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Introduction

You Don’t Need Another Diet

Every New Year, gyms across the world experience an influx of new members. If you went into your local fitness centre and asked them what their busiest months are, I would bet my lunch money that they would say the beginning of each year is when they see the highest membership spike; a wave of enthusiastic people sign up, pay their membership fees and start their New Year’s resolutions.

Unfortunately, it is also no secret that this excitement tends to wear off quickly and, by the end of the year, most of those new members will never set foot in that gym again. Although fitness clubs like to be secretive about this fact and do not like to gloat about how many of their paying members don’t even visit anymore, by some estimates, over 60 per cent of members fail to exercise regularly for the full first 12 months of their membership, according to one research study in Norway.1 This is great for gyms that make money from people not even using the facilities, but far from ideal for the customers who have abandoned their fitness ambitions so swiftly. Other research paints an even worse picture. A study in Brazil revealed that over 60 per cent of members leave the gym within the first three months, and a smidge less than a measly 4 per cent of them stick it out for more than the first year.2 Why do you think so many gyms tie you into a 12-month-minimum membership? Because they make a large chunk of their money from those of you who sign up but stop using the facilities. If all of their members actually went to the gym consistently, the place would be too overcrowded to use. Their business model literally relies on charging people who don’t go anymore.

Now, take this knowledge and apply it to dieting. How many times have you wanted to lose body fat, so you started a diet, followed it for a little while, then decided to throw in the towel and go back to what you were doing before? Maybe you got bored of the diet. Maybe you struggled to follow it because it was too difficult. Maybe you are one of the many people who just realized that dieting is not fun, and that avoiding your favourite foods might have worked for a short while, but soon your rate of weight loss was surpassed by how quickly you lost the will to live. In Western countries like America, every single year, nearly half of all adults try to lose weight at least once,3 and high dieting rates like this are common around the globe4 which is a tell-tale sign of a really big problem.

Diets don’t work. At least, not in the way that people commonly approach them.

Just as people join the gym, stop going over time and then join again later down the line, this loop is also indicative of common dieting practices. Many new gym members report a pattern of weight cycling – otherwise known as yo-yo dieting – and trying to lose weight using unhealthy strategies.5 Ultimately, too many people are caught in the trap of aggressively crash dieting, losing weight temporarily and repeating this yo-yo cycle year after year. This book is for those of you who are fed up with this and want to change.

If I told you that I wanted to retire wealthy, and that I planned on cramming in as much overtime as possible for a few weeks before quitting my job out of exhaustion, would you tell me that this was a sensible idea? No. You would tell me that it made zero sense in comparison to having a long-term earning and saving strategy.

If I told you that I wanted to learn to play the guitar, and that my plan was to practise every hour of the day until my fingertips became bloodied and I had to stop after a couple of weeks, would you tell me that this was smart? Obviously not. You would tell me that, if I wanted to get really good on the guitar, I would need to practise consistently for many years rather than in an intense burst for a short period of time. And if I wanted to be good on the guitar for the rest of my life, I would need to make sure I kept practising in some capacity forevermore, not just for a few weeks.

If I told you that I wanted to be fit, strong and athletic when I was elderly, so I could play with my grandchildren and hopefully be the healthiest person in the nursing home, would you tell me to work out and diet intensely for three months, only to quit the gym because I was sick of it? Also no.

Instinctively, we know that, if we have a long-term goal, it makes no sense to approach that goal with habits that we can only maintain for a short period of time, right? So, why are so many people in the weight loss industry focused on ramming brand-new, unsustainable diets down our throats every year, instead of offering us a solution that lasts?

Unless your goal is to follow an overly restrictive diet and lose body fat briefly before regaining that lost fat and repeating the cycle over and over again, let’s zoom out and take a look at the bigger, more important picture.

If you want lasting success, I hope you know that you don’t need yet another short-term crash diet, another unnecessarily rigid meal plan or another fat loss fad that is popular now but nobody will be talking about in ten years’ time. So, what do you need instead? You need to be brought up-to-date on the newest science on long-term weight management and learn how to implement healthy habits – behaviours that you can actually sustain over a longer period of time. My goal in this book is to help you get better results for less effort by exploring 13 healthy habits and letting you choose what works best for you, then assist you in turning those habits into something that becomes second nature to you.

