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FOREWORD

Of all the different ways of eating I’ve tried on over the years—from macrobiotic to vegan to I’ll-spare-you-the-details cleanses—here is what has worked for me: eating intuitively. When I eat what feels right to me, I feel my best.

That kind of advice, though, is typically delivered with no road map for getting there. As if something that is intuitive doesn’t require further discussion, while dogmatic diets get memorialized and memorized.

Will Cole has given me—and you—a road map. Intuitive Fasting is Will’s clear, four-week program designed to set you up to feel your best for all the other weeks to come. This is not a book of dogma. It will not punish you or restrict you. If there’s anything difficult in these pages, it is Will’s request that you be willing to listen to yourself, to your own body, to your intuition. While this might seem simple, it is usually not easy, at least not at first. But with Will’s voice guiding you to recalibrate yourself and the newfound understanding of what your body is asking for and how you can respond, it becomes doable—and, I’d go so far as to say, exhilarating.

There are healers who share Will’s passion for understanding classic research findings. Some share his passion for working with patients one-on-one, while others share his passion for helping the chronically ill or mysteriously unwell patients who arrive at his practice having already “tried it all.” Some share his passion for disseminating what he knows to the general public in a way that is accessible. But very few humans share all of these passions. Fewer attempt to sustain them. Fewer find success doing so. And as far as I know, no one does it with the kind of humility and warmth that Will does.

Intuitive Fasting is the best of him: It’s what he knows about food and nutrition and the optimal ways to nourish the body and support its healing functions. It’s full of what he’s learned about reducing inflammation, restoring balance, recharging metabolism, and resetting gut health. Yes, it includes results from research studies, but it also reveals some surprising findings about fasting that Will has discovered from simply listening to his patients. (Another thing I love about Will: He listens—and learns—from his patients.)

It’s been a pleasure to witness the Will Cole effect, to watch him help transform and optimize the health of people around the world. I’m excited for you to feel it, too.

—GWYNETH PALTROW,

founder and CEO of goop,

November 2020




INTRODUCTION:

The Intuitive Fasting Manifesto

A beautiful balance is sewn into the fabric of the universe. Duality is quilted into the cosmos. From the pull of the moon on the tides of the sea, the awakening blooms in springtime after a long winter, to the delicate ebb and flow of your hormones, there is a graceful, dichotomous rhythm infused into nature, of which you are an intrinsic part. Where there is balance, there is order; and when there is a loss of that balance, problems arise.

Our modern world is filled with noisy imbalances of all kinds. From traffic jams in polluted cities to the endless vortex of mind-numbing content online, one thing is for certain—modern life is filled with loud, congested imbalance, dripping in excess.

This global bellowing is not just external, but internal as well. Millions find themselves in a state of proverbial ruckus when it comes to their body and their health. From autoimmune conditions and anxiety to depression and diabetes, heart disease and hormone problems—the consequences of the noise and chaos filling our world are severe. Thankfully, there is a way to get back in touch with the messages your body is trying to send.

Be Still and Know

When was the last time you felt hungry? I’m not talking about the last time you experienced a blood sugar crash, a craving, or the feeling that you “should” eat before a big day at work or a long event. When was the last time you felt truly hungry? When you could feel that your stomach was empty and you could hear it growling and gurgling, letting you know that it’s time for a meal?

For many of us in the developed world, it’s probably been a while. After all, our lifestyles are designed for convenience and ease—in a way that never leaves us far from a vending machine or a drive-through. Instead of going from full to hungry and back to full again, many of us fluctuate between being sort of hungry, sort of satisfied after eating, and always kind of craving sugar, carbs, and caffeine. Many of us also feel shaky, cranky, or nauseous if we go longer than a few hours without a snack or meal, leaving us with work bags and glove compartments full of granola bars and other healthy—or, more often, not-so-healthy—snacks to help us avoid these uncomfortable symptoms.

Many of us have never paused to ask ourselves questions like: Do I eat because my brain tells me to—or because my body is really, truly hungry? Do I have breakfast because I was told to or because I actually wake up hungry? Do I feel more tuned in to my body’s natural hunger signals or to the food rules I’ve been following since I was a kid? Do I feel at peace with—or like a victim of—my daily eating schedule?

