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The FOREVER STRONG Ethos

Aging is inevitable.
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Muscle is the organ of longevity.
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Strength is not a luxury but a responsibility.
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Through discipline, clear intention, and a collective path of growth, we choose to build bodies and minds that thrive under pressure.
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We train not just for performance—but for life.
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We don’t shrink from adversity; we are sharpened by it.
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We lead with clarity and act with integrity.
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Strength is our choice and our standard.
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Resilience is our language.
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Contribution is our calling.
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We are FOREVER STRONG.





INTRODUCTION

WHY AN ETHOS? There is an old saying that if you don’t know what you stand for, you’ll fall for anything. Throughout my work helping individuals transform their lives, I’ve seen that people rarely act on information alone. Instead, people make changes based on their values and sense of identity. I developed the FOREVER STRONG Ethos to establish a unified approach to life and health so you can draw upon the mutual support that comes from aligning around a shared mission. In essence, this ethos lays the foundation for our work together, over the next six weeks and beyond. Think of the FOREVER STRONG Ethos as providing guardrails for your life to help keep you laser-focused on achieving the muscle-centric lifestyle that will foster health and longevity.

I have spent a lifetime learning, studying, caring for patients, and developing pragmatic strategies for applying science-driven principles to daily life. Helping people achieve the physical and mental freedom they desire has been my calling, and being of meaningful service has been my greatest privilege. I have watched people suffer and flourish through the human condition, which is beautiful yet full of challenges. I have seen how dramatically the daily choices we make can affect our health outcomes. My goal is to leverage all that I’ve learned to help inform the decisions you make, recognizing how powerfully short-term choices impact long-term realities. The protocols I share in this PLAYBOOK will guide you through a six-week program that combines science, experience, and invitations to change.

Most of us have grown up influenced by a society overly obsessed with looking healthy at the expense of being healthy. I’m guessing you’ve had some experience with this, too. Positive health changes veer off track when, hooked by external drivers, we lose sight of our bodies as the beautiful mechanisms through which we can actively pursue a full, meaningful life. Prioritizing mental clarity, functional movement rooted in strength and power, food as fuel, and recovery as an integral element of training helps us avoid the dysfunction that comes from blindly following whatever new wellness trend pops up.

From ages seventeen to forty, I struggled through my own misguided health attempts clouded by superficial concerns. That’s a lot of bad reps and mistakes… and then, finally, wins. The evidence-based principles I’ve developed through hard-earned experiences are what I want to share with you. I’m determined to help make sure the reps that you put in count from the get-go.

Despite living in the most information-rich era in history, so many of us are more confused and less healthy than ever before. Workout apps are everywhere. Gyms stay open 24/7. New diets trend weekly. Yet access doesn’t equal action. Three out of four American adults don’t hit the bare minimum of physical activity: 150 minutes of moderate cardio and two sessions of resistance training per week.1 When it comes to health, what explains the disconnect between information and action? Values and identity aren’t the only variables that drive action or inaction. We also struggle with information overload.

I am deeply concerned that information access has outpaced our ability to focus and discern real value. Too often facts get lost in the noise of the crowded wellness space, leaving people questioning:


	What health outcomes do I need to plan for/prevent now?

	What, when, and how should I eat?

	What kind of physical training will support my independence and agency for years to come?

	How can I vet all the conflicting messages about wellness to make sound decisions that will maintain and improve my health?



With so much misinformation and outdated dogma, it is difficult to act from a clear, scientific perspective. Too often choices get made from a confused place that creates a heavy cognitive load, leading individuals to put in overtime on the hamster wheel of trying and failing that ultimately becomes exhausting. Evidence of the mistakes we have made, and keep making, are visible everywhere. Roughly 70 percent of Americans struggle with obesity or being overweight, along with all the complications those conditions cause for muscle health. Sadly, this reality has become normalized.

Let me be clear:


	Sedentary living is a disease state.

	Overeating simple carbs such as sugar or refined grains drives metabolic dysfunction.

	Ignoring these facts does not make them any less true.




WE MAY HAVE LOST OUR WAY, BUT THERE IS A ROAD BACK.
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THIS PLAYBOOK IS YOUR INVITATION TO RECLAIM YOUR STRENGTH.



If you’re looking for an evidence-based path that leads not just to temporary changes but lasting transformation, you’ve come to the right place. This PLAYBOOK is for everyone who is ready to stop chasing temporary fixes and start building real mental, physical, and metabolic strength.

Muscle-centric health is the overarching objective for every element of the programming you’re about to receive. The coming pages present a new, consolidated approach to teach you how to take action to protect your MuscleSpan™, which is the length of time you keep the healthy skeletal muscle that can grant you independence and agency for years to come.

To bring you the benefit of the most up-to-date wellness research with the understanding of health as a dynamic, living field, I’ve also teamed up with specialists from a diversity of disciplines. These experts share my mission to help you integrate the principles of Muscle-Centric Medicine into your every day.

Building internal and external strength requires clear intentions that lead to taking the right actions. These intentions act like a compass, helping you identify your objectives, which, in turn, inform tactics deployed. This approach provides good practice with being the disruptor you may be called upon to become. Your willingness to let people think you’re a little unusual will grant you the freedom to forge the life that’s best for you. Trust me, I’ve received a fair amount of side-eye—for banging out sessions of quick exercise snacks at the hospital on twenty-four-hour call shifts or bringing my own protein-focused foods to avoid the standard junk provided at work, for example. In a society where individuals dedicated to thinking, eating, moving, and recovering for their health constitute a minority, you can take pride whenever keeping your commitments over the course of this six-week experience make you stand out.

For years, I’ve treated long-suffering patients who come to me frustrated and resentful about who, and how, they could have been if only they had known better. There was a time when I lacked the knowledge to properly guide them. But today, the book you have in your hands brings together components of all my training, research, and clinical experience. It provides a way for me to pay back all those I was unable to help, to be of service to those who need or want help now, and to pay forward the knowledge I’ve accumulated and share in an effort to change the health perspectives of generations to come.


It’s Time for a Muscle Mandate

Since the launch of my first book, Forever Strong: A New, Science-Based Strategy for Aging Well, readers have been hungry for even more practical ways to embody a FOREVER STRONG life. This PLAYBOOK delivers a comprehensive guide to building and maintaining healthy muscle and healthy mind habits for a longer, stronger life, including more protein-forward nutritional guidance and recipes as well as protocols for muscle-centric movement, developing mental and physical stamina, and adaptation practices that promote both mind and whole-body health. Mainstream nutrition and fitness approaches focus on quick fixes and surface-level changes while ignoring the fundamental systems that govern how our bodies actually work, adapt, and thrive. These six-week FOREVER STRONG protocols will equip you with tools to address the area/s of your well-being that most need improvement. Together we will shed the past and embrace a future built on science, knowledge, and heart.

Challenge will find each of us, guaranteed. And when it does, we’ll be faced with a choice: rise to meet it or shrink beneath its weight. We don’t often get to control what life throws our way—but we can choose how we prepare for inevitable setbacks. Strength is built in the fire—but it is refined in the quiet moments before and after the unpredictable hits. By training your mind and body during the calm times, you build the resilience to thrive under pressure. Physical and mental strength are deeply connected. At the center of that connection is muscle—your most powerful, yet underestimated organ, which has an elegance and sophistication. For too long, the conversation around skeletal muscle has been limited to mobility, performance, and aesthetics, but muscle is a metabolic powerhouse, a cornerstone of disease prevention, and a key to maintaining autonomy as you age.



Muscle-Centric Longevity


The Organ You Build to Protect Everything Else

Today’s health dysfunction results in large part because we have overlooked skeletal muscle’s central role in both health and disease. Muscle is the underappreciated champion in your health story. As I detailed in my first book, Forever Strong, skeletal muscle is an intelligent, responsive organ system that influences thousands of genes related to whole-body health.

As a metabolic powerhouse, skeletal muscle:


	Regulates blood sugar through disposing of the glucose in your bloodstream2

	Maintains insulin sensitivity3

	Enables the body to efficiently shift between burning carbohydrates and fat depending on energy demands4

	Produces myokines that signal cells in distant and immediate organs to regenerate and repair tissues, influence immune function, and improve brain health5



As a structural foundation, skeletal muscle:


	Produces force, power, and strength to enable functional mobility essential for daily activity6

	Provides an amino acid reserve for tissue repair during illness or injury7

	Prevents against falls8

	Protects vital organs and soft tissue

	Supports joint health and stability and enhances bone density9



As an engine for self-mastery, skeletal muscle:


	Is a tool for emotional regulation. Through directing your muscles to move, you can change your emotional state by:

	Walking to ease anxiety

	Lifting weights to remind yourself of your power

	Using high-intensity training to fire up your energy or assertiveness




	Drives the training and movement that build and support your identity

	Can be used through physical activity as a tool to improve mental clarity and brain function10



When we neglect this critical skeletal muscle system, we find ourselves feeling fatigued, struggling with excess fat, losing strength, facing increasing health challenges, and failing to achieve lasting body composition transformation. Developing sufficient healthy muscle mass doesn’t happen by chance; it requires intention and dedicated effort. Progressive stimulus is necessary for growth. Without continually challenging yourself to improve, you will grow weaker and more physically dysfunctional over time. To make matters worse, chronic sleep deprivation sabotages daily performance and recovery, creating a vicious cycle.


WHY ARE WE IN THIS MESS?

Because, for decades, we’ve been conditioned to:


	View muscle as vanity rather than a sophisticated, responsive organ system

	See stress as something to be avoided instead of a driver of mastery

	Count calories instead of prioritizing protein and high-quality foods

	See strength training as a performance marker not a wellness imperative

	Treat recovery as a luxury instead of a biological necessity

	Ignore the influence of circadian rhythms and both helpful and harmful light exposure





Your thoughts and beliefs surrounding what it means to embody strength will, in large part, determine the quality of how you live in your body. The choices you make to protect or neglect your physiology will affect everyone around you, for generations to come. When you care for your own body, you reduce the burden on others—and can even inspire them to follow your lead. Do you see now why there’s nothing selfish about prioritizing your own health?



MUSCLE-CENTRIC HEALTH ISN’T COMPLICATED—BUT IT MUST BE STRATEGIC

The PLAYBOOK’s six-week protocols function as a launching point for restructuring your life. Forget perfect workouts or quick fixes. Real refinement is rooted in a clear, science-backed approach built on four essential pillars that work together to optimize your body and mind:


	How to Think: Learn how mindset, stress, and habits shape your physical health and how to rewire your brain for lasting change.

	How to Eat: Discover how to fuel your body with strategic nutrition that supports muscle, energy, and metabolic health.

	How to Move: Build a training plan that fits your life while improving your strength and muscle health through smart, efficient workouts.

	How to Recover: From sleep to light exposure, master the tools of active recovery to repair, restore, and grow stronger.



Every choice you make informs how you show up in the future. To answer the greater call of your life, I encourage you to choose the slightly harder path that will afford future you with a road made easier by your being strong, fit, and powerful. This is your moment to replace excuses with action—to stop chasing quick fixes and start embodying the strength, health, and resilience you’ve always been capable of achieving. Know that I will be right there beside you, believing in you. Walk with me for these next six weeks and let’s meet the future together.


IT’S SIMPLE, REALLY.
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TO STAY WEAK MEANS GAMBLING WITH LOST INDEPENDENCE AND AN EARLY DEATH.
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TO LIVE WELL AND LIVE LONG, GET STRONG.
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PART ONE How to Think

MASTERING YOUR MINDSET is just as important as nailing down the right health habits. Before we jump into discussing how to eat, move, or recover, you must first take charge of how to think about your health and well-being. Your mind is the command center—your most powerful ally in the quest for the life you desire. Every action, reaction, and routine begins here.

Many people who start and then abandon diets or work out only haphazardly, on the rare occasions when they “have time,” are struggling because they haven’t yet learned the critical role of mindset in making lasting change. If you’re unsure of what you’re hoping to achieve health-wise, then no strategy, no matter how evidence-based, will stick. The first step is to identify scattered, undisciplined, or misaligned thinking. Thoughts shape behavior. Behavior shapes outcomes. Your mind must align with your mission, so your actions can reinforce it with discipline.

Shifting your mental constructs requires a change in how you interpret your life and its challenges. Traditional education teaches us lots of facts and skills, but too often we fail to learn enough about ourselves. My husband’s Navy SEAL training taught him that often the most challenging step is taking a hard look in the mirror and having an honest conversation with yourself. We make excuses for ourselves, blaming others or our circumstances. Future-proofing your mind and body depends on truthful acknowledgment of what obstacles stand in the way of taking decisive action and then seizing the agency you have over your life. This first step in this journey is hard, but simple. Look clearly at yourself and your situation. Whatever you see, don’t take it personally. Stay objective. Create an action plan and give yourself some grace. Recognize that, just like everyone around you, you’re doing the best you can.

When it comes to building real, lasting health and fitness, there is no one perfect meal plan, no flawless workout, and no magic fix. While there are lots of avenues on the way forward, there is one wrong way to go about this: Do nothing. Health and strength (both mental and physical) walk hand in hand with their constant companion: consistency, the engine of change. Consistency is mandatory. What fuels it is a deep-seated, personal why. Your why is the emotional driver, the fire within that you can call upon during your coldest, darkest moments. People rarely act on information alone; almost always, they act on emotion. This lifeline, which lives in your heart, powers you forward, supporting your efforts. Your intention, which lives in your brain, is the mental commitment you make to take action that aligns with your why. And deliberate action describes the choices you make as you take agency and direct your will.


SUCCESS REQUIRES THAT YOU GET EXCEPTIONALLY CLEAR ON YOUR WHY. THIS CLARITY FUELS YOUR ABILITY TO CHOOSE DELIBERATE ACTIONS THAT WILL DELIVER POWERFUL RESULTS IN ALIGNMENT WITH THE FUTURE IDENTITY YOU ENVISION.






FIND YOUR WHY

It’s time to get super clear about your inner drivers. Expect that there will be times when you get discouraged, second-guess yourself, or want to quit. The intimate connection you create with your inner drivers will help you when you falter. To get through inevitable moments of doubt and frustration, fall back on your why. Once you’ve determined that, you can set the standards to which you will hold yourself. More than just goals, these standards can become so integrated into your life and identity that they run on automatic pilot, without hesitation. When your actions align with your values, consistency operates by instinct.

Take a few minutes to answer these questions:


1. What motivated you to pick up this book? What is your deeper reason for working to protect your health and longevity? This is your why. Maybe your motivation is to stay strong and capable for your family or your children. Maybe you’re committed to making a lasting contribution to your community or the world. Whatever drives you, write it here:

2. As you begin, assess how you feel at this moment. Put words to it.

3. Now, answer this question: What will your future life look like if you don’t put in the effort necessary to build strength and longevity?

4. What weaknesses do you expect to show up and get in your way?

5. What strategies (mental or physical) have you used in the past to keep up momentum when it feels difficult to take the steps necessary to meet the standards you’ve set for yourself?

6. What challenges are you willing to endure because the outcome matters deeply? In other words, what are you willing to struggle to achieve?

7. Who are you when you’re at your best?




WRITE YOUR MISSION STATEMENT

Use your answers from the questions above to help you write a mission statement that spells out the life you’re committed to creating for yourself through this PLAYBOOK.







CLIMB THE RIGHT LADDER


The Power of Discernment

You’ve probably seen it, or maybe you’ve even lived it. The same faces, day in and day out, showing up at the gym, faithfully climbing onto the same cardio machine, grinding through the same routine. They’re disciplined. They’re determined. But they’re stuck. Despite putting in significant effort, they never seem to get the results they seek.

I see this often in my practice: patients who are committed, consistent, and frustrated. They’re doing what they were told was “healthy,” but their bodies aren’t changing, their energy isn’t improving, and they’re not moving the needle. The problem is not a lack of willpower—it’s a lack of strategy. That’s where Muscle-Centric Medicine changes everything.


MY QUESTION TO YOU IS:
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ARE YOU SURE YOU’RE CLIMBING THE RIGHT LADDER?

[image: ]

BECAUSE…
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WHAT’S THE POINT OF CLIMBING A LADDER

THAT’S LEADING YOU TO THE WRONG PLACE?



You may be here for the nutrition protocols, training frameworks, or recovery strategies. And yes, I’ll give you those. But no plan can succeed without the right action, and the right action begins with discernment. Using discernment is like tuning in to your inner compass. It’s the ability to pause, assess, and make wise choices in real time about what matters most, allowing you to respond with intention rather than react on autopilot.

This process starts with surveying both your internal and external landscape—your mindset, your environment, your objectives—with clarity and intention. Engaging with these in a disciplined manner creates an opportunity to open to the power within yourself, where freedom resides. In other words, before we can reliably follow through with the right actions, we need to first develop the ability to thoughtfully assess our situation and make wise choices about exactly what those actions should be.

Let me be clear: I’ve climbed the wrong ladders too. I’ve chased diets I thought were healthy, without asking whether they supported my physiology. I’ve spent countless hours in the gym believing that more effort equaled better results while ignoring what my body truly needed—recovery, nourishment, space to adapt. I know what it feels like to burn out on good intentions. I’ve confused exhaustion with effectiveness. I dismissed the need for rest as weakness. My flawed understanding led me to treat the need for recovery as fragility to overcome. Eventually, decades spent in school, conducting research, and practicing medicine showed me that supporting muscle health for longevity requires harmonized efforts in thought, nutrition, training, and recovery.

Now it’s my honor to have the opportunity to walk with you through this process, providing the tools you’ll need every step of the way. You won’t need all the tools; you just need the right ones, so find those that resonate with you.


THE FREEDOM THAT COMES FROM PHYSICAL STRENGTH, METABOLIC HEALTH, AND A RESILIENT MIND DOESN’T HAPPEN BY ACCIDENT.

[image: ]

FREEDOM IS BUILT THROUGH DISCIPLINED CHOICES, EARNED THROUGH CLARITY, BEGINS WITH RIGHT THOUGHT, AND ENDS IN RIGHT ACTION.



[image: A pyramid diagram illustrates four hierarchical levels: discernment, right thought and action, discipline, and freedom.]


CULTIVATE DISCERNMENT: AUTOPILOT’S ANTIDOTE

Discernment lies at the root of true strength and power—not just physical might, but also the cognitive clarity to see through illusion, resist distraction, and choose action that aligns with intention. Each of us has thousands of thoughts per day, many of which are useless and demotivating. Just because a thought is “ours” does not make it any more valuable. In a world of constant distractions, discernment becomes even more critical. The human brain evolved to conserve energy, so it often defaults to assumptions and familiar patterns. In some ways this wiring is protective, but it can also be problematic. In a world engineered for passivity, discernment is an act of resistance. It’s what keeps you on track and dialed in. It’s what allows you to interrupt the script and ask, Is this thought aligned with the person I am or I am becoming?



PRACTICE DISCERNMENT

It’s often said that the biggest challenge we face in diseases today is sedentary behavior. I’ve come to realize that what’s even more dangerous is today’s epidemic of dysfunctional focus. Discernment is the antidote.

Cultivating discernment requires practice. That’s why I asked my dear friend Elena Brower, an author, teacher, and respected figure in the global meditation and yoga space, for a guided meditation that you can return to again and again as you learn to hone your attention to focus on what matters most. (See following page.)

Maybe you’ve noticed that anytime you try to quiet your mind, you get caught up in a story, whether it’s rehashing the past, projecting into the future, or subjecting yourself, perhaps, to less-than-constructive criticisms or judgments. Remember, that’s just your brain doing its job: making thoughts. With practice you can learn to limit the narratives and keep returning, again and again, to a point of focus. The difference between judgment and discernment is that discernment is the ability to perceive and evaluate clearly and wisely, whereas judgment is steeped in criticism. You can recognize judgment as mental chatter stemming from comparison, criticism, and a need to assert control that often fuels rigidity and narrows thinking. Discernment, on the other hand, is a thoughtful process grounded in awareness and wisdom. It allows you to move quickly through assessing a thought and determining its relevance, and invites curiosity and open-mindedness, while encouraging decision-making that’s aligned with deeply held values. Discernment helps move you closer to who you want to become. Climbing the right ladder for you has nothing to do with judging or comparing yourself to others. Instead, discernment involves pausing long enough to gauge whether the climb you’re taking will deliver you to your actual objectives or stems, instead, from internalized expectations you’ve absorbed from outside forces.








Meditation from Elena Brower

This guided meditation can help you cultivate clarity and discernment. Listen at: drgabriellelyon.com
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Taking time for a short meditation is a way to reset your central nervous system and fortify pathways in your mind that support calm.

Discernment arises when we meet this moment fully. As you take a seat for your meditation, settling in, allow your spine to rise with ease and your hands to rest gently without grasping or resisting. Soften your gaze, letting your eyes rest on a point on the floor in front of you so you can get in touch with the quiet intelligence in your heart.

Whatever matter is top of mind for you right now, allow it to be here. Without grasping or resisting or needing to know anything, breathe deeply and feel the space within you open. As you exhale, allow your body to release what isn’t needed. As you allow everything in your body to settle, the waters, the energy, and the ripples will fade, and your depths will become clearer.

Watch your breathing for the next two minutes.

Perhaps, as you’ve been breathing, you notice thoughts arising. This is the mind’s job—to offer up ideas, thoughts, concepts, memories, emotions. Again, without clinging or pushing away, let each of these iterations come and go through your consciousness, passing freely.

Now spend two minutes just watching the matter of your mind arise and recede.

You may notice today is a particularly active day for your mind. Maybe it’s becoming quieter as you practice.

For the next two minutes, allow the breath and any mind offerings to flow freely through your consciousness, trusting that the discernment you’re seeking is much more readily available when you create this space within your being.

Perhaps you feel a little more spaciousness in your breath or a little more room in your mind. As you prepare to close your meditation, take a moment to recognize your capacity to listen, to witness, and most importantly, perhaps, to choose. Please, inhale deeply, spine tall, heart open, back strong. And then exhale completely.

Carry this quiet steadiness with you into the rest of your day or evening.

Thank you for your practice.








The Three A’s of Mental Strength: Awareness, Assessment, and Activation

Awareness: Catch the thought. Name the trigger. Become an observer instead of a reactor. This is your first rep in mental discernment—the entry point for mental mastery where the strength begins. Before a negative thought spirals, before a knee-jerk reaction, there needs to be a flash of awareness. In that moment, you can choose presence over programming. The first rep is witnessing an unhealthy or unimportant thought that is pulling you off your target.

Assessment: Not all thoughts are worthy of your attention, nor do they always tell the truth. Too rarely do we question or challenge the internal landscape of our own narrative. It can be difficult to differentiate our thoughts from who we are as people, but you and your thoughts are not one and the same. Your brain is just producing the chatter it was designed to generate. Your job is to determine whether those thoughts are relevant or just noise and distraction. The discernment you’re cultivating will help you make that call.

Activation: Select a response that reflects the identity you’re building instead of the habits you’re looking to break. Respond from strength, not defensiveness. This is how you create the architecture of adaptive resilience. With consistent repetition, what begins as a conscious decision becomes second nature—an instinct forged through intention.

[image: A thought bubble with self-limiting beliefs on the left and reflective questions on the right to challenge those beliefs.]

PERSONAL STORY: DAVID*

David Reclaimed His Health Through Discernment

A thirty-seven-year-old father of three came to me feeling depleted. He was struggling to keep up with a demanding career, slept poorly, and described a sharp decline in energy and motivation, as well as libido. His body composition had shifted—he’d gained fat around his midsection—and he had difficulty recovering from his workouts. He emphasized a deep desire to feel sharp and vibrant for both his family and his business, but was adamant about using testosterone replacement therapy only as a last resort. Driven and curious, he always sought out new ways to improve but was also careful not to be swayed by every new idea. Once aligned with a plan, however, he was able to laser in and fully commit. David abstained from alcohol periodically, but confessed that when he did drink, he drank heavily. Social drinking was part of his identity, tied to cultural norms and long-standing friendships.

Mental Framework at the Start

David’s underlying challenge wasn’t only hormonal or physical, but also cognitive. He liked to drink and had not yet come to recognize that the way alcohol affected him was out of alignment with who he wanted to become. David believed certain things to be inherently true, such as “I need to drink to relax” or “I can’t fully engage socially without alcohol.” These unchallenged thoughts quietly dictated many of his behaviors. Our work together began with a simple yet powerful question: Is that thought true?

We started building a new framework together, one grounded in conscious discernment. Instead of being swept along by habits and identities, he began to pause and ask, “Is this action aligned with who I want to be and how I want to feel?”

Transformation Through Discernment

Over time, David used this question as a filter for his decisions—not just about alcohol, but also food, training, and sleep. Alignment of one decision led to another. He began sleeping better, training consistently, and nourishing himself more intentionally. His physical symptoms improved, but more importantly, he began to feel in control again.

Two years later, David still hadn’t had a drink. Not because he couldn’t, but because he felt it no longer served him. Instead of wrestling with the thought “Should I?” he now asked, “Will this move me toward, or away from, what I truly want?”

David’s story is a powerful reminder that true transformation isn’t just about protocols or plans, but about reclaiming the authority to think clearly, act deliberately, and live in alignment with what matters most.

[image: A stylized orange sun design featuring a symmetrical face surrounded by intricate patterns and radiating triangular rays.]

	* Some patient names have been changed for privacy.









FLEX YOUR MIND


Adapting with Purpose

Becoming FOREVER STRONG is not a workout program or a diet plan but a way of life, a culture. Just as other cultures offer a collective way of looking at the world, the FOREVER STRONG community recognizes strength that extends beyond the physical. Our ethos makes clear that strength includes developing the mental and emotional flexibility to handle whatever life brings. At the root of mental flexibility is the discernment we’ve been discussing. Discernment offers the clarity necessary to recognize what matters most in each moment.

To maximize the mental flexibility that will help you face adversity:


	1. Cultivate a growth mindset

	2. Develop emotional agility

	3. Practice maintaining a neutral mind

	4. Build capacity



Together, these practices build the mental “muscles” needed to navigate challenges, achieve lasting change, and continually evolve into your best self.


TRY THIS

To reinforce the truth that you are not your thoughts, try this body awareness practice that my friend and patient Danica Patrick, the trailblazing former race car driver and now entrepreneur, recommends:


	1. Set an hourly alarm.

	2. Every time the alarm rings, check in with your body.

	3. Ask: What am I feeling right now?



When your mindset is trained with the same precision as your body, pressure no longer breaks you—it builds you. You don’t just recover—you rise. As you’ll see in this next section, growing your mental flexibility will help you land on the step-by-step intentions that will help you realize your full potential. Remember, muscle isn’t just physical tissue; it’s a metaphor for how you move through the world. It’s the pattern of your presence, the embodiment of your choices.





FOSTER MENTAL FLEXIBILITY

The path toward cultivating a growth mindset instead of a fixed mindset begins with self-awareness, and then mental flexibility makes the shift possible. Once your thoughts change, your actions can follow. Whatever limiting beliefs have impacted your choices so far, recognize that it’s never too late to make a different decision. Every minute of every day offers a chance to make a fresh start.


CHANGE YOUR MIND

1. Start with self-inquiry to identify and confront your limiting beliefs. What thoughts or perceptions are currently holding you back from reaching your full potential?

2. Drawing a blank? It might help to think about messages you received growing up that boxed you into specific roles or categories of behavior. Did anyone ever try to rein in your actions by calling them inappropriate for “someone like you”? Write about it here. How did these messages affect how you see yourself and your potential?

3. Have you ever defied your own (or others’) expectations of what you can do physically? What did that moment look and feel like?






CULTIVATE A GROWTH MINDSET

You’ve probably heard the term before—maybe even while reading my first book. Popularized by psychologist Dr. Carol Dweck, the term “growth mindset” refers to the notion that rather than being fixed or inherent, skills can be improved continually through hard work and learning.1 This framework recognizes challenges as opportunities for growth, reminding us that reaching our full potential takes time and effort. Understanding your own mental flexibility (referred to clinically as neuroplasticity) will help you recognize that each of us has the potential to practice new ways of being—even the challenges of adopting a new muscle-centric lifestyle. Mental and physical refinement both develop through overcoming adversity, and that leads to a meaningful life.

In case you’re still harboring any doubts, it’s time to accept the reality that pursuing an “easy” life is a delusion laced with complacency and unmet dreams. If you choose the “easy” path, life will end up being hard; if you choose the hard path, life will wind up easy. I’m here to show you the way forward.



MASTER YOUR INNER COMMENTARY

Shifting your self-talk is a critical mechanism for helping you move from a fixed mindset to a growth mindset. The key is to ensure that the voice in your head supports the changes you’re trying to make. Here’s how to rework negative thought patterns by transforming self-talk from limiting, fixed beliefs to expansive, growth-oriented messages.

[image: Side-by-side silhouettes comparing fixed mindset beliefs with growth mindset beliefs, contrasting views on failure, ability, effort, feedback, and success.]

REFRAMING YOUR SELF-TALK

Write down three negative thoughts or self-criticisms you encounter regularly. (Let the statements in the image on page 21 spur ideas.)

Reframe each into a growth-minded statement. (Again, use the statements above as a model.)

Use visualization and daily practice to reinforce these new perspectives.

Visualization Practice

1. Close your eyes and take a deep breath.

2. Picture a recent moment when you heard a critical voice in your head. What words or messages did you hear? Examples: “My body looks terrible.” “I’ll never be able to get in shape.” “I’m so bad at…”

3. Now reframe those negative statements in your mind, replacing the criticism with your new growth-focused statement. “I’m working toward balancing my body composition.” “I am ready to put in the effort for the sake of my present and future health.” “I’m learning how to…”

4. Visualize yourself noticing quickly whenever your self-talk turns negative. Repeat the phrases you can use to replace the critical voice in your head.

5. Anchor the shift by repeating your reframed statements and feeling the positive emotions they bring.

6. Practice this visualization daily to change your perspective and reinforce your growth mindset.






SEE SETBACKS AS OPPORTUNITIES

Instead of treating a setback as a sign of failure, try to recognize it as just part of the growth process. In fact, setbacks can set the conditions for phenomenal growth, but not beating yourself up in the process requires a degree of mental toughness and increased emotional agility.




Emotional Agility

Emotional agility prepares you for life’s challenges by honing your ability to shift quickly out of a disempowering emotional state, like anxiety or anger. Whether you’re confronting a family crisis, health setback, or difficult conversation, emotional agility helps you bet on yourself and trust in your ability to handle whatever comes your way. The key is learning to be flexible with your thoughts and feelings so that you can choose to respond in ways that align with your values. This involves accepting your emotions and treating them as a source of information that can help you bring forward your best self.

Emotional agility is a core component of resilience, which can be defined as the capacity to recover quickly from emotional disturbances. Research shows that, instead of feeding off a general bias toward positivity, resilience is primarily driven by flexibility in emotional processing. You can practice this flexibility through mindful observations that help you recognize you are not just the sum of your thoughts and feelings.


STRONG SCIENCE

Believing in your ability to improve your fitness level can help make it happen. Studies show that people who believed in their capacity to improve were not only more confident in their exercise abilities but also tended to view fitness as part of their identity.2 This supported consistency in exercise habits.





BREATHWORK

Your breath is your lifelong companion, accompanying you from birth until death. No wonder changing your breathing patterns is such a powerful way to take control of a runaway nervous system. Breathwork can help with emotional regulation whenever you feel like your nervous system is getting hijacked into reactivity.3 Breathing exercises require no preparation, planning, or equipment, so you can use them anytime you need a quick reset or a micro-recovery practice to help you return to the present moment. Olympic athletes and Navy SEALs often utilize box breathing, also known as 4x4 breathing, to calm the nervous system. You breathe in for four seconds, hold your breath for four seconds, breathe out for four seconds, and pause for four seconds before beginning again. Try it now and see how it works for you…


TOOL: PHYSIOLOGICAL SIGH

There’s truth to the idea that taking a deep breath can “calm your nerves.” In fact, researchers have fine-tuned the recommendation into a more specific tool called the Physiological Sigh.

When to use it: When you feel overwhelmed by heightened emotion or stress

Why It Works


	Promotes deeper, more relaxed breathing

	Reengages the brain’s frontal lobe, where critical thinking originates, so that you can start asking meaningful questions about your environment

	Balances the sympathetic (fight-or-flight) and parasympathetic (rest-and-digest) branches of your autonomic nervous system



Technique


	1. Take a double inhale through the nose by breathing in until you fill your lungs to capacity and then taking in another short breath.

	2. Take a long, slow exhale through the mouth.

	3. Repeat 1 to 3 times.



Evidence-based impact: This technique can help you regain composure and reset your emotions, including reducing the intensity of negative feelings.4






MAINTAIN A NEUTRAL MIND

Maintaining a neutral mind helps you stay centered and present so you can calmly and effectively navigate outcomes, whether they’re good or bad. By training yourself to face challenges with clarity and stability, a neutral mind prevents hyper-emotional reactions that can end up adding more tension to a difficult situation. Meeting challenges with anxiety ties you to the future. Meeting them with depression ties you to the past. A neutral mind, however, reckons with the present, enabling you to maintain self-regulation so you can make better decisions.


TOOL: NEUTRALITY GROUNDING ANCHOR

Here’s a sixty-second practice to employ when you get caught up in emotions that could derail progress on meeting the standards you’ve set for yourself.

Technique


	1. Do one to three rounds of the Physiological Sigh (double inhale + slow exhale).

	2. Label the emotions you’re experiencing, reframing them through a growth mindset (see page 21) (e.g., “This is frustration—not failure”).

	3. Ground yourself with experiencing sensations. Try the 5-4-3-2-1 practice, where you name, describe to yourself, and experience:

	Five things you can see

	Four things you can touch

	Three things you can hear

	Two things you can smell

	One thing you can taste






Once you are grounded back in the present moment, ask yourself: “What choice supports the person I’m becoming?”









EXPAND YOUR CAPACITY

Capacity is the sum of your physical, emotional, and cognitive reserves. Think of it as bandwidth—your ability to meet the moment, handle it well, and exit the experience unscathed. The best way to expand your capacity is to learn when and how to drown out noise and distracting narratives, dedicating all your mental space to executing on your plan.

Think of it as “just another Tuesday.” That’s what I learned from Ben Newman, an elite coach for the NFL, NBA, and other teams. When I asked how he could present a talk before an audience of thousands and then jump on a plane to lead a team to the championships, he told me his strategy was to prepare daily and then just execute. By “just another Tuesday,” he meant that he didn’t overcomplicate the tasks before him with overthinking or storytelling. Instead, he simply took action, applying all the skills he’d honed over the course of a lifetime.

Learning this from Ben shaped my own approach to facing challenges, shifting how I think about and act on the circumstances in my life. Whenever things get crazy, I avoid getting caught up in mental chatter about all the hurdles ahead or how big a deal everything is. I remind myself: “I got this. It’s just another Tuesday.” I focus on reaching one horizon at a time.


Treat Stress as an Invitation to Grow

If you’re like most people, you’re looking to reduce stress. But what kind(s) of stress? The English language uses one word to describe a wide range of different experiences. “Stress” encompasses both a nightmare visit to the DMV and the breakup of a long-term relationship. Clearly the impacts of these two circumstances are wildly different; still, we refer to both as stressful.

