
Look out! Most people 
don’t notice putting  
on weight over the course 
of a year, according to  
new research.



SHAPE.COM ! OCTOBER "#$" ! SHAPE!139

by NICOLE YORIO JURICK • photography by BILL DIODATO

THE ROAD TO  
SLIMVILLE

Weight gain could be just  
around the bend if you’re not paying 

attention. Use this guide to make  
the ride a bit smoother.

SOME SITUATIONS HAVE EXCESS POUNDS WRITTEN  
all over them. It’s not exactly shocking, for example, to see the 
scale spike on New Year’s morning or after a cruise vacation. 

But then there are times when the pudge seems to come 
out of nowhere: You feel like you’re eating and exercising the 

same as before, and yet your clothes are indisputably snugger. 
Suddenly you’re lugging around 5 to 10 extra pounds. 
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While there can be plenty 
of explanations, many of 
these mystery-muffin-top 
moments are tied to having 
recently passed a specific 
milestone in your life, 
which can throw you off 
your usual routine. “When 
you go through any major 
transition, it’s easy to eat 
more and move less without 
even realizing you’re doing 
anything differently,” says 
Susan Albers, Psy.D., a 
psychologist at the Cleveland 
Clinic and author of Eating 
Mindfully. “Then, slowly and 
subtly, your weight starts 
creeping up.”

That doesn’t mean a diet 
derailment is inevitable, 
however. With a little help 
from the experts, you can 
prevent the damage—or 
undo it quickly—at each of 
these five junctures.

DANGER POINT
YOU LAND 
YOUR FIRST 
DESK JOB
Hooray! You’ve scored your 
dream position—who cares 
if you have to spend hours 
staring at a computer or 
getting stuck in back-to-back 
meetings? Unfortunately, 
eight-plus hours on your 
rear, weekly sugar-filled 
office celebrations, and 
mindless trips to the vending 
machine can really take their 
toll. People who work in 
sedentary careers are more 
likely to be overweight than 
those who spend most of 
the day on their feet (like 
hairstylists or teachers), 
according to a study from 
the University of Chicago. 
Too much time on your tush 
means less time burning 
extra calories, explains 
Jessica Matthews, exercise 
physiologist at the American 
Council of Exercise. Even 
worse, prolonged sitting may 

boost your risk of cancer, 
diabetes, and heart disease, 
and may be associated with 
premature death. 

STEER CLEAR BY:  MOVING. 
Find small ways to stay on 
your feet, because every 
little bit counts. “Make it 
a goal to get up from your 
desk at least every hour,” 
says Matthews, who suggests 
taking frequent trips to refill 
your water bottle or having 
a face-to-face conversation 
with a colleague instead of 
emailing her. You can also 
pace back and forth during 
phone calls. If your company 
is game, you might even 
consider investing in a stand-
up desk or a balance ball 
chair (like Gaiam’s classic 
model, $100; gaiam.com), 
which helps tone your core. 
Another option is to schedule 
regular “walking meetings” 
with your coworkers rather 
than gathering around a 
conference table. 

As for avoiding the 3 p.m. 
vending machine raid, the 
best defense is to eat smarter 

at lunchtime, says Tammy 
Lakatos Shames, R.D., 
coauthor of The Secret to 
Skinny. That means avoiding 
carb-heavy meals—which 
cause your blood sugar  
to crash a few hours later— 
and piling on protein- and 
fiber-filled foods. A salad 
with grilled tofu or baked 
fish with vegetables will  
keep you satisfied far longer 
than some leftover pasta. 
If you’re still craving an 
afternoon snack, go for 
something that has a combo 
of protein, fiber, and a little 
healthy fat, like veggies 
dipped in hummus. 

DANGER POINT 
YOU TURN !"
It’s not just your imagination: 
There’s actual science to 
explain why you can no 
longer inhale half a pizza 
without gaining an inch,  
the way you did in college. 
Most people put on nearly 
a pound a year simply 
by getting older. “Your 
metabolism drops about  
3 percent every decade,” 
says SHAPE advisory board 
member Wayne Westcott, 
Ph.D., director of the fitness 
research program at Quincy 
College. The reason: Muscle 
burns more calories than 
any other tissue in the body 
and you’re losing about a 
half pound of it annually. 
The news only gets worse 
after menopause, when your 
muscle loss accelerates to a 
pound a year. 

“Even very active people 
complain about this,” says 
Westcott. “They say, ‘I’m 
eating the same, I’m running 
the same distance, but 
I’m gaining weight.’ They 
assume the answer is to 
run more, but that can lead 
to overuse injuries, which 
could prevent you from 
working out at all. That only 
compounds the problem.”

