Help with Weight Loss


Most everyone wants to be slim and toned, but the reality is that it is far easier to gain weight than to lose it. This short article addresses causes of weight gain, and provides some down to earth strategies for achieving a permanent healthy body size. 

A person’s weight is determined by multiple factors including their genetic background, eating habits, metabolic rate and their general activity level. 

Genes 

Genes influence body weight by setting basic parameters on the body's metabolic efficiency (the efficiency with which the body burns calories). Genes governing metabolism run in families. If one of your parents is obese you are several times more likely to be obese yourself than someone who has parents of a healthy weight. If both of your parents are obese you are at a very high risk of becoming obese yourself. As powerful as they are, genes only determine a tendency towards higher or lower metabolic efficiency; they do not by themselves determine what actual body metabolism will be. Lifestyle choices such as exercising also influence a person’s metabolism and thus their weight. 

Metabolic rate 

Apart from genetics, a person’s metabolic rate is largely determined by how active they are. We are told that for every ten years beyond our early to mid-twenties our metabolism slows about 10%. While a reduction in metabolism is observable as we age, such a reduction may be more due to a sedentary lifestyle than to mere aging. Muscle tissue is metabolically active compared to fat, and thus our metabolic level at any moment is in large part due to the state of our muscle mass. Inactivity accelerates loss of muscle tissue over time which decreases metabolism, making it all but certain that weight will be gained. Activity, on the other hand, reduces muscle loss, or even increases muscle mass, with the effect of increasing metabolism and making it easier to lose weight. 

Eating patterns

A person’s food related habits and cultural expectations are also important determinants of their weight, influencing the types and amounts of foods consumed. For instance, families favoring high-fat, high calorie food (such as lasagna) served 'family style' (so that anyone can take as much as they like) are at greater risk for eating too much food and gaining weight than are families serving smaller portions of lean meats, steamed vegetables and brown rice. Similarly, families who push members to eat, or who keep high fat snacks and deserts handy are at greater risk for weight problems than are families that promote sensible portion sizes and save treats for special occasions. The speed at which people learn to eat and the consciousness with which they do so are important too. People who eat quickly tend to eat more than people who eat slowly as it takes a few minutes for your stomach to tell your brain it is full. Fast eaters sometimes finish their plates before getting the stomach's fullness message. 

Exercise

Exercise is an essential component of a healthy weight management program. Where a person's genetics are more or less set at conception, the amount of energy a person expends in physical activity is under voluntary control. People can choose to be more active, and becoming more active will help people to lose weight. Exercise builds lean muscle mass and burns up fat reserves. Muscles are very metabolically active. Adding muscle mass through strength training raises metabolism (the rate at which the body burns calories) which makes it easier to lose weight. A significant loss of muscle mass, on the other hand, which is what happens when people are sedentary, reduces resting metabolic rate and makes it harder to lose weight. Adding muscle mass helps people to look firmer and slimmer because muscle takes up less space than fat. Careful strength training reduces the risk of accidental injury, improves bone density, helps with digestion and assists in lowering blood pressure, cholesterol and triglyceride levels (all predictors of disease when elevated). 

A Sensible, Holistic Weight Management Approach

What does ‘holistic weight management’ mean? What does ‘holistic body image management’ mean?

Holistic simply means that one is studying or considering the whole person, instead of focusing only on one part. So, in this case we are evaluating and perhaps altering weight and body image using the whole of a person, not just part of the person.

Lots of weight management plans look at eating and diets and promise ‘all you have to do is control how much you eat or what specific things you eat and you will win the battle of the bulge’. If you have tried this route before, then at least know you're not alone: according to many surveys, as many as 95% of people who diet regain all the weight they lose. Other plans will say ‘all you have to do is get enough exercise and eat whatever you want and you will lose weight’. 

Those are wonderful plans, except that often they don’t work. They don’t work because they are only focusing on the physical part of you. They are managing your weight and body image as though you are a body without a mind or heart.

