How to lose weight in a sustainable and simple way

Most people find it difficult to lose weight and, sadly, there is no quick fix. In fact, despite the dodgy internet diet pills adverts and the celebrity endorsed diets the population in this country is getting fatter. So what is the ‘doctor’s advice’? 

‘Eat less and do more’ is quite true but not particularly helpful if you think you have already tried many diet plans and spent a lot of time and money at the gym. There are countless books, groups and websites dedicated to weight loss and I won’t repeat those. Instead, below are some tips and bits of advice I have collected together. Everyone is different, so find what works for you and try to stick with it.
· Your metabolism is almost certainly the same as everyone else’s so be honest with yourself and don’t blame it for being overweight. Even if it is ‘slow’ that doesn’t make weight loss impossible, but it might mean you have to eat rather fewer calories than others to get the same effect. However, if you think you may have a medical condition contributing to your weight gain, then please discuss this with your GP, who will be happy to review you.
· Everyone has busy lives and many work long hours; many have stressful families and jobs. You are responsible alone for what you do with your time and what goes in your mouth so believe in yourself and change can occur. If it’s raining put on a Mac and power walk or put on a Pilates DVD. If the commute is taking up lots of time, try getting off a stop earlier. Buy the healthier options. Empower yourself.
· In my opinion: ‘Don’t ‘go on a diet’. I believe this contributes to the ‘yo-yo’ effect where you lose a few pounds and then put it all back on again. How long will you keep a diet up? A week? A month? A year? Even if it works, if you don’t make fundamental changes to you diet and energy expenditure, the weight will just return (with a few extra pounds) and your confidence will take a battering when you stop dieting. Instead, choose a healthy lifestyle a stick to it life long. Healthy food need not be more expensive or less tasty and you can have the odd treat – just keep the amount small.
· Choose a smaller plate size. E.g. dinner plate from 10” to 8”. This very simple alteration makes most people eat 20% less per meal and you probably won’t feel more hungry. 
· Are you thirsty, not hungry? It is surprisingly easy to reach for a snack when in fact your body wants more fluid. Obviously choose a low calorie option, cool tap water in a jug from the fridge costs nothing and has no calories but you could easily add a diet squash if you prefer a flavoured drink. There’s nothing wrong with tea and coffee in moderation but don’t add sugar and go for lower fat milk.
· Small changes make big differences over a long time: if you cut out just 11 Kcal a day (a tiny amount, given that an adult male needs around 2,500/day) or burn off that amount, perhaps by using the stairs at work instead of the lift, in a year you will have lost a pound if you did nothing else at all. No exercise, diet plans, books, or stress! (Ok, that’s not much, but you can see how that could quickly improve if you make a tiny bit more effort.) The reverse of course also true and small amounts of extra calories build up over time.
· Portion size portion size portion size! Many people complain that they are eating healthily but still putting on weight. I believe them – the problem is that they are eating too much healthy food! Our idea of what is a normal portion has often got out of synch with our bodies needs and our stomachs quickly get used to the extra - demanding it next meal. If you look at American portions and their obesity problem it is easy to see this. Some dieters weigh out their food. I don’t think this is practical for very long but it can be helpful for a couple of days to see whether changes could be made. For instance when talking about a ‘portion’ of fruit and vegetables, this means a medium apple, banana, half an avocado, a handful of grapes (not a half bunch!) 3 heaped tablespoons of vegetables. Just because they are healthy foods, it doesn’t make them calorie free. As an example, a large bowl of fruit salad can have as many calories as a small pork pie and ironically the fatty pie will keep you feeling fuller for longer so you might eat less at the next meal. Certainly the fruit is better nutritionally but you won’t be loosing weight if you have too much of anything. 
· Read the label – again! If it says 'low fat' or 'reduced fat' then the product is not in fact always a healthy choice, though there are exceptions. To claim that a product is 'reduced fat' the amount of fat must be at least 30% lower than standard products. But these types of foods tend to be high in fat and energy in the first place, so the 'reduced fat' version can still have quite high amounts of both. An example is reduced fat crisps. Yes, they are better than the original, but they are still very calorific for a small amount of food.
Additionally, in some products the fat is replaced by other ingredients, so the product can end up with the same or even higher energy (calorie) content. Worse still, it is tempting to use more of a reduced-fat product than you would of the full-fat version, so you might end up having the same, or even more, fat and energy. 
· Many say they have tried calorie counting and it didn’t work for them. Like the man said, you cannot change the laws of physics! If you were locked in a room without food for a few days, would you still fail to lose weight? Of course not. The truth is nearly everybody forgets to count a lot of the calories that they eat. Even when under laboratory conditions the figure can be up to 50%. This is incredible but has been shown many times. In other words you think and believe you are eating, say, 1,500 Kcals a day when in fact you’ve forgotten the sauce on the food or the fruit smoothie laden with sugar or the marg blob in the mashed potatoes, or the salad dressing. It all adds up and the real total is often 50% more than you think – hence you maintain your weight or even put it on. Energy in and energy out have to change. By the way, standard margarine has the same number of calories as butter. Only the reduced fat ones have less. The type of fat may be different, which is a different concern – reduce saturated fats.
