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This book presents a groundbreaking approach to keeping up with weight loss and exercise plans. The method described—and shown to work based on empirical results—is radically different from traditional methods that single-mindedly emphasize personal motivation. Instead of promoting the establishment of overly ambitious goals, the selection of diet or workout "buddies," and the pairing of idealized outcomes with guilt trips as an ultimately destructive carrot-stick combination, the book sets out effectively to demolish these common and frequently toxic approaches. In a calmly reasoned, analytical way, the authors identify decisive elements in each person's environment and show how seemingly small changes in our surroundings and habits lead to lasting results.

Among the many innovative angles presented in the book are recordkeeping tools that bring out patterns hidden in our lifestyles and help us distinguish between real improvement and insignificant blips. After walking the reader through the steps of their unique strategy, the authors offer a full case study that brings the facts and figures to life. The book closes with a discussion on the pitfalls of the self-improvement movement when taken to unhealthy extremes and reiterates the sensible approach that defines its entire content.
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No matter what diet or exercise program you choose, this book helps you to keep at it, be more disciplined and have stronger willpower.  It helps you break through cycles of dieting and later weight gain.  
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From the Introduction:

What can we possibly say about weight loss and exercise that hasn't been said before?  The advice on weight loss is simple—eat less and exercise more—and is repeated over and over in the ever-multiplying books on dieting and exercise.  From calorie-counting diets to "Zone" diets to the Mediterranean diet, the basic advice is succinct and clear.  So when it came for us to write a book on this subject, we asked ourselves if there was actually something new we could add.  What is there to add to "eat less and exercise more"?

Here, then, is what sets this book apart from others: it focuses on how habits are formed and maintained.  It focuses on willpower and one's ability to carry out resolutions. You should want to eat less and exercise more.  You must know how to diet and what forms of exercise are safe.  But knowing what you have to do and wanting to do it are not by themselves enough.  People fail in their resolutions everyday.  This book seizes on that part of the equation—willpower, specifically, sticking with your diet and exercise resolutions—rather than focusing on any specific diet.  While many books have been written on diet and exercise, little is known about how to keep at it.  Many people diet and as a result manage to lose 10 or 20 pounds—only to gain those back shortly afterwards.  Others start exercise programs; they join gyms, for example—only to find a year later that they have hardly used the facilities they so enthusiastically joined.  This book helps people stay with their resolutions. 

When it comes to diet and exercise what really matters is staying with your plans for the long term.  Most people think of willpower as some untapped reservoir inside their mind, a part of their personality—they either have it or they don't, it's their luck in life.  Many talk of lack of willpower as a character flaw, a personality trait.  But nothing can be further than the truth. Willpower is not part of you and it is not something you are born with.  Everyone can have it—because it is something that can be manufactured, bottled, and sold.  It is a commodity of which you can keep getting more.  You can create willpower; it is crafted out of your daily routines.  This book will show you how.  It will give you the tools so that you can stay with your resolutions. 

A recent survey shows that in the 1990s the proportion of Americans who are overweight reached 56 percent.  In short, one in two people is heavy. The same survey showed that one in five was obese.  These are amazing statistics, and they prove that overweight and obesity are more prevalent than ever.  

Eating poorly and lack of exercise are leading to various diseases, including diabetes.  The number of people with diabetes in the United States has nearly doubled in the last decade, rising from 9 million in 1991 to 15 million in 2001. Obesity raises the risk for diabetes by 10-fold for men and an astonishing 20-fold for women.  Over a single decade we have gotten a lot fatter and sicker, despite the fact that during the same decade we have seen the growth of a weight loss industry, the introduction of low-fat foods, and a growing number of books on how to lose weight.  Why is it that we are gaining weight at a time when we are doing our best to lose it? 

It seems that the ordinary person is caught in a callous spiral of events.  He is told to lose weight and exercise.  He does his best and makes many valiant attempts.  But invariably, year after year, he gains weight.  As if he's under a curse, no matter what he does, whose advice he follows, which diet he participates in, which foods he eliminates, he gains weight.  It reminds us  of the tale of Sisyphus in Greek mythology.  You will recall that Sisyphus was condemned by the gods to push a boulder up a mountainside, only to watch it plummet to the bottom when he neared the top.  Sisyphus was forced to flee downhill, dejected and feeble.  Then he would have to start once again from the bottom, with the same result, repeated over and over. Just like they did to Sisyphus, it seems the gods are punishing us.  They have condemned us to gain weight no matter what we do.  We are trapped in a series of invariably futile and pathetic attempts, which only serve to depress us.  This book aims to break through this hopeless cycle by giving you new tools that enable you to keep your resolutions.  This book can help Sisyphus get to the top—and stay there.  Our promise to you, therefore, is that you can lose weight and keep it off. 