A better approach is to consider the physical part and the mental part of the person. These weight and body image management plans will consider the thought patterns and emotional factors that may impact body weight. This represents a big improvement.

An even better approach is to consider the physical part, the mental/emotional part and the heart, soul or spirituality of the person. This last aspect is the least often considered and often is the key that makes or breaks a weight management resolution. Blaise Pascal said “the heart has reasons that reason doesn’t know of”. The heart sometime controls what we do, and the choices we make and not our conscious, rational mind. That’s why we sometimes look at something we’ve done and said, ‘that’s so stupid of me, I don’t know why I did that” You did that because your heart was in control, even though your mind or intellect thought it was a bad idea.

PART 1: GETTING READY FOR CHANGE

Step One – Examine your reasons for change

The best reason to improve in these areas is for your Self. Not for your spouse, your kids, your mother or because there is a high school reunion coming up. Do it because you are worth it. Reasons other than YOU and your wellness will likely not sustain you through the challenging process of change. 

Take some time to examine your motives for change. If you can’t say to yourself “I am worth it”, with some conviction in your voice then there may be self-esteem issues lingering in your soul that will obstruct the change process. These are not insurmountable, but they won’t go away by themselves either. Take charge and resolve to do something about it!

Step Two - Respect your body right now, regardless of its size.


Learn to respect the body you have, one day at a time. This doesn’t mean you have to love it, but respect it. It is the one that is carrying you around right now, so make friends with it. Learn to speak about your body kindly, not abusively. If this is a challenge, then practise by looking in the mirror and saying out loud, “I respect you and I will take care of you every day”.


This commitment to body respect is an essential step toward feeling and looking well. Respecting yourself will actually contribute to helping you reach your optimal size. Feelings associated with self-respect create a metabolic state that optimizes fat-burning. Conversely, unresolved emotional stress tends to keep excess fat stored.

Step Three - Look inside instead of outside for beauty


This involves retraining your eyes to see the beauty the naturally lies within every woman regardless of size. That beauty is enhanced by health, not smallness. The super-model ideal that is promoted in media is in fact borderline unhealthy. This illustrates the dynamic that when beauty is reduced to physical outward beauty it will always be a distortion of beauty. Focus on inner beauty, whole person health and then appropriate body size and image will fall into place naturally. 

One spiritual resource for addressing this area is to use spiritual meditation to gain a stronger, more accurate and less body-centered self-image. A person who are comfortable with the Christian religious tradition may reflect on God’s love, acceptance and care toward themselves. This is actually very healthy in and of itself, but furthermore, it causes a person to slowly adopt a self-image that is not so heavily focused on the body and more focused on the inner person. 

Step Four – Adopt a timetable that is kind to your Self

Real, lasting change takes time. It is important to adjust one’s thinking from a goal of losing weight down to a certain number of pounds to having a new relationship to one’s body and food. That is a lifestyle that is reasonably easy to maintain in the long term. That means a greater chance of long-term success and it is far more healthy to body and soul. 

An unhealthy relationship to one’s body and food takes a long to develop - so it is only reasonable to take some time and effort to make effective changes? Looking for an easy, instant cure is tempting, but not realistic. Quick-fix solutions - diets, pills, magic slimming techniques - at best avoid the real problem, and can actually make it worse.

Think course correction, not crash-program!

Step Five – Adopt a goal that addresses the real problem

Imagine a smoker who says, 'I'm coughing too much, I need to get some good cough medicine'. Imagine a drinker who says: 'My driving is terrible, I keep having accidents, where can I get some good driving lessons?' Someone suggests it's because he's driving drunk, so he keeps drinking and takes the bus. The folly is clear when the issue is alcohol abuse or smoking. It is a little more subtle and confusing when it comes to body weight. People who are unhappy with their weight or body image set out to take control of a symptom: their weight. They keep their sights set on the effect - not the cause, which is overeating.