So, let’s shift your focus towards what really matters. This is Fat Loss Habits.




1

Addressing the Real Problem

Before we get to the healthy habits that can help you achieve sustained fat loss, which we’ll explore in Chapter 5, we need to address the factors that derail us and stop us realizing our long-term fat loss goals. I entered the fitness industry as a young, oily-faced teenager who loved exercise so much I asked if I could help out at my local gym. I wasn’t qualified in anything, and I didn’t care what I did there, I just knew it was the career path I wanted to embark on. I started off by answering the phone, cleaning the equipment and just making sure nobody accidentally injured themselves by using the machines incorrectly. Then I trained as a personal trainer back in 2006, which means my entire adult life has been spent working in the fitness industry. I have had the pleasure of spending thousands of hours not just working face-to-face with people like you, but also communicating with them on social media. So, you can trust me when I say I have talked to more people about their health and fitness goals than almost anyone else on the planet. This puts me in a fortunate enough position to see some common themes and trends.

Out of all the clients who come to me asking for help, what do you think their number-one goal is? To lose body fat. It isn’t even a close call. Sure, a lot of people want to get stronger, fitter and healthier in general, and a small subsection of people have niche goals like wanting to get more agile for their pole dancing job or wanting to train their neck so they are less likely to be knocked unconscious when they are playing rugby (both real examples), but by an absolute mile, fat loss is the most requested goal.

This shouldn’t be a massive surprise. After all, many people feel like they are struggling with their weight. Perhaps what is more of a surprise is that, for people who weigh more, just the act of managing their weight is often seen as a higher priority than super important goals like improving their health, fitness and well-being.1

Importance Scores of Motives Towards Physical Activity in People with Obesity2
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The reasons behind this are complex. Although many people do want to diet because they think it will improve their health, the larger motivators are often appearance and self-esteem.3 Unfortunately, this can also be driven by more negative outside influences, like social pressure from friends and family or because they have faced weight discrimination.4 People think that perhaps if they are thinner, they will be seen as more attractive to others or feel more comfortable in their own skin. Commonly, they give explanations like having a holiday coming up and worrying about feeling embarrassed on the beach, or being newly single, and feeling that being thinner will increase their chances of finding a new partner, which actually says a lot about how they think other people will treat them rather than how they feel about themselves.

A Growing Trend

If you have found yourself getting heavier over time, or you feel self-conscious about your weight, rest assured that you are not alone. In the past 50 years or so there has been a general trend for the global population to weigh more than it used to, and this is seen across age and sex demographics. Between 1975 and 2016, the number of people with obesity across the world was estimated to have increased from 5 million to 50 million for girls, 6 million to 74 million for boys, 69 million to 390 million for women, and 31 million to 281 million for men.5 Although there is obviously some variance, this trend is essentially seen across most countries.

This ‘obesity epidemic’ is a hot topic, as there are many health risks associated with having higher levels of body fat. These include cardiovascular disease6 and heart failure,7 several different types of cancer,8 type 2 diabetes,9 knee osteoarthritis,10 reduced quality of life,11 and a higher risk of all-cause mortality.12 In simple terms, if you gain a lot of weight from where you are now, you might notice certain aspects of your health declining. This doesn’t mean that everyone who weighs less is definitely healthier than everyone who weighs more, or that some people weigh more without noticing any adverse health effects, or that people who weigh more deserve to be bullied, which are some of the common narratives you might hear about people in larger bodies. It just means that the risk of some health conditions can be elevated if you gain a lot of weight, and some health conditions can be improved when some people lose weight.