From Chapter 1 ("Workbook")

It is difficult to stay with diet and exercise plans, especially when faced with temptations and desires to the contrary.  Certainly many scientists, clinicians, advertisers, and consultants have worked on the idea of motivating people to stay true to their plans.  But few manage to do it—and all this collective effort has failed to produce a definitive understanding of what is missing.  The situation is even odder when those who fail are highly motivated individuals.  As scientists we are surprised by this because, in the absence of any external barriers, people theoretically should be able to do what they want.  From a strictly scientific point of view, if a force for change exists, the change should result.  In physics, if a force is exerted on a ball, the ball moves in the direction of the force.  When it does not, it signals that our understanding of what forces are in play is at fault.  Let's apply this simple and incontrovertible fact to the matter of personal change, then: When a person wants to change, knows how to change, has the skills to change, is motivated to change but in the end does not, this means something is wrong with our understanding of what it takes to change.  We must have missed an important force that is at play.  

The second fact that strikes us as odd is that although many people are stymied in their efforts, organizations often change, and despite some failures, many organizations change successfully.  Remarkably, then, organizations seem more likely to bring about change than individuals. Well, organizations are made up of people—how is it possible that the same employee is able to change major work habits but fails to make modest personal changes? The answer to this question, we believe, lies in modern management techniques. 

Management scientists have studied how people change and turned it into a science. W. E. Deming, for instance, devised Total Quality Management (Continuous Quality Improvement), a step-by-step guide to improving organizations. Organizations have applied these techniques to change the behaviors of their employees. The technique is successful in bringing about lasting behavior change. You almost never hear that an organization has changed work processes for months and then suddenly gone back to old habits.  When it comes to work behaviors, relapse is less frequent.  If continuous quality improvement can be used to bring about lasting change for work behavior, perhaps you can use it to keep up with your diet and exercise plans. In this chapter, you will learn to unlock the secrets of modern management and apply it to your own life. 

We assume that you know about nutrition or that you will find out through other sources more information about what foods are good for you and what your ideal weight is.  We have no advice to give regarding what to eat or how to diet.  We assume that you know about the ideal activity level that is best for you, and that you will keep mind that extremes in diet or exercise can create additional problems.  We have no advice for you regarding how much or when you should exercise, or what types of exercise are best.  We leave these questions up to you and your clinicians.  You need to sort out what diet or exercise plan you want to be on first.  But once you have done so, we can help you keep up with your plans.  In a nutshell, this is where we can make a difference for you: we assume that you have a set of plans and we help you implement them successfully.  
Our approach is not based on motivating you to exert more effort but on helping you solve specific problems.  We assume that you are motivated enough.  What is enough?  We expect you to want to change and be willing to change your environment.  In this approach, you act more like a detective looking for clues and less like an enforcer insisting on compliance.  We do not want you to do more (enough has been asked from you); we want you to think differently.  In this sense, we provide a smart approach to keeping up with your resolution.   

From Chapter 7 ("Mary Loses Weight"):

I am like you and many others—smart, sensible, busy, and trying to stay healthy.  But I was not able to keep to my exercising routines long enough to maintain my weight or fitness level where I wanted them to be.  This is a story of how I used my intelligence to solve a personal problem.  I am writing it down hoping to demonstrate to you how you can do the same.  The problem I worked on or the specific steps may not be the same for you, but through my story you will be able to see how you can reach your own target.

My story will first tell you where I started—how I was already exercising but it wasn’t enough.  It frustrated me that I was putting in time and effort and not getting the results that I wanted.  It seemed to work for everyone else around me.  Well, at least it seemed to work for all of those walkers, joggers, bikers, rollerbladers, and “gym people” who look fabulous all of the time—and they seem to have never-ending time, motivation, and energy for their workouts. 


You will see how I came to view my exercise habits differently, by looking at all of my daily routines and patterns, not just the exercise pieces.  You can do this too, for whatever habit you are trying to change for the better.  It could be dieting or de-cluttering, quitting smoking, spending more time with your family, decreasing your overtime at work, or really any type of personal improvement project.  It is the process of thinking through the problem and the solution that counts, not what the problem is.  I will show you how writing things down helped me to see things in a new light.  I used certain tools to look at habits from different angles.  I got help from the people around me, at home, at work, and from my friends.  They had some good ideas, and they could tell me when I wasn’t seeing things totally clearly. 

I made a plan to change my exercise patterns and put it in motion.  I was skeptical about my ability to achieve great success, but I was also excited about some of the insights and revelations that I had gained by really studying my habits and routines.  Once I got started, there were some bumps in the road, some relapses—and some plans just didn’t work at all.  My feet hurt when I started walking a lot more, so I had to invest in some better walking shoes. I’d get up early in the morning to exercise, and in my head the little voice would say, “I don’t THINK so!”  But in trying new routines and changes, some things did work—and I made some progress.  My weekly exercise time totals started going up, at least some of the time.  My weight started slowly inching down, and my clothes got looser.  People were asking about my exercise regimen and my progress. I had something good to report.  Finally I was starting to reap some benefit in exchange for my efforts.  


Seeing results gave me confidence in the process I was using, and the will to stick with it.  And I have stuck with it for many months now, and I have even more to tell you about it.  I am still learning and improving my exercise habits.  As I write this, I see things I didn’t see even through all of those early months.  I enjoy my exercise a lot more now.  It doesn’t feel like work—I am having fun with it.  I want to do it.  It has turned into one of the easiest and most preferred parts of my daily routine.  If I could distill all this into a motto, it would be: change is not so hard, and if you do it right, it can last.


