to cut a few corners rather than having to do anything really drastic. At the same time the programme gives you a road to good health and fitness.

It is based on validated research and the sources of much of that research are given in the book.


INTRODUCTION

WHY, YOU MIGHT ASK, do we need yet another book on how to lose weight? The simple answer is that so far no one has got the answer completely right. So what’s been going wrong until now? To answer that we need to look at two issues: diet and exercise. We all know that to lose weight you have to combine these two, but there’s a right and a wrong way for each. Or, perhaps more accurately, there’s a more effective way and a less effective way for each.

The myth with diet is that all you have to do is to cut calories or cut fat (unless you’re an Atkins fan, in which case you increase your fat!). But, as this book will show you, this is not an effective dietary approach for weight loss. Yes, of course, you have to cut calories in some way, but it’s how you do it that is crucial. Compared to the large amounts of carbs that people generally eat today, this book will show you how to lower carbs gently, allowing you to follow a diet that is closer to the one that was eaten by most people 40 or 50 years ago when obesity was rare and people were much healthier.

The myth with exercise is that to lose weight you have to put in lots of hours, preferably at a gym or jogging outside in all weathers, or swimming the equivalent of the English Channel every week. Again, this is just not true.

I presume the reason you’re looking at this book is because of that phrase ‘12-minute’ in the title – it’s the most attractive part for most people, so I won’t go into the dietary approach here, as there’s lots about that later in the book. For now, I think it’s sufficient to say that the diet is simple and delicious and won’t leave you hungry. Let’s focus for a moment on the 12-minutes-ofexercise part. What’s that all about?

The buzzword is HIIT – that stands for high-intensity interval training. Instead of spending hours each week running around a park or on a treadmill, you spend a few minutes doing really intensive exercise, and you do this three times a week.

What do I mean by intense though? Imagine running for a bus. It’s vital you catch it. Perhaps it’s the last bus home. You run as fast as you can for 30 seconds or so and catch it before the doors close. You flash your ticket or card at the driver and then spend the next 30 seconds panting your way to recovery. Then you do the same again – 30 seconds fast and furious followed by 30 seconds relaxing. You go through this cycle four times – that’s four minutes. Do this three times a week and there’s your 12 minutes of high-intensity interval training.

Why does this fantastic time-saving way of exercise work? The answer is, we don’t fully know. Sports physiologists are working to find the answers as I write this. HIIT has been around for a while, mostly used by athletes, but it’s only in the last few years that its value for everybody has been recognised. The HIIT sessions in this book bring the technique bang up to date and will appeal to anyone who wants to get fit and healthy, regardless of their age.

At least part of the reason why we become fat – and certainly a lot of the reason why we can’t shift that fat – is to do with inflammation in our body, especially a part of our brain called the hypothalamus. Why it becomes inflamed is another story, but it has a lot to do with the kind of food we eat. The key is that if we can reduce the inflammation we can increase the sensitivity of the hypothalamus to a hormone called leptin. This is made by fat tissue and acts on the brain to regulate our food intake and body weight. The more sensitive our brain is to leptin, the easier it is to lose and control weight. And it seems that exercise, especially HIIT, reduces inflammation and improves leptin sensitivity.

That’s not the whole story, however. Another important factor in weight control is the burning of sugar in our bodies. Sugar is stored as glycogen in our muscles. Conventional exercise, such as jogging, uses around 40 per cent of the muscles in our body. HIIT, on the other hand, can use as much as 80 per cent of our body’s muscles. This means that HIIT can result in twice as much sugar being burned off.

A great bonus of HIIT is that its fat-burning effectiveness continues long after you’ve finished the exercise. That’s why I recommend HIIT three times a week on alternate days rather than every day. Another bonus for this kind of exercise is that HIIT is a great way to improve your fitness.

Later in this book we’ll look at some of the research that supports the effectiveness of HIIT, and of course we’ll look at some of the different ways we can use it.

HOW I FOUND THE IDEAL WEIGHT-CONTROL METHOD

Before we start on the programme itself, here’s a little about me. I qualified as a doctor at St Bartholomew’s Hospital in London, one of the world’s oldest and most established medical teaching hospitals. After initially specialising in eye surgery, I decided I was far more interested in treating the whole person, not just their eyes, so I decided to go into general practice and eventually became the senior partner in a large family practice.