Now, here is the funny thing that I don’t think a lot of people realize. Despite the fact that, globally, people have been gaining weight, the percentage of people who are actively trying to lose weight also looks like it has been going up, not down. For example, using some estimates from America, around 7 per cent of men and 14 per cent of women reported trying to lose weight between 1950 and 1966.13 By the late 1980s this had increased to around 24 per cent of men and 39 per cent of women.14,15 This continued to go up between 1999 and 2016, when the percentage of all American adults who reported trying to lose weight grew again, from 34 to 42 per cent.16

Using the latest numbers available, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), the national public health agency in the US, claims that nearly half of all adults and nearly 40 per cent of all adolescents tried to lose weight in the last year, and these rates were even higher among women and girls.17,18 People often mistakenly associate weight gain with a lack of willpower, but if our whole society really was lazy and lacked willpower, this would be reflected in an absence of dieting, not an increase. If more people are proactively trying to lose weight than ever, this doesn’t suggest we just stopped giving a shit, does it? Clearly, something bigger is at play here. As society has been gaining weight, it makes sense that more people try to lose weight in response to that, right? But the growing ‘obesity epidemic’ that people keep warning us about is direct evidence that the increase in dieting is not fixing the real problem, it’s more like throwing a cup of water onto a forest fire.

Prevalence of Obesity (BMI ≥30 kg/m²) Between 1975 and 2016 According to Geographical Region19 (Data shown for females ≥20 years of age)
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This teaches us a super important lesson – and let me give you a parallel example to explain the issue. Imagine you were in charge of a whole country, and you heard that the rate of homelessness was going up. Obviously, because you are (hopefully) a caring person, you want to fix the problem, so you need to work out a strategy to take care of people. To kick things off, your adviser tells you that you need to tell everyone without a home that they need to work harder to find one. It kind of makes sense on paper, so you go with it. After a while, you notice that the rate of homelessness is continuing to rise, but you also find out that the number of people who are proactively trying to find a home is also rising. You realize that this strategy is not working, so you start to ask yourself what is really causing the dilemma. Is there a cost-of-living crisis? Has the economy fallen to shit? Is there a shortage of available homes? Is there a lack of jobs for people to work in so they can’t afford the money to pay rent? These are the real factors that are causing the issue.

So, if more and more people are slowly gaining weight over time despite a higher percentage of them actively trying to lose weight, we need to stop and consider what the driving forces are. It’s not just you as an individual, it’s a much bigger systemic issue that is occurring behind the scenes. The ‘obesity epidemic’ is so rampant that many researchers rack their brains trying to figure out just how many factors are causing people to gain weight.20,21,22 In fact, it is such a complex problem that it is surprisingly difficult to pinpoint the exact triggers that are driving this global trend,23 but let’s discuss some of the biggest culprits.

What’s Really Causing the Obesity Epidemic?

If you wanted to gain as much weight as possible in the shortest period of time, what would you do? The answer is obvious, isn’t it? You would eat as much food and do as little exercise as possible. At its core, weight gain is a very simple mismatch between the amount of energy you consume and how much you burn. If you want to lose weight, you are told to eat less food and be more active. Sounds simple, right? So, the million-dollar question is: why do so many people find it so fucking difficult to do?

Sedentary lifestyles

Let’s rewind 70 years or so, prior to the sharpest rise in body weights across the world largely agreed upon to have started in the 1970s. Consider what your life might have been like compared to today. Back then, there was far less technology, so you wouldn’t have spent your day in the office working at a computer or working from your comfortable home with a laptop in front of you. Televisions weren’t as common as they are now and you definitely wouldn’t have had the luxury of hundreds of channels and thousands of shows and movies available at your fingertips, so the likelihood of you wanting to spend your evenings binge-watching your favourite programme was slim to none. Especially because remote controls weren’t even a thing then. Nowadays, the idea of having to get up to press a button on the TV every time you want to change the channel sounds absurd and would absolutely interrupt the mindless doomscrolling tendencies that streaming platforms love you to have. Games consoles were yet to exist, so the concept of children being immersed in screens at home was unheard of. The prospect of kids playing their favourite video games on the move, on phones or tablets, was not even within the realm of possibilities. These days, technology has the ability to entertain us, but a lot of that entertainment encourages us to be sedentary.

Technology can also make our lives easier. We have more access to cars and public transport, which save us from walking as much as we used to. We have escalators and elevators that spare us the effort of climbing staircases. We have the internet to help us buy whatever we fancy without ever having to walk around the shops. We have washing machines and dishwashers to clean our clothes and dishes at the touch of a button, which relieves us from doing them by hand. We don’t even really need to exert energy to brush our teeth anymore. Many of us just hold the brush in our mouths and let the vibrations from the electric toothbrush work their magic.

