Slow and steady is the healthy way to lose weight

This is one in a series of articles about ways Missourians can prevent chronic diseases and live longer, healthier lives. The articles are part of Live Like Your Life Depends On It, a new public education campaign from the Live Well Message Alliance and the Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services. 

We’ve all seen the advertisements in magazines and on T.V. featuring men and women who have tried a new diet pill and lost a lot of weight – many times 100 pounds or more. They often say they look and feel better than they have in years.

It’s true that one of the most important things you can do for your health and well-being is maintain a healthy weight. But most people who are overweight don’t need to lose a third or more of their body mass to see their health improve. Taking off even a modest amount of weight, about 10 to 20 pounds, can help prevent serious medical problems such as diabetes, high blood pressure, heart disease, stroke and arthritis. In fact, a recent study shows a modest weight loss can cut your risk of developing type 2 diabetes by more than half.

If you need to lose weight, slow and steady is the best strategy. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention recommends losing no more than one-half to two pounds per week. 

Health experts also say it’s best to avoid pills or supplements that promise to dissolve away extra pounds. Those methods usually don’t work well for most people. Making small, gradual lifestyle changes is the most effective and healthiest way to lose weight and keep it off. 

Try these steps to lose weight the healthy way:

· Set a realistic weight loss goal. 

- A reasonable goal for most overweight people is to lose five to seven percent of their body weight or 10 to 14 pounds for a 200 pound person.

- Write down daily food intake and physical activity in a notebook or journal and review it regularly to track and celebrate your progress.

· Eat smart every day.

- Keep healthy snacks such as fruit on hand.

- Choose foods rich in nutrients and fiber including a variety of fruits and vegetables as well as whole-grain cereals, breads, crackers and pasta; brown rice; and oatmeal.

- Drink low-fat or nonfat milk and choose low-fat cheese. 

- Select lean meats and poultry and vary protein choices by eating more fish, beans, peas, nuts and seeds.

· Move more by increasing your physical activity.

- Start off slowly and choose a physical activity or several that can be done on most days of the week. Slowly add more time to gradually build up to 30 minutes on most days of the week.

- Build physical activity into daily activities. Take a brisk walk at lunchtime. Take the stairs instead of the elevator. Park farther away from the office or the grocery store.

· Join a community program offered by the YMCA or Parks and Recreation Department as a family and choose activities everyone can enjoy such as swimming, water aerobics or dance classes.

If you’re uncertain about how much you should weigh, you can find out by figuring your Body Mass Index (BMI), which is calculated based on your height and weight. Your health care provider can figure your BMI for you or you can do it yourself by using the BMI calculator from the national Centers for Disease Control and Prevention at: www.cdc.gov/nccdphp/dnpa/bmi/index.htm.

If you’ve notice your weight increasing as you get older, you’re not alone. It’s not uncommon to gain a few pounds as you age. So if the number on the scale starts to rise, cut back on the calories you consume every day by making healthier food choices and increase the amount of physical activity you are getting. 

Losing a few pounds, if necessary, and keeping your weight at a healthy level will pay off in good health now and for the rest of your life.

More information about maintaining a healthy weight can be found at: www.cdc.gov/nccdphp/dnpa/nutrition/nutrition_for_everyone/healthy_weight/index.htm.