Most people assume our ultimate goal is total stress elimination, but specific physical stressors—like lifting weights or hot and cold exposure, which we discuss on page 240—trigger powerful, positive biological adaptations. Expose the body to short bursts of controlled stress, and it will become better equipped to handle future stressors. This is the principle of hormesis. One critical skill necessary for adopting a muscle-centric lifestyle is to recognize the difference between stress exposures that cause damage and those that build you back stronger. Reframing the stories we tell ourselves about stress can significantly improve our experiences. Because of how our brains evolved, our thoughts have the potential to steer our emotions toward the negative. Interrupting the idea that we are our thoughts can help defuse that automatic programming.


TOOL: COGNITIVE DEFUSION

The cognitive defusion technique, a core component of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), developed by Steven C. Hayes and his colleagues, teaches how to uncouple your sense of self from your mind’s constant chatter.5 Mindful observation helps to create distance between the thoughts you have and who you are, loosening the grip that thoughts can have on identity.

Why it works: This practice helps you realize that you are not the thoughts that run through your mind—especially the negative or reactive ones. Regular practice with this kind of mindful observation restores cognitive and emotional flexibility, which helps expand your capacity.

Technique:


	1. Observe your thoughts as temporary mental events rather than facts or identity.

	2. Watch them pass like clouds in the sky without engaging with them or taking them too seriously.

	3. Use distancing language like “I’m noticing the thought that…” rather than “I am…”



Evidence-based impact: Studies show ACT-based defusion improves psychological flexibility and reduces stress reactivity.6




EMBRACING THE POSITIVES OF STRESS

The magic of any objective worth achieving comes through—not despite—hard work and sustained effort. Seeing stress as the invitation to enter a state of challenge and growth can help you learn to crave and master it. When life remains the same, day in and day out, nothing pushes you to improve, creating an internal restlessness. Constructive challenges provide the nudge you need to motivate growth.


CHOOSE THE RIGHT STRESSORS.

[image: ]

APPLY THEM WITH INTENTION.

[image: ]

WATCH AS YOUR CAPACITY EXPANDS IN EVERY DIMENSION OF LIFE.







Capacity-Enhancing Challenges vs. Discomfort That Drains

How do you choose the right stressors? First, differentiate between challenges that drain you and situations that push and stretch your limits in a constructive way. For example, I used to get nervous and uncomfortable before speaking in front of a large crowd. I worried about whether I could verbally deliver the impact I knew that the crowd deserved. But the stress was manageable rather than overwhelming. By the time I’d given about a hundred talks, my newfound calm allowed me to focus solely on the content with a level of ease. My comfort with public speaking had evolved because my capacity had increased.

Draining discomfort, on the other hand, tends to be aimless, misaligned, or rooted in patterns of burnout, like pushing through exhaustion without purpose or feeling caught in endless chaos. Capacity-building discomfort, however, challenges your limits in service of something greater—a skill, a value, a vision. During the writing of Forever Strong, I was pregnant, had a ten-month-old, and my husband was in medical school. The stress I felt was superseded by the drive I felt to honor my best friend and mentor Dr. Donald Layman, who had taught me the science that underpins Muscle-Centric Medicine. In difficult moments when I could not write the book for me, I could always do it for him. Capacity-building stress creates the kind of stretch that fosters resilience rather than resentment, so that, even in the hard moments, you can find satisfaction in small wins and glimpses of growth. It is the kind of stress you can endure without losing composure. Practicing discernment in choosing enhancing challenges will help you learn to recognize when it’s time to lean into doing the hard thing and when to let go.

CAPACITY X CHALLENGE

[image: A quadrant chart illustrates the relationship between capacity and level of challenge, dividing it into four zones: Recovery, Growth, Stagnation, and Breakdown.]
It’s easy to assume that more effort equals more growth. (I’ve definitely been guilty of that assumption.) But you don’t grow just because you’re under pressure; growth comes from facing challenges aligned with your current capacity—when you have the reserves to adapt and recover.

Use the Capacity x Challenge Grid to plot where you are based on the level of challenge you’re facing in relation to your current physical, mental, and emotional capacity. This can help you identify the steps that will move you into the zone that’s most helpful for you at any given moment.

Here’s how each quadrant works:


GROWTH ZONE (HIGH CAPACITY + HIGH CHALLENGE)

Transformation takes place when you’re operating at the edge of your capacity but not beyond it. The challenges you pursue should be both doable and disruptive—just uncomfortable enough that you are a little nervous when you begin, but not so uncomfortable that even the idea of starting pushes you into panic. Aim to spend 70 percent of your time engaged in the Growth Zone. Using structured challenges to expand your capacity is the essence of Muscle-Centric Medicine. In this zone, intentionally dosed stressors—lifting heavy, physically and metaphorically—build strength, stamina, and confidence.


Examples

Career: A seasoned professional takes on a complex, high-stakes project. They are mentally and emotionally prepared, well rested, and have the resources to meet the challenge head-on. Although it’s demanding, they can manage the stress and still feel energized by the experience.

Physical Training: An athlete prepares for a competition. They’ve trained for months to reach peak condition. The training sessions are tough, but their body is primed to handle the intensity, and they feel empowered by their progress.



What It Looks Like

Push and progress: You’re stretched, but not overwhelmed. The challenge pushes you, but you have the capacity to rise to meet it.

Rewarding effort: The effort feels worthwhile because you’re growing and expanding your potential.

Sustained momentum: The balance between effort and recovery leads to continuous growth.

Takeaway: To stay in the Growth Zone, regularly assess your challenges to ensure they align with your evolving capacity. Introduce incremental challenges that stretch your limits while leaving room for recovery.





STAGNATION (LOW CAPACITY + LOW CHALLENGE)

Comfortable, but costly. You’re not depleted, but you’re not progressing either. It might look like “balance” from the outside, but under the surface, it’s erosion. Muscle loss, metabolic slowdown, and disconnection from purpose. Stagnation often masquerades as safety.


Examples

Career: A person has been in the same role for years without increasing responsibilities or learning new skills. While their day-to-day is comfortable, they’re not advancing or fulfilling their potential.

Physical Training: People perform the same low-intensity workout routine day after day, not increasing weight or stimulus. They stick with what they know, convinced they’re doing what’s needed to stay healthy, but see no improvements. Their workout session neither inspires nor challenges them, and it doesn’t provide the progressive stimulus necessary to build and protect muscle for health and longevity.



What It Looks Like


	Lack of progress in physical or emotional goals

	Feelings of disconnection, boredom, or complacency

	No forward momentum in growth or performance



Takeaway: If you find yourself in the Stagnation Zone, it’s time to inject new challenges into your routine. Focus on small, manageable increases in effort, whether in your physical training, career goals, or emotional growth. Seek out new opportunities for learning and expansion. Note you may have a general sense of dis-ease doing something different because your mind and body have become so accustomed to the current way of life. That’s normal. Keep going.




RECOVERY ZONE (HIGH CAPACITY + LOW CHALLENGE)

Intentional restoration must be built into any program aimed at growth. Taking time to engage in active recovery efforts allows you to push harder when it’s time. This period of deep, targeted recovery helps you maintain strength, restore focus, and protect the gains you’ve made.


What It Looks Like


	You have the energy to engage in low-stress activities, but there’s little push beyond your current capacity.

	This is a time for maintenance—not growth. You’re resting and allowing your body or mind to recover so you can face greater challenges in the future.



Takeaway: Use the Recovery Zone as a time to restore your energy. Focus on rest and adequate nourishment and incorporate some of the active recovery protocols we discuss later, in the How to Recover section. This will prepare you for the next round of growth when the time comes.




BREAKDOWN (LOW CAPACITY + HIGH CHALLENGE)

This is where most people crash. You’re being asked to deliver more than your system can support—physically, mentally, or emotionally. Over time, this leads to injury, burnout, emotional dysregulation, and disease. You can’t will yourself out of a breakdown. You must restore capacity first.


Examples

Career: Someone faces an intense work deadline while also dealing with difficulties in their personal life. They try to power through despite mental fog and the feeling of being physically drained that makes the challenge seem even more overwhelming.

Physical Training: An athlete pushes themselves to train at full intensity but hasn’t had sufficient rest or recovery, which leads to fatigue, soreness, and increased risk of injury rather than progress.



What It Looks Like


	Completing simple tasks takes way more effort than it should. You may find yourself abusing your body to get the tasks done—for example, cramming for a final exam during an all-nighter, overdosing on junk food and caffeine to keep yourself awake

	Physical exhaustion and fatigue

	Emotional dysregulation, such as feeling irritable, disconnected, or overwhelmed

	Increased risk of burnout, illness, or injury





How to Address It

Pause and assess: Recognize when you’re in the Breakdown Zone. Acknowledge that your capacity is too low to meet the current challenge. It’s essential to take a step back.

Ask for support: Reach out to trusted individuals in your network. Whether it’s a mentor, colleague, or therapist, seeking help can prevent you from trying to tackle everything on your own.

Recovery: Prioritize rest, nourishment, and stress management using some of the active recovery protocols we discuss in the How to Recover section. Replenish your physical, mental, and emotional reserves before taking on additional challenges.

Set boundaries: Reevaluate your workload and personal commitments. Adjust your schedule to avoid overburdening yourself. This will restore balance and your capacity to face challenges in the future.

Takeaway: When you’re in the Breakdown Zone, it’s critical to restore your capacity before you continue. Focus on recovery strategies and allow yourself the time to heal. Gradually reintroduce challenges as your capacity returns.




BOTTOM LINE

You don’t grow by grinding—you grow by aligning yourself with the challenges that allow you to keep your composure while building capacity. Understanding when you’re in the Growth Zone and recognizing when you need to focus on replenishing your resources to move from Breakdown to Growth is key. Instead of pushing yourself until you burn out, structure your efforts to ensure you’re always growing within your limits.




How to Gauge Your Capacity

Use this framework as a powerful diagnostic to assess whether you’re in the right zone for growth:


Assess Your Resources:


	Physical: How is my energy level throughout the day? Do I feel fatigued or am I energized?

	Emotional: How well am I managing stress and emotional fluctuations? Am I feeling drained or resilient?

	Mental: Am I able to focus and make decisions effectively, or do I feel scattered, foggy, and overwhelmed?



Gradually Build Capacity: If you’re feeling low on capacity, start small. Build up your resilience over time by incorporating more manageable challenges. Focus on recovery before ramping up the intensity.

Break Down the Challenge: Reframe the situation into manageable steps. Instead of viewing it as one huge mountain to climb, break it into smaller peaks that align better with your current capacity. Then, focus on reaching one horizon (aka milestone or benchmark) at a time. This singular focus will reduce the sense of being overwhelmed and make progress feel more attainable.

When you use this model as a lens for your mindset, nutrition, training, and recovery, you stop reacting and start adapting in alignment with your intentions. This framework helps structure your growth effectively, avoiding burnout and creating sustainable momentum.


CAPACITY X CHALLENGE REFLECTION

Where are you operating—and what needs to shift?

Use these reflection questions to identify your current quadrant and intentionally move toward your Growth Zone.

Step 1: Locate Yourself on the Grid

Where do I currently spend most of my time? (Select one)


	RECOVERY ZONE (HIGH CAPACITY, LOW CHALLENGE)

	GROWTH ZONE (HIGH CAPACITY, HIGH CHALLENGE)

	STAGNATION (LOW CAPACITY, LOW CHALLENGE)

	BREAKDOWN (LOW CAPACITY, HIGH CHALLENGE)



What makes me think I’m in this quadrant? What evidence supports my conclusion?

Step 2: What’s Working? What’s Missing?

What’s supporting my current capacity level?

Where am I leaking time, energy, or focus?

Are my current challenges aligned with my long-term goals?

Step 3: Strategic Shift

Which quadrant do I want to move into? Why?

What one action can I take this week to build capacity? (Consider mindset, nutrition, training, sleep.)

What one challenge could I apply with intention—just at the edge of discomfort?




Daily Anchor

Growth comes from taking the steps that matter—at the edge of what you can sustain.

Try these techniques to reset your nervous system:

BOX BREATHING

Breathe in for four seconds, hold for four seconds, and exhale for four seconds. Repeat this cycle five times.

BODY SCAN MEDITATION

Spend five minutes scanning your body from head to toe, noticing any areas of tension and consciously relaxing them.



[image: A woman sits cross-legged in a meditative pose, with one hand on her chest and the other on her abdomen, focusing on her breath.]




Expand Capacity Before You Need It

Your capacity is the sum of your physical, emotional, and mental reserves.

[image: Three overlapping circles labeled “Physical,” “Emotional,” and “Mental,” each describing aspects of well-being.]
Build your capacity during calm seasons, not crises. Life’s stable moments give you space to practice so, when it matters most, you can draw upon the reserve you’ve built up. Forging growth before you need it will grant you the ability to bounce back and the power to stay rooted when everything around you feels like it’s shifting.

Fact is: You don’t rise to the occasion—you fall to your level of preparation. The graph on the next page shows two paths: fragility vs. resilience. The difference between them is preparation. Taking time to invest in your physical, mental, and emotional capacity—before a crisis hits—will help you recover faster and come back stronger.

In my own life, I take an incremental approach to leaning into challenges—not all at once, not recklessly, but deliberately. To buffer against the effects of stress, uncertainty, and hardships, I focus on expanding my capacity through evolving my relationship with grit, courage, perseverance, adaptability, and resilience. Years ago, I began intentionally confronting challenges with a simple directive: Every time life offered me a choice between an easier or harder path, I chose hard. Strategically placing myself into positions of discomfort builds up my ability to withstand difficulty so that when life brings challenges, I am seasoned. I show up when it would be easier to opt out, and I make a point of lifting heavy things, both physical and emotional, with quiet resolve. This consistent choice to push beyond what’s comfortable reminds me, again and again, that discomfort is just a signal, providing information that I need to further explore. I have learned how to see pain as temporary—just a blip in time—and recognize that every small decision to endure builds capacity to help with facing the next obstacle. If you can blast through that crux moment and confront adversity head-on, you begin to gain a deeper sense of your true capability.

You know when you reach that point when you’re certain you can’t possibly continue—but then, somehow, you do. At that crossroads, you have a choice: to either pacify the pain or decide to push just one moment longer. Every time you choose to endure, you’re building capacity. You’re also collecting evidence to prove to yourself that your actual limits are often far beyond what you assume.

WHAT WOULD IT LOOK LIKE TO BE LESS FRAGILE?

[image: Two graphs compare the response and recovery of fragile and resilient systems to an acute hazard, showing the impact of resilience-building investments.]



Friction


Small Disruptions, Big Returns

Modern life treats comfort like the ultimate win. You’re told that convenience equals progress, that stillness equals self-care, and that if you feel even mildly uncomfortable, something must be wrong. But comfort—when unchecked—acts like a sedative. It erodes the very systems that keep you sharp, adaptive, and alive. Sedentary routines, artificial light, ultra-processed food, endless scrolling—these environmental inputs blunt your biology and shift your brain into cruise control.

Getting familiar with discomfort supports your sense of personal agency and empowerment. It builds momentum for new behaviors that grow and expand into a new identity anchored in strength and sovereignty. Over time, this identity shift gives you the confidence to break from societal norms that lead to chronic disease, disconnection, and decline. It allows you to choose the harder—but higher—path, even when that’s unpopular or inconvenient.

One of the best ways I know to interrupt autopilot is through introducing friction: deliberate, low-level discomfort inserted into your day—not as punishment, but as training to build your capacity. When it comes to changing your daily habits to facilitate healthier decision-making, there are places to add friction into your life and places to take it away.

We know that small challenges build mental strength. So let’s apply that principle to create moments of intentional friction that can help you cultivate capacity. By instilling even tiny opportunities for friction to introduce bite-sized challenges into your day, you can establish a practice of minor discomfort that builds your resilience. One of the reasons this works is that each triumph (even a small one) builds confidence, adding to your evidence file of proof that…

You. Can. Do. Hard. Things.

… and providing your brain a little dopamine hit that helps it connect the adaptive behavior with feeling good.

These short challenges are designed to provide just enough friction to spark growth. Our goal is to help you move your “comfort goalpost” farther down the field to better prepare you for life’s ups and downs.


FRICTION DOESN’T BREAK YOU—IT REFINES YOU.
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IT CREATES THE RESISTANCE THAT YOUR MIND AND BODY USE TO GROW STRONGER UNDER PRESSURE.




Physical Friction Challenges

These will help you build stamina, body awareness, and muscular resilience.


	Cold Shower Protocol: For seven days, end every shower with 60 seconds of cold water.

	Add a Weighted Rucksack to Your Walk: Carry a 20- to 30-pound backpack on your daily walk.

	Take the Long Route: Always park far away or take the stairs—rain or shine, no exceptions.

	Stand or Floor Sit During Work Blocks: 1-hour standing or cross-legged sitting work sessions (no chair).

	Device-Free Walk: 20-minute walk daily with no phone, headphones, or screens.





Mental Friction Challenges

These will help interrupt cognitive shortcuts and offer practice with intentional thought.


	Daily Discomfort Journal: Write down one uncomfortable thing you did intentionally each day—and what it taught you.

	No-Music Workouts: Train in silence to deepen focus and mental discipline.

	Delayed Gratification Drill: Wait 10 minutes before responding to texts, eating, or scrolling. Feel the urge, but don’t act on it immediately.

	Friction Hour: Schedule one hour each day when you complete your most dreaded task or chore by working nonstop without interruptions or distraction.





Emotional and Social Friction Challenges

These will help you build emotional range, self-regulation, and relational courage.


	One Hour of Silence per Day: No speaking, texting, or consuming during this block—just quiet.

	Initiate the Hard Conversation: Reach out and say the uncomfortable thing (with clarity and kindness).

	Say No to One Comfortable Yes: Decline a low-reward obligation or invite that doesn’t serve your goals.

	Eye-Contact Challenge: Hold eye contact in conversation 20 percent longer than usual. Don’t be the one to look away first.





Environmental Friction Challenges

These will help you adjust your surroundings to disrupt automatic behaviors and retrain your defaults.


	Put your phone in a lockbox after 7 p.m.

	Remove all ultra-processed snacks from your home.

	Stash your alarm clock across the room to get yourself up in the morning without the snooze.

	Prep meals without convenience tools. (No air fryer, no microwave, no delivery, no shortcuts.)




MINOR DISCOMFORT, PRACTICED DAILY, CONDITIONS YOUR BRAIN TO MEET BIGGER STRESS WITH STRENGTH INSTEAD OF REACTIVITY.






WHY THIS WORKS

By stacking small moments of friction into your routine, you build neural familiarity with discomfort. Over time, you rewire your default setting: from ease to effort, from autopilot to intention.


FRICTION

CREATE IT.

EMBRACE IT.

MOVE PAST IT.

EMBRACE NEW LEVELS OF RESILIENCY.



If you want to live FOREVER STRONG, train for it—with reps and resolve.


YOUR 7-DAY FRICTION CHALLENGE: TRACK ONE DISCOMFORT DAILY
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Crucible Challenges


VOLUNTARY ADVERSITY THAT BUILDS UNSHAKABLE CAPACITY

Some of the most resilient, mission-driven people I work with choose an annual Crucible Challenge—an intentional encounter with adversity that will push them to their mental, emotional, and physical limits. These activities are designed to bring out the parts of you that only show up under pressure—your focus, your grit, your capacity to endure and adapt. These encounters invite you to step into your very own Pain Cave. (Did you know you have one of those? Everyone does.) The Pain Cave is that gritty space in your mind where you find yourself alone, butting up against your own limits, operating at the edge of what you can withstand. This is where transformation happens. Time spent in the Pain Cave teaches you that you are capable of far more than you think. It also serves to remind you of the wisdom of expanding your capacity on your own terms, in your own time, by choosing hard things, on purpose.


Self-Led Crucible Challenges

[image: ] NO COST, HIGH RETURN—DRIVEN ENTIRELY BY INTERNAL COMMITMENT

These challenges are the practical application of Muscle-Centric Medicine in real time, where strength meets discipline and adversity becomes fuel for transformation.

Day of silence and sensory detox: No talking, screens, music, or inputs

30,000 steps/day challenge for 30 days (or sustain 20k daily for 90 days)

Cold-water immersion: Swim in a natural body of water (e.g., ocean, lake) every day, all year round

Summit a demanding mountain (Mount Whitney, Rainier, or Kilimanjaro)

Sunrise-to-sunset solo hike: No phone, no music, just you and the terrain

Digital blackout: 72 hours without a smartphone or screen (with preset contingencies for emergencies)

No-excuse wake-up: Rise at 4:30 a.m. for 30 consecutive days; train or walk immediately upon waking

Cold-exposure + journaling protocol: 3- to 5-minute daily cold exposure + 10-minute written reflection for 30 days

Hard conversation challenge: Initiate three uncomfortable but necessary conversations in one week (personal or professional)

Mental murph: Complete a 60-minute workout in silence, followed by a 30-minute meditation, then journal about discomfort




Structured Crucible Challenges

Organized events that provide external pressure, competition, and community.

Strongman/Strongwoman competition: Train for and compete in a local meet

HYROX or DEKA event: Test hybrid fitness (strength + endurance)

IRONMAN triathlon or ultramarathon: Endurance through extreme distance

Kokoro Camp (50-hour crucible): Modeled after Navy SEAL Hell Week, not for the faint of heart

GORUCK Tough or Heavy challenge: Team-based endurance event with military roots



Functional Strength + Load Tolerance

Bodyweight-only challenge: 100 push-ups, 100 air squats, 100 sit-ups every day for 30 days

Sandbag movement challenge: Carry or lift a 60- to 100-pound sandbag daily for distance or reps

“Farmer of one” challenge: Daily 30-minute farmer’s carry rotation for 14 days (with progressively heavier weights)

“Uncomfortable terrain” hike series: Hike barefoot or with minimal gear across increasingly difficult terrain (trains proprioception + mental toughness)



Resilience + Recovery Integration

Active adversity recovery: Complete one intense workout followed by full recovery protocol (breathwork, cold exposure, sleep) each week for 6 weeks

Silent sunrise walks: Walk outside at dawn in silence for 30 consecutive days, no tech, just presence

12-hour fasted day of service: Spend an entire day volunteering in a physically demanding environment while in a fasted state




TRY THIS: TOUGH SPOTS

Ever have trouble believing that you can make it through—whether that’s through a hard workout, a period of sleep deprivation, or a painful life loss? Remembering all the tough spots you’ve already survived can help.


Write down at least one difficult situation you’ve survived that demonstrates your capacity in each domain: physical, emotional, mental.

Physical Situation

What innate or cultivated personal traits got you through?

What coping strategies did you use?

Emotional Situation

What innate or cultivated personal traits got you through?

What coping strategies did you use?

Mental Situation

What innate or cultivated personal traits got you through?

What coping strategies did you use?





TRY THIS: MORTALITY REFLECTION: A DIFFERENT KIND OF GRATITUDE PRACTICE…

During my geriatrics training, I spent a lot of time with people at the end of their lives as they shared regrets about the actions they never took—the people they never loved and the dreams they never chased. Some people might find this challenge too morbid (if that’s you, feel free to move on), but this thought exercise really works for me.

On those mornings when my alarm rings, I’m exhausted, and I can’t imagine how I’m going to make it through the day, I remind myself that there are only so many more days I’m going to wake up at all. Maybe that sounds depressing, but it gets my butt out of bed. And what’s wrong with facing reality? This reminder helps me appreciate being alive, mobile, and able to execute on my goals. Even if sprint interval training (see page 168) sounds miserable right now, I know at some point in my future I’m going to wish I could sprint again. Not only that, but the effort I put in now to support my muscle health and longevity will help me push that point further into the future.


Step One: Fill in the blanks.

If I lived without holding back, I would:

If I died tomorrow, my biggest regret would be:

If I had one year left to live, I would:

If I had one month left to live, I would:

If I had one week left to live, I would:

Step Two: Read through your responses and answer the questions below.

Did your goals and priorities change as your lifespan decreased? If so, how?

Did any of your goals or priorities stay the same?

What activities does your daily routine include that you didn’t think merited mention?

What insight(s) does that offer about changes you might make to your everyday life?







The Art of Change


Building and Sustaining Habits

Execution is everything. Lasting success is driven by consistently following through with the daily actions that support your growth and mitigate your weaknesses. You accomplish this through cementing objective-driven habits. Habits—routines and behaviors performed regularly, often without thinking—can develop either intentionally or unintentionally. Over time your habitual patterns become ingrained in your brain’s neural pathways, making them difficult to change.

[image: Two contrasting statements about habits: one highlighting their benefits and the other their challenges.]


FRICTION FOR BUILDING AND SUSTAINING HABITS

Earlier we discussed how using friction strategically can mean either adding or removing it. Habit change is a great place to apply and to reduce friction based on your goals.



ADDING FRICTION

Maybe you’ve noticed that every night you raid the cookie jar after your family goes to bed. Adding friction might look like moving the cookie jar out of sight, emptying the jar and keeping the cookies elsewhere, or even removing the cookies from your home. The idea is to make it harder for you to engage in the habitual behavior you want to eliminate.



REMOVING FRICTION

Life moves fast. No doubt your days are like mine—filled with overlapping demands on your attention. This PLAYBOOK is designed to help remove friction by reducing the cognitive load of decision-making when it comes to nutrition, exercise, and recovery. My mission is to provide you with research-based tools to help you set and forget your new muscle-centric protocols. Intentional planning will remove the friction caused by trying to make game-day decisions on the fly. Strategic habit management will help you reap the benefits of the freedom that’s rooted, as we discussed earlier, in the disciplined pursuit of right actions clarified through discernment.

It takes sixty-six days, on average, to form a new habit, research says.7 So, incorporating new routines into your life requires patience—and a solid plan.



Step One

Start small. Divide big goals into bite-sized, tangible actions that over time will bring about major changes. Embrace the idea that there is only one way to eat an elephant: one bite at a time.

Establish habits that are so micro, so doable, that they feel achievable from day one. They’re immune to the mental resistance that often shows up in the form of thoughts like:

[image: A motivational graphic contrasting common excuses with actionable, small steps for self-improvement.]
This approach removes the pressure to achieve large-scale results right away and focuses on building consistency, which is the real key to long-term success.



Step Two

Stack habits. Linking new habits to existing ones can help you leverage your brain’s preference for operating on autopilot.

HABIT-STACKING HOW-TO


	1. Choose an existing habit you practice regularly without much thought, such as brushing your teeth, drinking coffee, or stopping at a traffic light.

	2. Identify the new habit you want to add to your routine, such as stretching, or drinking more water, or practicing stress-relieving breathing techniques.

	3. Create the stack by linking a new habit to an existing one.

	I will stretch my quads with one hand while brushing my teeth with the other.

	I will fill my water bottle every time I pour a cup of coffee.

	I will do two Physiological Sighs (see page 24) each time I stop for a red light.







Pair three existing habits with three new habits you want to add to your routine.





	EXISTING HABIT

	NEW HABIT





	1

	1




	2

	2




	3

	3











Step Three

Progress over perfection. Remember that consistency is more important than perfectly executing your program every week. Instead of skipping your training entirely when you’re crunched for time, squeeze in a ten-minute walk or a fifteen-minute kettlebell workout. (See page 219 for No-Excuses Solutions.)



Step Four

Build in successes. Feeling a sense of accomplishment is critical for making habits stick. Creating opportunities for success leverages your brain’s reward system to support change-making. Even small wins signal to your brain that the effort you put into executing your habit was worth it, teaching it to associate the habit with pleasure, satisfaction, and enjoyment and rewiring it to crave more success.

Celebrate your wins. Huge life transformations come from the regular practice of incremental behaviors. Savoring even the little victories will help you build more of them. Brain science shows that making progress, no matter how small, boosts motivation and engagement, which translate into a greater likelihood that the habit will continue.8



Step Five

Practice accountability. Tracking your progress helps reinforce the celebration of wins. The satisfaction of checking off boxes helps your brain register successes as well as providing you with a steady data stream that reflects your progress over time. Whether you decide to use a tracking app or to print out the recovery tracker on page 219, make a regular practice of recording every time you follow through with completing a habit you’re trying to build. Every few weeks, look through your tracked activities and note any trends that might provide insights on what is and isn’t working with your plan.






Tiny Choice → Huge Change

Every single day is punctuated by a million tiny choices that accumulate to create big life changes. Making micro-shifts toward becoming the person you want to become helps build momentum, mental fortitude, and a sense of personal empowerment that, over time, can fuel your ability to make healthier decisions. Your commitment to securing and maintaining habits that keep you strong and optimize your long-term life plans is what builds the foundation.


NAVIGATE YOUR HUMAN NATURE

Effective change relies on understanding, accepting, and anticipating your own human nature rather than being shocked when it pulls you away from executing on your commitments.

Here’s an example: Do you have kids who like to eat ice cream after school? Perhaps they particularly enjoy your favorite flavor, pistachio. Maybe, after dishing out their servings, you find yourself grabbing your own spoon. Before long you discover you’ve eaten a third of the pint that you, of course, bought for your kids. When this happens again tomorrow, it’s time to get real. Do not be shocked by your behavior; instead, plan for it. Make a batch of no-churn cherry-almond-swirl nice cream with the recipe on page 147. Because you know that you will be tempted by the ice cream, you prepare to meet your predictable temptation with a choice that brings you closer to your objectives. What strategies can you devise now to prepare for disruptions caused by schedule changes, travel, illness, or loss of motivation?


RECOGNIZE THAT EVERY TIME YOU…

[image: ]

PUSH YOURSELF TO MOVE INSTEAD OF STAYING SEDENTARY,

[image: ]

REPLACE A JUNK-FOOD SNACK WITH A PROTEIN-FORWARD OPTION (see page 135 for ideas!), OR TURN A REST DAY INTO AN ACTIVE RECOVERY DAY

[image: ]

…YOU ARE MAKING PROGRESS TOWARD YOUR GOAL.




The best five choices I’ve been making lately are:

The worst five choices I’ve been making lately are:

As you answer the above questions, reflect on what you’re currently doing well and where you’re struggling.

Doing well:

Struggling with:

What barriers prevent you from making good choices? (e.g., negative self-talk, unrealistic expectations)

What specific steps can you take to overcome them?

How might accepting where you are now help you move forward more effectively?






Your Habits Become Your Identity

How we see ourselves in the world influences the daily choices we make—both positive and negative—that create our future. Because your identity shapes how you think, feel, and act, investigating and refining how you define yourself helps align your actions with your values and your objectives. At its most productive, this self-examination involves being open to change and includes questioning long-held assumptions.

Understanding who you are now and who you strive to become can help create and sustain new habits. Each time you follow through on a commitment you’ve made to yourself, you reinforce the likelihood of making those same choices again and again. This goes the same for poor choices: The more you make them, the more likely you will continue to make them. Getting crystal clear on who you want to be will help you align your behaviors with your objectives.


Reflecting on who you are will help you become who you want to be. For clarity on how your sense of self drives the steps you take toward embracing new habits, drill down to answer these core questions:

Now I am a person who (current identity):

I want to become a person who (identity you aspire to):

Describe the new version of yourself you plan to cultivate to help you embrace a muscle-centric lifestyle.

Get specific. What practical steps will you take to bridge the gaps between your current and aspirational identities?

I will take action toward my identity goals through small, daily decisions, such as…




PERSONAL STORY: ELENA BROWER

For my friend Elena Brower (who provided the discernment meditation on page 16), eating a vegetarian diet and practicing yoga as her primary exercise was a natural fit with the decades she spent in yoga and meditation communities. But once she reached her fifties, Elena found these lifestyle choices couldn’t support healthy muscle mass or stable blood-sugar levels. Although cultural norms had deeply influenced her identity, Elena’s open-mindedness meant that, when I taught her about the science of muscle and protein, she was willing to challenge her long-standing beliefs. Gradually, she experimented with incremental dietary changes: starting with a protein shake meal replacement, slowly incorporating more eggs, and finally adding fish. She also began resistance training. Elena’s perspective shift continues to drive the action she now takes to more effectively support her health goals. By honoring her own capacity to grow and change, Elena embraced the mental flexibility she needed to take better care of her body and mind by committing to muscle-centric living.

[image: A circular tribal-style illustration of a sun with a face, surrounded by intricate geometric patterns in orange.]




Find Your People

Humans are social creatures. We draw strength—particularly through adversity—from those around us. That’s why it pays to surround yourself with others committed to the same goals. Join or create communities that hold you to a high standard. Not sure where to find such a place?

To accelerate your progress with this PLAYBOOK, we invite you to join our FOREVER STRONG movement, which includes everyone from novices to wellness veterans committed to growth, hard work, and discipline. Find ways to get involved at drgabriellelyon.com.


YOU DON’T NEED A CROWD—YOU NEED THOSE WHO ARE COMMITTED.






[image: A portrait of Dr. Gabrielle Lyon, with long hair, intricate arm tattoos, and a knife held upright in her hands.]




PART TWO How to Eat

FOOD IS THE UNIVERSAL CONSTANT. Everyone needs to eat. Although getting your nutrition right is critical, it doesn’t have to be complicated. There is effectiveness in simplicity.

When I was younger, I spent way too much time and energy trying to understand what it meant to eat “healthy.” Each year, I chased after some new diet, from vegan, macrobiotic, South Beach, and Zone to eating right for your blood type. Over time, and through many iterations of unsuccessful approaches, I came to realize that eating to support health and skeletal muscle does not require elaborate planning or time-consuming tracking and math. Each of us has so many complicated decisions to make in our lives; let’s not add food to that list.

Don’t worry, I’ll take you through the simple steps you can follow to fuel your body on your path to becoming FOREVER STRONG. I’ll teach you how to focus on the basics, applying the same strategies we teach to patients in our clinic, with protocols that have been demonstrated in many university-based research studies.1

It all starts with nailing your protein.





THE PROTEIN PROBLEM YOU DIDN’T KNOW YOU HAD

Most Americans consume inadequate protein for optimum health. Women typically get only 60 to 70 grams daily and men about 80 to 90 grams—far below what is necessary for optimal muscle health. This protein deficit explains why so many of us struggle with constant hunger, battle with energy level dips, and wind up frustrated by our fitness goals.

The research is clear: Higher protein intake—between 0.7 and 1.0 grams of protein per pound of target body weight—is the foundation of metabolic health.

A 150-pound woman needs 113–150 grams daily

---------------------------

A 180-pound man needs 135–180 grams daily


Determining Your Protein Range

Age, physical activity, body composition, and metabolic health are the major factors in determining your specific protein target: between 0.7 and 1.0 grams of protein per pound of target body weight.


	If you’re 35 or over, aim for higher in the range.

	If you’re under 35, you have the flexibility to select any number within the range.

	If you are sedentary, aim for higher.

	If your activity level is moderate, you have the flexibility to select any number within the range.

	If you’re an elite athlete, aim for higher in the range.

	If you’re struggling with elevated blood sugar, a higher-protein, reduced-carb diet can help.



[image: Chart showing protein intake lowest for sedentary individuals and increasing toward athletes, with intake influenced by age, activity, metabolic health, and choice.]
Make no mistake, we are in a protein revolution. This shift up in protein volume requires rethinking your whole approach, from grocery lists to meal planning to plating up food for you and your family.


ONCE YOU MEET YOUR PROTEIN NEEDS, YOUR ENERGY RETURNS.

[image: ]

YOUR HUNGER STABILIZES.

[image: ]

YOUR BODY TRANSFORMS.