Excess weight is not the problem. It's one of the effects of the problem. The problem is nourishing oneself with more food than one’s body requires now. That sounds like an obvious statement, but it is actually profound. Each person’s body requires a different amount of food. You are unique. Also, a body likely will require a different amount of food now than it did 5 or 10 years ago, due to changes in metabolism and lifestyle and activity level. Your body’s needs change. Finally the statement above recognises that somewhere the mind/body/spirit is expressing its appetite for nourishment. The most obvious, but not only form of nourishment is food. Perhaps your mind/body/spirit is actually expressing a heart-hunger, or soul-hunger.


A healthy goal then is not to lose weight, but to adjust to more healthy eating habits. Healthy eating habits will take into account not only physical requirements but emotional and soul requirements that sometimes are expressed through ‘hunger’.   

Step Six - Be as honest as you can about your emotional relationship with food.

Scientific studies have shown that unexpressed and unresolved emotional stress results in changes in metabolism that inhibit fat breakdown. This is because stress, whether it is emotional, psychological or physical causes the release of larger amounts of the natural hormone cortisol. Cortisol is a natural steroid that contributes to weight gain. 


Conversely, most people have noticed that when they fall in love they are so full of life they don’t feel hungry, and don’t eat that much. This life-energy is available through other means besides falling in love. It is available when we are doing work or an activity that we love. This suggests that as a person orders the whole of their life around fulfillment and satisfaction, weight and body image management issues will fall into place much more readily. 

Food is usually about more than just nutrition. Food often symbolizes many other things in our lives. Research demonstrates that people who are in touch with their feelings and their emotions are better able to make careful food choices, than people who do not understand or appreciate or express what they are feeling. 

Emotional eating is a big obstacle on the road to wellness. The addictive nature of some food types is another obstacle. Highly refined carbohydrates especially when they are combined with some food additives or caffeine are a significant problem. As a starting point check how many of following statements apply to you:

· Denying yourself food you really want.

· Eating ‘forbidden’ foods in secret.

· Denying yourself the full pleasure of eating good food.

· Eating with people who judge what you are eating.

· Continuing to eat even after you are full.

· Eating even when you are not physically hungry.

· Being constantly concerned about weight and food.

· Using diet, exercise laxatives, or vomiting regularly to control your weight.

· Eating excessive amounts of disease-promoting fats and carbohydrates.

Step Seven - Be as honest as you can about what – and why you are eating.


The first step in becoming honest with yourself is keeping a food journal for two weeks- writing down everything that you eat. Only modest change is possible without real awareness of what and how much is being eaten in any given week. Be very conscious that this exercise of food journaling is about researching your heart and emotions, not policing your willpower.


When you have an awareness of what and how much you are eating, then you are ready to look honestly about why and when you are looking for nourishment for your whole self.

PART 2: READY, SET, CHANGE

Step Eight - Eat foods you love slowly, mindfully and at the right time.

Every time a person restricts the amount of food they eat, they are setting themselves up for a later binge! This is the central flaw of most diet plans – they are self-defeating in the long run. Eating a small amount of food that is craved adjusts and compensates for the deficit that your body is asking for. For example a chocolate craving is not something that has to be resisted absolutely. Chocolate provides a boost to the brain’s serotonin levels. But the key is only a small amount (about ½ ounce) is needed.  This represents a new way of thinking about a person’s relationship to their body. The body is not an unruly child that has to be curbed. It is a part of you that is expressing its needs. Listen to it well!


For most people the late afternoon is the danger zone. That is when the body is fatigued from the day and asking to be cared for. Taking care of your body should mean taking a rest when it says its tired. The alternate is misinterpreting that craving as hunger and entering into grazing activity that a person later regrets because its not healthy eating and further, it doesn’t really satisfy the real craving. The real craving at that time of day is often more an expression of one’s emotional appetite and not hunger for food.