What and when we eat has become so ingrained in our culture and lifestyle that many of us have never stopped and asked ourselves if the way we eat is working for us.

The problem is, there’s a lot of dieting dogma and food confusion out there. What is ultimately the best food medicine for you may not be for the next person. We are all beautifully and wonderfully unique. Different facets of the same diamond, all reflecting light in our own way. Because of this, I believe using your meals as medicine should be guided by intuition. A deep knowing of what your body really needs to fuel and nourish itself.

The good news is that you can get back to a place where you trust your body to send you the right signals. As a result, you’ll choose the right foods and lifestyle habits for your particular body. In this book, I’ll teach you how to use the transformative tool of intermittent fasting in a fresh and flexible way so you can make the right choices for your health and well-being. Intermittent fasting is a lifestyle practice that involves going specific periods of time without eating, such as leaving a 16-hour window between dinner and breakfast the next day, or only eating every other day. This may seem counterintuitive at the moment. How could intermittent fasting get me to a place of intuitive eating? Well, I am glad you asked.

For too long, fasting has had a reputation of being overly restrictive and dogmatic. But many of us have been blindly following the “eat three meals a day plus snacks in between” food rules we were taught from day one as we move on autopilot, even if this routine is making us feel unwell.

That also seems restrictive, doesn’t it?

I think so.

Many of us deal with internal chaos every single hour of every single day. And when your body is out of balance it can be very difficult to discern what your body really does need to build vibrant wellness. It’s hard to eat intuitively when you’re in a state of imbalance. There’s little clarity there. Is it intuition or a craving? Is it intuition or hormone imbalance? Emotional eating is not intuitive eating. Stress eating is not intuitive eating.

As a functional medicine practitioner, my passion is getting to the root cause of chronic health problems, allowing the body to restore its balance and rediscover calm. I’ve created the intuitive fasting plan to help you calm down all this noise and start listening to the still, small voice of your intuition that tells you exactly what to eat and when. Intuitive fasting is different from other types of fasting in that it’s not designed to be difficult or restrictive; it’s not about starvation, it’s about self-respect. It’s about loving your body enough to perform acts of radiant wellness. Fasting has been used for centuries as a way to strengthen the human body and optimize overall health. Intuitive fasting is about reconnecting us with the way our ancestors did things, because they were really onto something!

Fasting may seem strange at first, but eating mindlessly—and never being fully satisfied—throughout the day is just as strange, if not stranger. When you take a second to step back, it seems a little crazy that we’ve created these rules around food and meals that we all blindly follow.

In this book, I’m going to ask you to turn on its head everything you think you know about what you eat, when you eat, and how often you eat. Together, we’re going to throw out the archaic food rules we’ve been living by and make our own rules instead. I’m also going to ask you, right now, to drop any misconceptions you may have about intermittent fasting as a whole. I’m going to ask you to enter a new world—a world of dogma-free eating.

Unlike many other intermittent fasting plans, this plan isn’t punitive or full of “do this or else” statements—it’s simple, actionable, effective, and for everyone. Throughout our journey together, I’ll introduce you to a lifestyle method that will help you quiet the noise and get in touch with your instinctive eating patterns, not the food rules we’ve been trained to live by. By doing so, you’ll lose weight if you need to, feel more satisfied, increase your energy level, and supercharge your productivity. In short, you will find your center. I’ll introduce you to fasting through the 4-Week Flexible Fasting Plan, which will get you to a place where you no longer need to obey external expectations about food. The 4-Week Flexible Fasting Plan incorporates multiple unique intermittent fasting protocols to reset your body, recharge your metabolism, renew your cells, and rebalance your hormones. I will also give you a customized food plan to reduce inflammation and support your gut health. I’ve specifically designed every detail of the 4-Week Flexible Fasting Plan to help you get back in touch with your intuition about food and eating. By the end, you’ll feel better than you have in a long time—maybe ever. In four weeks, I’ll prove to you that fasting is even more natural than eating three square meals a day, that fluctuating between periods of eating to periods of fasting will feel like the easiest and most natural thing in the world.