How I Learned to Prioritize Protein

Recognizing how critical protein is for our body’s strength and vitality completely transformed my understanding of nutrition. For decades, I’ve studied with an extraordinary mentor, Dr. Don Layman, a world-leading researcher in protein metabolism. Our work together has crystalized the complexities of nutritional science into manageable, health-promoting daily choices. Now it’s time to share exactly how to make choosing the right foods for your body as easy as possible. This is my commitment to you.

By prioritizing this extraordinary fuel—and committing to regular resistance training—you will recalibrate your future health outcomes. I’ll share tactical guidelines on what, when, and how to eat to live a robust, long, capable, and healthy life, drawing upon the simple, yet powerful, fundamentals that guide the Muscle-Centric Medicine approach. This information will reframe your relationship to what you consume, setting you up to be FOREVER STRONG.

[image: A shaker bottle with an orange lid, surrounded by protein powder and a scoop, illustrated in a clean, minimalistic style.]





THE SCIENCE BEHIND EATING FOR MUSCLE HEALTH


Why to Prioritize Protein at Every Meal


PROTEIN FUNCTION

Dietary protein delivers nutrients known as amino acids (AAs) that are essential building blocks for all the body’s structures and functions. Your whole body is built from the AAs in your diet. Twenty total AAs occur naturally in the food you eat. Of these, nine must come from your diet—in the correct amounts and proportions—because your body can’t make them. These nine are called essential AAs.

Your body uses AAs to form and maintain your muscle, bones, ligaments, and tendons, as well as organs. Insufficient dietary intake of AAs leads your body to prioritize sending AAs to build organ systems and other priority functions before building muscle.

[image: Diagram of skeletal muscle protein turnover showing synthesis, breakdown, oxidation, and amino acid flow from blood, with daily protein replacement needs.]
Many people associate protein needs with growing children, but childhood muscle growth represents a daily gain of less than five grams of protein. Instead, the human body’s major protein requirement fuels something called protein turnover. Every protein in your body has a working lifespan, and just as you need to replace the windshield wipers of your car, your body needs to continuously replace proteins. Whether you are sixteen or sixty-five, your body must replace 250 to 300 grams of protein daily. The quantity and quality of protein in your diet become increasingly more important with each birthday. When you think about the importance of dietary protein, remember this:

A healthy body requires replacing the equivalent of every protein in your body four times every year.

Healthy protein turnover keeps your body strong and resilient, but as we get older this process becomes less efficient. Aging produces anabolic resistance, which reduces your body’s repair and replacement abilities. Anabolic resistance results in loss of muscle strength. But here’s the good news… We have discovered that increasing both daily protein and exercise can blunt this aging process. This means you can control the trajectory of the aging curve by making the right diet and exercise choices.

The aging situation becomes more complicated given that, even as your body needs more protein as you age, it also needs fewer overall calories. Your basic metabolism begins to slow down because the fuel required to run all your organs—heart, liver, kidneys, brain—as well as supporting muscle tone decreases by about 100 calories per decade. At twenty-five you need 2,200 calories, but once you reach sixty-five you only need 1,800 calories. This shift requires a higher-quality diet, meaning foods containing more nutrients and essential AAs with each calorie you eat. That extra slice of pizza, the large French fries, or the chocolate cake may have little impact on you at twenty-five, but at sixty-five you’re likely to gain fat and to confront the complications of increased blood pressure and elevated blood sugar or blood lipids.

Essential AAs build muscle, but they also help run every bodily function. They build enzymes that:

[image: A small speech bubble icon.]
Send messages between different body systems
[image: A minimalist icon featuring three curved lines above a semi-circular base, resembling a stylized signal or sound wave.]
Reduce inflammation
[image: A simple wrench icon, symbolizing a tool or repair concept.]
Correct metabolic dysfunction
[image: A simple outline of a teardrop.]
Regulate blood sugar
[image: A simple line drawing of a flexed arm muscle, symbolizing strength.]
Improve body composition
[image: An illustration of a human brain with a frowning expression, symbolizing mental or emotional distress.]
Improve mood, sleep, and cognitive function
High-quality dietary protein is essential for virtually every aspect of maintaining whole-body and muscle health for longevity.



STIMULATING MUSCLE PROTEIN SYNTHESIS (MPS)

To grow muscle tissue, your body breaks down dietary proteins into AAs. These serve as the building blocks needed to assemble new muscle proteins—a process stimulated by both resistance training and the presence of protein made available to the body through your diet, particularly foods rich in the nine AAs.

MUSCLE AS A METABOLIC UNIT

[image: A flowchart highlights the functions of the largest organ system, including glucose disposal, lipid oxidation, amino acid reservoir, and myokines.]




Why a Higher-Protein Diet Works

Improves metabolic health through glucose and insulin regulation: Healthy muscles are critical for metabolic health because they serve as the body’s glucose sink, helping to stabilize blood sugar and improve insulin sensitivity. Balancing protein with carbohydrates and avoiding excess carb consumption helps maintain proper glucose levels.

Enhances satiety: Dietary protein affects multiple signals. Digested more slowly than carbohydrates, protein sits in your stomach longer, making you feel full. But, more importantly, protein stimulates multiple hormone signals, including GLP-1, PYY, GIP, and CCK, that tell your brain you have met your calorie needs.

You might recognize one of these hormones, GLP-1, which is the basis for many popular weight-loss drugs. Protein is the natural GLP-1 stimulator in every protein meal.

Increases thermogenesis: All calories are not equal during weight loss! Studies that Don and I have conducted show that participants consuming a higher-protein, reduced-carbohydrate diet lost more body fat and less lean body tissue than the control group consuming a high-carbohydrate, lower-protein diet similar to the Food Guide Pyramid.

Digestion and metabolism burn some calories as heat. For carbohydrates and fats, this “thermic” calorie loss totals only about 5 percent. For protein, the thermic loss totals between 15 and 20 percent. The big difference with protein may be associated with stimulating the calorie-heavy task of fueling MPS.

Stimulates muscle protein synthesis: Dietary protein is the main factor stimulating muscle protein synthesis (MPS). Every day, our bodies go through periods of eating and fasting. During fasting periods, especially overnight, all your organs, including the liver, kidneys, and heart, must maintain constant protein amounts by drawing on AAs from muscle. Every night your muscles enter a catabolic state, breaking down tissue to provide AAs for the rest of the body.

Whenever you eat your next meal (i.e., break your fast), it’s crucial to provide the AAs necessary to reverse this breakdown and trigger the anabolic (or building) state of MPS. A high-protein breakfast is especially critical during calorie restriction for weight loss.






UNDERSTANDING YOUR CALORIE NEEDS

You might have expected us to ask you to start counting calories. But in most cases, trying to calculate total calorie needs or expenditure doesn’t end up with results that are accurate enough to be useful. Instead, we’re going to teach you about your resting energy expenditure (REE), which accounts for the largest portion of your energy needs and sets your baseline for necessary fuel.

Your REE is the bare minimum number of calories you need to function while at rest. This includes the calories needed for breathing as well as controlling the functions of your heart, kidney, and brain. REE also includes the basic muscle tone that allows you to sit or stand.

Your REE is proportional to your lean body mass, aka your organs and muscles, accounting for roughly 60 to 70 percent of the energy or calories you burn in a twenty-four-hour period.

To maintain body composition balance, calories consumed above the minimum REE must be burned with physical activity. You can earn any extra calories, above your REE, with daily movement and routine exercise.

Why does this matter? Because a powerful secret to weight-loss success is protecting lean body mass and your REE.4 If you restrict your calorie intake to below your REE, you will lose protein from muscle and critical organs such as your liver, kidneys, and heart. This is how fad diets can damage lean body mass and dramatically reduce your REE. It’s also why we never recommend fasting for more than twelve hours. Fasting for thirty-six to forty-eight hours will cause significant loss of organ weight. Instead, our muscle-centric approach corrects body composition while protecting critical organs, healthy muscle, and your REE. Don’t think of your REE as a goal, even if you’re trying to lose weight. Instead, consider this number as a baseline that you should never drop below.

We also don’t recommend eating significantly more than your REE without also engaging in exercise sufficient to burn all that excess fuel.

BOTTOM LINE: Reducing food intake down toward—but not below—your REE should maximize rapid weight loss while still protecting vital organs and muscles.


LEUCINE FOR MORE MUSCLE

All AAs are required for MPS, but the essential AA leucine is a unique dietary trigger for turning dietary AAs into muscle.3 You need to eat approximately three grams of leucine at every meal. Not sure how? Don’t worry, we’ve got you covered. Nearly all meals that contain the minimum thirty grams of high-quality protein we recommend will take care of your leucine needs.

MEAL RESPONSE FOR ADULT MUSCLE PROTEIN SYNTHESIS

[image: Line graph showing protein synthesis rising with leucine intake, sharply increasing after a meal threshold around 2.5 grams of leucine.]
The essential AA leucine is unique in how it’s metabolized and how it affects muscle. As your body digests dietary proteins after a meal, the AAs appear in the blood. Muscle tissue has evolved to recognize leucine’s presence as a signal that protein is available for use. If the blood level of leucine gets high enough—i.e., reaches the meal threshold—muscle stimulates protein synthesis and begins to recover from the nighttime fast. Research has established that at least 2.5 grams of leucine are required to optimize protein synthesis and body composition.

Among dietary proteins, dairy, eggs, meats, and fish contain the most leucine, while grains such as wheat and quinoa contain low amounts. Leucine makes up an average of about 8.5 percent of the protein consumed by people who eat both animal- and plant-based foods. A meal with 30 grams of total protein should provide about 2.5 grams of leucine. This is the minimum necessary to stimulate muscle protein synthesis.



LEUCINE CONTENT OF FOOD PROTEINS AND CALORIES REQUIRED TO STIMULATE MEAL THRESHOLD RESPONSE (2.5 G LEUCINE/MEAL)


	 
	Leu Content (% by weight/ total protein)

	Protein Required (g/meal)

	Protein (g) 100 kcal

	Kcals Consumed





	Whey

	11.0

	23

	18.0

	128




	Milk

	9.5

	26

	9.6

	270




	Beef

	9.0

	28

	16.7

	168




	Soy

	7.8

	32

	8.6

	372




	Chickpea

	7.1

	36

	5.4

	670




	Wheat

	6.8

	37

	3.5

	1,057




	Quinoa

	6.0

	42

	3.7

	1,135









Most Americans eat nearly one thousand calories above their current REE. Our goal is to reduce that overconsumption by five hundred to seven hundred calories, but your target calorie intake for weight loss should still stay above your REE. Because that number is based on factors like current lean mass, age, sex, etc., your REE will change as body composition improves, and you can make intake adjustments along the way.


How many calories beyond their REE does the average person eat?

[image: ] Women typically consume 500 to 1,000 kcal above REE.

[image: ] Men typically consume 800 to 1,500 kcal above REE.



One major reason for declining health in the US, according to National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey data, is that:

The average American eats nearly DOUBLE the calories their body needs to fuel their REE.

So, what is your REE and what does it tell you about how to eat?

REE varies based on factors like age, weight, muscle mass, and genetics. Here are some average estimates you can use.



AVERAGE REE ESTIMATES5

Most Women: 1,200 to 1,500 kcal/day

---------------------------

Most Men: 1,500 to 1,800 kcal/day

Note: Remember that your daily calorie needs to decrease by about 100 calories per decade, which is why the age factor is included in the equation.

You can calculate your personal REE using the Mifflin-St Jeor Equation:

Women: REE (in kcal/day) = (10 × weight in kg) + (6.25 × height in cm) – (5 × age in years) – 161

---------------------------

Men: REE (in kcal/day) = (10 × weight in kg) + (6.25 × height in cm) – (5 × age in years) + 5





	Example 1: Sally

	Example 2: James





	Weight: 140 lbs. (63.5 kg)

	Weight: 180 lbs. (81.6 kg)




	Height: 5'3" (160 cm)

	Height: 6'0" (183 cm)




	Age: 40

	Age: 50




	Sex: Female

	Sex: Male




	REE = (10 × 63.5) + (6.25 × 160) - (5 × 40) – 161

	REE = (10 × 81.6) + (6.25 × 183) - (5 × 50) + 5




	= 635 + 1000 – 200 – 161 = 1,274 kcal/day

	= 816 + 1,143.75 – 250 + 5 = 1,714 kcal/day




	This means Sally burns about 1,274 calories per day at rest just to support her essential bodily functions.

	James’s resting energy needs total around 1,714 calories per day.







Remember: Your REE represents your minimum energy needs. It doesn’t include calories burned from physical activity, digestion, or movement throughout the day. That’s why we focus on consuming more calories than your REE, especially if your goal is to protect muscle and lose fat in a healthy, sustainable way.

Now that you know your REE, you can…




Use Your REE as Your Dietary Baseline

Part of planning muscle-centric meals involves protecting your REE along with your muscle and organ health. Our approach will help you lose fat in the short term. But, more importantly, it is designed to take you off the yo-yo dieting hamster wheel, which comes with major health risks that damage both muscles and your REE, and create lifelong eating-habit changes. It will provide you with the DIY tools essential for long-term weight management success.


HOW TO APPLY YOUR REE TO YOUR LIFE


Focus: To Lose Fat


	Reduce your daily calorie intake down toward your REE. Your individual calorie needs will be influenced by your daily physical activity.

	Prioritize protein and strength training to preserve lean muscle and protect your REE during weight loss.

	Use your REE as a floor, not a target.





Focus: To Build Muscle


	Your daily calorie intake should total at least double your REE.

	Building muscle usually requires a positive energy balance, meaning you eat more calories than you burn each day.





Focus: Midlife or Post-menopause


	Preserve and increase lean muscle to maintain REE.

	Aim for daily calorie intake of between 20 percent and 50 percent above your REE.

	Maintain dietary protein above 0.7 grams per pound to protect muscle and REE.

	Focus on resistance training and recovery to optimize metabolic health and body composition.




STRONG SCIENCE

Traditional caloric restriction alone can result in up to 40 percent loss of lean tissue. But when research participants combined resistance training with strategic protein intake, they preserved up to 95 percent of their lean muscle mass even as they lost weight.2








Maximizing Your Meal Budget

Lately, pushback against decades of hype promoting rigid, extreme, and ineffective calorie-counting diets has led us to lose sight of basic nutritional realities. Let me be clear: Calories do matter. Simply put, while all calories count, not all calories are equal, and every person does not react to them the same way. Your age, body composition, physical activity, and the amount of protein and fiber you take in all affect how your body uses calories. There is no simple formula for calories that always works. So, we need a more realistic approach.

Metabolic balance requires that you consume enough energy to fuel your body but not so much that you overload the system. This means your first step is to recognize how you’re stacking nutrients on a day-to-day basis. Consistency in eating is essential to maintain body weight and body composition.

Instead of “starvation” diets, we recommend a healthy portion-control approach. If your goal is weight loss, reduce your food intake by reducing your portion sizes. Begin by learning to visualize your diet as meals on a plate, and then picture grouping the foods into three sections: (1) protein, (2) high-fiber vegetables and fruits, and (3) other carbohydrates. Visualization of your plate in sections is an important concept for our protein-centric meal planning that we will help you learn.

Next up: Dr. Layman and I will teach you a new, clinically tested approach to eating for your muscle by basing your dietary choices on what best suits your body. Get ready for simple instructions on how to fill your plate with the foods that will help you achieve your personal goals.






THE MUSCLE-CENTRIC PORTION PROTOCOL


A New, Visual Model for Eating

Controlling your total calories is important, but counting calories is nearly impossible, or at least incredibly boring. It’s time to shift from mathematical to visual portion control. First, it’s time to master serving sizes.

When you look at a plate, can you visualize 6 oz of fish, or a ½ cup of rice or pasta, or 1 cup of steamed vegetables?

Identifying the serving size that’s appropriate for you will help you maintain healthy eating habits wherever you have a meal. Since many Americans eat 40 percent of their meals away from home, understanding real portions on a real plate isn’t just convenience, it’s the difference between a nutrition plan you’ll abandon after two weeks and a sustainable approach you can maintain for life.

In this section, I’ll teach you how to visualize your food in three parts: protein, high-fiber vegetables and fruits (smart carbs), and starchy or sugary carbohydrates.

Your two main goals for creating balanced meals are:


	1. Every meal must provide at least 30 grams of high-quality protein.

	2. Every meal should limit the starchy/sugary carb-to-protein ratio to 1:1.



Here’s how to make this happen…



The Muscle-Centric Portion Protocol

The Muscle-Centric Portion Protocol uses visual cues to help you simplify healthy eating by building balanced meals.

Because this approach can work for anyone, anywhere, including in restaurants and at special events, this is a sustainable way to eat for the rest of your life. Once you understand how to prioritize protein first, and then arrange the rest of your plate around it, you’ll transform your health without tracking every bite.


STEP 1: CALCULATE YOUR DAILY PROTEIN NEEDS

Take your target weight in pounds and multiply by 0.7 to 1.0 grams. (Note: Target weight is not necessarily your current weight but the weight you would like to reach.) This is your daily protein quota, to be spread across your meals with at least 30 grams at each meal. If your daily protein total is less than 90 grams, be sure to get at least 30 grams of protein at your first and last meals each day.


Example 1: If your target weight is 140 pounds, you need between 98 and 140 grams of protein each day.

140 lbs. x 0.7 g/lb. = 98g

---------------------------

140 lbs. x 1 g/lb. = 140g

Example 2: If your target weight is 200 pounds, you need between 140 and 200 grams of protein each day.

200 lbs. x 0.7 g/lb. = 140g

---------------------------

200 lbs. x 1 g/lb. = 200g



STEP 2: PORTION YOUR PLATE

[image: A plate diagram divides into three equal sections labeled “Smart Carbs,” “Starchy/Sugary Carbs,” and “Protein,” illustrating a balanced meal composition.]
Think of your plate as divided into three main parts:

PROTEIN

The foundation of every meal: lean meat, fish, eggs, Greek yogurt

SMART CARBS

High-fiber, nutrient-dense vegetables and fruit like broccoli, spinach, and berries, plus beans, nuts, and seeds

STARCHY/SUGARY CARBS

Portion controlled to match your protein intake. These include rice, potatoes, bread, pasta, and dessert.




STEP 3: PORTION OUT YOUR PLATE


Pick Your Protein


	1. Every meal needs at least 30 grams of high-quality protein or about one-third of your specific daily needs.

	Smaller people: aim for 30g (about 4 oz of meat).

	Larger people: aim for up to 65g (about 9 oz of meat).

	If you’re using plant proteins like soy or beans, aim for 35 to 40 grams of protein due to less bioavailability.








Match Your Starchy/Sugary Carbs


	2. Keep the starchy/sugary carbs you eat in quantities equal to or less than your protein. Don’t worry about the grams; it’s a simple visual comparison. This automatically controls calories without counting or measuring!
Example: If you’re eating a 4-oz piece of chicken, eat a similar portion size of potatoes or pasta—about ½ cup.


	3. Fill the rest of your plate with smart carbs (vegetables, beans, nuts, seeds, and fruits). These add fiber and nutrients without spiking blood sugar. No need to limit these—the fiber will naturally help you feel full. (More on starchy/sugary vs. smart carbs on page 78.)




DID YOU KNOW?

The average adult in the U.S. consumes about 300 grams of carbohydrates every day. Burning those calories would require at least three hours of intense physical activity every day.



ADJUST YOUR THINKING…


“Instead of spaghetti and meatballs, try meatballs and spaghetti.”

—DR. DONALD LAYMAN







STEP 4: EAT AROUND YOUR PLATE, BITE BY BITE

The order in which you eat your food is important for satiety. Follow this sequence:


	1. Eat protein first—one bite or a few bites, but start with protein.

	2. Eat smart carbs (vegetables and fruit) second.

	3. Eat starchy carbs last, which means don’t snack on bread or chips before your protein arrives.



This strategy activates early satiety signals, stabilizes blood sugar, and prevents the dreaded “carbocide” (see more on page 76).



WHY THIS WORKS

This method makes meal planning more intuitive than mathematical. Carbs are the extra calories we have a hard time controlling. But once your protein needs are calculated proportional to your body’s size and needs, you can link the two (protein and carbs). This approach helps you prioritize the non-negotiable protein while limiting your carb intake without restrictions that could leave you feeling deprived.

The 1:1 ratio keeps your carb intake proportional to what your body uses.


THE RATIO RULE: ONE-TO-ONE PROTEIN TO STARCHY/SUGARY CARBS

Follow a 1:1 ratio of protein to starchy carbs. If you eat 120 grams of protein daily, you can have an equal amount (120 grams) of starchy/sugary carbs (like bread, potatoes, or rice). High-fiber vegetables (like broccoli or beans) don’t count in this carb ratio, so enjoy them freely.

Want more starchy carbs? You’ll need to “earn” them through exercise. The more active you are, the more carbs your muscles can handle. You can earn about 50 grams of carbs for every hour of exercise.





	Protein

	Amount

	Carbs





	4 oz of meat/fish (the size of a deck of cards)

	30g protein

	½ cup of rice + veggies




	1 cup of Greek yogurt + protein powder shake

	40g protein

	1 slice of toast + berries




	8-oz steak

	50g protein

	1 medium potato + broccoli







Remember: High-fiber smart carbs like vegetables and beans don’t count toward this 1:1 ratio.

This simple visual approach to building your plate eliminates the need for complex calculations while naturally controlling your calorie intake.







How to Distribute Protein Throughout Your Day

The dietary protein you eat does not need to be distributed evenly across your meals. If your protein target is 130 grams/day, your three meals might include 30, 40, and 60 grams, or possibly 50, 20, 60 grams. Our priority for you: Make sure your first and last meals contain 30+ grams of protein, and 40+ is even better.

MEAL RESPONSE TO PROTEIN DISTRIBUTION

[image: Bar chart comparing protein synthesis across three meals, showing higher synthesis with larger protein intakes and daily protein targets noted.]
To carry out this plan, the most important visual skill you need to master is recognizing what a standard serving size looks like. To solidify the images of protein portion sizes in your mind, it helps to weigh your protein, at the start.



Weigh or Measure Your Protein—Not Forever… Just to Start

To level-up your command of protein portion sizes, invest some time in measuring any proteins that aren’t already labeled with a weight from the grocer. Consider buying a kitchen scale. It’s a great learning tool to help you move away from calorie counting and start to recognize portion sizes—especially if you are cooking for a family of people with different protein portion requirements. Over time you will master estimating appropriate amounts based on visuals alone.

As you get into the habit of upping your protein quotient, use our Muscle-Centric Protein Chart to figure out grams per ounce.


DID YOU KNOW?

Because plant proteins are bound to dietary fiber, we can only digest and absorb about 70 percent of the protein listed on the labels of beans, nuts, and grains.



Tip: Weighing raw protein (e.g., uncooked meat) provides more accurate measurements. When meat cooks, it usually loses some water, so raw meat contains about 6 or 7 grams of protein per ounce, while cooked meat has about 8 grams per ounce.



PROTEIN CHART


	Raw Meat

	Weight (g)(oz)

	Protein (g)





	Chicken Breast

	134g or 4.7oz

	30g




	Ground Beef (90% lean)

	145g or 5oz

	30g




	Turkey Breast

	127g or 6oz

	30g




	Pork Tenderloin

	143g or 5oz

	30g




	Wild Atlantic Salmon

	151g or 5.3oz

	30g




	Cod

	170g or 6oz

	30g




	Shrimp

	150g or 5.3oz

	30g




	Top Sirloin Steak

	137g or 4.8oz

	30g




	Lamb Chop

	161g or 5.7oz

	30g







Note: This is based on raw, not cooked, weight



Choose High-Quality Proteins

When it comes to protein, animal proteins are always considered higher quality because they provide more essential AAs.6 Essential AAs make up about 45 percent of the AAs in animal proteins, including dairy, eggs, meats, and fish, while the essential AA content of plant proteins ranges from about 25 to 35 percent for grains, nuts, and seeds and up to about 40 percent for soy.7 As discussed earlier, the AA leucine is a critical factor in defining the quality of the protein in foods, and amounts vary greatly in different foods. For example, leucine accounts for 11 percent of the AAs in whey protein but only 6 percent in quinoa. And because much of the protein in natural plant foods such as beans, nuts, seeds, and whole grains is bound to fiber, plant proteins are not as easy to digest. This is why the bioavailability of plants is lower than animal-derived foods.8

Example: MPS is stimulated by 23 grams of whey protein, but requires 33 grams of soy protein or nearly 40 grams of wheat protein to achieve the same meal effects.

BOTTOM LINE: Relying on plants to meet your body’s total protein requirement will necessitate eating more than your target protein—to ensure your body gets enough essential AAs that it can use. That will also increase your total calories.

COMPARISONS OF FOODS TO PROVIDE 30 GRAMS OF PROTEIN

[image: A visual comparison of calorie content and serving sizes for different protein sources, including meats, fish, tofu, eggs, beans and lentils, and nuts and seeds.]


Other Important Nutrients

Animal protein sources also have a higher density of multiple nutrients considered lacking in a typical American diet.



NUTRIENTS FOUND MORE ABUNDANTLY IN ANIMAL PROTEINS


	 

	Role

	Sources

	Plant Alternative





	Retinol

	Important for vision, immunity, and reproduction

	Liver, eggs, dairy

	Betacarotene from plants (carrots, sweet potatoes) must be converted to retinol, which is less efficient




	B-12

	Essential for red blood cell formation, DNA synthesis, and neurological finction

	Meat, fish, poultry, eggs, dairy

	Absent in plants; fortified foods or supplements are necessary for vegans




	EPA & DHA

	Support brain function, heart health, and anti-inflamatory processes

	Fatty fish (salmon, mackerel, sardines)

	ALA (from flaxseed, chia) can be converted to EPA/DHA, but conversion rates are low




	Choline

	Essential for brain development, nerve function, and liver health

	Egg yolks, liver, meat, fish

	Found in small amounts in nuts, seeds, and cruciferous vegetables




	D

	Supports bone health, immune function, and calcium absorption

	Fatty fish, egg yolks, liver

	Mushrooms (D2) or fortified foods; D3 is primarily animal-derived unless sourced from lichen










Getting the Most Out of Plants

While plant foods are an important part of a balanced diet, we believe these foods should be thought of as good sources of fiber, phytochemicals, and smart carbs rather than as protein foods. Think of beans, lentils, and peas as great substitutes for potatoes, rice, and breads. They are not, however, good replacements for high-quality proteins like eggs, meats, fish, and dairy.

If you’re moving from a low-protein diet (maybe 60 g/day) to a higher-protein diet (120 g/day), I recommend making the change gradually, over several days, to give your digestive tract time to naturally increase the digestive enzymes necessary for this new eating pattern. You might find that taking a broad-spectrum digestive enzyme supplement helps your system adapt more smoothly. Also, remember to drink plenty of water during this adjustment period. There is no perfect one way to do it, but here are some suggestions:


	If you have been eating a vegan diet, containing no animal products, start by incorporating dairy such as cheese, yogurt, and eggs.

	Then add 2 to 3 ounces of fish or chicken for a few days, depending on your comfort level.

	A week or two later, begin to add other meats.




BROAD-SPECTRUM DIGESTIVE ENZYMES

Benefits

[image: ] Helps break down food for absorption by the body.

[image: ] Contains enzymes like proteases (for protein), lipases (for fats), and amylases (for carbohydrates).

[image: ] Supports digestion and helps with conditions like IBS and lactose intolerance.

Dosing

[image: ] Varies depending on medical necessity and dietary intake.

[image: ] Recommended dosage: 400mg broad-spectrum enzymes taken 20−30 minutes before meals.

Timing

[image: ] Taken before each meal for maximum benefit.

Enzymes

[image: ] Lipases: Break down fats (lipids).

[image: ] Proteases: Break down proteins into amino acids.

[image: ] Amylases: Break down carbohydrates (starches and sugars).

[image: ] Cellulase: Breaks down cellulose (plant fiber and sugars).

[image: ] Lactase: Breaks down lactose (milk sugar).






Plant Food Combinations for Full Amino Profile

Plant-based proteins, like beans, quinoa, soy, and chia and hemp seeds, may contain all the essential AAs, making them technically “complete” proteins, but many of the AAs aren’t bioavailable, and these foods lack the AA balance your body needs. Combining plant foods, like beans and rice, can create balanced mixtures, but it requires eating more total protein and more total calories to reach your essential AA needs.


COMPLETE PLANT-PROTEIN COMBINATIONS

	Rice + Beans

	Whole Grains + Beans

	Nuts/Seeds + Beans





In this case, the term “complete” means that the mixture of proteins provides the correct balance of essential AAs. Rice, for example, is low in the AA lysine but has adequate levels of methionine, while beans are low in methionine and adequate in lysine. But you would need to eat more than two cups of beans plus two cups of rice to get the same AAs in a 3.5-oz chicken breast—which would also come with four times the calories. Remember, eating plant proteins requires eating more total protein and more total calories to equal the AAs available in animal proteins. So, while a plant-protein mixture may be complete, it’s not equal to animal protein.


SPOILER ALERT: WHEN YOU HEAR RECOMMENDATIONS TO “EAT A MORE PLANT-BASED DIET,” THAT MEANS YOU SHOULD EAT MORE BROCCOLI—NOT FRENCH FRIES.





Carbohydrates

Carbohydrates provide an important fuel for your body—but Americans eat way too many. Your minimum carb need is only about 80 grams per day, but the RDA adds a 50-gram buffer as a safety measure, setting the recommendation at 130 grams. Beyond that, your muscles determine your carbohydrate tolerance. An elite athlete might need 400 to 500 grams daily. But, to facilitate fat loss, most adults need to consume fewer than 140 grams. This is the reasoning behind the 1:1 Ratio Rule.

Comparing the current dietary intakes in the U.S. to the USDA Healthy Eating Index illustrates that 95 percent of Americans over-consume refined grains and 65 percent over-consume total grains, while 80 to 90 percent of Americans under-consume fruits and vegetables.

Despite a sedentary lifestyle, the average American adult eats nearly 150 grams of extra carbs each day, according to USDA survey data, and only about 75 grams of protein. That four-to-one carb-to-protein ratio is a major cause of obesity in the U.S. Because sedentary muscle cannot use the excess carbs, the liver is forced to convert them into fat. Also, the extra carbs add at least 600 extra calories daily! I call this process “carbocide,” which increases your risk for diabetes, obesity, and other health challenges.

Because your body’s need for starchy/sugary carbs relates to your daily physical activity, sedentary adults use, and can therefore tolerate, far fewer of these carbs than highly active young athletes. Choose your carbs wisely.

Our Muscle-Centric Porton Protocol emphasizes smart carbs that are rich in polyphenols, prebiotics, and dietary fiber, such as beans and colorful fruits and vegetables. Polyphenols serve as antioxidants, scavenging free radicals and mitigating inflammation, while fiber facilitates intestinal function, aids satiety, and serves as a prebiotic feeding healthy gut bacteria.

[image: A kitchen scale displaying a bowl of mixed berries weighing 2.3 kilograms.]

PERSONAL STORY: NINA

From Keto Fatigue to Fueled Strength

Nina had always been an active, health-conscious person, but she began feeling constantly tired, losing strength, and gaining fat despite consistent workouts, and watching her cholesterol creep higher and higher. After getting all her health information from influencers, she was convinced that a low-carb, high-fat diet was the best approach. However, she was in the small subset of people who, when placed on a high-fat diet, suffered from a poorer outcome. Her cholesterol numbers got worse, she struggled with performance in the gym, and she never had her body quite where she wanted it.

When we started working together, she ate 4,000 to 5,000 calories a day but still felt hungry and struggled with intense cravings. She avoided carbs out of fear of blood-sugar spikes and relied heavily on a high-fat, keto-style diet. Her family history of diabetes left her deeply afraid of any carbohydrates. When she came to me, she was consuming approximately 50 grams of carbs a day, all of them from cashews.

Because Nina had developed such a deep fear of all carbohydrates, we took baby steps to help her prove to herself that food is not the enemy. We gradually replaced some of the high-fat foods with lean proteins and reintroduced whole-food carbs and fiber, especially around her workouts.

Almost immediately, her energy improved, she got stronger in the gym, and her cravings subsided. With more satiating, balanced meals, her calorie intake naturally dropped, without her feeling restricted. Within a month, she lost ten pounds without losing muscle. Within two months, she halved her cholesterol levels and stabilized her blood sugar.

[image: A circular design featuring a stylized face with intricate patterns and symmetrical details in orange and white.]


DIETARY INTAKES COMPARED TO RECOMENDATIONS:

Percent of the U.S. Population Ages 1 and Older

Who Are Below, At, and Above Each Dietary Goal

[image: A bar chart shows the percentage of the population meeting or falling below dietary recommendations for various food groups, including protein, vegetables, fruits, grains, and dairy.]



How Much Is Too Much?


VISUALIZING CARBS IN CUPS

Now that you know how to visualize proteins in ounces, it’s time to learn how to visualize starchy/sugary carb portion sizes.



YOUR TURN

Next time you eat rice, grains, or potatoes, measure your portion in a half-cup measure. Depending on your goals, this is likely your target portion size. Surprised by what that looks like on your plate? That might provide a clue about why you haven’t yet reached your body composition goals.


Based on what you’ve learned from this exercise…

1. How many half-cup portions of starchy/sugary carbs do you eat in a typical meal?

2. How many half-cup portions do you eat in a typical day?

3. Based on your current goals, what is your new target carbs portion size?






Quality Carbs Matrix: The Carb:Fiber Ratio

When selecting carbohydrates, look for foods that are high in fiber and low in total carbohydrates, especially sugars. An easy way to evaluate foods is doing the quick math to determine the carb:fiber ratio.

We recommend you stick to foods with a carb-to-fiber ratio of less than 6. We call these smart carbs because they are low in calories and provide high nutritional value. Individuals concerned with weight loss or blood-sugar levels should carefully restrict or even avoid foods with a carb:fiber ratio greater than 10.

[image: The carb-to-fiber ratio equation states that the ratio of carbohydrates to fiber should be less than six.]
Some examples:


	1 cup of broccoli contains about 7.8 grams of carbs and 4.6 grams of fiber. Doing the math (7.8/4.6 = 1.7) shows a carb:fiber ratio for broccoli of 1.7.

	For green beans the ratio is 2.5.

	Raspberries = 1.7

	Strawberries = 3.1

	Blueberries = 5.1

	Most beans = 3.0




DID YOU KNOW?

The carb:fiber ratio of a banana is 10, with more than 17 grams of sugar and 31 grams of total carbs.




RESISTANT STARCH


Cooking and Cooling Starch for Reduced Blood-Sugar Spike


	Resistant starch is a type of carbohydrate that our bodies don’t fully digest. Instead, it feeds the “good” bacteria in the gut and helps keep blood sugar steady, improve insulin sensitivity, support regular bowel movements, and calm inflammation.

	Eating starchy foods cold delivers the most resistant starch—think chilled potatoes, rice, beans, or lentils. But if you prefer them warm, reheating those foods after they’ve cooled still preserves about half of the benefit.