Once upon a time, if you wanted to stay alive you would need to go out hunting and foraging for your own food, which you would then perhaps patiently cook over a fire that you had built yourself. It’s a shitload of work for one meal, right? Nowadays, even though we have local shops that conveniently stock everything we want, we don’t even need to leave our homes if we aren’t in the mood. Just a few taps on our laptops and someone can bring that food right to our doors. It’s not that we are getting lazier as such, it’s more that we are using technology to our advantage to save us time and energy. If a company offers home delivery, it allows us to do something else with the time we would have spent shopping; like doing more work, or playing with our kids, or just chilling out because we are tired after a long day.

Many of us have spent years, or even decades, of our lives waking up, hopping in the car to drive to work, and getting in an elevator to take us up to our office, where we spend the next eight hours sitting at a desk before getting back in that elevator, driving home and spending the rest of the evening sitting on the couch. Generally speaking, our overall environment is dictating that we exert less energy in our daily lives than ever before, so should we be surprised that many of us aren’t as active as we would like to be? To write this book, I will have spent the majority of my days in front of my laptop for well over a year. Sometimes I have to force myself to leave the house because the step counter on my smartwatch subtly reminds me that I am turning into a recluse who spends 95 per cent of his life barely moving. It doesn’t mean I am lazy. It just means this is what I do for work, you know?

The point is, if moving less is one sure-fire contributor to gaining weight, we have absolutely nailed this as an art form. The trend towards physical inactivity is thought to be one of the primary reasons why our society weighs more than it used to.24,25,26,27 I don’t know about you, but the only way I could physically move less during my workday is if I just took my laptop to bed with me and wrote this book there instead.

Fast food access

Of course, the other part of the equation is eating more, and it’s probably no surprise that what we eat nowadays has also changed a smidge. That’s obviously underselling it – how we eat today is a bazillion miles away from how we used to eat, for so many different reasons it’s impossible to quantify them all. As an example, let’s imagine you are a child born today and compare your environment to a child’s born one hundred years ago.

First, you will grow up surrounded by more fast-food outlets than at any other point in history. The first ever McDonald’s opened in 1955 and, at the time of writing, they now report to own over 38,000 outlets in more than one hundred countries.28 The first ever Kentucky Fried Chicken opened in 1952 and they currently claim to own over 25,000 restaurants spanning more than 145 countries.29 Similar stories can be seen elsewhere, with Pizza Hut and Burger King both owning approximately 19,000 restaurants each.30,31 This is just one solid indicator of how much our overall nutrition landscape has changed. If you were born one hundred years ago, you wouldn’t have been surrounded by this abundance of high-calorie, deep-fried, high-sugar, super-convenient and designed to be as delicious as possible fast food. Given that just four of the top fast-food chains own over 100,000 outlets and are worth hundreds of billions of dollars, collectively, it’s fair to say they are a growing and highly influential contributor to our food supply.

As fast-food and ‘quick-service’ restaurants have become more commonplace, it isn’t surprising that more of us are lured in with the convenience of having food served in an instant. After all, if we have a busy day at work, we can nip into a fast-food outlet on our lunch break, have a tasty meal and be done in less time than it would take for us to make that meal from scratch. Using America as a specific example, in 1978 it was estimated that 82 per cent of the average diet was food prepared at home, but over 20 years this dropped to 68 per cent as people started eating more restaurant and take-out food. In 1978, 4 per cent of the average adult’s diet came from fast-food restaurants specifically and this tripled to 12 per cent in the same mere 20-year period.32 As fast-food outlets grew in popularity, they expanded their menus to do their best to lure you in with a wider selection of tasty dishes, and many of these dishes tended to be bigger and more calorie-dense than they were previously.33 Research studies have analysed portion sizes at fast-food restaurants plus those of some popular ultra-processed food brands, like chocolate and soda drinks, and found that some foods are now five times bigger than when they were first introduced.34 In the 1970s, brands started offering significantly more large portions of foods that exceeded government recommendations, suggesting that the food you buy nowadays is probably significantly bigger than if you had bought the equivalent 50 or more years ago.35

Portion Size Availability in the US Marketplace: Comparing Products When First Launched to 202136
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By some recent estimates, over half of all American adults eat food from standard and quick-service restaurants every single day, and fast-food options specifically comprise approximately 37 per cent of their total daily calorie intake.37 Fast-food outlets tend to be more prevalent in poorer areas and less common in wealthy areas,38 meaning that calorie-dense fast food is likely to be a more attractive proposition for those on lower incomes. After all, if you gave your teenage child $5 to grab some lunch, they could buy a tasty cheeseburger, fries and a soda and still come home with some change, so why would they go next door to the fancy health food café that charges more money for a boring yet ridiculously expensive salad?