STEER CLEAR BY:  PUMPING 
IRON. Cardio is great for 
melting fat during a workout, 
but if you want to keep the 
fire stoked, you need to 
strength-train. That’s the  
key to burning an extra  
100 calories 24 hours after 
your sweat session. It’s also 
the best way to build muscle 
quickly. “Just 20 to 30 
minutes two to three times 
a week is enough to gain 
about two and a half pounds 
of muscle in 10 weeks,” says 
Westcott. That’s like turning 
back the clock five years in 
under three months! 

As for how much to 
lift, that depends on 
your starting point. The 
goal, says Westcott, is to 
challenge yourself. Plan to 
do 10 to 15 reps at a time, 
making sure the last one 
is difficult. “You should 
feel as though you have to 
push extremely hard to do 
another one,” he says. Then 
break for about 30 seconds 
before diving in again. 

EMOTIONAL 
EATERS 

CONSUME 
TWICE AS 

MUCH SWEET 
AND HIGH#

FAT FARE  
AS THOSE 
WHO ARE 
CALMER. 



If you really dislike 
resistance work, there are 
other options. Westcott 
also recommends intervals 
(alternating one-minute 
bouts of high-intensity 
exercise, such as fast running, 
with one minute of slower 
activity, like walking) and 
cross-training (instead of 
jogging for 30 minutes, do 10 
minutes on the treadmill,  
10 on the elliptical, and 10 
on the bike).

What you nibble on post-
workout matters too. Soon 
after you cool off, you should 
chow down on a combo 
of protein and complex 
carbohydrates. A glass of 
milk, cup of yogurt, or a 
small protein shake are all 
good choices. 

“Protein helps you 
build muscle, and you’ll be 
consuming it at a time when 
you need it the most,”  
says Westcott. It’s also 
satiating, so you’ll be less 
inclined to reach for junk 
food later in the day.

DANGER POINT
YOU GET FIRED
Getting the pink slip can 
be as big of a blow to your 
self-esteem as being dumped 
by your guy. When you add 
in the anxiety that comes 
from worrying about paying 
your bills and searching for 
work, it’s no surprise that you 
find yourself turning to food 
more often. And it’s a good 
bet you’re not feeding your 
feelings with broccoli.

Emotional eaters consume 
twice as much sweet and 
high-fat fare as those who 
are calmer, according to 
a study from University 
College in London. 
“Calorie-dense comfort 
foods release chemicals in 
the brain that make us feel 
better both psychologically 
and physically,” says 
psychologist Alice Domar, 
Ph.D., coauthor of Live a 
Little and a SHAPE advisory 
board member. “Also, 

when we worry, the stress 
hormone cortisol spikes 
and drives willpower down, 
often leading to the ‘What 
the hell’ effect—as in, ‘Who 
cares if I eat the entire box 
of cookies?’ ” This problem 
may be magnified once 
you fall out of a routine. In 

addition to skipping regular 
lunch breaks, as you would 
at the office, you’re more 
often within grazing-range 
of the fridge (and the cereal 
bowl, and the cupboard full 
of crackers…). Meanwhile, 
you’re spending more time  
at home, which eliminates 
the social pressure to fit into 
that pencil skirt for work.

STEER CLEAR BY:  GETTING 
OUT OF THE HOUSE! Create 
a new 9-to-5 routine that 
gets you off your couch and 
keeps your mind engaged. 
Begin each day with a brisk 
walk around the block, a 
few yoga or tai chi poses, or 
a fun new class at the gym. 
Afterward, carve out several 
hours for career-building 
activities so you feel like 
you’re taking action: Update 
your LinkedIn profile, 
join a professional group 
in your field, and expand 
your network by scheduling 
coffee meetings with 
professionals in the business. 
These proactive measures 
serve a dual purpose, as 
you’ll not only get your 
confidence back, but you’ll 
also be too busy to binge.

But you needn’t feel 
deprived either. “There’s 
absolutely nothing wrong 
with nurturing yourself a 
bit during a difficult time, 
as long as you stick with the 
80/20 plan,” says Domar. 
That means each day, 80 
percent of what you eat 
should be healthy; the other 
20 percent is for splurges. 
“This lifts the guilt because 
most of your choices are 
good ones.” Perhaps even 
more key, however, is 
treating yourself to nonfood 
pleasures, which helps keep 
cortisol levels in check: Chill 
out to your favorite songs, 
take yourself out to the latest 
romantic comedy, or spend 
some time browsing photos 
on Pinterest.