	Rice cooked and cooled in the refrigerator overnight and then reheated is associated with a significantly lower blood-sugar spike than rice cooked and eaten immediately.9

	Baked potatoes have higher resistant starch contents than boiled. Chilled potatoes have more resistant starch than either hot or reheated ones.10




PROTEIN IS THE MOST ESSENTIAL NUTRIENT AND THE ONLY ESSENTIAL MACRONUTRIENT

[image: ]

CARBOHYDRATES AND FATS ARE INTERCHANGEABLE FUELS








Fats

For years you have been hearing about the dangers of dietary fats. In truth, starchy/sugary carbs pose greater risks—especially when they’re deep-fried and/or consumed in excess. Despite what some fad diets might imply, not all fats are created—or absorbed—equally. In fact, all types of naturally occurring fats can be a healthy part of your diet.

Saturated fats have been hotly debated in nutrition circles for decades. It’s time to cut through the noise and dispel myths about building a protein-forward plate from animal products that contain saturated (and other) fats. The proposed link between saturated fat and heart disease is the fat in our blood called LDL, sometimes referred to as “bad cholesterol.” Very high LDL values (above 160 mg/dL) are associated with increased risk for heart disease and are often treated with medicines called statins. What’s important to know is that such high levels of LDL are generally associated with genetic background or family history, rather than driven by dietary choices.


DID YOU KNOW?

Did you know that the single largest source of saturated fat in the U.S. diet is cheese—on sandwiches and pizza?12



Diet has little or no effect on lowering very high LDL levels.

We’ll say more about this in our discussion of polyunsaturated fats (see page 81).

Animal-based foods (such as butter, cheese, and red meat) do contain saturated fat, but 35 percent of the saturated fat that Americans consume comes, instead, from ultra-processed foods (UPFs).11 (Look for “hydrogenated fats” on packaged food ingredients lists.) Chemically created from ultra-processed seed oils, these show up in everything from pastries to fried chicken. Simply avoiding UPFs, fried foods, and high-fat desserts and pastries as well as selecting reduced-fat foods such as 2-percent milk or lean meats will keep your saturated fats in check.


PRO TIP

Avoid “fat-free” foods, which are often loaded with extra carbs and artificial ingredients.




UNSATURATED FATS

Unsaturated fats, predominantly found in plant foods such as vegetable oils, nuts, seeds, and avocados, are considered beneficial for improving blood-cholesterol levels and heart health.

Monounsaturated fats (considered neutral in terms of heart disease) have gained popularity with the emergence of the Mediterranean diet, which centers olive oil, fish, and vegetables. They are also found in avocados, some nuts (almonds, hazelnuts, pecans), and some seeds (pumpkin, sesame). People are often surprised to learn that the fat in beef, chicken, and eggs is predominantly monounsaturated oleic acid, which is the same type as olive oil.

Polyunsaturated fats include omega-3 (fish oil) and omega-6 (plant oils). Research shows that replacing saturated fat with polyunsaturated fat reduces blood levels of LDL cholesterol.13 However, the impact on long-term cardiovascular health and mortality remains speculative, and it’s unclear if the benefits stem from reducing saturated fat or increasing polyunsaturated fat. Most experts recommend a ratio of omega-6:omega-3 fats of around 4. Meanwhile, average intake in the U.S. currently tops 10. Excessive seed oil intake is considered to increase inflammation.

While fish, like salmon and tuna, are rich sources of omega-3, eggs, beef, nuts, and seeds are also important sources. Supplementation with fish oil−derived omega-3 has been shown to reduce inflammation and support heart and brain health, as well as joint function.

How livestock are raised has an impact on the composition of their fat tissue. Animals fed grain-based and feedlot diets are given omega-6 fatty acid supplements. Even though livestock are not Americans’ primary dietary source of omega-6 fatty acids, this supplementation can distort the omega-3/omega-6 balance. Please note this does not make conventional meat a problem to consume. No single food is the problem. Instead, excess amounts of omega-6 compared with omega-3 are cause for concern. To correct this imbalance, I recommend eating foods rich in omega-3. If wild-caught fish or grass-fed, grass-finished land-animal products are beyond your budget, try salmon from Scotland or small, wild-caught fish such as sardines or mackerel. Or consume conventional beef and add in an omega-3 supplement. Given all the unknowns, I also recommend adding a fish, algal, or krill oil to your daily regimen.



HOW MUCH FAT?

If you focus on prioritizing protein and balancing your carbohydrates, the fats in your diet will (and should) come from natural protein foods like dairy, eggs, and meats—not from French fries, chips, pastries, cookies, and desserts. Following our muscle-centric eating plan means you don’t need to organize your diet around fat consumption because it will be naturally balanced.

Each gram of fat has 9 calories. So, when you think back to your resting energy expenditure (REE) as your calorie baseline, consider allowable fat calories as those remaining after you’ve allocated your protein in grams and your starchy carbs in a volume equal to your protein. If you need a numerical target, divide your remaining calories by 9 to determine your daily allowance of fat in grams. Following the Muscle-Centric Portion Protocol and restricting snacks and desserts will lead to a daily fat intake of around 60 grams.

The average REE for females is 1,400 to 1,500 calories/day.

---------------------------

The average REE for males is 1,600 to 1,800 calories/day.14

Example:

110 grams of protein (440 calories)

110 grams of carbs (440 calories)

60 grams of fat (540 calories)

TOTAL: 1,420 calories REE




Getting Started on Your Muscle-Centric Path to Health


MUSCLE-CENTRIC MEALS

Developing new food habits may take some time and planning, but don’t stress about it. Habit change is a journey, not a race. Instead of trying to change your entire diet at once, focus on one meal at a time with these three simple steps.


	1. First, amp up your breakfast.

	2. Then optimize lunch.

	3. Finally, fine-tune dinner.





BREAKFAST

When it comes to muscle health, breakfast is the most important meal. Most people find they feel significantly better, have fewer cravings, and have more energy after just a few days of getting breakfast right.


Your Breakfast Goal


	30+ grams of high-quality protein and

	Less than 35 grams of carbs



The average American breakfast of cereal, toast, or pastry contains under 10 grams of protein and more than 60 grams of carbs. This 6:1 carbs to protein ratio is a disastrous combination for metabolic regulation, insulin sensitivity, fat burning, and muscle health.


THE FIRST MEAL YOU EAT AFTER YOUR NIGHTLY FAST OPTIMIZES YOUR MUSCLE METABOLISM FOR THE DAY.






Easy Breakfast Proteins


	Eggs have about 7g per large egg.

	Meats contain about 7g/oz.

	Yogurts range from 15 to 20g.

	Milk has 1g/oz.

	Protein powders generally provide about 20g/scoop.




BREAKFAST SANDWICH BREAKDOWN

Buy two bacon, egg, and cheese sandwiches, discard half of the bread from each sandwich.

This will leave you with 2 eggs, 2 slices of Canadian bacon, 2 slices of cheese, and 1 whole English muffin.

NUTRITION FACTS: 32g protein, 27g carbs, 450 calories






LUNCH

Many of us have two options for lunch: brown-bag it or eat out. If you’re in a pinch, a takeout salad or an open-faced sandwich are great choices, as long as you select high-protein, smart carb options at a ratio of 1:1. Some of my clients love to cook and freeze their meals ahead of a busy week. I recommend leftovers from my Spice-Rubbed Pork Tenderloin with Cilantro-Lime Slaw recipe. It’s hardy and makes enough to serve 4−6.


Tips for Fat Loss

[image: ] Space out your meals by about five hours to distribute macronutrients evenly throughout the day.

[image: ] You may need a snack between lunch and dinner.





DINNER

Leveling up your dinners is usually the easiest of the three meals. Dinner plates often look similar to the plate portions we recommend, with sections for protein, vegetables, and starchy/sugary carbs.


PRO TIP

While you’re learning to visualize your macronutrient balance as part of incorporating Muscle-Centric Meal Planning into your life, avoid mixed dishes like pastas or casseroles.



One of the biggest challenges with dinner comes from understanding—and sticking to—balanced portion sizes to limit starchy/sugary carbohydrates. Let the 1:1 ratio of carbs/protein be your guide. This means if your protein is a 6-oz piece of salmon, you can eat about ¾ cup of rice or pasta, half a baked potato, or one roll. Remember, your 1:1 starchy/sugary carb allowance also needs to incorporate any dessert or alcohol.




ALCOHOL, DESSERTS, AND OTHER INDULGENCES

Healthy eating need not be a punishment. Our muscle-centric program is not a diet but a lifestyle. So, how do you handle the fun things like alcohol and sweets? Success depends on accounting for these indulgences, which contain what we call “discretionary calories” and provide essentially no nutritional value. The starchy/sugary carb section of your plate represents roughly 300 to 500 discretionary calories. You can use these calories in whatever combination you’d like, so long as you count them (visually, in this case) as part of your starchy/sugary carb total.

A glass of wine = 140 calories

---------------------------

A mixed drink = 200 to 500 calories

---------------------------

A slice of chocolate cake = 400 to 500 calories

Need help visualizing what your plates should look like? Download the FOREVER STRONG Simple Meals Guide for quick, balanced meal ideas designed to bring the plate-look concept to life—perfect for getting started. Visit: drgabriellelyon.com.


ESTABLISH A PLAN AND SET YOUR GOALS

Weeks 1 and 2

CHALLENGE: Plan high-protein breakfasts that fit your lifestyle.

GOAL: Hit 30+ grams of high-quality protein with 35g carbs or less.

Weeks 3 and 4

CHALLENGE: Plan your protein-centric lunch, either a salad or a sandwich; you need 30g of protein and a 1:1 ratio of protein:carbs.

GOAL: Pack your lunch instead of eating out.

Weeks 5 and 6

CHALLENGE: Learn to visualize your portion sizes for eating at home or at a restaurant. Use your discretionary carbs to include a dessert or glass of wine while still maintaining the 1:1 protein-to-carb ratio.

GOAL: Control calories and integrate treats without breaking your macro balance.







Consistent Eating Schedule

Designing a successful long-term food program requires establishing a consistent eating schedule. Food impacts your body’s circadian rhythms (learn more on page 253), and predictability will help you stick with a meal plan without getting distracted by food. This means eating at around the same time every day. Consistency helps your body gear up for eating at regular times without nagging you about food in between. This approach also averts impromptu choices outside your plan, like walking past an ice cream shop and dipping in for a triple-scoop cone. You won’t even walk into the store if you remain clear that eating now is not in your program.

For muscle-centric health—especially during weight loss—we recommend three meals each day with an optional mid-afternoon snack. Eat your first meal within one to two hours after waking, then a midday meal, and dinner between 6:00 and 8:00 p.m. Avoid late-night meals and skip after-dinner snacks.

As we’ve explained, your first meal is essential for muscle recovery after the overnight fasting period. These days many people are experimenting with restricted eating, limiting their food intake to a six- or eight-hour window as a way to reduce overall calories. If you’re using this strategy, you might eat at 11:00 a.m. and 6:00 p.m. But remember, you’ll still need to meet your daily protein total in just two meals.


PRO TIPS

[image: ] If you crave a morning snack not long after breakfast, that’s a sign that your breakfast balance is off. To fix it, increase your protein and revisit our Ratio Rule of 1:1 protein and carbs.

[image: ] Meal timing consistency is especially important during calorie restriction for weight loss. Skipping meals or irregular meal times will tend to make you overeat at the next meal.





PROTEIN TIMING FOR MUSCLE HEALTH DURING WEIGHT MANAGEMENT


	 
	Timing

	Protein Amount

	Key Guidelines





	Breakfast

	Within 1−2 hours of waking

	30−50g (non-negotiable)

	Prioritize high-quality protein (yogurt, meats, eggs, shakes); add fiber (berries, whole grains)




	Lunch

	4−5 hours after breakfast

	15−50g (flexible)

	Experiment with protein intake to control hunger, blood sugar, and energy




	Snack (optional)

	Used only if the gap between lunch and dinner spans more than five hours

	Around 100 calories, protein-rich

	Minimal carbohydrates; maintains metabolic balance




	Dinner

	6:00−8:00 p.m.

	35−65g (5−9 oz meat/fish)

	Largest meal; adjust protein to prevent evening hunger; avoid after-dinner snacking










Time-Saving Meal Prep Guide

Carving out time for food prep pays dividends throughout the week. Even an hour in your kitchen can save time, money, and energy by helping you avoid last-minute trips to the grocery store or late-night takeout orders.

If you don’t love eating the same meal every day, stock your fridge with prepared ingredients you can use to create meals that sound good in the moment. Get in the habit of preparing two to three protein sources so you can easily build meals from there.


Protein Sources


	Ground beef, bison, or elk

	Turkey meatballs

	Rotisserie chicken

	Baked chicken breasts or thighs

	Pulled pork

	Pork chops or tenderloin

	Baked salmon or cod

	Grilled shrimp

	Steak strips

	Lamb chops



Then you just need to add a fiber source. Lean on convenient options like frozen or pre-chopped fruits and vegetables if that helps you stay consistent.



Fiber Options


	Roasted vegetables

	Shredded cabbage and carrot slaw

	Steamed broccoli and cauliflower

	Pre-washed and chopped vegetables

	Salad bags (but ditch the dried fruit, croutons, and salad dressings in favor of your own toppings)

	No-prep vegetables (baby carrots, cucumbers, mini bell peppers)

	Boxes of greens like spinach, arugula, or kale

	Frozen greens, broccoli, or mixed vegetables

	Riced cauliflower

	Pumpkin, hemp, flax, or chia seeds



GROCERY SHOPPING GUIDE

Food shopping can be overwhelming, but it’s an essential part of healthier living. Here are my best strategies for navigating the grocery store to help you make informed choices and prioritize health-promoting foods.


Read Labels Carefully

When purchasing packaged foods, take time to review both the ingredient list and nutrition label. Pay attention to the protein-to-carb and carb-to-fiber ratios. Opt for items with short, clear ingredient lists made up of recognizable whole foods. Avoid products containing added sugars, artificial flavors, colors, or preservatives.




Limit Processed Foods

Minimize your intake of processed foods, including sugary snacks, refined grains, and packaged convenience items, which are often high in unhealthy fats and sugars and low in essential nutrients.



[image: A line drawing of a standard shopping cart with a metal frame and four wheels.]

Start with a Plan

Before heading out, create a shopping list based on your meal plan for the week. This will help you stay focused and avoid impulse purchases of less nutritious items.




Shop the Perimeter

The perimeter of many grocery stores is where you’ll find the most nutrient-dense options like fresh produce, lean proteins, dairy, eggs, and other whole foods. The aisles are where the ultra-processed convenience foods live. Start by walking the perimeter of the store and only walk down the aisles if you need something specific. Wandering through the aisles is bound to catch you in a junk-food trap.




Choose Whole Foods

Whenever possible, opt for whole rather than processed or packaged foods. Whole foods are less likely to contain added sugars, unhealthy fats, and artificial ingredients.




Focus on Quality

Prioritize high-quality ingredients, such as organic produce, grass-fed or pasture-raised meats, wild-caught fish, and organic dairy products. These options contain higher levels of beneficial nutrients and fewer harmful ingredients.




Don’t Shop Hungry

Avoid grocery shopping on an empty stomach, as you may be more tempted to make impulsive, less nutritious choices.




PROTEIN-FORWARD SNACKS

Much of your success will depend on your willingness to plan ahead and be prepared. Keeping easy, healthy snacks on hand, whether you’re traveling or at home, is key. Here are some of my favorite, wholesome snacks that won’t derail your progress:

[image: A simple line drawing of a whole egg and a sliced egg, with minimal detail.]
Hard-Boiled Eggs
[image: A simple illustration of two overlapping strips of bacon with wavy edges and alternating light and dark red stripes.]
Beef Jerky
[image: A stylized illustration of a fish with red and orange patterns, surrounded by a decorative border.]
Tuna Pouch
[image: A circular emblem with a symmetrical design resembling a stylized globe and a human figure at the center.]
Smoked Salmon
[image: A tilted rectangular object with a circular symbol in the center and small dots scattered around it.]
Individual Sachet of Protein Powder
[image: A simple line drawing of a peanut with two connected oval shapes, representing its shell.]
Fresh or Roasted Edamame
[image: Five small, rounded objects resembling seeds or nuts, each with a visible groove or indentation in the center.]
Roasted Chickpeas
[image: A simple illustration of a yogurt cup with a spoon inside, drawn in a minimalistic style.]
Single Serving of Greek Yogurt
[image: A simple line drawing of a bowl filled with a soft, textured substance and a spoon resting inside.]
Single Serving of Cottage Cheese
[image: A simple illustration of a cup filled with a dotted pattern and a spoon sticking out.]
Chia Seed Pudding
[image: A line drawing of a protein shaker bottle with a scoop beside it.]
Protein Shake or Smoothie





Tips for Eating Out

Many Americans eat nearly 40 percent of their meals away from home. The Muscle-Centric Portion Protocol is designed to teach you to visually recognize and create healthy meals in any situation.


	Ask servers not to bring any starchy carbs to the table (bread, garlic knots, crackers, etc.) before the protein arrives.

	Visualize dividing the starchy carbs on your plate into portions—one you’ll eat now, with your protein, and the rest you leave over or take home for another meal.

	Order a plate to share with your dining companion, then add an additional side of protein.




PRO TIP

Take just two bites of the rice on your plate and you can have a glass of wine and split a slice of chocolate cake with a friend while still maintaining the 1:1 ratio.



Remember: Restaurants will almost always serve you more calories than you need, including three or four times more carbohydrates than you should eat. They make more money by selling cheap starchy carbs. If you eat everything you’re served at a restaurant, you will overeat.




Managing Emotional Eating

When Do You Feel Hungry?


	Physical hunger develops gradually and is related to meal timing.

	Emotional hunger comes on suddenly and is unrelated to your last meal.

	Emotional hunger often appears during times of stress or distress.



When Do You Feel Full?


	Physical hunger is satisfied when you feel full.

	Emotional hunger often feels insatiable.

	Emotional eating may lead you to keep eating well past fullness.




PRACTICAL TIPS FOR MANAGING EMOTIONAL HUNGER

The Chicken Breast Test: When feeling hungry, ask yourself: “Would a chicken breast satisfy me?” If the answer is no, you’re likely experiencing emotional rather than physical hunger. This simple test helps distinguish between true hunger and emotional cravings.

Food Diary Strategy: If you’re struggling to differentiate between physical and emotional hunger, keep a detailed food diary for one week that lists:


	What you ate

	When you ate

	Your emotions before and after eating




What did you notice about your eating patterns by the end of the week?








[image: An illustration of a hand cracking an egg against an orange background with the word “Recipes” above it.]






BREAKFAST

The Most Important Meal for Muscle Health!



[image: A digital illustration of a bacon sandwich on an English muffin, placed on a crumpled napkin.]



QUICK AND EASY

[image: ]
PB & J SMOOTHIE BOWL

SERVES 4 [image: ] EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/VEGETARIAN [image: ] TOTAL: 10 MINUTES

This thick, fruit-based bowl offers a cool and satisfying way to start the day. Peanut butter powder gives you all the flavor and protein of the popular spread, without the extra fat. Chia seeds add a plant-based source of omega-3 plus extra protein and fiber. Using frozen fruit provides a nutrient benefit over fresh fruit that’s shipped long distances out of season.



	2¼ cups/315 grams frozen raspberries, divided

	2 cups/240 grams frozen wild blueberries

	1½ cups /360 milliliters unsweetened soy milk

	1½ cups/137 grams unflavored zero-carb whey protein powder

	½ cup /56 grams peanut butter powder

	¼ cup/40 grams chia seeds

	½ cup/ 70 grams ice cubes

	4 teaspoons unsweetened shredded coconut





Set aside ¼ cup of the raspberries. Put the remaining 2 cups raspberries and all remaining ingredients, except for the coconut, into a blender (see tip). Blend on high until smooth. Divide the mixture among 4 bowls. Top with the coconut and reserved berries.

TIP: If your blender is not a large capacity model, puree the ingredients in two batches.

PER SERVING: Total Carb: 25g; Fiber: 12g; Protein: 42g; Fat: 7g; Calories: 330





RASPBERRY ALMOND OVERNIGHT OATS

SERVES 4 [image: ] EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/VEGETARIAN [image: ] TOTAL: 10 MINUTES, PLUS OVERNIGHT SOAKING

High-protein oats and protein powder amp up the nutrients in this easy morning meal. A little mixing the night before makes for a quick morning grab-and-go.



	⅓ cup/96 grams high-protein oats

	⅓ cups/62 grams unflavored zero-carb whey protein powder

	4 teaspoons chia seeds

	Fine sea salt

	2 cups/470 milliliters 2% milk

	1 teaspoon pure almond extract

	1 cup/227 grams 0% plain Greek yogurt

	½ cup/85 grams fresh raspberries

	⅓ cup/29 grams sliced raw almonds, lightly toasted

	3 tablespoons plus 1 teaspoon ground flaxseed





Combine the oats, protein powder, chia seeds, and pinch of salt in a large bowl. Add the milk and almond extract; whisk together until the protein powder is incorporated. Cover and refrigerate overnight.

To serve, stir the yogurt into the oat mixture. Loosen with a bit of water, if desired. Serve cold, room temperature, or gently warmed in the microwave, topped with the raspberries, almonds, and flaxseed.

Overnight oats keep for up to 5 days, refrigerated. If liquid separates, simply mix it back in.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 29 grams; Fiber: 7 grams; Protein: 31 grams; Fat: 9 grams; Calories: 310




LEMONY NUT-AND-SEEDS YOGURT WITH BERRIES

SERVES 4 [image: ] EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/VEGETARIAN [image: ] TOTAL: 20 MINUTES

A mix of seeds, nuts, flaxseeds, and protein powder bring great texture and flavor, and an extra nutrient punch, to this zingy fresh breakfast bowl. Best when put together on the day you want to serve it (to keep nuts crunchy), this recipe easily scales up or down. For example, to make a single serving, simply use a quarter of each ingredient.



	3¼ cups/736 grams 0% plain Greek yogurt

	⅔ cup/91 grams pepitas (raw pumpkin seeds)

	¼ cup/36 grams raw almonds, coarsely chopped

	½ cup/44 grams unflavored zero-carb whey protein powder

	1 tablespoon chia seeds

	½ tsp vanilla extract

	2 tablespoons fresh lemon zest, from 2 large lemons

	½ cup/74 grams sliced strawberries

	4 teaspoons ground flaxseed





In a large bowl, stir together the yogurt, pepitas, almonds, protein powder, chia seeds, vanilla, and lemon zest. Let rest until the chia seeds gel, about 10 minutes, then stir to combine. Serve topped with the strawberries and flaxseed.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 24 grams; Fiber: 7 grams; Protein: 34 grams; Fat: 11 grams; Calories: 330





SAVORY OATMEAL WITH FRIED EGGS, SHIITAKES, GREENS, AND CHILI CRISP

SERVES 4 [image: ] GLUTEN-FREE [image: ] TOTAL: 25 MINUTES

This satisfying savory take on oatmeal skips the sweet ingredients, like maple syrup, brown sugar, or honey, in favor of extra protein and nutrient-dense vegetables. Chili crisp, which is widely available in large grocery stores and specialty markets, adds a touch of heat and a delicious umami element. Egg-free readers can simply leave the eggs out here, or substitute tofu scramble.



	1⅓ cups/123 grams unflavored zero-carb whey protein powder

	2 tablespoons white miso paste

	4 cups/950 milliliters chicken bone broth, divided

	1⅓ cups/192 grams high-protein oats

	2 cups/142 grams stemmed and sliced shiitake mushrooms

	5 loosely packed cups/113 grams stemmed and coarsely chopped kale (about 1 bunch)

	Fine sea salt

	Freshly ground black pepper

	1 tablespoon extra virgin olive oil

	4 large eggs

	1 tablespoon chili crisp





In a medium bowl, whisk together the protein powder, miso, and 1 cup/237ml of the broth until smooth; set aside.

In a large saucepan, bring the remaining 3 cups/ 713ml broth just to a boil. Add the oats, reduce the heat to medium, and cook, stirring occasionally, until the oats are tender, about 10 minutes; remove from heat, stir in the reserved protein powder mixture, and cover to keep warm.

While the oats are cooking, heat a large nonstick skillet over medium high until hot. Add the mushrooms and cook, stirring occasionally, until lightly golden, 3 to 5 minutes. Add the kale and ⅓ cup/79ml water, reduce heat to low, cover and cook until the kale is wilted, about 3 minutes. Season the mixture with salt and pepper to taste, then transfer to a bowl.

Wipe out the skillet, then add the oil and heat over medium high. Crack in the eggs, one at a time. Season with a pinch each of salt and pepper and cook until the edges are lightly golden and whites begin to set, about 1 minute. Cover the pan and continue cooking until the whites are set and yolks are still runny, about 1 minute more. Remove from the heat.

Serve the oatmeal in bowls, topped with the kale, mushrooms, eggs, and chili crisp.

TIP: Since not all miso paste or chili crisp is gluten free, check labels if you practice a gluten-free diet.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 36 grams; Fiber: 8 grams; Protein: 54 grams; Fat: 16 grams; Calories: 500





WHITE BEAN AND SPINACH SHAKSHUKA

SERVES 4 [image: ] GLUTEN-FREE/VEGETARIAN [image: ] TOTAL: 30 MINUTES

Extra egg whites, in addition to whole eggs, give an added protein boost to this spin on a Mediterranean classic. The dish comes together in minutes, so have your eggs cracked and ingredients prepped and at your side before you begin to cook. The heat in fresh chili peppers resides in their seeds and ribs. Use those parts of the pepper if you like an extra kick.



	½ teaspoon turmeric powder

	½ teaspoon smoked paprika

	¼ teaspoon ground cumin

	¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

	⅛ teaspoon garlic powder

	⅛ teaspoon onion powder

	4 large eggs

	1 tablespoon avocado oil

	1 medium jalapeño pepper, seeded and finely chopped

	Fine sea salt

	2 15-ounce cans cannellini beans, rinsed and drained

	2 cups/473 milliliters chicken bone broth

	2 tablespoons fresh lemon juice

	½ cup/24 grams chopped cilantro

	4 large egg whites

	1 (10-ounce) package frozen chopped spinach, thawed, excess liquid squeezed out

	⅓ cup/93 grams crumbled fat-free feta cheese

	Hot sauce for serving, optional





Combine the spices in a small bowl. Crack the eggs into a second bowl. In a large high-sided skillet, combine the oil, jalapeño, and pinch of salt. Cook over medium heat, stirring occasionally, until chili is just tender, about 3 minutes. Stir in the beans and spices. Cook for 30 seconds, then add the broth, lemon juice, and about three-quarters of the cilantro. Bring to a gentle simmer.

Add the eggs, then the egg whites, dividing equally into each corner of the pan, then season the eggs with a pinch each of salt and pepper. Reduce the heat to maintain a gentle simmer. Cover and cook 3 minutes, then add the spinach, placing it evenly around the eggs. Continue cooking, covered, until the whites are cooked and yolks are still jammy, 3−5 minutes more (any whites that appear loose will finish cooking when served and mixed into broth). Remove from the heat.

Serve in shallow bowls, topped with the feta, remaining cilantro, and hot sauce, if desired.

TIP: Using black pepper in concert with turmeric greatly improves the bioavailability of the latter’s antioxidant and anti-inflammatory properties, which stem from its active ingredient, curcumin.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 30 grams; Fiber: 9 grams; Protein: 30 grams; Fat: 9 grams; Calories: 310





HONEY WHIPPED COTTAGE CHEESE, GRANOLA, AND CHERRY-BERRY BOWL

SERVES 4 [image: ] EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/VEGETARIAN [image: ] TOTAL: 30 MINUTES

Making your own quick-baked granola allows you to control nutrients and use a low-glycemic sweetener, like monk fruit. Make the granola ahead, scaling up to prepare larger batches, if you’d like, to make the dish quick and easy busy mornings later.



	¼ cup/34.5 grams raw almonds, coarsely chopped

	1 tablespoon almond flour

	2¼ teaspoons hemp seeds

	1½ teaspoons raw sesame seeds

	1½ teaspoons whole flax seeds

	¾ teaspoon liquid monk fruit sweetener

	Pinch ground cinnamon

	3 cups/736 grams low-fat 1% cottage cheese

	⅓ cup/60 grams unflavored zero-carb whey protein powder

	1 tablespoon psyllium husk powder

	2 teaspoons honey

	1 cup/137 grams pitted cherries or frozen pitted cherries, thawed and halved

	1 cup/132 grams fresh or thawed frozen blackberries





Heat the oven to 350°F. Line a rimmed baking sheet with parchment paper. In a large bowl, combine the almonds, almond flour, hemp seeds, sesame seeds, and flax seeds. Add the monk fruit and cinnamon; stir to combine. Using a rubber spatula, spread the mixture evenly onto the prepared baking sheet.

Bake the granola, stirring halfway through until the edges are lightly golden, 9−12 minutes. Remove from the oven and let cool 10 minutes.

Meanwhile, in a high-speed blender, food processor, or immersion blender, puree the cottage cheese, protein powder, psyllium husk powder, and honey until combined and lightened, about 3 minutes.

Divide the cheese mixture among 4 bowls. Serve topped with the granola, cherries, and blackberries.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 25grams; Fiber: 8 grams; Protein: 41 grams; Fat: 12 grams; Calories: 360




PROTEIN-FORWARD TAKES ON FAVORITES

[image: ]
HIGH-PROTEIN WAFFLES

SERVES 4 [image: ] GLUTEN-FREE/VEGETARIAN [image: ] TOTAL: 30 MINUTES

While milk is classically used in waffle batters. I turn to cottage cheese for added protein, along with great flavor and texture. Pureed in a high-speed blender or food processor, the cheese curds become deliciously creamy and smooth. The result is a fluffy waffle that also gets a nice chew from high-protein oats.



	1 cup/114 grams high-protein oats

	½ cup/56 grams almond flour

	2 cups/453 grams (1-pound container) low-fat cottage cheese

	¼ cup/26 grams ground flaxseed

	¼ cup/22 grams unflavored zero-carb protein powder

	1 tablespoon baking powder

	1 large egg

	¼ cup/61 grams liquid egg whites

	1 teaspoon ground cinnamon

	⅛ teaspoon fine sea salt

	Nonstick cooking spray

	2 tablespoons powdered sugar





Put the oats in a high-speed blender or food processor and pulse until ground to a flour. Add all of the remaining ingredients, except for the powdered sugar. Blend, scraping down sides as needed, until batter is formed.

In a heated waffle maker, coated with nonstick cooking spray, cook the batter until the waffles are golden brown. Serve warm, dusted with powdered sugar.

The waffles keep in a sealed container and refrigerated for up to 3 days, or frozen for up to 1 month. While the texture is best reheated in a low oven or toaster oven, you can also microwave waffles in short intervals for 30 seconds to 2 minutes.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 30 grams; Fiber: 7 grams; Protein: 32 grams; Fat: 14 grams; Calories: 370





SMOKED TURKEY & SPINACH BUCKWHEAT CREPES

SERVES 4 [image: ] GLUTEN-FREE/POULTRY [image: ] TOTAL: 30 MINUTES

A traditional ingredient for French crepes, buckwheat (not related to wheat, despite its name) is gluten-free and offers protein, fiber, and antioxidants. For quick cooking, make the crepes ahead (see below).



	2 large eggs

	1 cup/240 milliliters skim milk

	½ cup/80 grams buckwheat flour

	¼ cup/40 grams white whole wheat flour

	½ cup/44 grams unflavored zero-carb whey protein powder

	1 tablespoon coconut sugar

	¼ teaspoon fine sea salt

	Pinch freshly ground black pepper

	1 tablespoon avocado oil

	Water as needed

	Nonstick cooking spray

	1 (10-ounce) package frozen chopped spinach, thawed, drained, squeezed dry

	8 ounces thinly sliced smoked turkey breast

	½ cup /57 grams shredded low-fat Swiss cheese

	2 teaspoons ground flaxseed





In a blender, puree all batter ingredients, except water and cooking spray, on medium-high smooth. Add water, 1 tablespoon at a time, if needed, until consistency is similar to heavy cream.

Lightly coat an 8- to 9-inch nonstick skillet with nonstick cooking spray. Using a liquid measuring cup, add ¼ cup/2 fluid ounces/29 milliliters batter while gently swirling the pan so that batter evenly coats the bottom. Cook until the edges begin to separate from the pan and the crepe is set, 1−2 minutes. Using a spatula, flip the crepe and cook until golden in parts, 30−45 seconds more.

Transfer the cooked crepe to a paper towel−lined plate and repeat with the remaining batter, spraying the pan between each crepe. Reduce heat as needed if batter sets before spreading.

Return 1 cooked crepe to the skillet and warm over medium-low, about 1 minute. Over one-half of the crepe, layer an eighth of the spinach, turkey, cheese, and flaxseed, then fold over to form a half-moon. Repeat with the remaining batter and filling to make 8 crepes total. Serve warm.

Cooked crepes keep, cooled and then stacked between sheets of parchment or wax paper, wrapped with plastic wrap, and refrigerated for up to two days, or frozen for up to one month. To reheat, thaw at room temperature, then remove paper and gently warm (one at a time) in a skillet over medium high for 30 seconds per side.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 31 grams; Fiber: 6 grams; Protein: 32 grams; Fat: 12 grams; Calories: 350





PROTEIN PANCAKES WITH WILD BLUEBERRY COMPOTE

SERVES 4 [image: ] GLUTEN-FREE/VEGETARIAN [image: ] TOTAL: 30 MINUTES

Not your average Sunday pancake, these are savage pancakes. I like to add in wild blueberries when available, as they are typically considered to have a more robust antioxidant profile compared to their cultivated cousins (but all berries are great). I throw in a little spirulina to increase the density of nutrients; it has a unique color that contributes to its health properties in addition to vitamins and minerals.


COMPOTE


	1 cup/120 grams frozen wild blueberries

	½ tablespoon lemon juice, plus lemon zest for serving



PANCAKES


	1 cups/200 grams high-protein oats

	2 cups/473 milliliters unsweetened soy milk

	¼ cup/25 grams finely ground almond flour

	1 cup/93 grams unflavored zero-carb whey protein powder

	¼ cup plus 2 tablespoons/90 grams liquid egg whites

	1 tablespoon spirulina powder

	2 teaspoons baking powder

	2 teaspoons pure banana extract

	¼ teaspoon fine sea salt

	Nonstick cooking spray





FOR THE COMPOTE: Bring the blueberries and lemon juice to a gentle simmer over low heat. Cook, partially covered, until the mixture comes together and resembles a loose jam, about 15 minutes. Remove from heat and let cool. Add a bit of water to thin, if desired. (The compote can be made up to 1 week ahead. Keep covered and refrigerated. Warm before serving, adding a little water to thin, if desired.)

FOR THE PANCAKES: Puree oats in a blender until they resemble flour. Add the remaining pancake ingredients, except for the cooking spray, and blend until smooth.

Heat a nonstick skillet or griddle over medium heat and lightly coat with cooking spray. Ladle ⅓ cup/2.7 fluid ounces/79 milliliters of batter onto the heated skillet, leaving space between each pancake. Cook until bubbles form and edges begin to brown, about 3 minutes. Flip and cook until bottoms are golden brown, about 2 more minutes. Repeat with remaining batter. Serve warm, topped with compote and lemon zest.