In my opinion, it’s not surprising that we eat more fast food than we used to when that food is often cheaper, created to be tastier thanks to added fat, sugar, salt and flavourings, and more convenient than most other options. Blaming people for eating fast food is a bit like putting a delicious-looking cake in front of a hungry person and then telling them off for eating it. If we grow up surrounded by fast-food restaurants, let’s not act shocked if we choose to eat that fast food.

The evolution of convenience foods

Of course, it’s not just fast-food meals that are more common. There is also a growing abundance of high-calorie snack foods. These are sometimes referred to as ‘discretionary foods’, the kinds of things you would not consider your core meals, often high in sugar, fat and calories, and not recommended to be a large portion of your diet.39 When you are in the mood for something to nibble on but you aren’t ready to stop working to grab a proper meal, what do you eat? Well, don’t worry, because you are surrounded by options here too.

When you put petrol (that’s gas, for our American friends) in your car and you go in to pay for it, what is normally at the counter? A selection of chocolate bars and candies to tempt you into the upsell, adding something small to your fuel purchase so you give them more of your money. If you are walking along a city street you will often see doughnut shops, kiosks selling cookies, and cafés with some beautiful cakes and pastries sitting in the window, doing their best to catch your attention. These discretionary foods tend to be convenient, delicious and not particularly nutritious.

Although they are increasingly common, it is actually very difficult to study the impact of all of them combined because you can’t exactly measure every source of discretionary snacks in an entire city. That would be harder than counting grains of sand on a beach in the middle of a hurricane. What you can do is pick one type of outlet and zoom in on it, so let’s discuss vending machines, specifically. Although they are not exactly new, what is new is how prevalent they are. If you walk through an airport, train station, bus station, university campus, school or work cafeteria, chances are you will see at least one vending machine. These have come under scrutiny for creating an obesogenic environment, which is a fancy term for ‘this probably nudges people towards gaining weight’.40 This is because vending machines tend to be filled with calorie-dense mouthgasmic discretionary snacks that are easy to get when you are on the go. Although you might see the occasional more nutritious vending machine, these are far from common. Fresh and nutritious food doesn’t tend to work super well in vending machines, for obvious reasons. Can you imagine what would happen to a machine full of ready-to-eat salads and freshly prepared fruit? The food inside would start going bad unless it was regularly emptied and restocked, which costs a business money. Seeing a rotten apple or mouldy salad behind the glass would hardly make you want to put your coins into the machine, would it? Thankfully, chocolate bars, crisps and candy are here to save the day with their long shelf lives, as they require minimal machine maintenance. According to one previous analysis of American schools, the most common items found in vending machines were chips (referred to as crisps in other countries), crackers, cakes, cookies, toaster pastries and other baked goods. Less than 1 per cent of the machines they looked at contained more nutritious foods like dried fruit, vegetables and yogurts, and exactly 0 per cent of the machines contained fresh fruit or salads.41 This is a problem, because people tend to buy whatever foods are on offer (duh), meaning that vending machines have the power to subconsciously shape people’s nutritional habits.42 If school vending machines only contain foods with poor nutritional value, then those are the foods that students will tend to eat.43 On the flip side, if they were filled with more nutritious choices, it could positively benefit students’ health. This is why governments sometimes intervene and mandate vending machines to contain healthier options, like the United States Department of Agriculture’s ‘Smart Snacks in Schools’ programme, which limits foods containing excessive amounts of calories, sugars and fats.

Although these high-calorie snack dispensers are obviously common in schools,44 they have also been considered as a possible point of concern in university campuses,45 workplaces like healthcare facilities46,47,48 and other public areas like train stations.49 Basically, we humans tend to eat the foods that are most convenient to us, and having near-constant access to snacks is a modern obstacle that has had the power to radically transform our eating habits.