I’ve seen thousands of patients around the world over the years and have helped thousands of people improve their health through my practice and my books. I’ve seen firsthand how intuitive fasting can elevate a person’s health by introducing it to my patients from all over the world; and it has even helped me transform my own health. The program in this book includes recipes, meal plans, and daily eating schedules, so you’re never left guessing what you should eat or when. I’ll be personally guiding you through the whole process, and you’ll never feel like you’re swimming upstream.

I believe food and wellness should be fun and magical, and I try to convey that to my patients and through my writing. My first book, Ketotarian, was about the alchemy between plant-based and keto diets. My second book, The Inflammation Spectrum, was about the transmutation of food confusion into food freedom. This book, Intuitive Fasting, is about the awakening of unbounded healing and food peace.

In a world that is out of balance, with this book we are recalibrating, simplifying, and getting out of our heads—and into our bodies—when it comes to food.

Ready? Let’s ditch the food rules, together.
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CHAPTER 1

The Origins of Fasting and Food Freedom

If you read the words “intermittent fasting” and a mental image of someone sipping water looking miserable and hungry emerged in your mind, I get it. Intermittent fasting has developed a reputation as extreme and overly restrictive. It’s often criticized as a way to prop up a damaging diet culture that is obsessed with weight loss and chasing the “perfect body.”

The notion of not eating can trigger preexisting negative thoughts and habits, and, in some cases, following strict dietary rules or fasting can be self-punishment disguised as a wellness practice. It’s easy to assume that fasting is just another form of restrictive dieting.

But here’s the honest truth: Real intermittent fasting isn’t about punishment, calorie restriction, or restriction at all. In fact, these things are the antithesis of the concepts presented in Intuitive Fasting.

And yet you’ll find that many people will still use “chronic calorie restriction” and “intermittent fasting” synonymously. Let me be clear: chronic calorie restriction and fasting are not the same things.

Here’s what makes them different:

•Chronic calorie restriction: Reducing your average daily caloric intake below what is normal for a long period of time.

•Intermittent fasting: Limiting how often you eat, or not eating at all, during certain times of the day, week, or month.

See the difference? The key to intermittent fasting is when you eat—not how much. Intermittent fasting, especially the type of fasting we’ll be practicing in this book, actually has nothing to do with counting calories, chronically restricting food, or eating less overall.

So where does this confusion between fasting and chronic calorie restriction come from? Probably from the fact that one of the practical side effects of intermittent fasting is healthy weight loss. Weight loss is something fasting and calorie restriction do have in common—but that doesn’t mean they’re the same thing. In fact, somewhat ironically, studies have shown that, for weight loss, fasting can be even more effective than chronically lowering your calories. For example, one study published in the reputable journal Nature showed that in 28 obese adults, fasting led to greater weight loss and fat loss than calorie restriction.1

If this surprises you, you’re not alone. Many of us are still operating under the old logic that weight loss is all about “calories in and calories out,” when the reality is that weight loss is much more complicated than this overly simplistic equation. Your body is not a calorie calculator, it is a chemistry lab, and intermittent fasting resets the beautiful biochemistry lab otherwise known as your metabolism.

Intermittent fasting causes fundamental shifts in your body’s physiology that help your body burn more fat, feel less hungry, and regain energy—shifts that we’ll learn about in depth throughout the course of this book. For now, though, let’s focus on the fact that intermittent fasting is simply far easier to maintain than calorie restriction (which can leave you constantly cranky, hangry, and dissatisfied). Most diets fail, and they fail for a reason: chronic caloric restriction will slow down your metabolism and put your body into starvation mode, where it tries to hold on to fat.2 One study compared the effectiveness of intermittent fasting with continuous calorie restriction and found that intermittent fasting is a great alternative for weight loss, particularly for those who find chronic calorie restriction difficult to maintain.3

But wait—aren’t we supposed to eat more frequent, small meals a day to keep our metabolism going? Isn’t that the healthiest way to live and maintain our weight?

At first glance, this idea seems legit—but the truth is, this theory doesn’t hold up when put to the test. One randomized trial using two groups of diabetic patients compared the effects on one group of eating five to six small meals a day to the effects on a second group of eating two larger meals.4 The number of calories the two groups consumed was the same, but the results showed that two larger meals led to greater weight loss, less hepatic fat content, increased oral glucose insulin sensitivity, and more. In other words, it was better for the metabolism, weight loss, and blood sugar balance to stick to the two larger meals. Our bodies are better able to digest and use the food we eat for usable energy when we eat fewer, larger meals a day.