“YOUR  
METABOLISM  

DROPS  
ABOUT  

$ PERCENT 
EVERY 

DECADE.”

Toting a healthy lunch 
from home will help 
you stay powered—

and craving-free.
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DANGER POINT
YOU SAY “I DO”
There’s a reason they’re called “love 
handles”: Newly married women and 
men gain 6 to 9 pounds more than 
their single counterparts over a five-
year period, according to a study from 
the University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill. “Marriage means making 
compromises, including food choices,” 
says Albers. When you lived alone, you 
might have dined on salads or low-cal 
frozen meals; now you’re being tempted 
by his favorite burgers and a freezer 
stocked with ice cream. 

Even if you married a health nut, 
you might unconsciously find yourself 
matching him bite-for-bite—which 
means you’re probably ingesting more 
than you should. For example, a 6-foot-
tall man may be able to take in 2,400 
calories daily and still fit into his wedding 
tux. But if you’re only 5'2", you likely 
need fewer than 2,000 calories per day  
to keep your weight steady.

STEER CLEAR BY:  TEAMING UP. Work 
off the pudge by playing together. 
Australian researchers found that couples 
who join forces with exercise get fitter 
than those who work out alone. Start  
by trying out each other’s favorite 
routines, suggests Matthews. Join him in 
the weight room one day, and then see if 
he can match your pace on the treadmill 
the next. Or ramp up the excitement 
factor by tackling something completely 
new as a couple, such as training for a 
10K or bike race. And instead of always 
using your “date” time to go to the 
movies or a restaurant, spend some of it 
hiking to a picnic spot, going bowling,  
or taking ballroom dance lessons. 

When it comes to food, it’s fine to 
occasionally splurge on the steak and 
potatoes that he loves, but try to nibble 
more slowly than he does and scale 
down your portion size. Instead of 
stocking up on ice cream, just make  
a trip to the local shop (for a small  
scoop) when one of you has a craving. 
Also, ask him to join you at farmers’ 
markets and test out healthy recipes 
together. If he’s resistant, don’t push, 
but do let him see you eating well  
most of the time. “When one person 
makes a change, other family members 
tend to follow—even without 
encouragement,” says Albers.  

DANGER POINT
YOU HAVE A BABY
First, the good news: Sticking with an 
exercise regimen during your pregnancy 
and staying within the recommended 
25- to 35-pound weight gain will make it 
a lot easier to bounce back after the birth, 
says Domar. The bad news is that you 
may still have a hard time losing the baby 
weight. For one thing, sleep deprivation 
increases levels of the hormone ghrelin, 
which causes you to crave sugary and 
fatty foods, and decreases levels of the 
satiating hormone leptin. Add to that 
the challenge of finding the time—and 
energy—to work out while dealing with 
a newborn, and it’s no surprise that the 
scale often gets stuck. But returning to 
your pre-pregnancy size is a big predictor 
of whether you’ll be overweight later 
on in life, says Domar. If you’re still 
carrying around 15 pounds from your 
first pregnancy, then three kids later, you 
could have 45 pounds to lose!

STEER CLEAR BY:  CREATING A ONE-YEAR 
PLAN. “I tell my patients to focus on 
getting to within 10 pounds of their 
starting weight by the time their baby is 
6 months old,” says Madelyn Fernstrom, 
Ph.D., a professor at the University of 
Pittsburgh School of Medicine and author 
of The Real You Diet. “Then use the next 
six months to lose the rest.” It’s easier said 
than done, we know, but not impossible. 
Breast-feeding, which burns about 500 
calories a day, is one of the easiest ways to 
slim down quickly, says Fernstrom. So is 
napping when your little one is snoozing, 
because catching up on sleep will make 
you less likely to rely on sugary foods for 
energy—and more apt to exercise later. 

“As soon as your doctor gives you the 
okay, aim to squeeze in physical activity 
every day,” says Lakatos Shames, even if 
you don’t always have the time or energy 
for an intense workout. Push the stroller 
around the neighborhood, find a gym 
that has child care, and seek out fitness 
classes designed for new moms, such as 
Stroller Strides. DVDs are also a great 
option. The series Mama Wants Her 
Body Back ($13; mamawants.com) will 
whip you into shape fast—and keep you 
on the slender path for life.

NICOLE YORIO JURICK is a freelance writer 
in New Jersey. Her latest milestone: She just 
became a mom. 