As an example of this, one research study tested if they could subconsciously shape consumers’ eating habits in canteens by adopting the traffic light system used in some countries on food packaging to try to get them to buy more healthy ‘green’ beverages like water, and fewer unhealthy ‘red’ beverages like sugary soda.50 On top of the colour-coded traffic light system to encourage people to select the healthier drinks, they also rearranged the layout of the cafeteria so the preferable green drinks were more convenient, by placing them at eye level and also near the checkout which was normally reserved for the sugary sodas. After six months, the cafeteria’s soda sales decreased significantly in favour of water. If you can encourage people to eat more or less of certain foods just by changing how convenient they are to buy in one single cafeteria, imagine how profound the impact can be when you surround whole populations of people with high-calorie discretionary snacks in vending machines, gas stations, grocery store checkouts, cafés and food vendors.

How Shops Can Subconsciously Influence Your Purchasing Patterns

[image: A diagram of a layout of a supermarket titled ‘How Shops Can Subconsciously Influence Your Purchasing Patterns’. It shows a display area in the top right by the entrance, three major aisles and a checkout area with shelves and fridges. Caption: They can catch your attention as soon as you walk in; You are often more likely to buy items prominently positioned at end-of-display locations; Items they want you to buy can also be positioned at eye-level throughout the store; They will often upsell you into buying snacks and drinks as you are waiting in the queue to pay]
The rise of ultra-processed foods

Now we are all in agreement that food has become more convenient, to the point where we are increasingly surrounded by it, we need to talk about the crux of this issue, which is food processing. If you walk into a large supermarket, you will see many foods that don’t resemble anything that existed even 50 years ago. Cereals have evolved from a small number of basic and bland options to having a variety so massive that they now have their own aisle. Do you want a fruity-, caramel-, cinnamon- or chocolate-flavoured breakfast? Don’t worry, there are dozens to choose from. Some of them even contain marshmallows, cookie pieces or real chocolate fillings. Many of these ‘breakfast cereals’ taste so good I am pretty sure they could be sold as desserts. There are also more aisles dedicated to snack foods like crisps, candy, cookies, ice cream and soda. In addition, mega-profit-making food manufacturers employ teams of people to make these snacks irresistibly tasty, ensuring that, once you indulge, the taste compels you to keep coming back for more. They can manipulate how soft and creamy your ice cream tastes, how crunchy or gooey your cookies are, how sweet and flavourful your sodas are and how visually appealing your candy is, all in an attempt to increase their sales figures. If you feel like you can’t stop eating these kinds of foods, that is because they are literally designed to produce this effect. Although the concept of ‘food addiction’ is hotly debated, there is growing evidence that many ultra-processed foods are linked with addictive-like behaviours, such as having strong food cravings, consuming them in larger quantities than desired and struggling to cut down on eating them even if you want to do so.51 If you think of foods that whisper in your subconscious to eat more of them, there is a strong possibility that the foods you think of are ultra-processed, like chocolate, cakes, doughnuts, ice cream and cookies.

It is important to understand that food processing isn’t all ‘bad’. In fact, processing has many benefits, including making products safer and more shelf-stable, so they can be cheaper for consumers.52,53 For example, you can take naturally grown grains like corn and wheat and process them into cereals, breads and pastas, which are inexpensive, easily distributed and have long shelf lives, making them ideal for feeding vast populations. In times of food scarcity, this can literally save lives. Even ultra-processed foods are not always inherently bad as such – it is just an easy label to slap on a lot of industrially made, high-calorie and less nutritious food. For example, some research has shown that different subcategories are not actually linked with worse health, like ultra-processed wholegrain products not being associated with cardiometabolic risk factors like other ultra-processed foods,54 or wholegrain and dairy products actually being linked with a reduced risk of type 2 diabetes,55 or yogurt and dairy-based snacks being associated with a reduced risk of colorectal cancer in women.56 However, as food processing has evolved, those same grains that gave us more nutritious foods like wholegrain breads and pastas, some of which are often still classed as ‘ultra-processed’, have also given rise to a surge in tasty cookie shops, deep-fried doughnut franchises and vibrantly coloured sugary soda conglomerates. Foods that are calorie-dense and hyperpalatable (a fancy term for ‘fucking delicious’) now dominate our food supply. This change has inevitably caused collateral damage to our health, with diets high in ultra-processed foods being linked with a higher risk of adverse health outcomes, including dying earlier, dying earlier from heart disease specifically, obesity and cancer.57 These high-calorie, nutrient-sparse ultra-processed foods have gradually started displacing more nutritious foods, and this dietary pattern shift looks like it is fucking up the health of our society. It’s very hard to predict when this trend will stop because, metaphorically, once the toothpaste is out of the tube, it’s very hard to push it back in. Trying to get people to eat fewer ultra-processed foods in favour of more fruits, vegetables, legumes (like beans, peas and lentils), lean proteins and wholegrains (like brown rice and oatmeal or wholemeal bread) is like trying to push a boulder up a hill, except that hill is getting steeper and more slippery as time goes on.