Generally, eating foods that are high in carbohydrates and fats in the evening is a habit to avoid. This is because your body burns fuel most efficiently in the early and middle parts of the day, and less efficiently late in the day. So those foods will tend to get converted to body fat when they are consumed in the evening. For example a study showed that a person who ate 2,000 calories worth of food in the morning lost on average two pounds of weight per week while a person who ate the same amount but ate it in the evening gained weight.


Make meals an event rather a refueling. Practice mindfulness when you are eating so that you are aware and appreciating the food. That means resist eating in front of the TV, or while reading or at your desk on the job. These multi-tasking behaviours feel like efficiency but they are a betrayal of your body. Slow down. Enjoy. Food is to be enjoyed! Food is a wonderful thing. Food is one of our most sensual experiences. It has taste, and texture, and color, and aroma. It is one of life's great pleasures. By making wise choices, whether eating by yourself or with friends and family, food can be something that enhances both the quality and quantity of your life.

Notice that this message is completely different from dieting to achieve weight-loss as a goal. When weight loss is the goal, a person can end up feeling guilty about eating anything because all food contains calories. In contrast, healthy eating to take care of your body, mind and soul will bring a new relationship to food. Food is a friend that can be trusted, not an enemy. The difference is in staying aware of what your mind, body and soul are craving. 
Step Nine - Eat when you are hungry and stop when you are full.


This is a powerful shift. This means learning to tune into your body and particularly your appetite. Particularly it means teasing out the difference between hunger this is one’s appetite for food and emotional hunger. People eat when they are bored. People eat when they are sad.  This is not crazy. It is simply crossed appetites. Attempting to satisfy one appetite with another nourishment. Make friends with both your appetite for food and your emotional appetite and learn to respect them both.

Step Ten – Care and feed your Body


Shift your focus of eat to lose weight to eat to feel healthy. Again this represents a change in relationship to one’s body. Listen to what your body wants and feed it. Reliably, people who tune into what their body wants recognise that they feel better when they stay away from excess sugar and caffeine and highly refined and processed foods. In fact these foods stop being tempting.


The other aspect of caring for your body is giving it exercise. Exercise is part of adjusting the one’s metabolic set point, but exercise is also key to feeling well, generally. Regular exercise pays enormous dividends in overall health. Perhaps the importance is best captured by the statistic of twenty more years of productive life compared with those who don’t do regular exercise. Exercise also serves the larger goal of growing to be more comfortable and ‘at peace with’ one’s body. 

Step Eleven – Metabolic set-point, caloric intake, exercise

        The plan here is to slowly adjust your metabolic set point. Many leading nutritionists now believe your brain and body automatically set your weight, no matter how you happen to feel about it. They call this your "set-point." But the good news is that your set point can be shifted. This is not a diet by another name. This is a short-term technique to achieve long term results. When you try to eat less through willpower only, you must bully your body. You have a setting inside your brain that decides how fat you are. Your body defends this setting with intense hunger cravings when you try to lose weight the wrong way by starving yourself. If you persist, your body lowers your metabolism, so you burn less fat. Even though you are eating less, you stop losing weight. And you give up.

Ready to talk? Russell Counselling can help you move ahead with your goals for growth and healing. Call us toll free at 1 866 433 5666 for a free brief consultation or email us at counsellor@russellcounselling.com .

The resources on this site are provided for informational purposes only, and should not be used to replace the specialized training and professional judgment of a health care or mental health care professional. 

Russell Counselling cannot be held responsible for the use of the information provided. Please always consult a trained mental health professional before making any decision regarding treatment of yourself or others. 

Self-help information and information from the Internet is useful, but it is not a substitute for professional assistance. Please seek professional help: 

· if you have thoughts of killing (or otherwise harming) yourself or others; 

· if you are gravely disabled (unable to care for yourself); 

· if you are abusing substances; 

· or if you or someone else is in any danger of harm. 

If you are in need of help, please contact a Crisis Clinic or a qualified mental health care provider. 