TIP: Look for spirulina powder in the health food or supplement area of food co-ops, health food stores, and most large grocery stores.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 36 grams; Fiber: 8 grams; Protein: 37 grams; Fat: 8 grams; Calories: 360





SPAGHETTI SQUASH EGG-IN-A-HOLE

SERVES 4 [image: ] GLUTEN-FREE/VEGETARIAN [image: ] TOTAL: 1 HOUR 10 MINUTES

This healthy update on egg-in-a-hole uses antioxidant-rich spaghetti squash, accented with kale and other nutrient-dense ingredients, as a stand-in for bread with a hole cut in the center. If you don’t eat eggs, a mix of lentils and quinoa makes a substitute that is a carb-heavy option.



	Nonstick cooking spray

	1 (2½ pound) spaghetti squash, cut in half lengthwise, seeds removed

	4⅓ cups/283 grams chopped frozen kale, thawed, excess liquid squeezed

	1⅓ cups/375 grams 2% low-fat cottage cheese

	⅓ cup/114 grams cherry tomatoes, halved

	2 tablespoons finely chopped chives or scallion greens

	Fine sea salt

	Freshly ground black pepper

	1 cup/113 grams shredded 25% reduced-fat Swiss cheese, divided

	4 large eggs

	4 large egg whites





Heat the oven to 450°F. Line a rimmed baking sheet with parchment paper or lightly coat with nonstick cooking spray.

Place the squash halves cut sides down and flat in a microwave-safe baking dish. Add water to come ½-inch up the sides. (If your microwave is not large enough to accommodate all the squash at once, cook it in two batches.) Microwave on high until the skin is soft and a knife inserted slips in easily, 15 to 20 minutes. Transfer the squash to a cutting board and let sit until cool enough to handle. Discard the cooking liquid.

Meanwhile, in a large bowl, stir together the kale, cottage cheese, tomatoes, chives, ¼ teaspoon salt, ¼ teaspoon pepper, and half of the Swiss cheese. Set aside.

Run a fork through the squash flesh to separate it into strands. You should have about 4 cups of squash. On the prepared baking sheet, toss the squash with ½ teaspoon salt, ½ teaspoon pepper, and the remaining Swiss cheese. Form the mixture into 4 equally portioned rounds, each about 5½ inches wide. Top each squash round with a quarter of the kale mixture, spreading almost to edges. Bake until the filling is bubbling and squash is lightly golden at edges, about 20 minutes.

Remove from the oven. Working carefully (remember, the pan is hot), use the back of a spoon to form a well in the center of each squash round. Crack one egg into each, then divide the egg whites among each (it’s OK if the egg runs over the well). Season the eggs with a pinch each of salt and pepper. Continue baking until the egg whites are set and the yolks are still runny, 7 to 10 minutes. Serve warm.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 28 grams; Fiber: 6 grams; Protein: 33 grams; Fat: 12 grams; Calories: 350





TURKEY BACON, EGG, AND CHEESE SANDWICHES

SERVES 4 [image: ] POULTRY [image: ] TOTAL: 45 MINUTES

Like the iconic “BEC” Bacon, Egg, and Cheese breakfast sandwich, but with a twist: using healthier turkey bacon and tucking in arugula for added nutrients. Make these sandwiches ahead for an easy grab-and-go (see instructions below).



	4 slices/94 grams turkey bacon

	Nonstick cooking spray

	4 large eggs

	4 large egg whites

	1⅓ cups/375 grams low-fat cottage cheese

	¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

	Fine sea salt

	3 ounces reduced-fat sharp cheddar, thinly sliced

	4 sprouted whole-grain English muffins (303 grams), lightly toasted

	2 cups/58 grams loosely packed baby arugula

	Hot sauce, optional





Heat the oven to 400°F with racks in the center and upper third. Line a rimmed baking sheet with parchment paper or foil. Arrange the bacon in a single layer on top. Cook the bacon on the center rack until crispy, about 15 minutes, then remove from the oven and set aside.

Meanwhile, lightly coat an 8-inch square baking pan with cooking spray. In a medium bowl, whisk together the eggs, egg whites, cottage cheese, pepper, and pinch of salt until combined, then pour into the prepared pan. Bake on the upper rack until the center is raised and almost set, 15 to 20 minutes. Remove from the oven and arrange the cheese on top, then continue baking until the cheese is melted and a toothpick inserted in the center of the egg comes out clean, about 5 minutes. Remove from the oven.

Using a spatula, cut the egg into quarters, then stack on the muffin bottoms. Top with the bacon, arugula, and hot sauce, if desired, then top with the muffin tops.

The sandwiches keep, cooled then tightly wrapped in parchment paper and then in foil or a tightly sealed freezer bag, and refrigerated for up to 2 days or frozen for up to 1 month. Thaw frozen sandwiches in the refrigerator overnight. To reheat, remove and discard the foil. Place the sandwich (in parchment) on a microwave-safe plate. Heat in short intervals (15−25 seconds at a time), flipping occasionally, until the sandwich is warmed through, about 1 minute. Or leave the sandwich in the parchment and foil and heat in a low oven or toaster oven until warmed through, 5 to 8 minutes.

TIP: Whisking cottage cheese into eggs before baking or scrambling is both a clever and delicious way to add protein and flavor. The curds blend into the eggs to create a rich, creamy bite.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 37 grams; Fiber: 6 grams; Protein: 40 grams; Fat: 14 grams; Calories: 440





WILD MUSHROOM AND BROCCOLI FRITTATA

SERVES 4 [image: ] GLUTEN-FREE/VEGETARIAN [image: ] TOTAL: 45 MINUTES

Frittatas offer a great way to add fiber and other nutrients from all sorts of vegetables to the morning meal, and the oven does most of the work. Look for high-protein, gluten-free bread options as needed.



	6 large eggs

	4 large egg whites

	¾ cup/176 grams 1% low-fat cottage cheese

	¼ cup/28 grams freshly grated Parmesan cheese

	⅓ cup/30 grams unflavored zero-carb whey protein powder

	Fine sea salt

	Freshly ground black pepper

	1 tablespoon extra virgin olive oil

	1 pound shiitake mushrooms, trimmed, caps quartered

	3 cups/235 grams frozen broccoli, thawed

	4 slices high-protein bread, such as Ezekiel, toasted, for serving





Heat the oven to 400°F.

In a large bowl, whisk together the eggs, egg whites, cottage cheese, Parmesan cheese, protein powder, ¼ teaspoon salt, and ½ teaspoon pepper. Set aside.

In a 12-inch ovenproof nonstick skillet, warm the olive oil over medium heat, about 1 minute. Add the mushrooms and cook, stirring occasionally, until tender, about 5 minutes. Stir in the broccoli and a generous pinch each of salt and pepper.

Continue cooking until warmed through, about 3 minutes. Remove the pan from the heat, then pour the egg mixture over the vegetables. Using a wooden spoon, gently swirl together.

Transfer the skillet to the oven and bake until the frittata is puffy and set (the center should appear dry), about 20 minutes. Let cool for 10 minutes before slicing. Serve warm, with the toast.

The frittata pieces keep, cooled then placed in a tightly sealed freezer bag and refrigerated for up to 2 days or frozen for up to one month. To reheat, remove from the bag, place on a microwave-safe plate, and heat on medium power for 1 to 2 minutes if refrigerated, 3 to 4 minutes if frozen. Or heat in a low oven or toaster oven until warmed through, 5 to 8 minutes.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 27 grams; Fiber: 7 grams; Protein: 36 grams; Fat: 14 grams; Calories: 370




SOMETHING SPECIAL

[image: ]
SPICED APPLE BREAKFAST BREAD PUDDING

SERVES 4 [image: ] GLUTEN-FREE/VEGETARIAN [image: ] TOTAL: 1 HOUR

Cinnamon and cardamom bring warm spice flavors to this not-too-sweet breakfast treat. A DIY vanilla yogurt lends extra protein and an indulgent creamy touch. Look for gluten-free keto bread if you practice a gluten-free diet.



	1 cup plus 1 heaping tablespoon unflavored zero-carb protein powder

	3 tablespoons psyllium husk fiber

	2 large eggs

	1 large/35 grams egg white

	1 cup/240 milliliters skim milk

	1 tablespoon/15 milliliters monk fruit liquid sweetener

	2 teaspoons ground cinnamon

	¼ teaspoon ground cardamom

	Pinch of fine sea salt

	2½ teaspoons pure vanilla extract, divided

	4 slices keto bread, cubed (about 2 cups)

	1½ cups/180 grams diced red apple, skin on (about 1 large apple)

	Nonstick cooking spray

	½ cup/113 grams 0% plain Greek yogurt





Heat the oven to 350°F.

Whisk together the protein powder, psyllium, eggs, egg white, milk, monk fruit, cinnamon, cardamom, pinch of salt, and 2 teaspoons of the vanilla extract, until combined with no lumps. Add the bread and apple; stir to combine.

Lightly coat a 1½-quart ovenproof baking dish with nonstick cooking spray. Pour in the bread mixture in an even layer.

Bake until bread pudding is set and top is golden brown, 35−40 minutes. Meanwhile, stir together the yogurt and remaining ½ teaspoon vanilla extract.

Remove the bread pudding from the oven and let cool for at least 10 minutes. Serve warm or at room temperature with the yogurt alongside or spooned on top.

The bread pudding keeps wrapped in foil or plastic wrap and refrigerated for up to 3 days, or frozen for up to 1 month.

TIP: The skin on apples is where most of the fiber and other nutrients reside. Leave it on the fruit, whether cooking with it or snacking.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 28 grams; Fiber: 11 grams; Protein: 35 grams; Fat: 4.5 grams; Calories: 260





SALAD-Y SALMON BREAKFAST BOWL

SERVES 4 [image: ] DAIRY-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/PESCATARIAN [image: ] TOTAL: 40 MINUTES

Starting the day with salmon for breakfast helps incorporate protein along with omega-3 and essential nutrients. In addition to breakfast, try this for brunch, lunch, or dinnertime. The salmon and quinoa can be made ahead for a 15-minute meal that also travels well to the office or school (see keeping instructions below). To make this recipe egg-free, simply leave out the eggs and use a 4- to 5-ounce piece of salmon per serving.



	4 (3-ounce) pieces skin-on center-cut wild caught salmon, about 1-inch thick

	Fine sea salt

	Nonstick cooking spray

	4 cups packed/100 grams packed baby spinach

	1 cup/109 grams thinly sliced red, orange, or yellow bell pepper (1 medium)

	1½ tablespoons/22.5 milliliters fresh lemon juice

	Freshly ground black pepper

	1 cup/185 grams cooked quinoa

	1 tablespoon/15 milliliters white wine vinegar

	4 large eggs

	½ cup/70 grams pepitas (raw pumpkin seeds)





Season the salmon with ½ teaspoon salt. Lightly coat a large cast iron or nonstick skillet with nonstick cooking spray and heat over medium. Add the salmon, skin-side down. Cook without disturbing until skin is crisp, about 4 minutes. Flip and continue cooking until opaque and cooked through, about 3 more minutes. Remove from the heat.

In a medium bowl, toss together the spinach, bell pepper, lemon juice, and generous pinch each of salt and pepper. Divide the quinoa among 4 bowls and top with the spinach mixture.

Fill a large skillet (high-sided, if you have) with the vinegar and water to come 1½ inches up the sides. Bring to a bare simmer over medium heat.

Crack the eggs into a small bowl, then slip into the skillet, one at a time, spacing them apart. Poach until the whites are opaque and yolks are still runny, 3 to 4 minutes. Using a slotted spoon, remove and place the eggs on top of the quinoa bowls. Serve topped with the pepitas.

Cooked salmon keeps covered and refrigerated for up to 3 days. Cooked quinoa keeps covered and refrigerated for up to 5 days, or frozen for up to 2 months. Thaw in the refrigerator or microwave for 30- to 60-second intervals until warmed through.

TIP: Quinoa is a gluten-free whole grain, a complete protein, and high in fiber, folate, zinc, and magnesium. Quick-cooking, it also freezes well. Use resealable bags to freeze in portions for quick easy meals.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 22 grams; Fiber: 6 grams; Protein: 36 grams; Fat: 15 grams; Calories: 370




VEGAN OPTION

[image: ]
TOFU RANCHERO SCRAMBLE

SERVES 4 [image: ] DAIRY-FREE/EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/VEGAN [image: ] TOTAL: 45 MINUTES

For added nutrient benefits, use black soybeans rather than black beans in this bright vegan take on huevos rancheros. The former are higher in protein and contain slightly more fiber. If you avoid soy, black beans can be substituted.



	1 (14-ounce) block extra-firm tofu, drained, cut in half widthwise

	1 teaspoon ground turmeric

	¾ teaspoon ground cumin

	½ teaspoon garlic powder

	¼ teaspoon onion powder

	Fine sea salt

	Freshly ground black pepper

	2 teaspoons fresh lime juice, divided, plus lime wedges for serving

	Heaping ½ cup/100 grams finely chopped tomato

	2 teaspoons/6 grams finely chopped white onion

	¼ cup/12 grams finely chopped cilantro, divided

	1 (15-ounce) can black soybeans, rinsed and drained

	½ teaspoon smoked paprika

	Generous pinch cayenne pepper

	4 vegan protein tortillas

	10½ loosely packed cups (from 1½ bunches) chopped Swiss chard leaves and tender stems

	Nonstick cooking spray

	Hot sauce, for serving (optional)





Pat dry the tofu blocks, then wrap each piece in paper towels. Place a heavy skillet or other object on top of the blocks to help remove moisture. Let stand 20 minutes.

Meanwhile, in a small bowl, stir together the first 4 spices, a generous pinch each of salt and pepper, 1 teaspoon lime juice, and ¼ cup/59 milliliters water; set aside. In a second bowl, combine the tomato, onion, generous pinch of salt, 1 tablespoon cilantro, and remaining teaspoon lime juice. Set aside.

In a microwave-proof bowl, coarsely mash together the beans, smoked paprika, cayenne, and ⅛ teaspoon salt until combined. Microwave on high, covered, until hot, about 3 minutes. Set aside.

Warm the tortillas according to package instructions. Divide among serving plates, then spread the bean mash on top.

Heat a large nonstick skillet over medium. Add the chard stems and leaves, a generous pinch each of salt and pepper, and ¾ cup/177 milliliters/6 ounces water. Cover and cook, stirring occasionally and adding water, if needed, to keep the greens moist, until tender, 5−7 minutes. Transfer to plates with tortillas. Drain any remaining liquid from the skillet and wipe dry.

Unwrap the tofu and drain any liquid. Season all sides with salt and pepper. Coat the skillet with nonstick cooking oil and heat over medium high. Add the tofu and cook, turning once and reducing the heat if needed, until lightly golden and crisp, about 3 minutes per side. (If the tofu emits water while cooking, use a spatula to hold it in place while you drain the liquid.) Reduce the heat to medium. Add the spice mixture. Working quickly, use a wooden spoon to break up and stir together the tofu and spices until coated, about 2 minutes. Divide among serving plates. Top with the tomato salsa, remaining cilantro, squeeze of lime, and hot sauce, if desired.

TIP: To save time, prep your ingredients and complete as many steps as you can through the cooking of the chard while the tofu drains.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 27 grams; Fiber: 8 grams; Protein: 30 grams; Fat: 11 grams; Calories: 320






LUNCH

Sustain Energy Throughout Your Day with a Protein-Forward Midday Meal



[image: A digital illustration of a meal with salmon, rice, broccoli, and a lemon slice, held in a container with a fork in hand.]



MAKE-AHEAD AND GRAB-AND-GO

[image: ]
CILANTRO LIME CHICKEN SALAD WRAPS

SERVES 4 [image: ] EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/POULTRY [image: ] QUICK [image: ] TOTAL: 25 MINUTES

Using collard greens as wraps as a stand-in for traditional wraps is a revelation. The dark leafy green is packed with vitamin A, vitamin C, and calcium, offers ample vitamin K, and is a good source of iron, vitamin B6, and magnesium. The large leaves require just a quick dunk in boiling water to make them pliable. They make for a pretty sandwich with a nice textural bite.



	1 (15.5-ounce) can chickpeas, rinsed and drained

	2 cups/298 grams coarsely chopped or shredded cooked chicken breast

	1 cup/101 grams chopped celery

	1¼ cups/284 grams 0% Greek yogurt

	⅓ cup/20 grams coarsely chopped cilantro leaves and tender stems

	3 tablespoons fresh lime juice

	1½ teaspoons ground turmeric

	1 teaspoon garlic powder

	½ teaspoon fine sea salt

	½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

	8 large/284 grams large collard green leaves, stems trimmed

	2 cups/64 grams mixed baby greens





In a large bowl, mash the chickpeas to a coarse texture. Add the chicken, celery, yogurt, cilantro, lime juice, turmeric, garlic, salt, and pepper. Stir to combine.

Bring a wide, heavy pot of salted water to a boil. Submerge the collard leaves, one or two at a time, and cook just until pliable, about 20 seconds each. Drain and pat dry. If stems are very thick at the base of the leaves, use a paring knife to cut them out.

Lay one leaf flat on a clean, dry work surface. Fill with ⅛ each of the chicken salad and mixed greens, then roll up like a burrito. Serve 2 per person.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 24 grams; Fiber: 8 grams; Protein: 37 grams; Fat: 5 grams; Calories: 290





CHICKEN AND SUMMER SQUASH PATTIES WITH WHIPPED FETA

SERVES 4 [image: ] GLUTEN-FREE/POULTRY [image: ] MAKE-AHEAD [image: ] TOTAL: 50 MINUTES

This bright fresh dish is a lunchtime stunner that travels well for a meal at the office. Whether you’re taking it on the go or eating at home, try making the chicken patties and whipped feta ahead. The dish then comes together in under 10 minutes.


WHIPPED FETA


	1 cup/227 grams 0% plain Greek yogurt

	½ cup/70 grams crumbled low-fat feta cheese

	¼ cup/13 grams chopped fresh parsley

	1 tablespoon/6 grams fresh lemon zest



PATTIES AND SALAD


	1 pound 92% lean ground chicken breast

	1 large egg, lightly beaten

	2 cups/227 grams grated zucchini (about 2 medium zucchini)

	3 tablespoons psyllium whole husks

	1 teaspoon dried thyme

	½ teaspoon garlic powder

	½ teaspoon onion powder

	Fine sea salt

	Freshly ground black pepper

	Nonstick cooking spray

	4 cups/121 grams packed baby arugula

	1 tablespoon fresh lemon juice

	1 tablespoon avocado oil





FOR THE FETA: In a high-speed blender, food processor, or immersion blender, purée the yogurt and feta until smooth, about 3 minutes. Add the parsley and lemon zest, and pulse until combined. Dollop, then spread the mixture evenly on 4 serving plates.

FOR THE PATTIES AND SALAD: In a large bowl, mix together the chicken, egg, zucchini, psyllium husk powder, thyme, garlic powder, onion powder, and ½ teaspoon each salt and pepper to combine. Form into 12 round patties, about ½-inch thick.

Heat a large nonstick skillet over medium heat until hot. Lightly coat with cooking spray. In 2 to 3 batches, cook the chicken patties, turning once and re-coating the pan with cooking spray as needed, until cooked through and lightly golden, about 4 minutes per side. Transfer to a plate and cover to keep warm.

In a large bowl, toss together the arugula, lemon juice, avocado oil, and ¼ teaspoon each salt and pepper. Pile the salad on top of the feta. Top with the chicken patties.

The whipped feta keeps, covered and refrigerated, for up to 4 days. The chicken patties keep, covered and refrigerated, for up to 3 days, or frozen for up to 1 month. Warm the patties in a low oven or microwave.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 15 grams; Fiber: 9 grams; Protein: 48 grams; Fat: 10 grams; Calories: 340




QUICK LUNCHES (30 MINUTES OR LESS)

[image: ]
MEDITERRANEAN CHICKEN SALAD BOWL WITH LEMON-TAHINI VINAIGRETTE

SERVES 4 [image: ] EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/POULTRY [image: ] QUICK [image: ] TOTAL TIME: 20 MINUTES

Even with a fairly lengthy list of ingredients, this is still a quick one-bowl dish to prepare. The key is having cooked chicken—whether you use leftovers you’ve prepared yourself or buy a rotisserie bird—and cooked quinoa, which I recommend keeping portioned and in the freezer for a quick thaw and eat. The rest is a mix of basic pantry items and easy vegetable prep. Shredding chicken is easy and lends a pleasing texture for salads. Place the boiled meat on a cutting board and use two forks to shred.



	2 tablespoons fresh lemon juice (juice from 1 lemon)

	1 tablespoon well-stirred tahini

	1 teaspoon tepid tap water

	2 teaspoons za’atar

	Fine sea salt

	Freshly ground black pepper

	6 cups/180 grams baby arugula

	2 cups/285 grams shredded cooked chicken breast

	1 cup/175 grams drained and sliced canned hearts of palm

	1 cup/150 grams sliced seedless cucumber

	1½ cups/249 grams rinsed and drained lupini beans (from a jar)

	⅓ cup/120 grams cooked quinoa

	1 cup/190 grams grape tomatoes, halved

	½ cup/13 grams whole flat-leaf parsley leaves

	⅓ cup/40 grams drained pickled peppadew peppers, quartered

	⅓ cup/44 grams crumbled reduced-fat feta cheese





In a large mixing bowl, whisk together the lemon juice, tahini, water, za’atar, a generous pinch each of salt and pepper. Leaving aside the feta, add the remaining ingredients. Toss to combine, adjust seasoning if desired, then divide among serving bowls, and top with the cheese.

TIP: The superfood lupini beans come jarred and ready-to-eat. Higher in protein and lower in carbs than other popular legumes, they offer ample fiber, antioxidants, vitamins, and minerals.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 24 grams; Fiber: 6 grams; Protein: 40 grams; Fat: 7 grams; Calories: 340





SMOKED WILD SALMON SMØRREBRØD (DANISH OPEN-FACED SANDWICHES)

SERVES 4 [image: ] DAIRY-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/EGG-FREE/PESCATARIAN [image: ] QUICK [image: ] TOTAL: 20 MINUTES

Danish open-faced sandwiches, called smørrebrøds, are typically prepared on buttered rye bread and topped with colorful layers of meats, fish, cheeses, vegetable spreads, and garnishes, like pickles and microgreens. To maximize nutrients, use a packaged German-style whole-meal protein bread, widely available in large supermarkets and online. You can use other favorite tinned fish in place of wild smoked salmon, if you like. A simple salad of arugula and cherry tomatoes rounds out the meal.



	½ cup/59 grams thinly sliced red onion

	¼ cup/60 milliliters red wine vinegar

	Fine sea salt

	2 ounces soft herbed goat cheese

	4 slices German-style whole-meal protein bread, such as Mestemacher, lightly toasted

	4 mini cucumbers (314 grams), thinly sliced

	Flaky sea salt

	Freshly ground black pepper

	4 (3.9-ounce) tins smoked wild salmon, drained (300 grams total drained fish)

	2 loosely packed cups/32 grams sunflower microgreens or other microgreens

	9 loosely packed cups/142 grams baby arugula

	1⅓ cups/283 grams cherry tomatoes, halved

	4 tablespoons fresh lemon juice, plus lemon zest for garnish





In a small bowl, combine the onion, vinegar, 2 tablespoons/30 milliliters/1 fluid ounce water, and pinch of salt. Set aside for 10 minutes to quick pickle.

Meanwhile, on serving plates, spread the cheese on the toasted bread slices. Top with the cucumbers. Season with a pinch each of salt and pepper.

Drain the onions, discarding the liquid. Layer the salmon, pickled onion, microgreens, and lemon zest on top of the open-faced sandwiches. Arrange the arugula and tomatoes alongside, then drizzle the salads with the lemon juice, and season to taste with salt and pepper.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 22 grams; Fiber: 7 grams; Protein: 32 grams; Fat: 13 grams; Calories: 340





POWER TUNA BOWL

SERVES 4 [image: ] DAIRY-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/PESCATARIAN [image: ] QUICK [image: ] TOTAL: 25 MINUTES

Keeping a pantry stock of canned and tinned fish (tuna, sardines, mackerel, and others) offers pescatarian eaters a quick and convenient way to put together high-protein meals that include beneficial nutrients like omega-3, iron, chlorine, zinc, and vitamins B12 and D. Acidic ingredients like lemon, pickles, and mayonnaise add a bright tanginess to dishes while enhancing and drawing forth the flavors of other ingredients. An eggless mayonnaise can be used, if you practice an egg-free diet, or leave out the mayo if you prefer.



	3 cups/393 grams frozen green peas

	3¼ cups/336 grams trimmed and thinly sliced asparagus

	4 cups/312 grams sliced endive

	4 (4.5-ounce) cans water-packed tuna, drained, flaked with a fork

	1 cup/132 grams coarsely chopped dill pickles

	Flaky sea salt

	Freshly ground black pepper

	¼ cup/55 grams light mayonnaise

	2 tablespoons pepitas (raw pumpkin seeds)

	4 tablespoons fresh lemon juice

	2 tablespoons chili crisp





Cook the peas according to package instructions, preferably by steaming or microwaving. Meanwhile, steam the asparagus until crisp-tender, about 2 minutes. Remove both vegetables from the heat and spread on large plates in a single layer. Let cool to warm room temperature, about 5 minutes.

Divide the peas, asparagus, endive, tuna, and pickles among serving bowls. Season with generous pinches each of salt and pepper. Dollop the mayonnaise and sprinkle the pepitas on top, then drizzle with the lemon juice and chili crisp.

TIP: Steaming or microwaving vegetables is recommended for maximum nutrient bioavailability, rather than boiling, as submerging vegetables in water while cooking leads to greater nutrient loss.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 26 grams; Fiber: 11 grams; Protein: 36 grams; Fat: 11 grams; Calories: 340





SKILLET CHICKEN SAUSAGE WITH BEANS AND WILTED GREENS

SERVES 4 [image: ] EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/POULTRY [image: ] QUICK [image: ] TOTAL: 30 MINUTES

This brothy quick-cooking dish is hearty but won’t weigh you down. Cherry tomatoes lend a little zing while a touch of Parmesan adds rich flavor (dairy-free eaters can leave out the cheese). Seek out brands that offer fully cooked low-fat sausages, like Bilinski’s. There are gluten-free options, if that fits your needs.



	Nonstick cooking spray

	12 ounces packaged fully cooked low-fat chicken sausage, cut crosswise into ¼-inch rounds (about 2 cups)

	2 cups/473 milliliters low-sodium chicken bone broth

	1 (15.5-ounce) can cannellini beans, rinsed and drained

	10 loosely packed cups/225 grams stemmed and coarsely chopped kale (about 1 bunch)

	1 cup/170 grams cherry tomatoes, halved

	¼ cup/25 grams grated Parmigiano Reggiano cheese

	Fine sea salt

	Freshly ground black pepper





Coat a large nonstick skillet with cooking spray and heat over medium high. Add the sausage and cook, stirring, until lightly golden, 3−5 minutes. Add the broth and beans and bring to a simmer. Cook until the broth is slightly reduced, 8−10 minutes. Add the kale and tomatoes, reduce the heat to low, and cook, covered, until the kale is wilted, 2−3 minutes. Stir in half of the cheese, a pinch of salt, and ½ teaspoon pepper. Serve warm, topped with the remaining cheese.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 23 grams; Fiber: 7 grams; Protein: 29 grams; Fat: 6 grams; Calories: 250





MOROCCAN SPICED TURKEY BURGERS

SERVES 4 [image: ] EGG-FREE/POULTRY [image: ] TOTAL: 30 MINUTES

A great burger is a delicious indulgence that you don’t have to give up to practice a healthy diet. Quick pickling onions is easy and gives this sandwich a bright, tasty bite. Keep the technique in mind for other sandwiches and as a topping for salads, beans, grains, and cooked vegetables.



	½ cup/47 grams thinly sliced red onion

	¼ cup/60 milliliters red wine vinegar

	Fine sea salt

	½ cup/113 grams nonfat plain Greek yogurt

	1 tablespoon finely chopped fresh mint leaves

	1.3 pounds lean ground turkey

	2 tablespoons ras el hanout/ Moroccan seasoning

	Nonstick cooking spray

	4 keto hamburger buns, lightly toasted or grilled if desired

	1 cup/30 grams baby arugula





In a small bowl, combine the onion, vinegar, 2 tablespoons/30 milliliters water, and pinch of salt. Set aside for 10 minutes to quick pickle.

Meanwhile, in a second small bowl, stir together the yogurt, mint, and pinch of salt. Set aside. In a large bowl, mix together the turkey, ras el hanout, and ¾ teaspoon salt. Form into 4 round patties, about ½-inch thick.

Heat a large nonstick skillet over medium heat until hot, about 2 minutes. Lightly coat with cooking spray, then cook the patties, turning once, until cooked through and lightly golden, about 5 minutes per side.

Drain the onions, discarding the liquid. Spread about half of the yogurt mixture on the bottoms on the buns. Top with the burgers, onions, remaining yogurt, arugula, and bun tops.

TIP: The Moroccan spice blend ras el hanout varies, depending on the cook or spice brand, but usually includes ground cumin, ginger, turmeric, cinnamon, coriander, black pepper, and other common pantry spices. If you don’t have the blend at your fingertips, try looking up a recipe online and mixing up your own.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 17 grams; Fiber: 12 grams; Protein: 39 grams; Fat: 13 grams; Calories: 280




VEGETARIAN AND VEGAN OPTIONS

[image: ]
LOW-CARB PEANUT NOODLES WITH GINGER-TURMERIC TOFU

SERVES 4 [image: ] DAIRY-FREE/EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/VEGAN [image: ] QUICK [image: ] TOTAL: 30 MINUTES

Topped with crunchy green vegetables and fresh herbs, this easy noodle dish uses peanut butter powder and shirataki noodles to maximize flavor, protein, and fiber while keeping carbs low. The low-calorie, high-fiber “wonder noodles,” shirataki, are made from glucomannan, a type of fiber derived from the root of a plant called konjac. Look for them in large supermarkets and online.



	¼ cup/59 milliliters low-sodium tamari

	3 tablespoons rice vinegar

	1 tablespoon grated fresh ginger

	1 teaspoon sriracha

	1 teaspoon ground turmeric

	Freshly ground black pepper

	⅓ cup/85 grams peanut butter powder

	½ cup/24 grams coarsely chopped cilantro leaves and tender stems, divided

	1 (16-ounce) package extra-firm tofu, drained

	Nonstick cooking spray

	4 (9.5-ounce) packages konjac shirataki spaghetti, rinsed and drained

	Fine sea salt

	1 (11-ounce) English cucumber, thinly sliced into half-moons (about 2 cups)

	1 cup/100 grams thinly sliced snow peas





In a medium bowl, whisk together the tamari, vinegar, ginger, sriracha, turmeric, and ½ teaspoon pepper. Transfer 2 tablespoons of the mixture to a small bowl and set aside.

Add the peanut butter powder, 2 tablespoons warm tap water, and half of the cilantro to the tamari mixture in the medium bowl and whisk to combine.

Gently press the tofu between paper towels to remove excess moisture, then crumble into ½-inch pieces.

Coat a large nonstick skillet with nonstick cooking spray and heat over medium high. Add the tofu and cook, stirring occasionally, until golden, 7−9 minutes. Stir in the reserved 2 tablespoons of the tamari mixture, then add the noodles. Cook, tossing occasionally, until warmed through, about 3 minutes. Remove from the heat, add the peanut sauce, and toss well to coat. Adjust the seasoning to taste.

Serve warm or at room temperature, topped with the cucumbers, snow peas, remaining cilantro, and additional sriracha, if desired.

TIP: Like any fiber, glucomannan may cause mild digestive issues (e.g., bloating, etc.). As a general rule, introduce new ingredients into your diet gradually and enjoy in moderation.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 17 grams; Fiber:8 grams; Protein: 29 grams; Fat: 9 grams; Calories: 260





CURRIED SUMMER SQUASH SOUP WITH A TANGY YOGURT SWIRL AND PEPITAS

SERVES 4 [image: ] EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/VEGETARIAN [image: ] TOTAL: 35 MINUTES

A multi-season stunner; the vibrant green color and bright flavor of this purée brings light to cold winter days. In the summer, serve at room temperature or lightly chilled. Common pantry spices lend complex flavor. Dairy-free yogurt can also be used.



	2 teaspoons ground cumin

	2 teaspoons ground turmeric

	1 teaspoon ground coriander

	1 teaspoon ground ginger

	½ teaspoon fine sea salt

	½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

	⅛ teaspoon cayenne pepper

	Nonstick cooking spray

	5 cups/608 grams coarsely chopped zucchini

	3 cups/710 milliliters low-sodium vegetable broth

	1 pound silken soft tofu, drained and cut into 2-inch cubes

	4 cups packed/142 grams baby spinach leaves

	1 cup/93 grams unflavored zero-carb whey protein powder

	1 cup/227 grams 0% fat plain Greek yogurt

	1 tablespoon freshly grated lime zest

	¼ cup plus 2 tablespoons/57 grams pepitas (raw pumpkin seeds)





In a small bowl, stir together the cumin, turmeric, coriander, ginger, salt, black pepper, and cayenne pepper; set aside.

Heat a large saucepan over medium heat until hot, about 1 minute. Lightly coat with cooking spray. Add the zucchini and cook, stirring occasionally, until just warmed through, about 2 minutes. Add the reserved spices, stirring to coat the zucchini, then add the broth and tofu.

Bring to a simmer and cook until the squash is very tender, about 10 minutes. Remove from the heat, add the spinach, and stir until wilted, about 2 minutes.

In a blender and in two batches, carefully purée the soup with the protein powder. Serve warm or chilled, topped with the yogurt, lime zest, and pepitas.

TIP: Greek yogurt is used for tangy flavor and richness here, but also to help boost nutrition. Consuming fat helps maximize carotenoids, a beneficial antioxidant provided by summer squash along with other fruits and vegetables.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 22 grams; Fiber: 6 grams; Protein: 37 grams; Fat: 7 grams; Calories: 280





GRILLED CHOPPED VEGETABLE AND HALLOUMI SALAD

SERVES 4 [image: ] EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/VEGETARIAN [image: ] TOTAL: 30 MINUTES

Halloumi is a Middle Eastern cheese that is often grilled or fried, which renders it crisp on the outside with a melty interior. Since the texture is best when it’s warm, if you want to prep ahead, make the dressing and prep your vegetables (which can be cooked ahead and served at room temperature, if you like), but wait to cook the cheese until you’re ready to serve the salad.


DRESSING


	¾ cup/170 grams plain 0% Greek yogurt

	½ cup/44 grams unflavored zero-carb whey protein powder

	2 tablespoons fresh lemon juice from 1 lemon

	1 tablespoon fresh lemon zest from 1 lemon

	1 teaspoon dried oregano

	½ teaspoon garlic powder

	½ teaspoon fine sea salt

	½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper



SALAD


	Nonstick cooking spray

	1 pound asparagus, trimmed

	10 ounces broccolini, ends trimmed

	2 romaine hearts, halved lengthwise

	3 ounces Halloumi cheese, sliced into ½-inch-thick slices

	½ cup/80 grams chickpeas, drained and rinsed

	2 tablespoons raw almonds, coarsely chopped





FOR THE DRESSING: In a mixing bowl, whisk together the yogurt, protein powder, lemon juice, lemon zest, oregano, garlic powder, salt, and pepper until combined. Set aside.