Although there is a surprising lack of research on how these foods impact our body weight, one research study tested what would happen if you gave people an entirely unprocessed diet or an entirely ultra-processed diet.58 The participants lived in a facility where all the meals were precisely calculated and monitored to guarantee they would only eat the foods that were provided, but they were allowed to eat as much or as little of those foods as they wanted. When people were on the ultra-processed food diet they naturally consumed 508 calories more per day, which resulted in fat and weight gain. When people were on the unprocessed food diet, they naturally started losing body fat and weight, even though the study duration was only very short. Although ‘ultra-processed’ is a huge umbrella term for a diverse group of foods, some of which are more nutritious, or more delicious, or more filling than others, the study shows that they tend to be worse for appetite regulation, on average. This shows us that eating more ultra-processed foods naturally encourages us to eat more energy, which nudges us towards gaining weight. Given these foods are becoming increasingly abundant in our food supply, it should not surprise anyone that society has been gradually gaining body fat. Funnily enough, in this study, the unprocessed diet cost nearly 50 per cent more to create, which reinforces why many people are forced into eating lower quality diets based on what they can afford.

Calorie Intake (Top) and Body Weight Changes (Bottom) During an Exclusively Ultra-Processed Diet and an Unprocessed Diet59

[image: Two line graphs, titled ‘Calorie Intake (Top) and Body Weight Changes (Bottom) During an Exclusively Ultra-Processed Diet and an Unprocessed Diet’ The first line graph shows the daily calorie intake over 14 days of those on the unprocessed diet and those on the ultra-processed diet. The intake was consistently higher for those on the ultra-processed diet. The second line graph shows the body weight change over 14 days of those on the unprocessed diet and those on the ultra-processed diet. Those on the unprocessed diet lost weight, while those on the ultra-processed diet gained weight. Caption: The ultra-processed diet caused people to consistently consume more calories than the unprocessed diet… which translated to weight gain, even during the short study duration of 14 days]
The role of advertising

When you step into your local supermarket, invariably you are immediately greeted by flashy signs and adverts showcasing the newest food items on offer. They aren’t the most nutritious options in the store, but many of them are actually cheaper than what you normally eat. Your mouth starts salivating because they look incredible, so you add a few to your basket. When you get home and try them, you discover that they are mind-blowingly tasty, and put your old favourite foods to shame. When you go back to the store, you are going to buy them again, right? This is one example of how food advertising can permeate your subconscious and subtly influence your food choices. Many other examples can be found in the media. Can you think of a time where you were watching TV and you saw a food advert with a close-up, slow-motion pour of an ice-cold soda, or someone cutting a pizza slice in overly dramatic lighting, or a juicy hamburger and fries that you know look a million times more aesthetic than if you actually bought them from your local fast-food drive-through? These are obvious forms of food advertising, but far more sneaky ones can be found in the form of product placement. You might be watching a film and see one of the main characters eating fast food with the logo showing or you are watching sports and your favourite athlete is sitting at a press conference where big soda companies pay to have their drinks conveniently sitting on their desk. Television food adverts have the power to immediately nudge children into consuming more food,60 and this contributor to today’s obesogenic environment has come under such scrutiny that the World Health Organization (WHO) has called for government restrictions on food and beverage marketing to children,61 a bit like how the rules on cigarette and alcohol advertising directed at us adults are much stricter than they used to be. These are all little pieces of the puzzle which help explain why ultra-processed foods now make up the majority of the average person’s diet, with some estimates putting this at nearly 60 per cent for adults and 70 per cent for adolescents.62,63