One day I realised that my weight had crept up and I had become 1 stone (6.3kg) overweight. I tried to lose weight by following the popular diets of the day, which were crude calorie-controlled diets – this was the 1970s – but nothing seemed to work. Eventually, I worked out an approach that did work, and I wrote it down as a book. The publisher, Penguin, loved the book and it sold well both in the UK and the US.

Over the years I have held the following roles:



[image: image]  A medical consultant to some of the UK’s leading groups of slimming clubs and magazines.

[image: image]  An adviser to the UK government on an obesity programme.

[image: image]  An adviser to a Scottish working party on obesity.

[image: image]  A member of the Association of the Study of Obesity.

[image: image]  A member of the National Obesity Forum.

[image: image]  A medical consultant at a leading group of wellness clinics where advice on lifestyle and diet were key issues.

[image: image]  The author of many books and articles on nutrition and obesity.

[image: image]  A frequent guest on national TV and radio to discuss obesity.





You can find more information in my Wikipedia entry at: en.wkipedia.org/wiki/Michael_Spira.

Over the years I’ve seen hundreds of diets and slimming books come and go, but how many of them have been successful in the long term? Quite simply, very few, mostly because it’s not so much the diet as what happens afterwards once you’ve reached your target weight.

In recent years more and more of my patients have come across the very first book I wrote in the 1970s. They’ve told me that they’ve followed the principles and, guess what? The method still works! Countless patients have asked me why the book is out of print, and this is finally what prompted me to look again at the book and update it to bring it firmly into the 21st century and to benefit from all the latest research into overweight and obesity. I was also especially interested in the latest research into the effects of exercise on body weight.

As I hope you’ll find, the message of this book is simple: it isn’t necessary to ‘go on a diet’ in order to lose weight. In fact, it’s positively counter-productive to do so. Nor is it necessary to spend hours in a gym working out. The key to successful and permanent weight loss is a combination of lifestyle, properly focused very-short-duration exercise, and a few very small, subtle changes to your diet.

My first slimming book, which became a bestseller, was called How to Lose Weight Without Really Dieting. Over the years I have had many patients who have successfully lost weight and kept that weight. My methods, described in that book and my subsequent ones, are truly tried and tested, easy to follow and can easily be fitted into a busy lifestyle. This book – The 12-Minute Weight-Loss Plan – carries on from where that first one left off.

I truly believe that this book provides for most people the most effective way to lose weight, and to keep that weight off, without going on a restrictive diet or spending hours working out in a gym. In my experience the method described herein, if applied and followed, is likely to be successful for at least 80 per cent of people.

Wishing you good luck and good health,

Michael Spira


Part One

WHY ARE WE OVERWEIGHT?


Chapter One

GETTING YOUR FACTS STRAIGHT AND LOOKING FORWARD TO CHANGE

IF YOU ARE ONE OF the many people today who are struggling to keep their weight under control, this chapter will help you to get on the road to making real changes that will benefit you in many ways. When you follow the programme I describe in this book, you will lose weight and feel great.

LET’S FACE FACTS

It’s headline news these days that we’re all getting fatter, but most people are searching for a way to solve this problem. Let’s start with the facts. Here’s the bad news:



FACT Obesity is one of the biggest health threats to the UK population.

FACT The UK is top of the European league table for obesity in women.

FACT The UK holds second place in the European league table for obesity in men.

FACT The UK has more obese young people than any European country.

FACT Three-fifths of adults in England are either overweight or obese.

FACT Almost a quarter of four- to five-year-olds are overweight or obese.

FACT Most people are heavier than they would have been 20 years ago – even thin people.

FACT If present trends continue, three-fifths of all men, half of all women, and a quarter of all children will be obese by 2050.





And now for some good news:



FACT A weight loss of just 10 per cent leads to enormous health benefits.





And the most startling fact of all:



FACT Overweight and obesity are lifelong conditions – just like diabetes and high blood pressure.





