It’s the (Not So) Little Things that Count

By: Bob Budai

So here we are, a couple months into 2008. You made that New Years Resolution to get in shape. You’re hitting the gym like a madman (or woman), following all the workout advise that you read about in some magazine by some insane personal trainer/physical therapist who thinks he knows what he is talking about, you even bought this crazy kettlebell thing he kept saying is so great. So why isn’t the weight pouring off? Why don’t you still have enough strength to lift yourself off the couch, or the energy to even care. What is going on here? Now, let me preface what I am about to say by stating clearly that I am not a nutritionist or registered dietician; nor do I have any special training in analyzing sleep patterns. But I am aware of many of the problems out there and am going to attempt to make you all aware of them and perhaps offer some good advise on what to do about it.

Fitness is like a love triangle, with constant battles between the exercise component, the rest/sleep element, and the nutrition/diet factor. If one is out of balance, none of it works right. I always talk about exercise, so now we are going to focus on the other two.

Sleep/Rest

The National Sleep Foundation reports that while exact sleep requirements differ between people, the general rule of thumb is:

Adults = 8 hours, Teens = 9 hours, Younger = more

People need to realize that working out hard is great, but muscles don’t grow or get stronger when you work out, it is the recovery process where muscles repair themselves from the workout and can become bigger and/or stronger. The National Sleep Foundation further notes other areas that are affected by improper sleep:

· Memory and learning – Sleep seems to organize memories, as well as help you to recover memories. After you learn something new, sleep may solidify the learning in your brain. 

· Mood enhancement and social behaviors - The parts of the brain that control emotions, decision-making, and social interactions slow down dramatically during sleep, allowing optimal performance when awake. REM sleep seems especially important for a good mood during the day. Tired people are often cranky and easily frustrated. 

· Nervous system – Some sleep experts suggest that neurons used during the day repair themselves during sleep. When we experience sleep deprivation, neurons are unable to perform effectively, and the nervous system is impaired. 

· Immune system – Without adequate sleep, the immune system becomes weak, and the body becomes more vulnerable to infection and disease. 

· Growth and development – Growth hormones are released during sleep, and sleep is vital to proper physical and mental development.

There is more to sleeping properly than just getting in the required number of hours.  Proper sleep actually involves 4 stages, ranging from light sleep to deep and dreaming stages. A person cycles through these stages throughout their sleep time. To insure that all stages are achieved, and achieved enough, consistency is needed. It is important to generally go to sleep and wake up at roughly the same time each day (straying every now and then won’t kill you). If there are any factors that are limiting your ability to fall asleep at a consistent time, you need to address them. Things like eating to soon before bed, watching TV while falling asleep, and participating in physically or mentally stressful activities to close to bedtime are common disturbers of sleep (although not for everyone). My advise is to keep a sleep log for 1 month. A sleep log is fairly simple, and should include information such as: bed time, time actually fell asleep, time woke up, number of times woken during night, how well you slept, how you felt when you woke up, and how you felt the rest of that day. Try it and see how you feel.

Nutrition/Diet

So, is anyone confused about what the heck they are supposed to eat? With all the diets out there, it’s enough to drive a person absolutely crazy. It would be nice to think that all of the diets were created in an attempt to truly improve a person’s life in terms of weight loss, energy, control of diseases like diabetes, etc; but while some of that may be true, a lot of the diets are only improving the bank accounts of the diet “creators”. For most people, it is not hard to know how to eat right; it is doing it that’s the problem. Let’s face facts, many people cannot lose weight via diet because either they just eat too much, or what they eat is garbage. You don’t have to be a rocket scientist to know that eating pizza, cheeseburgers, and drinking beer daily is not a staple for proper nutrition. Many of the diet programs out there do work, and the reason people do not have success is because they do not do them correctly. 

