	


	 
	 
	Club Exclusive: Preparing to Diet

When You're Ready to Lose Weight, Get a Game Plan First

By Lisa Zamosky

Starting a diet is a big step toward taking care of yourself and improving your health. Despite best intentions, however, most people begin dieting with the odds of succeeding stacked against them. According to Dr. Josh Klapow, Health Psychologist with the University of Alabama and author of Stop Telling Me What; Tell Me How - The Simple Answer to Better Health, the reason for this is that most of us don’t begin a diet with a game plan. “We know very well from the behavioral sciences that making and sustaining a lifestyle change, such as a new diet, is not a matter of will power alone,” says Dr. Klapow.

So before you cut even one calorie, Dr. Klapow suggests you ask yourself the following:

1. Do I know what to do? 
You need to know what foods you plan to eat and what exercises you plan to do. According to Amy Stephens, M.S., C.D.E., a registered dietician with the Diabetes Team Associates, (an affiliate of New York University), people need to put a plan together before they begin a diet and this often requires more time than they realize. “People should read up on the diet they want to follow and look through recipes that are going to be realistic for them to prepare,” she says.

2. Do I really want to do this?
If you attempt to lose weight when you aren’t ready, you’re setting yourself up to fail and the impact can have long range effects. “The more you fail, the less enthusiastic you’ll be down the road,” says Dr. Klapow. 

3. Do I know how to change my habits and routine in order to succeed?
According to Dr. Klapow, “If you don’t know how to change your routine, you are not likely to succeed. People who are successful often chalk it up to motivation alone. But they have likely systematically changed their routine to get where they need to go.”

Dr. Klapow offers five techniques to successfully change the habits and routines that stand between you and your ideal weight. An easy way to remember these techniques is with the acronym SMART, which is formed by the first letter of each of the five tips.

Set a specific and reachable goal
You should set a weight-loss goal that is quantifiable but just saying that you want to lose 20 pounds is not specific enough. A specific goal would be: I want to lose no less than one pound a week on The Biggest Loser Club diet plan. “If you don’t have reachable goals, you don’t have a road map for success,” says Dr. Klapow.

Stephens agrees, citing that many people set unrealistic weight-loss goals when they begin dieting. “A realistic goal is one-to-two pounds per week. If someone thinks they will lose more than that, they are not being realistic and will likely yoyo after reverting back to normal eating habits.”

Monitor your actions
Both Stephens and Klapow stress the importance of knowing what you are eating. Writing down the food you eat is critical to dieting success. “If someone doesn’t have the time to do this,” Stephens says, “then this probably isn’t a good time to start a diet.” 

When you monitor your actions, you are less likely to have bad eating habits and more likely to have good ones, according to Dr. Klapow. 

Arrange your environment for success
Before you start your diet, take the time to recognize the obstacles in your environment that can block your success. For example, if sweets are your weakness, make sure there isn’t a package of Oreos sitting in your cupboard. Get rid of them and anything else that you shouldn’t be eating. If you can’t throw away foods that are tempting to you because you have children or other family members who eat them, Dr. Klapow suggests placing a barrier between you and the tempting food. “Move the non-perishable junk food to one cabinet in your house and put up a sign that says ‘Junk Food – Do Not Touch!’ Your odds of cheating go down dramatically.” 

Stephens also suggests limiting dining out because it’s more difficult to control portions. If you do eat in a restaurant, follow these ordering tips: 
- always order a salad with a clear dressing as an appetizer to fill up before the meal
- interchange alcohol and seltzer – this limits the caloric intake from the alcohol itself, as well as the alcohol’s effect of making you feel more hungry
- order all sauces on the side and use them sparingly (dip your fork into the sauce first, and then only eat the amount of sauce that clings to the fork per bite)

Recruit a support team
“The science tells us that having social support increases success,” says Dr. Klapow. If no one has stepped up and offered to help, go out and recruit your own network of support. Your family and friends may not know that you want to change and often they don’t know what they can do to help you. Try to be specific. Let your husband know, for example, that if he offers to walk with you, it will make it easier for you to stick with your exercise plan.

Educating co-workers about your weight-loss goals and letting them know how their constructive feedback can help you reach them is also important, according to Stephens. After all, many of us spend more hours at work than at home. She encourages her clients to find resources such as books, groups, or on-line chat rooms as well. These are useful tools to reach for when you need that extra support and motivation to keep you going.

Treat yourself
“One of the most powerful principles of behavioral science is that behaviors that are rewarded will continue,” says Dr. Klapow. He tells people who are planning to diet to build in a weekly reward schedule. Your reward doesn’t have to be a food item -- go to the movies or take yourself shopping. Be pro-active and build rewards into your plan before you start. 

The ultimate goal of dieting is not just short-term weight loss, but to create healthy eating and exercise habits that become your new daily routine. Put these five techniques into practice and you’ll be on your way to making life-long changes for better health. 

(Lisa Zamosky is a freelance writer specializing in the fields of healthcare and education. She lives and works in New York City.)