You can’t cure obesity, but you can control it. Unless you control it with a good long-term eating programme combined with lifestyle changes, regardless of how much weight you have lost, it will return.

The American Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics (the world’s largest organisation of food and nutrition professionals) says that ‘successful weight management to improve overall health for adults requires a lifelong commitment to healthful lifestyle behaviours emphasizing sustainable and enjoyable eating practices and daily physical activity.’

This is where this book comes in.

WHAT MAKES A GOOD WEIGHT-LOSS PROGRAMME?

Which would you rather follow in order to lose weight? A trendy diet with expensive diet foods? A diet that’s all about denial and restriction? A diet that requires you to spend hours in the gym each week? Or a diet that allows you to eat a wide range of foods, including some of your favourites, and still lose weight? A diet that is easy, painless, realistic and suited to you as an individual and your lifestyle? A diet that requires only a small amount of time doing exercise?

The best weight-loss programme is the one that suits us the best, the one that takes into account our likes and dislikes – and how much time we have to prepare our food and to take exercise.

Let’s face it, though, it’s easy to lose weight in the short term: just cut the calories and most of our favourite foods, and we’ll get there. But can we stick to that? And would we want to? The answer is, of course not.

So what is a good weight-loss plan, and what are its features? Let’s think about seven key essentials:



1. It must work: we must lose weight!

2. It must be sustainable. An eating plan is like a pet dog – it’s for life.

3. It must include the foods we enjoy.

4. It mustn’t ban any food – with one or two possible minor exceptions.

5. It must be nutritionally balanced. A healthy diet can boost energy, keep our immune system strong, and improve our skin, hair and nails.

6. It must be easy for us to manage in our lifestyle – most of us don’t want to have to cook a complicated dish after a long day at work. And most of us shudder at the thought of having to take lots of exercise.

7. It must be flexible – birthdays, Christmas and Passover happen!





First we need to understand why we put on excess weight to start with and to recognise what happens in our bodies when we eat certain foods. That way we can better appreciate how to move forward towards losing weight and keeping trim.


Chapter Two

WHAT IS OVERWEIGHT – AND DOES IT MATTER?

WHAT DO WE MEAN when we say we are fat? What does it mean to be overweight or obese? It means having more body fat than is generally reckoned to be healthy for us. Contrary to what you might read in magazines, there is no single ideal weight for each height. Instead, there is a range of healthy weights based on a measurement called the body mass index (BMI). This is calculated by dividing your weight in kilograms (without clothes) by the square of your height in metres (without shoes). It sounds complicated, but it is really quite simple.

For someone 1.7m (5ft 7in) tall who weighs 70kg, their BMI is:



70 ÷ 1.7 × 1.7 = 24





The World Health Organization has devised a simple scale:



BMI 18.5–25.0 = normal weight

BMI 25.1–30.0 = overweight

BMI 30.1–40.0 = obese

BMI 40.1 or more = morbidly obese





If maths isn’t your favourite subject, don’t worry. I’ve done the calculation for you below. For both men and women, healthy BMIs are between 20 and 25, and the tables below are based on this range. Weights above and below this range are unhealthy. For someone whose weight is at the upper end of the range there is no medical need to lose further weight. As to looking good in your favourite bikini – that’s another matter!

BMI RANGES IN IMPERIAL MEASUREMENTS



	Height
	From
	To



	4ft 8in
	6st 6lb (90lb)
	8st 0lb (112lb)



	4ft 9in
	6st 9lb (93lb)
	8st 4lb (116lb)



	4ft 10in
	6st 12lb (96lb)
	8st 8lb (120lb)



	4ft 11in
	7st 1lb (99lb)
	8st 12lb (124lb)



	5ft 0in
	7st 5lb (103lb)
	9st 3lb (129lb)



	5ft 1in
	7st 8lb (106lb)
	9st 7lb (133lb)



	5ft 2in
	7st 12lb (110lb)
	9st 11lb (137lb)



	5ft 3in
	8st 1lb (113lb)
	10st 1lb (141lb)



	5ft 4in
	8st 4lb (116lb)
	10st 5lb (145lb)



	5ft 5in
	8st 8lb (120lb)
	10st 10lb (150lb)