All that being said, there are many others who do not overeat, and eat what they think is healthy and still have problems. Before I let you know some details, let me first say again, that if you are using weight loss as the benchmark of proper diet, you must consider whether the other areas are balanced (exercise and rest). Assuming they are, here are some things to consider:

1) Calories: 3500 calories = 1 lb. (an excess 3500 calories = gaining 1 lb., a deficit of 3500 calories = losing 1 lb) 

1 gram of protein and/or carbohydrates = 4 calories, 1 gram of fat = 9 calories, 1 gram of alcohol = 7 calories

Sounds simple right? Wrong. It is not just about total calories you eat or do not eat, but how you utilize those calories.

2) Metabolism: The number of calories used by your body during various activities, including rest. 

Example: 2000 calorie per day diet – 500 calories burned during exercise = 1500 calories left to use for the rest of daily activities. If 2000 calories are required for daily activities, then there is a  deficit of 500 calories. Therefore, in 7 days 1 lb of body weight will be lost (500 x 7 = 3500); however, if only 1000 calories are required for daily activities, then there is an excess 500 calories. Therefore you would gain 1 lb. in 7 days. This is metabolism – the higher the metabolism, the more calories burned. Factors that affect metabolism include: body size/weight (heavier = more calories used, although this mostly refers to calories used during activity vs. rest), body composition (greater lean body mass/muscle = higher metabolism), age (metabolism decreases with age), sex (sorry ladies, men burn more calories), drugs (don’t do drugs!), heredity, hormones, stress/anxiety, and temperature (good news for Michiganders – more calories are used in colder temperatures). To calculate your metabolic rate, use these formulas:

Women = 655 + (4.36 x W) + (4.32 x H) – (4.7 x A)

Men = 66 + (6.22 x W) + (12.7 x H) – (6.8 x A)

* W = weight (lbs.)
H = height (inches)
A = age (years)
3) Food quality: These days, everything is about being quick and convenient – welcome to fast food. Not only do we have to deal with fast food, but in an attempt for certain industries to make money, things like preservatives, chemicals, and basic “fake food” are rampant. It is very difficult to look at an ingredient label and see less than a dozen ingredients, half of which you need a degree in biochemistry or nutrition to even know what it is. Last, just because the calorie count may be low (such as with carbohydrates), your body only uses so much before it gets stored as excess, generally as fat.

So with all this information, now which diet should you choose? Realize that weight loss will not happen overnight, and even with proper diet, the loss may not always be consistent, and you may even experience some weight gain at certain points, especially if exercising too. 

The best thing I can tell people is to start keeping a food log. Record everything you put in your mouth, how much of it, and what time you did it. Be as specific as possible. For example: turkey sandwich with whole wheat bread (2 slices), 5 slices of lean turkey, lettuce, tomato, mustard at 11:15 a.m.; 16 ounces of water at 1:33 p.m.; 3 jellybeans at 10:42 p.m.

Doing this may make some things more obvious. I had a client who thought she was eating healthy, and then via her food log, discovered she was eating Oreos every hour! It was only 1 or 2 at a time, but it adds up. Eventually what you want to see is about 6 small meals per day, spaced fairly equally. No eating right before bed. Try to balance carbs and protein – most people are excessive with their carbs (most of your snacks/munchies – the things you throw a handful of in your mouth without thinking are either carbs or fat) and the body only uses so much at a time. Lots of vegetables, decent amount of fruit. Try to have real food. When you look at the ingredients, there should not be too much in there, and you should know what everything is. 

These are very basic rules for a difficult task. Unlike exercise, which only takes about 1 hour, you have to think about what you eat the whole time you are awake (which should only be 16 hours – see above). Two excellent resources for nutritional information are: The Metabolism Advantage by John Berardi, and The Anti-Estrogenic Diet by Ori Hofmekler (for both men and women). 

Rest and nutrition are two areas that are all too often neglected, and just as important (if not more so) than anything else. Put some time into focusing on these areas if you truly are looking for improved fitness and life quality.

For more information regarding rest/sleep, and nutrition/diet; as well as to download sleep and food logs – contact Bob at bob@functional-strength-training.com, or visit his website at www.functional-strength-training.com. 