All of these factors are why the ‘obesity epidemic’ should never be about pointing the finger of blame at you or any other individual, but instead viewed in the context of the wider changes that have driven our society towards gaining weight. For example, US Government food subsidies can influence what foods are being produced and how much they cost.64,65 This has led to an absolutely monumental shift in the overall US food market, which is now drowning in foods that can be manufactured to be tastier and more calorie-dense than ever. Although many factors can influence our body mass, this ‘push’ of products into our food supply is thought by many to be the most powerful reason that we have been gaining weight as a society.66,67 As we’ve discovered, these foods are also often cheaper than more nutritious options,68,69 which makes it even more likely that you will pick them, especially if you don’t have many pennies to spare in your bank account.

This is why, rather than blaming you for choosing the cheaper, tastier option, it’s important for governments to focus on making healthier choices more affordable and more accessible in the first place.70 This is like offering a $1 pack of gummy sweets and a $2 bag of spinach to a child and then blaming the child for not wanting to spend more of their pocket money to eat the far less tasty spinach. If anything, they are just succumbing to the innate human desire of wanting to eat something delicious, which also happens to be at a lower cost.

Basically, navigating our food environment is becoming an increasingly slippery landscape, but people still pin all the blame on you as the individual if you fall over. If maintaining good health is like swimming, the waters have been getting more treacherous over time and many of you feel like it’s harder to stay afloat.

So, to revisit our earlier scenario, imagine you are a child born today compared to one hundred years ago. What factors are going to influence your propensity to gain weight? You aren’t just choosing to eat more and exercise less because it sounds like a laugh. Instead, you exist in a totally different environment that has a much higher number of tasty, high-calorie ultra-processed food options, more fast-food chains, more fast-food adverts, larger portion sizes and more technology that encourages sedentary behaviour. Although it is difficult to measure, it is of course possible that the dietary and exercise patterns you follow as a child will continue with you into adulthood.71,72 For example, I was very physically active as a child and, as someone who loved playing sports, it was probably easier for me to feel comfortable joining a gym for the first time compared to someone who avoided all exercise classes in school because they were bullied about their weight, right?73 Likewise, if you ate a lot of fast food as a child and never any fruits and vegetables, breaking those habits later in life is probably going to be trickier than for someone who has always eaten a nutritious diet.

Childhood Obesity Causes

[image: A diagram titled ‘Childhood Obesity Causes’. On each side of a central figure is ‘Factors that facilitate an increase in calorie intake’, on one side, and ‘Factors that facilitate a decrease in physical activity’ on the other. Factors that facilitate an increase in calorie intake are: • Abundance of delicious high-calorie, ultra-processed foods (with a drawing of a chocolate bar) • Prevalence of fast-food advertising (with a drawing of a speaker) • Increased portion sizes (with a drawing of a plate, knife and fork) • Greater availability of fast-food outlets (with a drawing of a burger) Factors that facilitate a decrease in physical activity are: • Decreased physical education in schools (with a drawing of a clock) • Decreased physical activity outside of school (with a drawing of a sofa) • Increased screen time on TVs and games consoles (with a drawing of a games console) • Shift away from walking or cycling to school in favour of cars or public transport (with a drawing of a car)]
The point I really want to drive home is that you are always playing the cards you are dealt by the metaphorical casino dealer of life. From a health and body-weight perspective, the cards that most people are playing with today make it much more difficult to win the hand. This is not to say that it’s impossible. It is just to reassure you that, if you are finding it difficult, please don’t be too hard on yourself because you absolutely are not alone. Too many people spend their whole lives dieting, feeling shit when they struggle to stick to the diet plan and then blaming themselves for failing when they fall off the wagon. My goal for this book is to help you escape this cycle – by introducing fat loss habits that have been shown to work so you never have to buy a diet book again.

Before we explore those in Chapter 5, let’s first discuss why so many of us find losing weight tricky in the first place.
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