	5ft 6in
	8st 12lb (124lb)
	11st 1lb (155lb)



	5ft 7in
	9st 2lb (128lb)
	11st 6lb (160lb)



	5ft 8in
	9st 6lb (132lb)
	11st 11lb (165lb)



	5ft 9in
	9st 10lb (136lb)
	12st 2lb (170lb)



	5ft 10in
	10st 0lb (140lb)
	12st 7lb (175lb)



	5ft 11in
	10st 4lb (144lb)
	12st 12lb (180lb)



	6ft 0in
	10st 8lb (148lb)
	13st 3lb (185lb)



	6ft 1in
	10st 12lb (152lb)
	13st 8lb (190lb)



	6ft 2in
	11st 2lb (156lb)
	14st 0lb (196lb)



	6ft 3in
	11st 6lb (160lb)
	14st 5lb (201lb)




BMI RANGES IN METRIC MEASUREMENTS



	Height
	From
	To



	1.40m
	39kg
	49kg



	1.42m
	40kg
	50kg



	1.44m
	42kg
	52kg



	1.46m
	43kg
	53kg



	1.48m
	44kg
	55kg



	1.50m
	45kg
	56kg



	1.52m
	46kg
	58kg



	1.54m
	48kg
	60kg



	1.56m
	49kg
	61kg



	1.58m
	50kg
	63kg



	1.60m
	51kg
	64kg



	1.62m
	52kg
	66kg



	1.64m
	54kg
	67kg



	1.66m
	55kg
	69kg



	1.68m
	56kg
	71kg



	1.70m
	58kg
	73kg



	1.72m
	59kg
	74kg



	1.74m
	61kg
	76kg



	1.76m
	62kg
	78kg



	1.78m
	63kg
	80kg



	1.80m
	65kg
	82kg



	1.82m
	66kg
	83kg



	1.84m
	68kg
	85kg



	1.86m
	69kg
	86kg



	1.88m
	71kg
	88kg



	1.90m
	72kg
	90kg




DOES BEING OVERWEIGHT REALLY MATTER?

Apart from a small minority of obese people who are in self-denial, most people would agree that being overweight or obese is bad for your health and, for most people, it is also bad for their self-esteem. Apart from the health consequences, it is an inescapable fact that employment prospects can be affected if you are seriously overweight. Overweight people are assumed by many to be greedy, lazy or habitually eating unhealthy food, although that’s not necessarily the case. They are often criticised by the government and media as well as others on internet forums, and this can be very distressing.

Among the health consequences of overweight and obesity the following are the most common:



[image: image]  Heart disease

[image: image]  Stroke

[image: image]  Type-2 diabetes

[image: image]  Musculoskeletal disorders, especially osteoarthritis (often termed ‘wear and tear’ degeneration of the joints)

[image: image]  Some cancers (colon, breast, the lining of the womb)





Childhood obesity is very much on the increase and, for the first time, doctors are now seeing children with type-2 diabetes as a direct consequence of obesity. Other health issues include breathing difficulties, high blood pressure, disability in adulthood and premature death.

WHY IT’S IMPORTANT TO KNOW YOUR WAIST MEASUREMENT

Being overweight is a risk to our health. The height–weight tables above give you a fairly good idea of whether you are underweight, normal weight, overweight or obese, but they’re not an infallible guide. Healthy athletes in training often have a high muscle mass, which results in their BMI often being higher than would be considered normal – but that’s not unhealthy.

If we are carrying excess body fat, however, as well as knowing how much there is, it is important to know where in our body that fat is located. In particular, fat around our waist carries the greatest risk for health.

You can find out if you are carrying excess fat in your abdomen simply by measuring your waist. To do this, first stand up, then find the point which is halfway between the top of your hip bone and the bottom of your rib cage, vertically below your
armpit. (Incidentally, this is not necessarily where your umbilicus, or belly-button, is.) Now look at the following figures:



	
	Increased health risk
	Substantial health risk



	Men
	94cm (37in) or more
	102cm (40in) or more



	Women
	80cm (32in) or more
	88cm (35in) or more




If your waist is greater than the levels above, it is even more important to lose weight. The good news is that the eating approach in this book is particularly good at helping to get rid of a large tummy – as well as shedding the bits you don’t want on your hips and thighs.