FOR THE SALAD: Heat a large cast-iron skillet or cast-iron griddle over medium-high heat, about 2 minutes. Coat lightly with cooking spray. Add the asparagus and cook, tossing occasionally, until crisp-tender and lightly golden in parts, about 8 minutes. Transfer to a large cutting board and set aside to cool.

Repeat the above cooking process, including the same cooking time and cooling instructions, with the broccolini. Then cook the romaine hearts, turning occasionally with tongs, until charred in parts but still crisp, about 3 minutes. (If your skillet is not large enough to accommodate the halved hearts, cut them further to fit, and cook in batches, if needed.) Remove from the heat. Transfer the romaine to the cutting board with the asparagus and broccolini. Coarsely chop the vegetables, then place in a large bowl.

Return the skillet to medium-low heat. Lightly coat with cooking spray. Add the Halloumi and cook undisturbed until golden brown, about 2 minutes per side. Remove the skillet from the heat.

Coarsely chop the cheese, then add the cheese, chickpeas, almonds, and reserved dressing to the bowl with the vegetables, and toss well to coat. Serve immediately, while the cheese is still warm.

TIP: Most of the work here is searing or grilling the vegetables and cheese, which we do here in batches, using a single pan. Cook more at once using multiple pans at the stove or a large outdoor grill.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 19 grams; Fiber: 7 grams; Protein: 25 grams; Fat: 8 grams; Calories: 240






DINNER

Balanced Meals to Close Out Your Day STRONG



[image: A plate with sliced meat and a side of shredded vegetables, accompanied by a knife and fork.]



QUICK AND EASY (30 MINUTES OR LESS)

[image: ]
LOW-CARB BISON STEAK TACO SALAD

SERVES 4 [image: ] EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/RED MEAT [image: ] TOTAL: 30 MINUTES

Bison meat is lean, high in protein, contains less fat than beef and pork, and offers all 20 amino acids that are considered essential for the human body. A simple seasoning of cumin, salt, and pepper gives it Tex-Mex vibe, and a salad of cauliflower rice, black beans, and baby spinach adds to the satisfaction. Canned chipotle in adobo—a pantry secret weapon—brings a smoky-sweet richness and touch of heat to the creamy yogurt dressing. Store leftover chipotle peppers in adobo sauce in the freezer. They’re great in salad dressings, bean dishes, marinades, and more.



	1 cup/227 grams 0% Greek yogurt

	1 tablespoon lime juice

	1 chipotle chili in adobo (from a can), plus 2 teaspoons adobo sauce

	½ cup/36 grams coarsely chopped cilantro leaves and tender stems, divided

	1 teaspoon garlic powder, divided

	Fine sea salt

	Freshly ground black pepper

	1 pound bison sirloin steak

	1 teaspoon ground cumin

	Nonstick cooking spray

	5 cups/454 grams frozen cauliflower rice, warmed according to package instructions

	4 scallions, trimmed and thinly sliced

	10½ loosely packed cups/6 ounces baby spinach

	1 15-ounce can black beans, rinsed and drained

	1 cup/142 grams cherry tomatoes, halved

	Finely grated zest from 1 lime, plus 1 tablespoon lime juice





In a medium bowl, whisk together the yogurt, lime juice, chipotle and adobo sauce, 2 tablespoons of the cilantro, ¼ teaspoon garlic powder, 2 tablespoons water, and a generous pinch each of salt and pepper.

Pat dry the steak with paper towels, then season all over with the cumin, ½ teaspoon salt, and ½ teaspoon pepper. Lightly coat a large cast-iron skillet with cooking spray and heat over medium high. Cook the steak, 3 to 4 minutes per side for medium-rare, then transfer to a cutting board and let rest for 10 minutes.

Meanwhile, wipe out the skillet, then lightly coat with cooking spray and heat over medium high. Add the cauliflower rice, scallions, and ¼ teaspoon salt. Cook, stirring occasionally, until the cauliflower is tender and lightly golden, 3−5 minutes.

Stir in the beans and remaining garlic powder, and cook until warmed through, about 1 minute. Remove from the heat, stir in lime zest, and season to taste with salt and pepper.

Thinly slice the steak. Divide the spinach between bowls and top with the cauliflower rice, beans, tomatoes, steak, and remaining cilantro. Serve topped with the chipotle dressing.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 23 grams; Fiber: 9 grams; Protein: 40 grams; Fat: 2.5 grams; Calories: 260




COD WITH SHAVED BRUSSELS SPROUTS AND QUINOA SALAD

SERVES 4 [image: ] DAIRY-FREE/EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/PESCATARIAN [image: ] TOTAL: 25 MINUTES

Massaging raw Brussels sprouts tenderizes them, which is nice when you’re using the leafy green vegetable as a raw salad component. Prep your salad ingredients before cooking the fish, as the dish comes together quickly once the fish is in the oven. For an even quicker path to dinner, make the salad up to a day or two ahead; just remove it from the refrigerator 20 minutes before serving to take the chill off. If cod is not available, use another firm white fish, such as haddock, hake, or pollock.



	Avocado oil nonstick cooking spray

	1½ pounds/680 grams cod filets, about 1-inch thick (skinned), in 4 pieces

	Fine sea salt

	Freshly ground black pepper

	Red pepper flakes (optional)

	1 pound/454 grams Brussels sprouts, very thinly sliced/shaved (about 6 cups)

	3 tablespoons/45 milliliters fresh lemon juice, plus lemon wedges for serving

	2 cups/270 grams cooked quinoa

	½ cup plus 2 tablespoons/57grams grated Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese

	1½ cups/13 grams loosely packed basil leaves, torn

	1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil





Heat the oven to 425°F. Lightly coat a baking dish with nonstick cooking spray, then arrange the cod on top. Lightly coat the fish with nonstick cooking spray, then season well with salt and pepper and a pinch of the red pepper flakes, if desired. Roast until the fish is opaque and just cooked through but not yet flaky, 8 to 14 minutes, depending on the thickness of the fish.

While the fish is cooking, combine the Brussels sprouts, lemon juice, and ½ teaspoon salt in a large bowl. With clean hands, mix together, squeezing gently for a minute or two to massage the greens. Add the quinoa, Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese, basil, and oil, and gently toss to combine. Adjust the seasoning to taste.

Serve the fish with the salad and lemon wedges alongside.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 27 grams; Fiber: 6 grams; Protein: 50 grams; Fat: 10 grams; Calories: 400





BROTHY SHRIMP AND BEANS WITH LEMON, OLIVES, AND HERBS

SERVES 4 [image: ] DAIRY-FREE/EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/FISH [image: ] TOTAL: 20 MINUTES

Making use of several pantry staples, this quick dish is a gem for busy weeknights. For added flavor, I opt for olives seasoned with chilies and herbs. For best quality shrimp, buy from a reputable market and avoid shrimp treated with chemicals, which cause water retention, to avoid an excessively liquidy result. If you’re unsure, check the packaging or ask the person behind the counter.



	2 pounds large shrimp, peeled and deveined, and fully thawed, if frozen

	1½ tablespoons finely chopped garlic (about 4 cloves)

	2 teaspoons avocado oil

	¼ teaspoon ground coriander

	⅛ teaspoon smoked paprika

	¼ cup/60 milliliters fresh lemon juice, divided, plus lemon zest for topping

	Fine sea salt

	Freshly ground black pepper

	Nonstick cooking spray

	2 cups/475 milliliters chicken bone broth

	1 (15-ounce) can cannellini beans, rinsed and drained

	1 cup/120 grams pitted green olives (plain or spicy), halved

	5 cups/142 grams baby spinach

	Red pepper flakes, for topping (optional)





Pat dry the shrimp with paper towels, then place in a medium bowl. Add the garlic, oil, coriander, paprika, 2 tablespoons of the lemon juice, and ⅛ teaspoon each salt and pepper. Stir gently to combine. (If time allows, let the shrimp marinate, covered and refrigerated, for 30 minutes or up to 4 hours. Otherwise, proceed with the recipe.)

Heat a wide, heavy pot or 12-inch high-sided skillet over medium; lightly coat the bottom with nonstick cooking spray. Add the shrimp mixture and cook, stirring, until fragrant, 1 to 2 minutes. Add the bone broth, beans, and olives. Bring to a gentle simmer, reduce the heat to low, and continue cooking until the shrimp are opaque and just cooked through, 1 to 2 minutes more. Add the spinach and remaining lemon juice, and cook until the spinach is just wilted, about 1 minute. Remove the pot from the heat.

Serve hot, topped with lemon zest and a pinch red pepper flakes, if desired.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 29 grams; Fiber: 7 grams; Protein: 44 grams; Fat: 8 grams; Calories: 370





LEMON CHICKEN SOUP WITH CAULIFLOWER RICE

SERVES 4 [image: ] DAIRY-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/POULTRY [image: ] TOTAL: 25 MINUTES

This spin on the classic Greek soup avgolemono (meaning “egg-lemon”) gets protein from chicken, eggs, and chicken bone broth. Using cauliflower rice in place of the usual orzo or other small pasta boosts the nutrient profile of the dish. The eggs are beaten and, after warming with a little hot broth, drizzled in slowly, which thickens the broth and lends a deliciously creamy texture. Be generous with the black pepper and dill, if using, which add dimension and an extra flavor boost.



	2 (10-ounce) bags frozen cauliflower rice

	1½ cups/207 grams frozen peas

	3 large eggs

	½ cup fresh lemon juice (from about 2 lemons)

	1 quart chicken bone broth

	¾ pound shredded cooked chicken breast, at room temperature

	Fine sea salt

	Freshly ground black pepper

	Chopped dill and/or parsley (optional), for topping





Cook the cauliflower rice and peas separately and according to package directions. Set aside. In a large heatproof bowl, whisk together the eggs and lemon juice until just combined.

In a large saucepan, bring the broth plus 2 cups of water to a simmer. Remove the pot from the heat. Whisking constantly, slowly drizzle ½ cup of the hot broth into the lemon/egg. Repeat twice to temper the egg mixture, then slowly drizzle the egg mixture back into the pot with the broth, stirring gently to combine.

Add the chicken, reserved cauliflower rice, and ½ teaspoon salt to the soup. Stirring occasionally, bring the soup to a low simmer over medium heat, removing it from the heat just after it bubbles (do not let the soup boil). Skim any foam from the top, then adjust the salt to taste.

Ladle the soup into bowls. Top with the reserved peas, a generous grinding of black pepper, and the fresh herbs, if desired.

TIP: Since chicken and beef bone broths contain more protein than non-bone broth, I often use them in place of the latter to make soups and stews. Keep in mind that bone broths may be saltier, so adjust accordingly and season to taste.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 22 grams; Fiber: 8 grams; Protein: 48 grams; Fat: 7 grams; Calories: 340




ELEVATED EVERYDAY DINNERS (30–45 MINUTES)

[image: ]

BAKED CHICKEN AND ROASTED TOMATOES WITH LEMONY BULGUR AND CAULIFLOWER RICE

SERVES 4 [image: ] DAIRY-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/EGG-FREE/POULTRY [image: ] TOTAL: 35 MINUTES

While baking with chicken, cherry tomatoes release their juices and become sweet and jammy. Though whole grains like bulgur and quinoa (both great sources of fiber and protein) cook quickly, prepare them ahead and freeze in batches in resealable bags to use later in side dishes and salads. A quick thaw in the microwave is all that’s needed. Brussels sprouts give the “rice” extra fiber. Look for pre-shredded or shaved versions to save time.



	1½ pounds skinless, boneless chicken breast

	4 cups/567 grams cherry tomatoes

	2 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil

	1½ teaspoons fine sea salt

	½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

	Nonstick cooking spray

	3 cups/340 grams frozen cauliflower rice, thawed

	3 cups/150 grams shaved Brussels sprouts

	1¼ cups/225 grams cooked bulgur wheat

	Juice and zest from 2 lemons (about 4 tablespoons lemon juice)





Heat the oven to 375°F.

On a foil-lined rimmed baking sheet, toss the chicken and tomatoes with the olive oil, 1 teaspoon salt, and ¼ teaspoon pepper. Roast until the tomatoes are tender and a thermometer inserted into the thickest part of the chicken registers 165 degrees, 20 to 25 minutes. (The chicken will continue to cook as it rests.)

While the chicken is roasting, lightly coat a large nonstick skillet with nonstick cooking spray. Add the cauliflower rice, Brussels sprouts, ½ teaspoon salt, and ¼ teaspoon pepper. Cook, stirring frequently, until the vegetables are tender, 5 to 7 minutes. Stir in the bulgur, reduce the heat to low, and cook until warmed through, 1 to 2 minutes more. Remove from the heat, then stir in the lemon zest and 2 tablespoons of the lemon juice. Cover to keep warm.

Remove the chicken and tomatoes from the oven. Let the chicken rest for 5 minutes, then slice crosswise. Serve over the cauliflower rice and tomatoes, drizzled with the remaining lemon juice.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 24 grams; Fiber: 8 grams; Protein: 59 grams; Fat: 13 grams; Calories: 450





WILD MUSHROOM AND BISON BIBIMBAP

SERVES 4 [image: ] DAIRY-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/RED MEAT [image: ] TOTAL 35 MINUTES

Cauliflower rice stands in for white rice in this low-carb version of the classic Korean rice bowl. Gochujang chili paste, a thick, flavorful condiment that’s widely used in Korean cooking, can be found at most large supermarkets. Some versions are gluten-free, but not all.



	6 cups/680 grams frozen cauliflower rice

	2 cups/300 grams frozen shelled edamame

	Nonstick cooking spray

	12 ounces bison sirloin steak (2 steaks), about 1 inch thick

	2 tablespoons liquid aminos

	2 cups/140 grams sliced shiitake mushrooms

	5 large egg whites or liquid egg whites equivalent

	1 cup/200 grams cabbage kimchi

	4 tablespoons gochujang chili paste

	2 teaspoons toasted sesame oil

	½ cup/40 grams thinly sliced scallions (about 3)

	2 seaweed snack sheets, broken into 2-inch pieces

	1 teaspoon toasted sesame seeds





Steam the cauliflower rice and edamame according to package instructions. Set aside.

Lightly coat a large nonstick skillet with nonstick cooking spray and place over medium-high heat. Add the steaks and cook until golden, about 3 minutes per side. Reduce the heat to medium-low, add the liquid aminos and 1 tablespoon/14ml, and cover with a tight-fitting lid. Continue cooking until a thermometer inserted into the thickest part of the steaks registers 145 degrees, about 3 minutes more. (The steaks will continue cooking as they rest.) Reserving any cooking liquid in the skillet, transfer the steaks to a cutting board to rest, at least 5 minutes.

Meanwhile, return the skillet to medium heat. Add the mushrooms and ¼ cup/60ml water. Cover and steam until the mushrooms have softened and the liquid has mostly evaporated, 2−3 minutes. If more than slightly damp, pour off any remaining liquid. Add the egg whites and continue cooking over medium, stirring frequently, until the egg is set, 1–2 minutes. Remove the pan from the heat.

Slice the steaks into strips. Divide the cauliflower rice among serving bowls, then top with the edamame, mushroom mixture, steak, and kimchi, each in its own little pile over the cauliflower. Serve drizzled with the chili paste and sesame oil and sprinkled with the scallions, seaweed, and sesame seeds.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 33 grams; Fiber: 10 grams; Protein: 41 grams; Fat: 9 grams; Calories: 370





MU SHU CHICKEN

SERVES 4 [image: ] DAIRY-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/POULTRY [image: ] TOTAL: 40 MINUTES

Packed with vegetables, this Chinese favorite is fun to prepare at home. In place of the traditional pancakes for wrapping, store-bought egg-white wraps help cut time and boost protein. Egg-free eaters can omit the egg whites and the wraps and use sturdy lettuce leaves as cups for the filling.



	6 cups/420 grams shredded napa cabbage

	4 cups/360 grams coarsely chopped broccoli florets

	4 cups/284 grams stemmed and sliced shiitake mushrooms

	1 cup/90 grams shredded carrots

	Nonstick cooking spray

	Fine sea salt

	¾ pound boneless skinless chicken breast, cut crosswise into ½-inch strips

	Freshly ground black pepper

	4 scallions, trimmed and cut into 1-inch pieces

	1 tablespoon grated fresh ginger, divided

	3 large egg whites/3.7 ounces liquid egg whites

	⅓ cup/78 milliliter yuzu ponzu sauce

	2 teaspoons toasted sesame oil

	12 12-ounce egg white wraps

	¼ cup/80 grams hoisin sauce

	¼ cup/28 grams roasted salted cashews, roughly chopped





Heat the oven to broil with a rack 5 to 6 inches from the heat source. On a large (13- by 18-inch) rimmed baking sheet, lightly coat the cabbage, broccoli, mushrooms, and carrots with cooking spray and sprinkle with ½ teaspoon salt; toss to combine. Spread to an even layer and lightly coat with additional cooking spray. Broil, stirring once halfway through, until the vegetables are crisp tender and golden in spots, 8 to 10 minutes.

Meanwhile, lightly coat a large nonstick skillet with cooking spray over medium-high heat. Add the chicken, ¼ teaspoon salt, and ¼ teaspoon pepper, and cook, stirring occasionally, until browned in spots and cooked through, 3 to 4 minutes. Stir in the scallions and half of the ginger, then pour the egg whites over the top. Cook for 1 minute undisturbed, then continue cooking, breaking up the egg with a wooden spoon, until cooked through, about 1 minute more. Remove from the heat and adjust seasoning to taste. Cover to keep warm.

Remove the vegetables from the oven. Drizzle with the ponzu and sesame oil, then add the remaining ginger and toss to combine. Adjust the seasoning to taste. Warm the egg-white wraps according to package instructions.

Serve the chicken and vegetables with the egg wraps, and with the hoisin sauce and cashews for topping.

The filling keeps refrigerated in an airtight container for up to 3 days.

TIP: Make the filling ahead for a quick heat-and-eat weeknight meal.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 31 grams; Fiber: 7 grams; Protein: 52 grams; Fat: 11 grams; Calories: 430





GRILLED ROSEMARY STEAK WITH WARM CAULIFLOWER AND COLLARD GREENS SALAD

SERVES 4 [image: ] DAIRY-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/EGG-FREE/RED MEAT [image: ] TOTAL: 45 MINUTES

Low in calories, high in fiber and antioxidants, nutrient-rich and mildly earthy in flavor, collard greens are the under-sung hero of the leafy green world. Steamed with cauliflower and tossed with green olives, pistachios, fresh parsley, and lemon juice, they make a terrific warm salad that you can make to accompany any protein or to enjoy on its own.



	1½ pounds bison sirloin steaks, about 1 inch thick

	2 teaspoons dried rosemary

	1 teaspoon garlic powder

	Fine sea salt

	Freshly ground black pepper

	5 cups/509 grams cauliflower, cut into 2-inch florets

	6 cups/240 grams coarsely chopped collard greens

	Avocado oil cooking spray

	½ cup/25 grams coarsely chopped flat-leaf parsley

	¼ cup/35 grams coarsely chopped pitted green olives

	¼ cup/27 grams coarsely chopped unsalted shelled pistachios

	2 tablespoons fresh lemon juice

	1 tablespoon fresh lemon zest





On a plate, pat dry the steak, then season all over with the rosemary, garlic powder, ½ teaspoon salt, and ½ teaspoon pepper. Let stand at room temperature while you prepare the vegetables.

In a large skillet with a tight-fitting lid, combine the cauliflower and 1½ cups water. Turn the heat to high and cover the skillet. Cook until crisp tender, about 4 minutes. Add the collard greens and, if the pan is dry, ½ cup water. Continue cooking, covered, until the greens are just wilted, about 3 minutes more. Drain and transfer the vegetables to a large bowl. Set aside, covered to keep warm.

Heat a grill or grill pan to medium high. Lightly coat with avocado oil cooking spray. Grill the bison steak until a thermometer inserted into the thickest part registers 145 degrees, 3 to 5 minutes per side for medium-rare. (The steak will continue to cook as it rests.) Transfer the steak to a cutting board. Let rest 5 minutes, then thinly slice.

Add the parsley, olives, pistachios, lemon juice, lemon zest, ½ teaspoon salt, and ½ teaspoon pepper to the cauliflower mixture. Toss to combine. Serve the steak with the salad alongside.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 14 grams; Fiber: 7 grams; Protein: 45 grams; Fat: 7 grams; Calories: 300




WEEKEND OR SPECIAL DINNERS (45 MINUTES OR MORE)

[image: ]
SPICE-RUBBED PORK TENDERLOIN WITH CILANTRO-LIME SLAW

SERVES 4–6 [image: ] EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/PORK [image: ] TOTAL: 50 MINUTES

For those who like pork, tenderloin is a dream. Easy and quick to cook, it’s both low in fat and exquisitely tender. Here it’s seasoned with adobo flavors—garlic, cumin, and chipotle chili powder—and served with a crunchy cabbage and pineapple slaw. This recipe provides a generous amount of pork. Leftovers, if you have them, can be enjoyed the next day for lunch with a salad or as a quick protein-boost snack.



	Nonstick cooking spray

	6 cups/420 grams shredded cabbage

	1½ cups/135 grams shredded carrots

	1½ cups/330 grams coarsely chopped fresh pineapple

	¾ cup/36 grams coarsely chopped cilantro leaves and tender stems

	3 tablespoons fresh lime juice

	2½ teaspoons ounces garlic powder, divided

	Fine sea salt

	Freshly ground black pepper

	2 teaspoons ground cumin

	1 teaspoon chipotle chili powder

	2 pounds pork tenderloin (2 tenderloins)

	½ cup/113 grams 0% Greek yogurt

	1 teaspoon lime zest





Heat the oven to 425°F. In a large bowl, combine the cabbage, carrots, pineapple, cilantro, lime juice, ½ teaspoon garlic powder, ¾ teaspoon salt, and ½ teaspoon pepper. Set aside.

In a small bowl, combine the cumin, chipotle, 1 teaspoon salt, 1¾ teaspoons garlic powder, and ½ teaspoon pepper. On a parchment-lined rimmed baking sheet, pat dry the pork, then rub all over with the spice mixture. Roast until a thermometer inserted into the thickest part of the pork registers 140 degrees, 18 to 20 minutes. (The pork will continue to cook as it rests.)

Meanwhile, in a medium bowl combine the yogurt, lime zest, remaining ¼ teaspoon garlic powder, pinch each of salt and pepper, and 1 to 2 teaspoons of tepid water (just enough to loosen the sauce). Transfer the pork to a cutting board and let rest for 5 minutes, then thinly slice. Serve with the slaw and drizzled with the yogurt crema.

PER SERVING FOR 4 SERVINGS: Total Carbs: 27 grams; Fiber: 8 grams; Protein: 63 grams; Fat: 9 grams; Calories: 460

PER SERVING FOR 6 SERVINGS: Total Carbs: 18 grams; Fiber: 5 grams; Protein: 42 grams; Fat: 6 grams; Calories: 310





SPICED CHICKEN PATTIES AND HUMMUS

SERVES 4 [image: ] EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/POULTRY [image: ] TOTAL: 55 MINUTES

Middle Eastern ingredients bring a vibrancy to simple chicken patties. Among my go-tos are harissa spice blend and preserved lemons. The spice blend often includes paprika, caraway, crushed red chili pepper, coriander, and cumin, echoing the flavor of North African harissa chili sauce. The lemons (sold in jars) are pickled in salt, which softens the rinds and concentrates the fruit’s tangy flavor. Look for these items at high-end supermarkets and Middle Eastern markets. In place of small patties, you can form the meat mixture into 4 standard burgers, if you prefer that style. Give the burgers a 3-minute head start under the broiler, then add the eggplant and proceed as directed.



	1½ pounds eggplant, cut into ½-inch cubes (about 6 cups)

	Nonstick cooking spray

	2½ teaspoons harissa spice blend (dry spice blend), divided

	Fine sea salt

	Freshly ground black pepper

	1⅛ cups/284 grams fat- and oil-free hummus

	½ cup/113 grams 0% Greek yogurt

	1 tablespoon seeded and finely chopped preserved lemon

	¼ cup/14 grams coarsely chopped parsley, divided

	1 pound lean ground chicken

	¾ cup/180 grams pickled red cabbage





Heat the oven to 425°F with a rack in the upper third. On a large, foil-lined, rimmed baking sheet, coat the eggplant with cooking spray, then toss together with 1 teaspoon harissa spice, 2 tablespoons water, ¼ teaspoon salt, and ¼ teaspoon pepper. Lightly coat the top with additional cooking spray. Roast until the eggplant is tender, about 25 minutes.

Meanwhile, in a large bowl, whisk together the hummus, yogurt, preserved lemon, 1 tablespoon parsley, generous pinch each of salt and pepper, and 2½ tablespoons hot tap water until smooth. Set aside. In a second bowl, stir together the chicken, 2 tablespoons parsley, remaining 1½ teaspoons harissa spice, ½ teaspoon salt, and ¼ teaspoon pepper. Form the mixture into 12 ½-inch-thick patties.

Remove the eggplant from the oven, then increase the heat to broil.

Push the eggplant to one half of the sheet pan. Arrange the patties in a single layer on the other half, then lightly coat the patty tops with cooking spray. Broil on the upper third (4–5 inches from the heat source) until the patties are cooked through and the eggplant is lightly golden and tender, 5−7 minutes.

Arrange the hummus, eggplant, and chicken patties in serving bowls. Top with the pickled cabbage and remaining parsley.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 31 grams; Fiber: 8 grams; Protein: 43 grams; Fat: 3.5 grams; Calories: 330





SPAGHETTI SQUASH WITH ITALIAN-STYLE CHICKEN PATTIES

SERVES 4 [image: ] DAIRY-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/POULTRY [image: ] TOTAL: 1 HOUR

Spaghetti squash is often used as a nutrient-dense low-carb alternative to pasta, because of its noodle-like strands. Easy to cook, it’s rich in antioxidants (beta-carotene and vitamin C in particular) and a great source of fiber. Here it’s tossed with basil and fresh tomatoes and paired with chicken patties flavored with oregano and Parm. A fresh take on spaghetti and meatballs!



	1 3¾- to 4-pound spaghetti squash, halved lengthwise, seeds removed and discarded

	¼ cup/46 grams uncooked quinoa

	3 packed cups/114 grams baby spinach

	1 pound 92% lean ground white-meat chicken

	1 large egg, lightly beaten

	½ cup/44 grams unflavored zero-carb whey protein powder

	3 tablespoons psyllium whole husks

	2 tablespoons grated Parmesan cheese

	1 teaspoon dried oregano

	1 teaspoon garlic powder

	Fine sea salt

	Freshly ground black pepper

	Avocado oil cooking spray

	1 cup/163 grams coarsely chopped fresh tomato (from 1 medium tomato)

	1 cup/23 grams torn basil leaves

	½ cup/25 grams coarsely chopped flat-leaf parsley





Heat the oven to 400°F. Place the spaghetti squash cut-sides down on a parchment-lined rimmed baking sheet. Bake until the cut sides are golden brown, and the flesh is tender, 40 to 50 minutes.

Meanwhile, in a medium saucepan, combine the quinoa with ¾ cup of water; bring just to a boil over high heat. Reduce heat to medium low, cover, and simmer until all the water has been absorbed, about 15 minutes. Remove from the heat, add the spinach, and let stand, covered, until the spinach is wilted, about 5 minutes. Transfer the quinoa mixture to a large bowl and let stand until slightly cooled, about 10 minutes.

Add the chicken, egg, protein powder, psyllium husks, cheese, oregano, garlic powder, ¾ teaspoon salt, and ½ teaspoon pepper to the quinoa mixture; mix well to combine. Form into 12 ½-inch-thick patties.

Heat a large nonstick skillet over medium heat until hot, about 2 minutes. Lightly coat the skillet with avocado oil cooking spray. In two batches, re-spraying the pan between each, cook the patties until cooked through and golden, about 4 minutes per side.

Remove the squash from the oven and set aside to cool slightly, then, working flesh-side up, run a fork through the flesh to separate the spaghetti-like strands. In a large bowl, gently toss together the squash strands, tomatoes, basil, parsley, and ½ teaspoon each salt and pepper, to combine. Divide the squash between serving bowls and top with the patties.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 29 grams; Fiber: 8 grams; Protein: 54 grams; Fat: 13 grams; Calories: 430





BISON STEAK WITH MISO BUTTER, CREAMED SPINACH, AND CURLY FRIES

SERVES 4 [image: ] EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/RED MEAT [image: ] TOTAL: 65 MINUTES

Bison steak provides beneficial nutrients, the oven works magic for baked fries, cottage cheese and milk pair up to create a velvety-smooth base for creamed spinach, and miso adds a toasty savory richness in this clever makeover of a classic steakhouse favorite. Since not all miso is gluten-free, if you practice a gluten-free diet, check individual labels.



	1½ pounds bison sirloin steaks, about 1 inch thick

	Fine sea salt

	Freshly ground black pepper

	1¼ pounds Yukon gold potatoes

	2 tablespoons avocado oil

	2 teaspoons white miso paste

	1 tablespoon unsalted butter, softened, divided

	Nonstick cooking spray

	1 cup/226 grams low-fat cottage cheese

	½ cup/118 milliliters low-fat milk

	½ teaspoon/3 grams garlic powder

	2 (10-ounce) packages frozen chopped spinach, thawed, excess liquid squeezed out

	2 tablespoons grated Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese





Preheat oven to 425°F. Pat the steak dry, season with ½ teaspoon salt and ½ teaspoon pepper, and let stand at room temperature. Using a spiralizer on the large noodle blade, spiralize the potatoes. You will have about 1 pound/454 grams of spiralized pieces. Discard the excess end pieces or save for another use. Cut any extra-long strands into shorter pieces, about 3-inch lengths.

On a parchment-lined baking sheet, toss the spiralized potatoes with the oil, ½ teaspoon salt, and ½ teaspoon pepper, then spread to an even layer. Roast until the bottoms begin to brown, about 20 minutes, then flip and continue roasting until crispy and golden brown, 10−15 minutes more.

Meanwhile, in a small bowl stir together the miso, half the butter, and a pinch of pepper. Lightly coat a medium nonstick or cast-iron skillet with cooking spray and heat until just smoking over medium high. Add the steak and cook until a thermometer inserted into the thickest part registers 145 degrees, 3–5 minutes per side for medium-rare. (The steak will continue to cook as it rests.) Transfer steak to a cutting board, spread the miso butter on top, tent with foil, and let rest for 5−10 minutes.

While the steak is resting, wipe out the skillet, then add the cottage cheese, milk, remaining butter, and garlic powder. Over medium heat, bring the mixture to a simmer, stirring to combine. Stir in the spinach and continue cooking, stirring frequently, until the liquid thickens, about 5 minutes. Remove from heat, stir in the Parmigiano-Reggiano, and season to taste with salt and pepper.

Thinly slice the steak. Serve with the creamed spinach and fries.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 34 grams; Fiber: 6 grams; Protein: 56 grams; Fat: 15 grams; Calories: 480




VEGETARIAN OPTIONS

[image: ]
BEAN AND MUSHROOM SMASH BURGERS WITH SPECIAL SAUCE

SERVES 4 [image: ] EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/VEGETARIAN/QUICK [image: ] TOTAL: 22 MINUTES

The food processor does the lion’s share of the work to make these crispy-edged vegetarian smash burgers. Psyllium adds fiber and helps hold the burgers together, and American cheese lends that classic burger flair. If you don’t have a food processor, very finely chop the mushrooms by hand, then use a fork or potato masher to mash them together with the remaining burger ingredients.


SPECIAL SAUCE


	⅓ cup/73 grams light mayonnaise

	1 tablespoon tomato paste

	¼ teaspoon onion powder

	⅛ teaspoon Tabasco sauce



BURGERS


	6 ounces shiitake mushrooms, stemmed and sliced

	2 15-ounce cans unsalted black soybeans, rinsed and drained

	1 cup/93 grams unflavored zero-carb whey protein powder

	3 tablespoons psyllium whole husks

	1½ teaspoons garlic powder

	½ teaspoon onion powder

	¼ teaspoon celery seeds

	1 teaspoon fine sea salt

	½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

	Nonstick cooking spray

	4 slices fat-free American cheese (optional)

	4 keto buns, lightly toasted

	8 leaves Boston lettuce

	4 slices tomato (from 1 medium tomato)





FOR THE SAUCE: In a small bowl stir together the mayonnaise, tomato paste, onion powder, and Tabasco sauce. Refrigerate until ready to use.

FOR THE BURGERS: Place the mushrooms, beans, protein powder, psyllium husks, garlic powder, onion powder, celery seeds, salt, and pepper in the bowl of a food processor and pulse until finely chopped and combined, about 35 pulses. (See headnote.)

Form the mixture into 4 equal-sized balls and set aside.

Heat a large nonstick skillet over medium heat for about 2 minutes, then lightly coat with cooking spray. Add the balls to the skillet, then use a turning spatula to gently smash each ball to a patty with about a ½-inch thickness.

Cook without disturbing until browned and crispy on one side, about 4 minutes. Flip and then gently press again to flatten further. Top each burger with a slice of cheese, if desired, and continue cooking until the cheese is melted slightly and the burger is browned on both sides, about 4 minutes more. Serve on the buns with the sauce, lettuce, and tomatoes.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 36 grams; Fiber: 23 grams; Protein: 43 grams; Fat: 10 grams; Calories: 330





TEMPEH CURRY

SERVES 4 [image: ] EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/VEGETARIAN [image: ] TOTAL: 45 MINUTES

Store-bought curry paste makes quick work of curry dishes, making this an easy, warming dish for weeknight eating. Whisking protein powder with tepid water and then with some of the hot curry broth allows the powder to properly dissolve so there’s no grit or lumps. Note that not all tamari, curry paste, and tempeh are gluten-free, so check product labels as needed.



	2 cups/473 milliliters vegetable broth

	1⅓ cups/320 milliliters unsweetened almond milk

	2 tablespoon tamari

	Nonstick cooking spray

	¼ cup plus 2 tablespoons/90 grams red curry paste

	1 tablespoon grated fresh ginger

	Fine sea salt

	16 ounces tempeh, cut into ½-inch cubes

	8 ounces green beans, trimmed and cut into 1-inch lengths

	1 large red bell pepper, cut into ½-inch pieces

	2¼ cups/340 grams frozen shelled edamame

	2 6-ounce packages baby spinach

	¼ cup/22 grams zero-carb whey protein powder

	2 tablespoons lime juice

	½ cup/36 grams packed coarsely chopped cilantro leaves and tender stems, divided

	Freshly ground black pepper





In a medium bowl, combine the broth, almond milk, tamari, and 2 cups water. Lightly coat a Dutch oven, or other wide, heavy pot with a lid, with nonstick cooking spray and heat over medium. Add the curry paste and ginger. Cook, stirring constantly, until the paste is slightly darkened, about 2 minutes.

Add the broth mixture and ¼ teaspoon salt. Bring to a low boil over high heat. Add the tempeh, reduce to a simmer, and cook until the tempeh is warmed through and the broth is flavorful, about 10 minutes.

Stir in the green beans, peppers, and edamame. Return to a simmer and continue cooking, stirring occasionally, until the vegetables are tender, 6 to 8 minutes. Add the spinach, cover the pot, and cook, stirring occasionally, until the spinach is wilted, about 2 minutes. Remove from the heat and cover to keep warm.