Other review studies have shown that despite the fact that snacking is meant to keep you from overeating—and snacks can help you feel satisfied temporarily—they don’t cause you to eat less at your normal meals, which means you end up consuming more food and calories overall.5 The results of another study on patients who had recently undergone bariatric surgery showed that higher meal frequency was related to diminished weight loss.6

The ideas of “portion control” and “eat small meals throughout the day” have been drilled into our brains. But data from the United Kingdom, published in the American Journal of Public Health, indicates that this conventional advice only helps 1 in 210 obese men and 1 in 124 obese women lose weight.7 Those numbers are shockingly and embarrassingly bad: that is a failure rate of 99.5 percent—and the numbers are even more concerning for morbid obesity. Clearly, the strategies we’re currently using aren’t working. Looking at those numbers, we’re forced to rethink what we’ve been taught about how to successfully lose weight. The truth is, eating all the time, even if it’s only a small amount, costs us a lot. Digesting requires a lot of energy, and it can interfere with other important bodily processes. It’s just plain unnatural to snack before bed, wake up and eat, and then constantly be snacking on granola bars and popcorn throughout the day (however relatively healthy these foods may be).

Another common misconception about fasting is that because fasting can cause weight loss, its health benefits must be attributed to weight loss itself. This theory has actually been studied and disproven.

For example, a randomized trial consisting of 100 women—half of whom followed an intermittent fasting regimen and half of whom followed a 25 percent calorie reduction diet—showed that the women in the two groups lost about the same amount of weight after six months, but the women on the fasting diet had a greater increase in insulin sensitivity and a larger reduction in waist circumference, which will undoubtedly make weight management easier in the long term.8 Other studies, as cited in a large review paper published in the New England Journal of Medicine, have specifically shown that specific benefits of intermittent fasting—such as improvement in glucose regulation, blood pressure, and heart rate, and in the efficacy of endurance and abdominal fat loss—are separate from its effect on weight.9 As the authors of the paper explain, human and animal studies have shown that the benefits of fasting are not simply the result of fasting-induced weight loss. Instead, they say intermittent fasting awakens powerful healing mechanisms that were lying dormant inside the body. Fasting enhances health and leads to weight loss in ways that are unrelated to a calorie deficit. Instead, fasting triggers shifts in metabolic and hormonal pathways that bring balance back to the body and allow it to maintain a healthy weight more easily, naturally. In short, you can get healthy so that you can lose weight, instead of trying to lose weight to get healthy.

See? I told you I was going to ask you to take everything you knew about fasting and eating and throw it out the window.

The Physician Within: The History of Fasting

Fasting has been pulled into the weight loss world as the newest big wellness trend, which has led to public misconceptions about fasting being just another fad.

But the truth is, fasting isn’t new at all.

Name any major religion or spiritual philosophy, and, chances are, it incorporates fasting in some way. In a religious context, going periods of time without food is often a way to gain clarity, show sacrifice, and help one become more responsive to higher powers. In Judaism, Yom Kippur is a day of complete fasting (including not drinking water!) and is considered the holiest day of the year. In Islam, Ramadan is a 28- to 30-day fast, during which food and drinks are not permitted during daylight hours. In Christianity, Lent, the 40 days leading up to Easter, and Advent, the time leading up to Christmas, both started as times of fasting, introspection, and prayer.

In Native American tribes, fasting was practiced before and during a vision quest; the Pueblo people fasted before major ceremonies performed during the change of seasons; shamans believed that fasting allowed them to see their visions more clearly and to control spirits. In ancient Greece, it was thought that eating food increased the risk that demonic forces could enter your body, so the Greeks fasted often. In India, Jainism has various fasting traditions, including not eating to satiation in daily life. The list could go on ad infinitum.

Humans have also been fasting for medical reasons for centuries, long before we had any peer-reviewed scientific studies to back up its benefits. The first records of fasting for health date all the way back to the fifth century BC. Remember Hippocrates, the father of Western medicine? Well, he recommended that his patients abstain from eating or drinking for periods of time if they had certain illnesses or illnesses that needed time and space to heal on their own.10 The famous healer Paracelsus, who practiced more than five hundred years ago, also wrote about fasting as a great remedy, referring to it as “the physician within.”