HOW OFTEN SHOULD WE WEIGH OURSELVES?

Most doctors and dieticians will tell you to weigh yourself once a week. Let me tell you why I think that’s completely wrong.

I don’t believe there is one answer that suits everyone and every situation. For a start, it depends on how much weight you need to lose. And it also depends on whether you’re still losing weight or just maintaining weight loss. I’ll explain.

If you are very overweight, you will lose weight more quickly than someone with only a few pounds to lose. Also, you probably need a lot of motivation and feedback. Why wait a whole week when the likelihood is that you’re going to see measurable results every two to three days? When you get closer to your target weight, however, you’ll find that your weight comes off more slowly. At that point weighing yourself once a week makes good sense.

Now let’s look at the situation where you’ve lost your weight and you just want to make sure you don’t pile it back on again. Is it easier to lose the 1 pound (450g) or 2 pounds (900g) that you’ve accidentally gained? Is it easier to lose 2 pounds (900g) or 4 pounds (1.8kg)? Well, the only way to spot that 1 pound (450g) before it’s crept up to become 2 pounds (900g) or that 2 pounds before it’s reached 4 pounds (1.8kg) is to weigh yourself every day. Small corrections are much easier to make than large ones.

A final tip: always weigh yourself at the same time of day. The best time is as soon as you get out of bed, after you’ve been to the toilet and before you’ve had breakfast.

Gaining weight is not always as simple and straightforward as just eating too much or not exercising enough, as I will explain in the next chapter.


Chapter Three

WHAT MAKES US BECOME FAT?

THERE IS NO SINGLE REASON WHY we gain weight. The body is complex and affected by hormones, our genes and our environment. Understanding the influences will help us find ways to overcome the problem of weight gain and to kick-start the process of weight loss.

THE LEPTIN STORY

What makes us become overweight or obese? Until a few years ago, doctors believed that our body’s fat stores depended on the balance between:



1. Our intake of energy; that is, how many calories we ate and

2. Our energy output; that is, how many calories we burned off through physical activity and our metabolism.





But recent research has shown that this is not true. There is a third factor, which is very important:



3. How efficiently we burn off calories.





In other words, we now know that there are not two but three energy-balance components. We also now know that these three components are controlled by underlying genetic and physiological mechanisms.

In the early 1900s there was a major breakthrough: the discovery of the hormone leptin. We’ll look at this more closely later in this chapter. But for now, the main point is that, along with other mechanisms, leptin protects us against starvation. It works hard to maintain our body-fat stores. In evolutionary terms, it helps to set us up for hibernation. The result is that it ‘messes up’ the traditional ‘calories in versus calories out’ equation.

Why does leptin seem to work so efficiently in some of us and therefore keep us fat while in others it works inefficiently with the result that those people are thin? We’ll look at why in the next two chapters.

NATURE OR NURTURE?

We all know people who seem only to have to look at a doughnut to pile on the weight and others who apparently stuff their faces until the cows come home and never put on an ounce. How infuriating is that? What is the reason this happens? The chorus always goes up: ‘It’s all in the genes!’, but is it?

To answer that question, the British Medical Journal (BMJ) published a head-to-head debate in 2012: are the causes of obesity primarily environmental?

The nurture argument (or, it isn’t our genes, it’s our environment)

A resounding yes was given by Dr John Wilding, professor of medicine and obesity specialist at Liverpool University. He says that while genetics undoubtedly play a role, gene defects are either rare or have only a very small effect, accounting for at most 6½ pounds (3kg) greater weight. The increase in obesity has mainly occurred over the past 30 years and has been seen in most parts of the world. Such a rapid change cannot be due to genetic changes, but the evidence that the environment has changed is overwhelming. You only have to look at the substantial shifts in the production and availability of food, occurring at the same time as changes in our physical environment that encourage a sedentary lifestyle. The relative cost of energy-dense foods high in fat, salt, sugar and refined carbs has fallen while the cost of healthier options has increased. This
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