In a medium bowl, whisk together the protein powder with ¼ cup tepid water to combine. Whisking, gradually add ¼ cup of the hot curry broth to the protein powder mixture. Repeat twice, then add the protein powder mixture to the curry and stir to combine. Stir in the lime juice and half of the cilantro. Add salt and pepper to taste. Serve topped with the remaining cilantro.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 36 grams; Fiber:10 grams; Protein: 44 grams; Fat: 19 grams; Calories: 450





ASIAN-STYLE TOFU AND VEGETABLE WRAPS WITH GINGER-LIME PEANUT SAUCE

SERVES 4 [image: ] EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/VEGETARIAN [image: ] TOTAL: 30 MINUTES

Using lettuce leaves as wraps or cups in place of tortillas is a delicious way to cut carbs. This recipe uses collard greens, which are particularly high in fiber. While eating raw collards is considered the best way to reap the most nutrients, it can potentially cause digestion issues for those who are sensitive. If this is you, try blanching the leaves in salted boiling water for 3 to 5 minutes before serving. Make the sauce up to 3 days ahead for quicker cooking if you like.


GINGER-LIME PEANUT SAUCE


	¾ cup/66 grams unflavored zero-carb whey protein powder

	6 tablespoons peanut butter powder

	2 teaspoons tamari

	½ teaspoon ground ginger

	½ teaspoon garlic powder

	2 tablespoons fresh lime juice



TOFU AND VEGETABLE WRAPS


	Nonstick cooking spray

	1 pound extra-firm tofu, drained well, patted dry, and cut into ½-inch cubes

	2 cups/163 grams shredded Brussels sprouts

	2 cups/167 grams finely chopped broccoli florets

	2 cups/262 grams frozen peas, thawed

	1 tablespoon fresh lime zest

	1 teaspoon ground ginger

	1 teaspoon garlic powder

	Fine sea salt

	Freshly ground black pepper

	⅜ ounces collard green leaves (from 1 large bunch of 12), thick stems removed

	½ cup/77 grams raw almonds, coarsely chopped





FOR THE SAUCE: In a high-speed blender, food processor, or immersion blender, purée the whey protein powder, peanut butter powder, tamari, ginger, garlic powder, and 5 tablespoons of just-boiled water until smooth. Add the lime juice and pulse to combine. (The sauce keeps, covered and refrigerated, for up to 3 days. Let come to room temperature and thin with a touch of warm water, if needed, before serving.)

FOR THE WRAPS: Heat a large nonstick skillet over medium heat until hot, then lightly coat with the cooking spray. Add the tofu and cook, turning once halfway through, until golden brown, about 10 minutes.

Add the Brussels sprouts, broccoli, peas, lime zest, ginger, garlic, ½ teaspoon salt, and ½ teaspoon pepper. Cook, gently stirring occasionally, until the vegetables are crisp-tender, 6−8 minutes. Remove from the heat.

Arrange the collard leaves on serving plates. Top with the tofu mixture, peanut sauce, and almonds. Serve warm.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 36 grams; Fiber: 14 grams; Protein: 44 grams; Fat: 18 grams; Calories: 470






DRINKS



[image: An illustration of three beverages: an iced drink with a lime wedge, a milkshake with whipped cream and a strawberry, and a hot drink in a mug.]



STRAWBERRY-BASIL SMOOTHIE

SERVES 2 [image: ] DAIRY-FREE/EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/VEGAN [image: ] TOTAL: 10 MINUTES

Here’s a fresh take on a strawberry shake made more interesting and healthier with cranberries, which are rich in antioxidants and vitamin C, and fresh basil, which is also rich in vitamins, minerals, and antioxidants. Once blended, the basil begins to oxidize, altering only the color (not the flavor or nutrient profile) of this drink. If you want to make the drink ahead but prefer a more rosy-pink color, prepare it with everything but the herb, then blend in the basil just before serving.



	1½ cups/210 grams frozen strawberries

	1¼ cups/10 fluid ounces unsweetened almond milk

	¼ cup/30 grams frozen cranberries

	6 grams fresh basil (12 leaves)

	1 teaspoon raw agave nectar





Place all the ingredients in a blender and blend at high speed for 1 minute. Serve at once or refrigerate in a sealed jar for up to 2 days.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 14.5 grams; Fiber: 3 grams; Protein: 1 gram; Fat: 1.75 grams; Calories: 75




BLACKBERRY-VANILLA SMOOTHIE

SERVES 1 [image: ] DAIRY-FREE/EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/VEGAN [image: ] TOTAL: 10 MINUTES

Superfood blackberries are low in calories, carbs, and fat while packing lots of antioxidants, vitamins, and minerals, including C, K, and manganese. Since the fruit can be a little bitter when picked before it’s allowed to fully ripen, I add blueberries here. With similar health benefits, their natural sweetness creates a perfect balance.



	1 cup/150 grams frozen blackberries

	¾ cup/90 grams frozen wild blueberries

	¾ cup/177 milliliters chilled water

	½ cup/120 grams 0% fat Greek yogurt

	2 tablespoons zero-carb unsweetened vanilla whey protein powder

	1 teaspoon ground chia seeds

	1 teaspoon honey





Place all the ingredients in a blender and blend at high speed for 1 minute. Serve at once or refrigerate in a sealed jar for up to 2 days.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 47 grams; Fiber: 12 grams; Protein: 23 grams; Fat: 1 gram; Calories: 290





COFFEE CARDAMOM SMOOTHIE

SERVES 1 [image: ] EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/VEGETARIAN [image: ] TOTAL: 10 MINUTES

Cardamom lends a hint of natural sweetness and warm spice notes to this satisfying protein- and fiber-rich smoothie. The spice is also known to offer antioxidants that can help reduce inflammation. If you’re caffeine-sensitive, use decaf cold brew. For a snack, cut this portion in half.



	1 cup /150 grams frozen sliced peeled bananas

	¾ cup/177 milliliters unsweetened almond milk

	½ cup/118 milliliters unsweetened cold brew coffee

	¼ cup/25 grams zero-carb vanilla whey protein powder

	1 tablespoon almond butter

	1 teaspoon ground chia seeds

	¼ teaspoon ground cardamom





Place all the ingredients in a blender and blend at high speed for 1 minute. Serve at once or refrigerate in a sealed jar for up to two days.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 40 grams; Fiber: 7 grams; Protein: 26 grams; Fat: 11 grams; Calories: 340




GARDEN COOLER

SERVES 4 [image: ] DAIRY-FREE/EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/VEGAN [image: ] TOTAL: 15 MINUTES

This emerald-green drink is a showstopping refresher for warm summer days. A pinch of black pepper helps activate curcumin, a potent antioxidant and natural anti-inflammatory compound that is the main active ingredient in turmeric.



	1 medium Granny Smith apple, cored and chopped, with skin on

	1⅓ cups/145 grams sliced English cucumber (about ½ of one 12-inch cucumber), with skin on

	1 cup/236 milliliters chilled water

	1 cup/250 grams ice

	½ cup packed/30 grams fresh spinach leaves

	½ cup packed/25 grams coarsely chopped kale

	¼ cup/50 grams frozen pineapple

	1 tablespoon peeled and chopped fresh ginger

	1 tablespoon fresh lime juice

	¼ teaspoon turmeric powder

	Pinch of freshly ground black pepper





Place all the ingredients in a blender and blend at high speed for 1 minute. Serve at once or refrigerate in a sealed jar for up to two days.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 12 grams; Fiber: 2.5 grams; Protein: 1 gram; Fat: 0.25 grams; Calories: 55





HIBISCUS GINGER FIZZ

SERVES 4 [image: ] DAIRY-FREE/EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/VEGAN [image: ] TOTAL: 20 MINUTES, PLUS COOLING

You can use club soda or tonic as the bubbly water element here. The citrusy, slightly bitter-tasting quinine in tonic gives this drink a nice N/A cocktail vibe, making it a satisfying alternative to boozy cocktails or wine. Either way, it’s refreshing any time of the day.



	3 hibiscus tea bags or 3 teaspoons loose hibiscus tea

	1 tablespoon peeled and chopped fresh ginger

	1 tablespoon fresh lime juice

	Chilled club soda or zero-sugar tonic water

	Lime wedges for serving (optional)





FOR THE DRINK BASE: Place the tea bags and ginger in a teapot or heatproof jar with lid. Add 3 cups boiling water. Cover and let steep for 8 minutes, then strain. Stir in the lime juice. Let cool to room temperature. Keep refrigerated in a sealed jar for up to 5 days.

TO SERVE: Pour ¾ cup/177ml of the drink base into a glass over ice. Top with ¼ cup/59ml club soda or tonic water. Garnish with the lime wedges, if desired.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: less than 1 gram; Fiber: 0 grams; Protein: 0 grams; Fat: 0 grams; Calories: 0






SNACKS

Protein-Packed Mini Meals



[image: Illustration of a bowl filled with mixed nuts and seeds, showing almonds, cashews, peanuts, and other varieties spilling slightly over the rim.]



SMOKY CHEDDAR PROTEIN POPCORN

SERVES 2 [image: ] EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/VEGETARIAN/QUICK [image: ] TOTAL: 10 MINUTES

Smoked paprika gives this cheesy protein popcorn a smoky-sweet earthy note. If you don’t have the dried spice on hand, you can leave it out.



	2 tablespoons unflavored zero-carb whey protein powder

	2 tablespoons nutritional yeast

	1 tablespoon white cheddar cheese powder

	¾ teaspoon smoked paprika (optional)

	Fine sea salt

	¼ cup popcorn kernels

	Olive oil nonstick cooking spray





In a small bowl, stir together the protein powder, nutritional yeast, cheese powder, paprika, if using, and pinch of salt.

Using a hot-air popcorn popper, pop the kernels into a large bowl. Lightly coat the warm popcorn with the cooking spray, sprinkle about one-third of the protein powder mixture over the top, and toss to coat. Repeat twice, tossing to combine between additions. To further help the topping stick, cover the bowl tightly with foil, turn upside down, and shake. Adjust the paprika and salt to taste.

PER SERVING WITH ¼ CUP/53 GRAMS POPCORN KERNELS: Total Carbs: 24 grams; Fiber: 5 grams; Protein: 10 grams; Fat: 2 grams; Calories: 150

PER SERVING WITH ⅓ CUP/70 GRAMS POPCORN KERNELS: Total Carbs: 30 grams; Fiber: 6 grams; Protein: 11 grams; Fat: 2.5 grams; Calories: 180





SALT & VINEGAR EDAMAME AND POPPED SORGHUM

SERVES 4 [image: ] DAIRY-FREE/EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/VEGAN [image: ] TOTAL: 50 MINUTES

If you’re a fan of salt and vinegar potato chips, this high-protein snack is a great alternative. Popped sorghum lends crunch along with antioxidants and added protein and fiber. For roasting the edamame, the convection oven setting or an air fryer (see below) delivers an extra-crispy result. Otherwise, the baking setting on a regular oven works fine. Citric acid provides the tangy flavor. Look for it in the baking aisle or near the canning section at most large supermarkets.



	2¼ cups/338 grams frozen shelled edamame, thawed

	¼ cup/60 milliliters apple cider vinegar

	1½ teaspoons avocado oil

	1¼ teaspoons fine sea salt

	1¼ teaspoons citric acid powder

	¼ cup/50 grams whole grain sorghum





Heat the oven to 400°F (375°F for convection).

In a medium bowl, stir together the edamame, vinegar, and oil. Let stand for 10 minutes. Meanwhile, in a small bowl, combine the salt and citric acid powder; set aside.

Drain the edamame, discarding any excess liquid, and transfer to a parchment-lined baking sheet. Spread to an even layer, then sprinkle with half of the salt mixture. Bake for 20 minutes then continue baking, stirring every few minutes, until golden, 10 to 15 minutes more. (If using convection setting, begin stirring after 15 minutes. Total baking time will be 25 to 30 minutes.)

While the edamame is roasting, place the sorghum in a brown paper lunch sack. Fold the top half to seal and place in the microwave, fold-side down. Cook on high until popped, 2−3 minutes. Open the bag away from you to let steam escape and transfer the popped sorghum to a large bowl.

Remove the edamame from the oven, sprinkle with the remaining salt and citric acid mixture and stir to combine. Cool to room temperature.

When ready to eat, toss the edamame with the popped sorghum. Adjust citric acid and salt to taste.

This snack keeps best for up to 3 days, at room temperature in a sealed glass jar or container to maintain the best texture. Warm on a baking sheet in a 350°F oven for 2−3 minutes just before eating, to re-crisp the sorghum.

Air fryer instructions: If using an air fryer for the edamame, follow the same soaking and seasoning instructions. Air fry at 380°F for 10 minutes, shaking twice during cooking.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 20 grams; Fiber: 7 grams; Protein: 12 grams; Fat: 6 grams; Calories: 180





BLISTERED SHISHITOS WITH CUMIN-LIME CREMA

SERVES 4 [image: ] EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/VEGETARIAN [image: ] TOTAL: 15 MINUTES

A popular appetizer on restaurant menus, these tasty golden peppers are easy to prepare at home, and they make a great snack.



	1 cup/228 grams 0% Greek yogurt

	¼ cup/42 grams crumbled nonfat feta cheese

	½ cup/44 grams unflavored zero-carb whey protein powder

	¼ teaspoon fresh lime zest

	2 tablespoons fresh lime juice

	½ teaspoon garlic powder

	¼ teaspoon ground cumin

	Fine sea salt

	Freshly ground black pepper

	12 ounces shishito peppers (64 peppers)

	Nonstick avocado oil cooking spray





In the bowl of a high-speed blender, food processor, or immersion blender, combine the yogurt, cheese, whey protein powder, lime zest, lime juice, garlic powder, cumin, and ½ teaspoon each salt and pepper until smooth. Transfer the dip to a small serving bowl. Set aside.

Heat a 12-inch cast-iron skillet over medium-high heat until very hot, almost smoking, about 2 minutes. Put the shishitos in the skillet, then spray lightly with cooking spray. Cook, turning the peppers occasionally, until blistered all over, 5−7 minutes.

Remove the pan from the heat. Season the peppers with ½ teaspoon salt. Transfer to a serving bowl and serve with the dip.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 8 grams; Fiber: 3 grams; Protein: 18 grams; Fat: 1.5 grams; Calories: 120





CHILLED CUCUMBERS WITH GREEN GODDESS DIP

SERVES 4 [image: ] EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/VEGETARIAN [image: ] TOTAL: 10 MINUTES

This thicker version of the popular green goddess dressing makes a perfect dip. If you don’t have the exact herbs called for, you can mix and match, using tarragon, dill, mint, and/or cilantro. Any soft leafy herbs work well.



	1 large (13.4 ounce) seedless cucumber, peeled, quartered, cut into 24 sticks/batons

	Fine sea salt

	Cayenne pepper

	¼ cup/35 grams raw cashews

	1¼ cups/283 grams low-fat cottage cheese

	½ cup /44 grams unflavored zero-carb whey protein powder

	1 cup loosely packed /30 grams whole flat-leaf parsley leaves

	1 cup loosely packed /37 grams whole basil leaves

	¼ cup/11 grams chopped chives

	1 teaspoon fresh lemon zest

	1 tablespoon fresh lemon juice

	½ teaspoon garlic powder

	Fine sea salt

	Freshly ground black pepper





Place the cucumber on a small plate or in a food storage container. Season with a pinch each of salt and cayenne pepper. Refrigerate, covered, until ready to serve.

In a high-speed blender, food processor, or immersion blender, process the cashews until finely ground, about 1 minute. Add the cottage cheese and protein powder, and process until smooth, about 2 minutes. Add the parsley, basil, chives, lemon zest, lemon juice, garlic powder, ½ teaspoon salt, and generous pinch of pepper, and pulse until just combined. Transfer the dip to a bowl. Serve with the cucumbers.

The dip keeps, covered and refrigerated, for up to 4 days. Cut and season cucumbers just before serving for best crunch.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 9 grams; Fiber: 2 grams; Protein: 21 grams; Fat: 5 grams; Calories: 170





FRESH MOZZARELLA AND TURKEY ANTIPASTO SALAD

SERVES 4 [image: ] EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/POULTRY [image: ] TOTAL: 15 MINUTES

Tossing together favorite antipasto ingredients makes a delicious salad snack that’s easy to tote to work. Ask the person at your supermarket deli counter to cut a ½-inch-thick slice of roast turkey which you can then easily cut into cubes. If making ahead, add basil on the day that you are eating, to keep the herb fresh.



	2 cups/283 grams cherry tomatoes, halved

	1 teaspoon/5 milliliters extra-virgin olive oil

	Fine sea salt

	Freshly ground black pepper

	198-grams/7 ounces ½-inch-thick sliced roast turkey breast, cut into ½-inch cubes

	6 small artichoke hearts (90 grams) in water, drained, quartered or chopped

	85 grams/3 ounces fresh mozzarella, cut into ½-inch cubes

	¾ cup loosely packed/9 grams basil leaves, large leaves torn





In a large bowl, toss together the tomatoes, oil, and generous pinch each of salt and pepper. Let stand 5 minutes to allow juices to develop, then toss again. Add the remaining ingredients and toss to combine. Adjust seasoning to taste. Add more basil, if desired.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 5 grams; Fiber: 2 grams; Protein: 20 grams; Fat: 6 grams; Calories: 160





SMOKY MAPLE TURKEY BACON WITH CHEDDAR AND PEAR

SERVES 4 [image: ] EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/POULTRY [image: ] TOTAL: 25 MINUTES

Crisp fresh pear and a little hunk of cheddar are the perfect complements for salty-sweet maple bacon. Weight per bacon slice varies by brand, so you may have more or fewer slices per portion. Cut the bacon after cooking, if needed, to distribute portions evenly per plate. Note that not all turkey bacon is gluten-free. Be sure to check labels if you practice a gluten-free diet.



	4 ounces turkey bacon

	2 teaspoons pure maple syrup

	¼ teaspoon smoked paprika

	2 bosc pears/14 ounces, cored and sliced

	4 ounces lite sharp cheddar cheese





Heat the oven to 400°F. Line a rimmed baking sheet with foil and a cooling rack. Place the bacon strips on top and bake until lightly golden and crisp/bubbling, 15−18 minutes. Meanwhile, in a small bowl, stir together the maple syrup and paprika.

Brush the bacon strip tops with the maple syrup mixture. Continue baking until the glaze is bubbling, about 3 minutes. Remove from the oven and let cool. Serve with the pears and cheese.

Refrigerate the bacon and maple syrup in an airtight container for up to 4 days. Reheat gently in a skillet over low heat or in a low oven.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 20 grams; Fiber: 3 grams; Protein: 12 grams; Fat: 7 grams; Calories: 200





SPICY KIMCHI DEVILED EGGS

SERVES 4 [image: ] DAIRY-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/VEGETARIAN [image: ] TOTAL: 30 MINUTES

A traditional Korean dish made with fermented vegetables, kimchi is low in calories and packed with probiotics, iron, and vitamins B6 and K. Usually served as a side dish, it’s also great in grain bowls, on burgers and sandwiches, and as a zesty filling for deviled eggs. A dash of hot sauce balances the flavors here. Since hot sauces vary greatly carb- and sugar-wise, seek out low-sodium and all-natural ingredient options, made primarily with vinegar and chili peppers and without preservatives, binders, or added sugars. To keep carbs low, avoid types that contain fruit ingredients.



	4 large eggs

	2 tablespoons unflavored zero-carb whey protein powder

	½ cup/104 grams cabbage kimchi, excess liquid squeezed and discarded, kimchi finely chopped, divided

	Fine sea salt

	Hot sauce

	1 seaweed snack sheet, cut into 16 strips

	¼ teaspoon toasted sesame seeds

	13 ounces (6 medium) carrots, cut into sticks

	1 teaspoon pure sesame oil





Place the eggs in a saucepan and cover with cold water by at least 1 inch. Over high heat, bring to a gentle boil, then immediately turn off the heat and cover the pan. Let stand 15 minutes, then drain and run the eggs under cool water for 2 minutes. Let cool at room temperature, then peel and cut in half lengthwise. Scoop the yolks into a bowl; set the whites on a plate.

Mash together the yolks with the protein powder, two-thirds of the chopped kimchi, a generous pinch of salt, and a dash or two of hot sauce to taste.

Spoon the yolk mixture into the whites (about 1 tablespoon each), then top with the remaining chopped kimchi, seaweed strips, and sesame seeds.

In a bowl, toss together the carrots, sesame oil, and a generous pinch of salt. Serve the carrots alongside the eggs.

Deviled eggs keep covered and refrigerated for up to 4 days but are best eaten within 2 to 3 days for optimal freshness. If you prefer to make fewer portions, cut the recipe in half.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 11 grams; Fiber: 3 grams; Protein: 10 grams; Fat: 6 grams; Calories: 140





MINI ROSEMARY-BISON MEATBALLS WITH GARLICKY YOGURT DIP

SERVES 4 [image: ] GLUTEN-FREE/RED MEAT [image: ] TOTAL: 25 MINUTES

Chickpeas are the secret low-glycemic ingredient that adds a Mediterranean vibe and helps boost fiber and protein here. An energy-boosting snack, this recipe is also a great one to keep in your back pocket for quick lunches or dinners, adding a side of quinoa and green salad. For those meals, this same recipe serves 2, or you can double it for 4. Generally, when doubling recipes: Since the salt and spices can become overwhelming if doubled, start by increasing those ingredients by just 1.25 times the amount. You can add more later, if needed.



	Nonstick cooking spray

	½ cup/82 grams rinsed and drained canned chickpeas

	⅓ pound/151 grams ground bison

	2 tablespoons plus 1 teaspoon liquid egg whites (about 1 egg white)

	1 teaspoon dried rosemary

	¼ teaspoon onion powder

	1 teaspoon garlic powder, divided

	Fine sea salt

	Freshly ground black pepper

	¾ cup/176 grams 1% low-fat cottage cheese

	¾ cup/171 grams 0% Greek yogurt

	1 teaspoon fresh lemon zest





Heat the oven to 400°F. Line a standard-sized baking sheet with parchment paper and lightly coat with nonstick cooking spray.

In a high-speed blender, food processor, or immersion blender, process the chickpeas until very finely chopped, about 1 minute. Transfer to a large bowl. Add the bison, egg whites, rosemary, onion powder, ½ teaspoon garlic powder, ½ teaspoon salt, and ¼ teaspoon pepper. Stir to combine well, then form into 12 meatballs, about 1-inch in diameter. Place on the prepared baking sheet and lightly coat the tops with cooking spray. Bake until cooked through, about 10 minutes.

Meanwhile, in a high-speed blender, food processor, or immersion blender, process the cottage cheese until smooth, about 2 minutes. Add the yogurt, lemon zest, ½ teaspoon salt, ½ teaspoon pepper, and remaining ½ teaspoon garlic powder, and pulse to combine.

Serve the meatballs warm with the dip.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 8 grams; Fiber: 2 grams; Protein: 21 grams; Fat: 7 grams; Calories: 180





DATE TAHINI OAT BITES

SERVES 16 [image: ] EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/VEGETARIAN [image: ] TOTAL: 45 MINUTES

Medjool dates give these energy balls their sweetness with no need for added sweeteners. Their sticky texture also helps bind the balls together. Using soft ripe dates makes for the easiest blending. If needed, dates can be softened by soaking in warm water, then draining before blending. While a food processor is the best tool for this recipe, a high-speed blender can be used in a pinch. Scape down the sides of the blender as needed to ensure even blending.



	1 cup/195 grams pitted Medjool dates, chopped (about 15 dates)

	½ cup/70 grams high-protein rolled oats

	½ cup/44 grams zero-carb whey protein powder

	½ cup/56 grams peanut butter powder

	¼ cup/60 grams/2.1 ounces well-stirred tahini

	2 tablespoons/22 grams raw pumpkin seeds

	1 teaspoon pure vanilla extract

	½ teaspoon orange zest

	⅛ teaspoon ground cinnamon

	⅛ teaspoon fine sea salt





In the bowl of a food processor, combine all the ingredients. Add 3 tablespoons hot tap water, then process for 20 seconds. Scrape down the sides of the bowl, then pulse for 10 seconds or until mixture holds together when pinched. If needed, add up to 1 tablespoon more hot tap water.

Roll the mixture into 16 balls, each about 1¼ inch in diameter. Place on a parchment-lined baking sheet or plate and refrigerate until firm, about 30 minutes.

These bites hold their shape and taste best chilled. Store covered and refrigerated for up to 4 days, or frozen for up to 1 month. Thaw frozen bites in the refrigerator.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 15 grams; Fiber: 2 grams; Protein: 10 grams; Fat: 4 grams; Calories: 130





FROZEN PEANUT BUTTER−YOGURT BARK WITH POMEGRANATE AND CHOCOLATE

SERVES 8 [image: ] TOTAL: 3 HOURS 15 MINUTES

This frozen treat is fun to make and a great way to work more protein into your daily intake. Among the toppings here are buckwheat groats—the hulled seeds of the buckwheat plant—which lend a toasty-nutty flavor and are a gluten-free source of fiber, protein, and minerals. Try them in baking and as a topping for hot cereals, soups, and salads. Add pomegranate seeds, which offer polyphenols and fiber, and are a low-glycemic fruit.



	⅓ cup/53 grams whole buckwheat groats, divided

	2 cups/430 grams plain 0% Greek yogurt

	⅓ cup/31 grams unflavored zero-carb whey protein powder

	¼ cup/26 grams peanut butter powder

	1½ teaspoons pure vanilla extract

	¾ cup/120 grams fresh or frozen pomegranate seeds, divided

	⅓ cup/53 grams dark chocolate pieces or chips, melted





Heat the oven to 350°F. Spread the buckwheat groats in an even layer on a small baking sheet. Bake until lightly golden, 6−8 minutes. Set aside to cool.

Meanwhile, line a baking sheet with parchment paper. In a medium bowl, whisk together the yogurt, protein powder, peanut butter powder, and vanilla extract until smooth. Stir in ¼ cup of the pomegranate seeds and 2 tablespoons of the toasted buckwheat. Pour onto the prepared baking sheet. Spread to a rectangle approximately 10 by 14 inches and no thicker than ¼ inch.

Sprinkle the remaining pomegranate seeds and buckwheat over the yogurt mixture. Using the back of a wooden spoon, gently press the toppings a touch down into the yogurt (so they stick once frozen). Drizzle with the melted chocolate.

Freeze until set, about 3 hours or overnight, then cut or break into bite-sized pieces and keep frozen, in an airtight container, for up to 2 weeks. The bark is intended as a frozen treat, but for best texture and flavor, let it stand at room temperature for 2 to 3 minutes before serving.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 14 grams; Fiber: 4 grams; Protein: 15 grams; Fat: 3.5 grams; Calories: 130






DESSERTS



[image: Illustration of a tall dessert glass filled with a creamy mixture, topped with thick sauce dripping over the edge and a spoon inside.]



“SALTED CARAMEL” PROTEIN ICE CREAM

SERVES 6 [image: ] EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/VEGETARIAN [image: ] TOTAL: 3 HOURS

Medjool dates are the key to the caramel and brown sugar notes here, while cottage cheese offers up protein and the perfect hint of salt. For the best texture, look for a brand of cottage cheese that’s free from gums and thickeners. The optional addition of xanthan gum also contributes to a smoother, creamier texture, and helps prevent ice crystals from forming. You’ll find it in the baking aisle of most supermarkets. Once frozen, this ice cream tastes creamiest when allowed to thaw at room temperature for upward of 25 minutes, so plan accordingly. The wait is totally worth it!



	2 cups/453 grams low-fat cottage cheese

	½ cup/80 grams pitted, coarsely chopped Medjool dates (about 6 dates)

	½ cup/50 grams unflavored zero-carb whey protein powder

	2 tablespoons date syrup

	2 teaspoons pure vanilla extract





Place all the ingredients in a blender and blend at high speed until smooth, 1−2 minutes.

Transfer the mixture to a loaf pan, around 8- by 4-inch size. Cover the surface of the ice cream with plastic wrap. Freeze at least 3 hours or overnight. (If freezing overnight, let the ice cream stand at room temperature for 20–35 minutes, to soften before scooping.)

Protein ice cream keeps, frozen, for up to 1 month.

NOTE: For richer flavor (but more fat) use full-fat cottage cheese instead.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 15 grams; Fiber: less than 1 gram; Protein: 17 grams; Fat: 1 gram; Calories: 140





CHOCOLATE MOUSSE WITH SALTED PEPITAS AND OLIVE OIL

SERVES 4 [image: ] DAIRY-FREE/EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/VEGAN [image: ] TOTAL: 1 HOUR 15 MINUTES

Roasted salted pumpkin seeds and a drizzle of olive oil give this creamy vegan mousse a modern twist, while silken tofu provides the airy velvety texture. Chocolate masks any tofu flavor, and yet the low-calorie high-protein benefits are all here. Use a high-quality extra virgin olive oil for best flavor.



	1 16-ounce block of silken tofu, drained

	¼ cup/25 grams unsweetened cocoa powder

	3 tablespoons white monk fruit sweetener

	2 tablespoons low-carb whey or vegan chocolate protein powder

	½ teaspoon pure vanilla extract

	⅛ teaspoon fine sea salt

	1 teaspoon roasted and salted pepitas

	1 teaspoon extra virgin olive oil





In a high-speed blender, food processor, or immersion blender, blend the tofu, cocoa powder, monk fruit sweetener, protein powder, vanilla extract, and salt until light and fluffy, about 3 minutes. The mousse can be served immediately, though for best texture, divide the mousse evenly among 4 serving bowls or glasses and chill in the refrigerator at least 1 hour before serving.

Just before serving, top each portion with pepitas and drizzle with olive oil.

The mousse keeps, covered and refrigerated, for up to 4 days.

PER SERVING WITH LOW-CARB WHEY CHOCOLATE PROTEIN POWDER: Total Carbs: 16 grams; Fiber: 1 gram; Protein: 10 grams; Fat: 4.5 grams; Calories: 110

PER SERVING WITH VEGAN PLANT-BASED CHOCOLATE PROTEIN POWDER: Total Carbs: 15 grams; Fiber: 2 grams; Protein: 12 grams; Fat: 6 grams; Calories: 120





NO-CHURN CHERRY-ALMOND-SWIRL NICE CREAM

SERVES 6 [image: ] DAIRY-FREE/EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/VEGAN [image: ] TOTAL: 1 HOUR 20 MINUTES

If you’ve never had nice cream, you’re in for a treat. Blended frozen bananas form a surprisingly creamy base for this vegan, dairy-free dessert, while cherries and nutty crunchy almond butter take the helm as leading flavors.



	1¼ cups/175 grams frozen cherries

	2½ cups/300 grams frozen sliced peeled bananas (from about 4 medium whole bananas)

	1 teaspoon vanilla extract

	⅓ cup/78 milliliters unsweetened almond milk

	2 tablespoons crunchy almond butter, at room temperature





Coarsely chop ¼ cup of the frozen cherries. Place in a small bowl or resealable bag and return to the freezer.

Combine the bananas and remaining cherries in a blender and, without puréeing, let stand at room temperature for 20 minutes to just partially thaw. (This helps ensure easy blending without straining the appliance.)

Add the vanilla extract to the blender with the fruit and purée on medium speed. With the machine running, add the almond milk in a slow and steady stream. Continue puréeing, pausing occasionally to stir as needed. As the ingredients incorporate, increase the speed to high and purée until the mixture is well blended and smooth.

Transfer the mixture to a loaf pan, around 8- by 4-inch size. Fold in the reserved chopped frozen cherries, then swirl the almond butter over the top.

For soft-serve consistency, serve immediately, or for firm nice cream, cover the surface of the nice cream with plastic wrap and freeze for 1 hour before serving. (If freezing overnight for a hard consistency, let the nice cream stand at room temperature for 30–45 minutes to soften before scooping.)

Nice cream keeps frozen for up to 1 month.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 16 grams; Fiber: 2 grams; Protein: 2 grams; Fat: 3 grams; Calories: 90





APPLE-BLACKBERRY-THYME CRISP

SERVES 6 [image: ] DAIRY-FREE/EGG-FREE/GLUTEN-FREE/VEGETARIAN [image: ] TOTAL: 1 HOUR 20 MINUTES

Fresh thyme brings a subtle savory note to this lightly sweetened fruit crisp. If Gala apples are not available or don’t look best at the market, try a sweet-tart alternative like Honeycrisp, Pink Lady, or Cameo. You can also mix and match.



	Avocado oil nonstick cooking spray

	3 cups/361 grams Gala apples, peeled and diced into ½-inch cubes (from 3 apples)

	3 cups/366 grams blackberries

	1 tablespoon unflavored zero-carb whey protein powder

	1 tablespoon fresh lemon juice

	1 teaspoon fresh lemon zest

	½ teaspoon coarsely chopped fresh thyme

	¼ cup/24 grams oat flour

	¼ cup/37 grams high-protein oats

	¼ cup/46 grams brown monk fruit sugar

	⅛ teaspoon fine sea salt

	2 tablespoons unsalted plant-based vegan butter, solid form, such as Miyoko’s





Heat the oven to 350°F with a rack in the middle. Lightly coat an 8- or 9-inch square baking pan with nonstick cooking spray. In a mixing bowl, stir together the apples, blackberries, protein powder, lemon juice, lemon zest, and thyme. Transfer to the prepared pan.

Wipe the bowl dry, then add the oat flour, oats, monk fruit sugar, and salt. Whisk together the mixture, then use your fingers to work in the butter until large clumps form. Scatter the crumble mixture evenly over the fruit, breaking up the clumps into smaller pebble-sized pieces.

Bake until the fruit is bubbling, and the top is golden brown, about 45 minutes. If the crumble darkens too much before the fruit is thick, loosely cover the pan with a sheet of foil. Cool for at least 15 minutes before serving. Serve warm.

The crisp keeps, refrigerated in an airtight container, for up to 3 days, or frozen for up to 1 month. If freezing, let cool completely, then wrap with plastic wrap and foil to prevent freezer burn. Thaw overnight in the refrigerator, then heat in a low oven to warm through and re-crisp topping, if desired, before serving.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 28 grams; Fiber: 6 grams; Protein: 4 grams; Fat: 5 grams; Calories: 140





BUCKWHEAT CHOCOLATE CHIP COOKIES

MAKES 18 COOKIES [image: ] DAIRY-FREE/VEGETARIAN [image: ] TOTAL: 30 MINUTES PLUS CHILLING

Chocolate chip cookies are the ultimate classic indulgence. These are made with a blend of flours, including buckwheat and oat, which lend rich, nutty notes. Buckwheat flour is also higher in protein and fiber, oat flour contributes more fiber, and both have a lower glycemic index than wheat flour. A pinch of flaky sea salt on top enhances all the flavors and lends a pleasing salty bite.



	½ cup/71 grams white whole wheat flour

	¼ cup/31 grams oat flour

	¼ cup/38 grams buckwheat flour

	½ teaspoon fine sea salt

	¼ teaspoon baking soda

	½ cup/86 grams brown monk fruit sugar

	¼ cup/56 grams unsalted plant-based vegan butter, solid form

	1 large egg, at room temperature

	2 tablespoons unsweetened apple sauce

	1 teaspoon pure vanilla extract

	½ cup/85 grams sugar-free dark chocolate baking chips, such as Lily’s

	Flaky sea salt for sprinkling, optional





In a medium bowl, whisk together the white whole-wheat flour, oat flour, buckwheat flour, salt, and baking soda. Set aside.