As the decades came and went, doctors, scientists, and health professionals continued to be intrigued by the health benefits of fasting. By the mid-twentieth century, science had started to catch up with the curiosity of health professionals. Researchers began observing humans and animals while they fasted, recording how fasting affected their health and wellness. They even experimented on themselves. A physician named F. Penny fasted for thirty days, during which he recorded notes on his physical and metabolic markers. In 1909, his notes were published in the British Medical Journal.11 Fasting was used for convulsive disorders—a group of disorders involving muscles contracting and relaxing rapidly (such as in the case of a seizure)—as early as the 1910s.12 Fasting as a treatment for obesity was recommended as early as 1915, when two doctors, Folin and Denis, recommended short bouts of fasting as a safe and effective strategy to lose weight.13

Since then, scientists have confirmed that fasting-induced ketone bodies can be helpful for seizure disorders.14 By the end of the twentieth century, different methods and philosophies of fasting had begun to pop up as we learned more about how fasting might impact our health in many ways. Today, fasting is studied as a potential treatment for an almost endless list of diseases and dysfunctions, including diabetes, asthma, chronic pain, metabolic syndrome (a cluster of conditions that increases a person’s risk for heart disease), obesity, autoimmune diseases like lupus and multiple sclerosis (MS), and even heart disease and cancer.

The Physiology of Fasting

These days, it seems like there’s a new fasting research study being published every single day. Fasting’s success in modern medicine is multifaceted, but many of its benefits can be explained by how it aligns humans with the information that’s encoded in our genes, connecting us more closely with the way our ancestors lived. That’s because while we may have fasted for religious and health reasons throughout history, we have also fasted out of necessity.

Think about it: before there were refrigerators, packaged foods, and drive-throughs, people naturally went long periods of time without food—and our bodies encoded this into our DNA over millennia. It’s important to think about the health benefits of fasting from an ancestral and genetic perspective since we are still mostly working with that same DNA today, despite the fact that our lifestyles have changed drastically, especially in the last 100 years. In fact, researchers estimate that 99 percent of our genetics haven’t changed in over 10,000 years.15

While our genes have remained relatively the same, our lifestyles have transitioned from hunting and gathering societies to farming cultures, which set off an era of food always being readily available. The water we drink, the air we breathe, the soil our food grows in, the food we eat, and how often we eat it have changed dramatically in a very short period of time when seen in the context of the totality of human existence. This has caused a genetic-epigenetic mismatch of sorts: our genome adapted in a way that allows us to cycle in and out of eating—but we are no longer honoring that adaptation, because we’re eating all the time.

So, why is this a problem? Well, because fasting is literally encoded in our genes, our bodies have evolved to perform certain functions in times of feast and times of famine. For example, autophagy—which is when your body cleans house and recycles dead and damaged cells and proteins—is triggered during periods of time without food. After about 8 to 10 hours without food, your body also enters something called ketosis, which is known for its beneficial effects on the brain and metabolism. Certain mechanisms are activated only in times of fasting, but because many people consume three meals a day with snacks in between, fasting never occurs and these mechanisms can’t be activated: they lie in perpetual slumber. According to researchers, this evolutionary mismatch is at the heart of what is triggering chronic health problems to an extent never before seen in human history—the same chronic health problems many of us are suffering from on a daily basis. And it doesn’t end there, either.

As the authors of a study published in Trends in Cognitive Sciences theorize, the continuous availability and consumption of food causes changes in epigenetic molecular DNA and protein that negatively impact cognition and can even be passed on to future generations.16 In other words, this loss of periods of fasting has stunted our healing mechanisms and sabotaged our own health, and we may be passing this confusion on to our children. This is why reconnecting with the way our ancestors lived—through intuitive fasting—is so important. Our bodies have evolved over generations to naturally go for periods of time without food; we are not honoring those adaptations, and the consequences are severe. In the next chapter, we’ll explore in greater detail what this mismatch has done to the health of modern humankind, and how many of us are feeling the consequences without even knowing it.
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