· Don’t over estimate the effect of exercise, but certainly do more. Exercise doesn’t have to be expensive or painful. In fact, to maintain it lifelong it MUST be enjoyable and not too demanding unless you are the sort that enjoy the heavy work out. So a brisk walk is great, makes you feel better and gets you out, whilst costing nothing. Swimming is great if you can afford it, especially if you have joint problems. Do remember that a lot of time spent exercising probably doesn’t equate to as many calories lost as you might think though. 90mins high intensity working out might burn off that packet of crisps or the naughty biscuits but won’t make you a size 8 by next week. The good news is that exercise increases your metabolic rate so that you do burn off more calories even when you are not exercising for some hours afterwards – a free weight loss boost!
· Some people are ‘naturally’ thin because they are always on the go. In the office, at home, waiting for the train and so on. They are never still. Moving about, twitching a leg, adjusting position. It all adds up over the day to burn off extra calories. You could do something similar by standing instead of sitting for some tasks or stretching tight your legs whilst at the desk. At home you could be more vigorous, for instance a gentle arm swing or even dancing about whilst doing household chores might get funny looks from the family but will help you on your way. Again it’s free and all adds up.
· Don’t skip meals. Research has shown that people who miss breakfast are much more likely to have more calories overall when they have their next meal than those that eat a healthy breakfast. Missing a meal makes your body think it is starving so it tries to hold onto the calories you have and increases the signals to your brain telling you to seek out high calorie foods. Make it easier for yourself. I know some just can’t face breakfast, but it can be a small single piece of toast or low fat cereal, not a big meal. Get up 10 minutes earlier to eat it. 
· Try not to eat in a hurry or whilst watching TV. It takes time for the brain to register that we are full up. You’ll eat more if you hurry down food because you’ll feel hungrier for longer. Similarly, pay attention and savour what you have, chewing it thoroughly to increase feelings of fullness. Do you really need that pudding? Wait a while and you might find you are not hungry any more.
· Interesting research has also shown that soups or blended food stays in the stomach longer than the same amount of food that is in lumps. This means that you feel fuller for much longer and tend to snack less. So a great weight loss tip is to eat more (low calorie) soup.
· Protein keeps you fuller for longer than the same (calorie) amount of carbohydrate. So, lean meat might help you lose weight more easily than a bowl of pasta.
· Drugs or other quick fixes (e.g. very low calorie replacement plans) are not generally the answer. Sorry. You can’t take them forever, so when you stop the same problems will recur and the weight will tend to go back on. Sometimes they might help get you started whilst your stomach is returning to a normal size. Some other commercial quick loss plans effectively encourage fluid loss. As the body is 70% water you can lose quite a few pounds very quickly by this method but it is not sustainable and it will return as quickly as it went.
· If we are offered choice, it is very hard to resist. Fairly obvious you may think but where this is relevant to weight loss is the buffet style meal, especially where you help yourself. Most people will try a bit of several foods and take far more than their body needs, so beware!
· Vegetarian options don’t always mean the healthiest.  A vegetarian lasagne with its cheesy sauce is high in calories for example.
· A quick reminder of some very basic tips: cut the outer fat from meat, remove the skin from chicken, and buy leaner cuts of meat if you can. Fat has twice the calories as the same amount of protein or carbohydrates, so make life easier for yourself. Grill food, don’t fry. Don’t eat the children’s leftovers (you are bound to eat the same size supper yourself later). Drink plenty of water. Avoid snacking.
· Alcohol has calories! Again, obvious but still easy to forget: you have to count this in your total intake for the day. So enjoy one or two units if you wish but remember that that wine came from sweet sugary grapes for example. All alcohol is the same in terms of calories, so beer or spirits aren’t any better. 
· Dairy calcium, such as that found in yoghurt or milk has an intriguing effect in the gut and seems to reduce the amount of fat you absorb. It is also good for your bones, so do include some in your day.
· Do be careful with special offers at the supermarket. If you buy more than you need that week it may be a bargain but be careful not to then end up eating twice as much to prevent spoilage. However try to avoid feeling hungry, so eat more of the lower calorie foods to fill yourself up. Ignore fads and choose a wide variety of foods.
· Enjoy yourself! You are probably not going to lose weight sustainably if you see it as a trauma, or a miserable task. We are very fortunate in this country to have access to great fresh food and seasonal produce from around the nation. Try to cook from scratch as often as you can so you know what is going into your food. There can be a place for ready meals or eating out, just be sensible.
· A lot of people try hard with a diet for a couple of weeks and then give into a temping take away or creamy dessert ‘because I’ve been good’. Please don’t then blame the diet for not working when it was a single day that undid 2 weeks of sensible eating. You really are what you eat, and whilst some are genetically advantaged when it comes to what they can get away with, we all have the same basic requirements. Take charge, and you might surprise yourself.
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