In a bowl of an electric mixer fitted with paddle attachment, beat together the sugar and butter on medium speed until light, about 3 minutes. Scrape down the sides of the bowl, then add the egg, apple sauce, and vanilla extract, and beat until well combined.

On low speed, beat in the dry ingredients until a thick dough forms, then stir in the chocolate chips until just combined. Place the dough in a resealable bag or airtight container and chill in the refrigerator, at least 30 minutes or up to 3 days.

To bake the cookies: Heat the oven to 350°F with racks in the upper and lower thirds. Line two cookie sheets with parchment paper.

Scoop out 18 lumps of dough (about 1 tablespoon each), roll them into balls, and place them onto the prepared baking sheets, spaced 1 inch apart. Sprinkle tops with a pinch or two of flaky sea salt, if desired. Bake, rotating pans halfway through, until just cooked through, 10−11 minutes. Transfer to a baking rack to cool.

The cookies keep in an airtight container at room temperature for up to 3 days, or frozen for up to 2 months. Thaw at room temperature before serving.

PER SERVING: Total Carbs: 13 grams; Fiber: 2 grams; Protein: 2 grams; Fat: 4 grams; Calories: 70
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PART THREE How to Move

MOVEMENT IS AS FUNDAMENTAL AS BREATHING, yet somehow this essential element of being human has gotten overcomplicated. How could it be possible to do movement “wrong”? And why does it seem so difficult to get it right?

Now it’s time to teach you the tactics to excel in this fast-paced world. These movements are focused on simplicity and effectiveness to bring you muscle health, and each one has a purpose. Lean into the task and challenge at hand: following our science-formulated plan. Consider this section your field manual to guide you step by step through executing your battle plan. Your mission? Getting (and keeping) your body strong. For the next six weeks…

… prioritize consistency and then build up intensity.

The objective is to get you moving through your days with grit, intensity, and presence. This requires a strong body and mind. Beyond superficial aesthetics, strength is one of your most critical assets. It cannot be bought or bargained for, but it can—and must!—be built. Fortifying yourself will make it so you no longer worry about weathering the storm.

Instead, you become the storm.

Shift your perspective to recognize movement as a gift to be respected and never taken for granted. Each of us will almost certainly come to a point in life when we wish we could move freely. My fellowship in geriatrics brought this front and center for me. Nothing struck me more than my patients’ wish to be able to move again. We, as students of FOREVER STRONG, embrace movement as a core tenet of a meaningful life. Wherever you start is the perfect place.





MAXIMIZING MUSCLE HEALTH


A Living, Dynamic System in Constant Adaptation

This plan unapologetically centers all things muscle: keeping, building, and growing muscles strong and healthy. Your skeletal musculature is a metaphor for life and the privilege of coping with all the pressures that come with it. Building muscle is not just physical but philosophical; a muscle-centric life teaches you how to stay focused and steadfast through the ebbs and flows of the human experience. Putting on muscle doesn’t result from a onetime push but by gradually layering new strength on top of old and forming good habits to replace ones that no longer serve.

Each time you pick up a weight you drop a burden. But remember, adaptation is a slow, gradual process—the result of the daily balance between tissue breakdown (catabolism) and building (anabolism) fueled by muscle protein synthesis (MPS) and repair. (See page 58 for more on this.)

With the right stimulus, recovery, and nutrition, you will progress from one workout to the next, mentally, physically, or both. Our research-based, clinically demonstrated plan has been formulated to spur strength, build endurance, and promote whole-body health. We prioritize skeletal muscle because strength and healthy muscle tissue are cornerstones of longevity.

Resistance training (RT) is one of the only ways to activate Type II muscle fibers—the ones responsible for strength, power, and quick reactions. These fast-twitch fibers decline rapidly with age, especially if you’re not using them. But it’s never too late to start. Even in your seventies or eighties, consistent training just a few times per week can rebuild strength, improve muscle health, and enhance how you move and feel every day.

BOTTOM LINE: RT doesn’t just make you stronger—it keeps you capable, independent, and metabolically resilient.


The Plan’s Core Principles

“Fitness” means something different to each of us, but the same core principles apply:


	Showing up is essential.

	Challenge yourself. Commit to improving daily.

	Acknowledge—and take pride in!—what you have accomplished.





Muscle is meant for action. Regardless of your body composition, living a sedentary life promotes the infiltration of fat into muscle that builds up over time. Movement burns the fat that’s in and around the muscle, disrupting muscle function and contributing to insulin resistance. While both cardio and RT deliver benefits, RT is the secret to body composition improvement. It also keeps those fast-twitch muscle fibers intact and metabolically healthy, which is important because they are the first fibers that end up replaced with fat.

Skeletal muscle does far more than provide strength, mobility, and power, however. Making up over 30 percent of your body weight, it is the body’s largest organ system. Your muscles form a sophisticated metabolic command center, regulating systems by converting physical energy into chemical (metabolic) energy and powering you up from the inside.


STRONG SCIENCE

Your brain loves movement, too. New studies show that RT promotes brain health and may be the single most powerful way to increase brain-boosting BDNF (brain derived neurotrophic factor), which plays a key role in long-term memory and cognitive function.1 Movement is beneficial for long-term brain health, but next time you work out, also notice the immediate benefits of clearer thinking and memory improvement.

WAKE-UP CALL: By 2060 the number of dementia cases is expected to double, with poor diet and lack of exercise playing a big role in the rise. Keep yourself off that list by committing to a muscle-centric lifestyle.



Muscles adapt to the challenges you put in front of them. Push them with regular, progressive stimulus, and they’ll become stronger, healthier, and more efficient. This stimulus creates a cascade of inter-organ crosstalk through chemicals released by the contraction of muscle tissue. Leveraging the voluntary control of muscle (e.g., through exercise) benefits the whole body and mind, improving our thinking speed, blood flow, bone density, and balance (to name just a few examples). It even buffers against depression.


PROMOTING YOUR STRENGTH AND YOUR HEALTH ISN’T A CHORE—IT’S A PRIVILEGE.



[image: Illustrated flexed arm diagram highlighting muscle, surrounded by text showing benefits such as brain health, bone protection, metabolism, sleep, and immunity.]
By understanding and harnessing these six powerful aspects of muscle function, you’re building the foundation for sustained resilience.

Imagine—you can do all this for your body and mind just by picking up that weight.

Muscle’s dual capacity—both mechanical and metabolic—is why my muscle-centric approach builds the infrastructure for optimizing what I call MuscleSpan™—the length of time you benefit from living with healthy, functional skeletal muscle tissue.


MYTH

“Cardio is the best way to lose fat.”




REALITY

Fat burning and fat loss are not the same thing. Just because you’re burning fat during cardio doesn’t mean you’re losing body fat. What matters most for sustainable fat loss is preserving muscle while creating a caloric deficit—and cardio alone doesn’t do that effectively. If you want to lose fat and keep it off, you don’t just need to burn calories—you need to build and protect your muscle. Muscle breakdown and repair is metabolically costly, which supports fat-loss goals.








STRATEGIC RESISTANCE TRAINING


The Strong Medicine Truth

Everyone wants to look good, but our goals for building strength and healthy muscles are not just appearance-driven. Instead, we’re creating lasting health from the inside out. Targeted RT triggers your body to undergo powerful adaptations that enhance everything from metabolism to bone density. Think of training as a way to upgrade your body’s operating system.

RT delivers powerful benefits that continue long after you leave the gym. While cardio plays an important role in cardiorespiratory health, it’s RT that drives whole-body transformation. This is why the FOREVER STRONG approach strategically positions quick cardio as a complement to the RT program, which is carefully designed to maximize your investment in health, delivering both immediate results you can recognize and long-term vitality over the years.



The Basics of Resistance Training

All the clunking and clanging coming from the gym’s weight room might seem intimidating (or even annoying) from over in the cardio section, but that is the sound of people putting in hard work. In reality, RT isn’t nearly as complicated as it looks. I’m going to show you just how accessible weight lifting really is. Just think, instead of having a machine drag you through its paces, you get to be the one calling the shots. During RT, you can:


	Begin with weights that feel manageable to you (perhaps just your own body weight)

	Move at your own pace

	Focus on basic movements that foster functional strength for daily life

	Gain whole-body strength, from head to toe and bones to brain



To present you with the most up-to-date science- and strategy-informed approach to RT, I’ve teamed up with two of my favorite people, Dr. Jordan Shallow and Don Saladino. A thought leader in injury-risk management and rehabilitation, Dr. Shallow brings us his expertise in functional anatomy and biomechanics. And Don, my dear friend and fitness coach of thirty years, has designed a foolproof training program that’s customizable to meet your specific training needs.




How Resistance Training Builds Muscle


Progressive Over-Stimulus: The Key to Results

If you have weight-lifting experience, you’re probably familiar with the term “progressive overload.” Dr. Shallow and I prefer the term “progressive over-stimulus” because making progress with RT entails more than simply lifting heavier (adding load). Over-stimulus, as Dr. Shallow explains, includes the qualitative aspect of RT that’s not limited to racking more weights but instead emphasizes technique and skill-building.

A progressive over-stimulus approach prioritizes proper form because real progress happens when each rep is done with skill and control. Before you think about adding more weight (load), solid technique is a must. Proper form is critical for both reducing injury risk and effective muscle activation. Once technique is firmly established, the stimulus variations that will keep you progressing include not just weight (load), but also:


	Number of reps (volume)

	Training frequency (number of weekly sessions)

	Training density (less rest between reps)

	Movement complexity (whether exercises work multiple joints/muscle groups)

	Tempo (pace of performing one rep)



Don’t let all these variables overwhelm you, though. Grasping all this information isn’t necessary to follow the RT protocol in this PLAYBOOK. Just know that quality movement is key, and that the dumbbells you choose should be weights you can control with precision.


STRONG SCIENCE

Only 28 percent of American adults regularly engage in RT at least twice per week.2 Many people consider time constraints as their biggest obstacle.3 But what if I told you that spending even just one hour a week on RT could bring big improvements?

In a recent study, previously trained participants, ages eighteen to forty, worked out twice a week, for eight weeks, logging thirty minutes each session of performing a single set of simple, full-body, weight-lifting exercises. Although this eight-week program involved less overall training time than the participants routinely spent before the study, these short, single-set sessions led to meaningful gains in both muscle mass and strength.4



Training consistently two to three times per week with ten to twenty total sets per muscle group per week, leaving one to three reps in reserve, is a proven, sustainable approach. The objective is not to push to failure every session but to show up regularly, move well, and let progress build over time. Movement quality and workout intensity aren’t competing forces but partners in long-term success.

Prioritize large muscle group movements: Choose exercises that work multiple muscle groups to build strength in less time. If you’re new to training, choose exercises that require less skill and produce more output. For instance, try focusing on the body’s largest muscle groups, the legs and glutes.

Stimulus-to-fatigue ratio (SFR): This concept helps evaluate how effectively an exercise or training protocol promotes muscle growth (hypertrophy) relative to how much fatigue it generates.


SFR Breakdown:

Stimulus = the degree to which a training movement or program promotes muscle growth (through mechanical tension, muscle damage, and metabolic stress)

Fatigue = the physical and neural cost of performing that exercise or training—how much it drains your recovery ability

SFR = Muscle Growth Stimulus / Fatigue Produced



Why It Matters: Exercises and programming that maximize growth while minimizing unnecessary fatigue are the best way to build muscle (hypertrophy). This allows for:


	More frequent training of the same muscle groups

	Sustained long-term progress

	Better recovery between sessions



Active Recovery: Good programming is the first step to good recovery. Between sessions, be mindful and take active steps to support adequate recovery using the protocols we outline in How to Recover, beginning on page 231.


EMBRACE THE PROCESS.

[image: ]

EAT TO SUPPORT YOUR GOALS.

[image: ]

MOVE WITH INTENTION AND PURPOSE.

[image: ]

STAY CONSISTENT.







The New Science of Muscle Growth

Stimulated by the work you put into RT, the proteins from the food you eat create new, stronger muscle tissue in a process called hypertrophy. Recent thinking has changed as to how best to acheive it.


Old Theory

Hypertrophy requires:


	Creating muscle damage with micro-tears in muscle fibers

	Generating metabolic stress

	Applying mechanical tension






New Understanding

Mechanical tension is the primary driver for muscle growth, while metabolic stress plays a supporting role, and muscle damage is merely a by-product.



Now that you have a handle on how and why to build muscle, it’s time to put the science into action. Next, I’ll share my overall recommendations for how to move—through these next six weeks and beyond.



The FOREVER STRONG system works because it focuses on these key principles:

Progressive over-stimulus: Gradually increase stimulus type (the variables listed on page 156) to spur progress.

Sustainable practice: Create habits you can maintain for years, not just weeks.

Effort: To make progress in RT, you need to work your muscles toward the point of failure. Proximity to failure triggers a physiological response that creates adaptations in muscle tissue. (You’ll read more about the body’s adaptation systems in the coming pages.) This is the core driver of RT. If you get one thing right in your RT work, effort is the one to prioritize.


MYTH

“Lifting heavy weights makes you bulky.”




REALITY

Adding muscle takes time, consistent effort, and nutritional support. Simply put, it’s hard to gain bulk—especially for women, and especially unintentionally. Instead, lifting heavy creates the kind of lean, defined muscle that makes you feel confident in your favorite clothes while protecting your long-term health.




MYTH

“I’m too old to start lifting weights.”




REALITY

Let me be clear: It is never too late to build your body armor. Your skeletal muscle is the largest organ system in your body, and lifting weights can help adults build strength at every age.




PERSONAL STORY: TINA

Stronger at Sixty

My patient Tina was hesitant to start RT at sixty years old. She had been raised in the era of salads, leotards, and cardio and more cardio. As the years passed, she discovered that despite keeping up a regular cardio routine, she was becoming noticeably weaker. “I couldn’t even hold a pizza pan away from my body. If I held anything in front of my body, it would cause back spasms and cause my back to go out.” Plus, she was gaining weight.

Tina had never played sports as a kid; she’d been skinny and always lacked strength. Because she had never learned about the importance of skeletal muscle, she’d figured skinny meant healthy. She began regular cardio after struggling to lose the “baby weight” she’d gained after having children. “I thought you only needed exercise if you gained weight.” She then began her cycle of exercising, losing weight quickly, and then not exercising again until she gained it back.

The Protocol

I started Tina off slowly, with two days a week of RT, sticking with movements with low injury risk (like planks and kettlebell squats). Whenever she was able to get to the gym, she used easy-to-control machines (such as the leg press and lat pulldown) that allowed her to target the muscle groups she needed. To start her day with movement and natural light exposure, she took morning walks. Soon, she started walking with a weighted vest.

The Result

Within Tina’s first month, she put on almost two pounds of muscle and found herself feeling stronger than she had in decades. With a few simple steps, Tina not only gained strength but found the entry point into life on her terms.

“The moment I knew I was stronger was on a trip with grandkids,” she told me. “Before I started lifting, I couldn’t hold them long. Afterward, I carried a grandkid through Disney the entire time and didn’t think anything of it.”

Her transformation was mental as much as physical. “Taking care of my elderly parents has probably been the biggest wake-up call. I don’t want to live as long as possible; I want to live an active life traveling, not watching TV on the sidelines.”

As she continued to grow into her new approach to muscle health, Tina’s confidence and physical capabilities evolved, too. She came to view strength as the pathway that enables her to be who and how she wants to be with her family. “I use muscle to have a better quality of life with my grandkids.”

[image: A stylized orange illustration of a sun with a face, surrounded by intricate patterns and radiating triangular rays.]







ALL ABOUT QUICK CARDIO


HIIT and SIT: High-Intensity Interval Strategies

High-Intensity Interval Training (HIIT) and Sprint Interval Training (SIT) are quick cardio workouts to build into your exercise routine to support your RT program (like the one I share on page 173). High-intensity interval-style exercise is known for rapid improvements in cardiorespiratory fitness with minimal exercise time, alternating bursts of intense effort with short recovery periods. Incorporating interval exercise results in impressive benefits for your metabolic health and overall body composition, regardless of your baseline fitness or status.5 Below, we’ll break down how to use interval training effectively—whether you’re a beginner just dipping in a tentative toe or a seasoned athlete ready to push your limits.



What Is HIIT?

To incorporate interval-style exercise into your training program, start with High-Intensity Interval Training (HIIT), which alternates hard bouts of exercise with short recovery periods. The hard bouts should elevate your heart rate to about 85 percent of your max (85% HR max) or above, and the brief rests offer only partial recovery as the goal is to push physiological adaptations.


WHY HIGH-INTENSITY INTERVALS?

If you’re ready to see maximal results in minimal time, HIIT strategies offer an efficient, scientifically backed way to boost cardio fitness, lose body fat, support muscle and metabolism, and improve insulin sensitivity. Better insulin sensitivity enables your muscles to more effectively absorb and utilize glucose (sugar), directly supporting your muscle-centric goals. Research also shows that HIIT is superior to popular Heart Rate Zone 2 cardio training for mitochondrial health (specifically: increased mitochondrial size, number, and efficiency).6


SHORT, INTENSE WORKOUTS CAN:

[image: ] Enhance cardiorespiratory fitness more effectively than continuous, moderate exercise

[image: ] Elevate metabolism, accelerate caloric expenditure for up to twenty-four hours post-exercise and increase fat mobilization

[image: ] Improve mental well-being by increasing blood flow, releasing endorphins, and challenging personal limits






WHY HIIT WORKS

Maximizes efficiency: You get significant gains in cardiovascular health and fat-burning through shorter workouts.

Great for body composition: Mitochondrial respiration (converting nutrients into energy), fuel replenishment, and muscle repair all help improve body composition.

Flexible modalities: HIIT intervals can be done:


WITH EQUIPMENT


	kettlebells or a jump rope

	a rowing machine, treadmill, or any cardio machine



or



WITHOUT EQUIPMENT


	squats, push-ups, jumping jacks, burpees, mountain climbers, etc.






HOW TO HIIT

There are many ways to complete an HIIT workout. As mentioned earlier, these can be performed on any cardio machine or with bodyweight exercises. Here are some options.


Classic Ten-Minute HIIT

This ten-minute routine involves cycles alternating between work and active rest. You perform the work periods at or above 85 percent of your maximum heart rate (85% HR max). To avoid doing the math, simply push yourself at an intensity you can’t sustain for longer than about seventy-five seconds. Alternate sixty seconds of activity with sixty seconds of active rest (movement at a reduced speed).


	Two-minute warm-up at an easy-to-moderate pace

	Four rounds of:

	60 seconds “on”—at or above 85% HR max

	60 seconds “off”—at reduced speed, still moving



	Two-minute cool-down



Keep in mind that you can manipulate the ratio of work-to-rest based on your fitness level.


	Trained individuals: Try a work-to-rest ratio of 1:2—60 seconds on, 120 seconds off

	If high-intensity exercise is completely new to you: Consider a work-to-rest ratio of 1:4—60 seconds on, 240 seconds off





Fast and Strong: The 40/20 burn


	Ten-minute warm-up at an easy-to-moderate pace

	Seven rounds of:

	40 seconds “on” (at or above 85% HR max)

	20 seconds “off” (reduced speed, still moving)



	Three-minute cool-down8




STRONG SCIENCE

HIIT can “reverse” cardiac aging by up to twenty years, according to a two-year randomized study of previously sedentary people in their fifties. They performed a 4×4 HIIT protocol: four minutes at about 95 percent maximum heart rate, followed by three minutes of active recovery, repeated four times per session (28 minutes per session), done once or twice weekly alongside moderate endurance and strength training. In addition to significant increases in VO max (how much oxygen your body can use during exercise) and improved overall cardiovascular function and efficiency, the heart structure of participants became more elastic, showing a reduction in age-related stiffness.7








HIIT Strong


Advanced HIIT Circuit



BEFORE YOU BEGIN: ESTABLISH A SOLID FOUNDATION

Our HIIT Strong program is a high-impact, neuromuscularly demanding HIIT protocol designed to push your speed, coordination, and power. Because of its intensity, it’s not for beginners. This circuit trains explosive movement, full-body control, and requires a well-conditioned nervous system. To avoid injury and get the most benefit from the training, build up to this circuit.

Before incorporating HIIT Strong into your routine, you should be able to:


	Jump rope continuously for ten minutes. This indicates baseline cardiovascular fitness and coordination.

	Maintain control and rhythm with jumping exercises. Explosive training isn’t just about power but control. Before you begin, make sure you feel comfortable with basic jump squats, lateral hops, and other plyometric patterns.





SUGGESTED PREP: NERVOUS SYSTEM + RHYTHMIC PROGRESSION

To prepare your body for HIIT Strong, consider incorporating the following into your weekly training:


	Jump Rope (5–10 min): Builds rhythm, foot coordination, and aerobic capacity

	Lateral Bounds (low intensity, 3 x 10): Introduces side-to-side loading

	Bodyweight Jump Squats (3 x 10): Builds power and eccentric control

	Mountain Climbers (3 x 30 sec): Trains core stability under intensity

	Isometric Holds (wall sits, planks, push-up holds): Builds joint stability for high-impact movement





INSTRUCTIONS FOR HIIT STRONG

Do three to five rounds of each of the below circuits, with no rest between the exercises. After completing three to five rounds of Circuit 1, rest for two minutes, then move on to Circuit 2.

Remember to move steadily, but without rushing!







CIRCUIT 1

3 to 5 rounds with no rest:

LATERAL BOUND (ICE SKATERS)

5 reps

[image: Lateral bound exercise shows an athlete performing side-to-side single-leg jumps, landing softly and driving laterally to build balance, coordination, and lower-body power.]
BROAD JUMP

5 reps

[image: Broad jump exercise shows an athlete bending into a squat and exploding forward into a two-footed jump, landing under control to build horizontal power.]
PUSH-UP

3–5 reps

[image: Push-up exercise shows an athlete lowering and lifting the body in a straight plank position to strengthen the chest, shoulders, arms, and core.]
SQUAT JUMP

5 reps

[image: Squat jump exercise shows an athlete moving from a squat into a vertical jump with arms raised, landing softly to develop lower-body power.]
MOUNTAIN CLIMBER

20 seconds

[image: Mountain climber exercise shows an athlete holding a plank while alternating knees toward the chest to build core strength and cardiovascular endurance.]




CIRCUIT 2

3 to 5 rounds with no rest:

LATERAL SHUFFLE

5 reps

[image: Lateral shuffle exercise shows an athlete moving side to side in a partial squat, maintaining an athletic stance to build agility and lateral speed.]
ALTERNATING SPLIT JUMPS OR SPLIT SQUATS

5 reps

[image: Alternating split jumps or split squats exercise shows an athlete switching legs between a lunge and jump to build leg strength and coordination.]
MATRIX JUMPS

5 each side

[image: Matrix jumps exercise shows an athlete jumping from a central start point in multiple directions to develop agility, balance, and lower-body power.]
ELEVATED PLYO PUSH-UP

5 reps

[image: Elevated plyo push-up exercise shows an athlete explosively pushing off a bench from a plank to build upper-body power and strength.]
PLANK SHOULDER TAPS

20 reps

[image: Plank shoulder taps exercise shows an athlete holding a plank while alternating hand taps to shoulders to build core stability and control.]




Sprint Interval Training (SIT)


Pushing for Power

Once you get comfortable with HIIT (give yourself a minimum of six to twelve months), you can start exploring Sprint Interval Training (SIT). Fair warning: SIT is intense. I mean really intense. SIT is the most challenging element of any training I’ve ever done.



WHAT IS SIT?

SIT is a shorter, sharper form of HIIT based on very rapid-fire bursts of maximum effort, moving as fast as possible from the start of an exercise. Each burst, at a heavy resistance, typically lasts for just eight to thirty seconds followed by a longer, two- to five-minute rest. In this case, rest means coming to a complete stop that ideally provides a full recovery, allowing the replenishment of anaerobic energy stores so that your body can again operate at maximum capacity. Instead of maintaining the same wattage or output across sprints, the goal is to give near-max effort during each burst and let recovery handle the rest. This work-rest cycle builds anaerobic capacity.


STRONG SCIENCE

A 2019 meta-analysis found that both HIIT and SIT led to 28.5 percent greater reductions in fat mass compared to moderate continuous training, underscoring the efficiency of interval-based workouts.9




SIT Basics


	Work Interval: 6 to 15 seconds at 100 percent maximal effort

	Recovery Interval: 80 to 100 seconds of complete rest or light movement



[image: A flowchart outlines two evidence-based protocols for work-to-rest ratios in exercise, with options for 1:8 or 1:10 ratios.]




HOW SIT AND HIIT DIFFER

While both are beneficial, HIIT demands more aerobic energy (meaning, uses more oxygen) and thus triggers greater mitochondrial adaptation. Because the HIIT rest periods are too short for you to fully recover before beginning the next burst, your heart rate reaches higher levels than you could sustain during continuous training. This heart-rate elevation—even for short periods—brings about faster adaptations than steady-state cardio would.

SIT, on the other hand, relies heavily on stored muscle glycogen (anaerobic energy without the use of oxygen) and is a good option for people specifically working on building maximal power and anaerobic capacity.10



KEY DISTINCTION: SIT VS. HIIT

A common misconception is that SIT and HIIT are interchangeable. While both involve intense bursts of effort, SIT places a greater demand on your nervous system, not just your cardiovascular system. The explosive nature of SIT pushes your neuromuscular system to its limits, making recovery and precision in form essential.


TIP

If you’re new to intense training, start with HIIT to build a foundation. Once you’re comfortable pushing to near-max effort, you can progress to SIT.



My Interval-Training Takeaway: SIT is more time efficient, but for some populations it could come with a higher risk for injury. While I do not consider SIT as a necessary training component for the average person, I do believe HIIT is ideal to add into your life. One unique aspect of both HIIT and SIT is that they support muscle size and quality,11 especially when combined with essential AAs/protein consumption.12




Putting It All Together

You are now armed with the understanding that training is the cornerstone of your health journey. All movement matters, but RT and high-intensity cardio interval work deliver powerful benefits for your muscle, metabolism, brain health, and longevity. The science is clear, but success depends on implementation. What follows will show you how to weave this knowledge into your life.


YOUR PERSONAL ACTION PLAN GUIDELINES

Schedule with intention: Choose two to three days each week for workouts. Many of my patients schedule Monday / Wednesday / Friday workouts, but what matters most is that you select the days when you can show up consistently, keeping your training sessions as “non-negotiable” appointments. Each week, confirm which three days will work best, write them in your calendar, and treat them like the high-priority engagements they are.

Pair cardiovascular with resistance training: Combining RT with short bursts of intensity (HIIT or SIT) creates a powerful, time-efficient routine that supports long-term fitness, fat loss, and energy—without spending hours in the gym.

Start simple and stay consistent. After completing the dumbbell (DB) program below, close out your workout with a basic HIIT intervals routine (e.g., one minute on, one minute off) and focus on consistency over complexity. Choose a method you enjoy—bike, sprints, kettlebells—and build from there.

Stay flexible: Life happens. Work deadlines, family commitments, and travel derail our plans. Always have quick alternatives ready. When your training schedule gets interrupted, pivot to one of my “No-Excuses Solutions” (see page 219) and get a workout in, even if it isn’t the session you had originally planned.

Fuel and recover: Remember that muscles grow and recover during rest, not workouts. To maximize the benefits of your training, prioritize protein intake (and total calories), quality sleep, and stress management.



ARE YOU READY TO TRAIN TODAY?

Before you jump into a workout, take a moment to check in with yourself. What follows is a simple framework to help you stay consistent, make informed adjustments, and avoid burnout.


Macro-Level Preparedness

Think of this as your high-level plan. Before you begin a new week or start a new training block, ask yourself:


	1. How many days can I realistically commit to training?

	2. On which days and at what time will I train?

	3. What are my goals for this phase—strength, endurance, fat loss, muscle maintenance, or muscle gain?

	4. What events could affect my training schedule over the next few weeks (e.g., conferences, work travel, family events, etc.)?



Taking the time to answer these questions keeps you from just winging it. Instead, you’ll be building a structure that supports success and sustainability.



Daily Readiness Checklist

This is where daily decision-making comes in. Once you’ve been consistently checking these boxes, it’s likely safe to increase intensity, volume, or complexity. On days you’re not checking the boxes, you may decide to dial things back or move your main session to a different day—but don’t skip movement altogether.

Ask yourself:


	How much sleep did I get last night?

	Am I training fasted or fed? When was my last meal prior to working out?

	How many consecutive days have I trained?

	How intense was yesterday’s workout?

	How do I feel, not just physically but also mentally?

	Keep in mind that emotional stressors can impact your training, including relationship/family/work tensions.

	How are you doing at balancing work and life?






DECISION FRAMEWORK FOR YOUR TRAINING DAY

Use This Simple Process:

Check your readiness indicators: Tune into your physical, mental, and emotional state

Ask Yourself: Am I in a good place to train today? If the answer is no, consider adjusting the intensity, shortening the session, or opting for mobility work instead.

Adjust accordingly: Perform micro check-ins throughout your workout to assess how your body is responding in real time.

If a weight or movement that felt manageable last week now feels significantly harder, scale back the load, reps, or tempo.

On the flip side, if things feel easier, consider progressing.

Self-evaluate mid-session: Do these exercises feel easy, moderate, or hard compared to last week? Your answer will guide appropriate adjustments to support progress while minimizing the risk of overtraining or injury.







[image: Dr. Gabrielle Lyon, in athletic wear kneels on one knee, holding a kettlebell, in a black-and-white photograph.]




THE SIX-WEEK FOREVER STRONG POWER PLAN

Whether you are a beginner or advanced, this six-week, three-sessions-per-week, dumbbell-only RT and HIIT program, designed by my fitness coach Don Saladino, will help you build both strength and confidence. Flexibly designed, this plan is adaptable for at-home or in-the-gym use and suited for all fitness levels. Just follow the progressions and adjust the stimulus (load, reps, training frequency, training density, or movement complexity) to keep yourself challenged.

At the start of each week, slot your workouts into your calendar. Remember, these appointments are non-negotiable. Fulfill the commitments you made to yourself in How to Think. Your health and longevity are far more important than just about anything else trying to make demands on your time. Maybe a Monday, Wednesday, and Friday schedule works best for you, or perhaps your weekends offer more time flexibility. Whatever schedule you use, remember to listen to your body and adjust as needed.

Follow each DB program with a burst of HIIT cardio we’re calling “Choose Your Hard.” Any HIIT program will do, whether you choose calisthenics in the HIIT Strong program on page 163, or decide to bang out your intervals on an air bike, rower, or sled. To finish, choose a stretch or cool-down routine that feels good. If you’re just starting, or restarting, you can wait to incorporate “Choose Your Hard” until your nervous system is primed to add this at the end of your RT sessions.

Be sure and check out the video library on my website. Don and I filmed each exercise to guide your form. To help you get the most out of these workouts, watch the videos multiple times, including just before you perform a set. Go ahead and record yourself during different exercises to help you fine-tune your form. If you feel pain at any point, get advice from a medical professional.

Watch the full exercise library at: drgabriellelyon.com



FOREVER STRONG Power Plan Objectives

Don and I have chosen these exercises to counterbalance the frequent periods of sitting and lack of movement that so many people struggle to overcome. First, we’ll present an overview of the full program and then we will dive into how to perform the exercises and track your progress. Our objective is to help you:


	Build foundational, full-body strength through core work and lower and upper body push/pull combinations

	Improve mobility and joint health with intentional warm-ups

	Enhance metabolic conditioning via short, high-intensity cardio sessions

	Advance over time with structured progression from foundational weeks one and two to increased volume and complexity in weeks three through six

	Integrate low-barrier cardio with post-workout HIIT sessions or optional cardio-only days




WHAT YOU NEED TO GET STARTED


	Dumbbells (either individual sets of varying weights or a set of adjustables)

	Floor space

	30 to 45 minutes three times each week

	BONUS: A mirror to check your form!







Choose Your Weights

Figuring out which DBs to use for each exercise requires some trial and error. Choose one weight, see how it feels at the beginning and end of the required number of reps, and then evaluate your selection. Think Goldilocks. Too easy, and you won’t make progress. Too hard, and you’ll struggle to maintain good form.

The weight you choose for each exercise will depend on your personal abilities. Each exercise set is like a road you need to travel by using up gas from your tank (your capacity). Instead of finishing the set on empty, you want to end with a little gas left in your tank. Tracking your fuel use can be tricky, but using a “gauge” can help.




RIR: Reps in Reserve

The Reps In Reserve (RIR) gauge used in lifting relies on subjective experience. This means you are the arbiter of what “hard” means to you. As the name suggests, RIR aims to provide a target level of difficulty by asking: How many more reps could you do at the end of your set if you pushed your muscles to failure? Use the RIR gauge to assess difficulty and help you find the “just right” weight.

For the FOREVER STRONG Power Plan that I’m about to introduce, the target RIR depends on your weight-lifting experience level.

BEGINNER RIR = 4 or 5. This means you should have four or five reps in your reserve tank after you complete each set.

---------------------------

INTERMEDIATE RIR = 2 or 3 reps in your reserve after completing the set.

---------------------------

ADVANCED RIR = 1 or 2 reps in your reserve after completing the set. Plus, you have the option to take one set of each exercise to failure.


MYTH

“You must perform a specific number of reps to achieve optimal muscle growth.”




REALITY

Your body can’t count. What matters is the amount of stimulus your muscles experience by the end of each set. Research shows that performing anywhere between five and thirty reps per set, as long as you’re pushing close to muscular failure, effectively stimulates muscle growth. So, focus less on numbers and more on ensuring the last few reps of each set are challenging.






What I Mean by Failure

Failure comes in two forms:

Technical failure: When the load is too heavy for the target muscle group(s) and your body starts compensating with other muscles, causing your form to break down (NOT our objective)

Muscular failure: When your movement, pulling or pushing, slows to a halt because the target muscle(s) cannot contract any further. This is how you know you’ve squeezed everything you can out of a particular exercise. (Employing this approach strategically can help promote hypertrophy, aka muscle-building, in more advanced lifters.)

The “just right” weight for each exercise will allow you to:


	Complete each rep with good form

	Feel challenged, but not desperate, during the last few reps

	When in doubt, start lighter and work your way up!




HOW TO USE PROGRESSIVE STIMULUS

Before you add more weight, progress your skill level by adding on reps. This will help you build endurance and competency. Only then is it time to add weight (load).

When your exercises feel too easy or your strength gains plateau, it’s time to add weight. Try increasing the load by 2−10 percent.

When to Increase Weight:


	If you can do 1−2 reps beyond your target (e.g., 10 reps when your goal is 8), it’s time to add weight.

	Aim for challenging sets: By the last few reps, the movement should slow down and feel tough.



Track Your Progress: Increase weight when you can comfortably exceed your target reps for a couple of sessions.






Injury-Risk Management

Proper form is critical. Building a stronger musculature requires uncovering and addressing any biomechanical faults because loading a flawed apparatus can lead to an injury that derails progress and promotes inactivity. In other words, form and alignment can make or break your efforts to get strong. Working with a certified trainer, at least at the beginning of your training journey, is a great way to ensure proper body mechanics. You can also try videoing yourself on your phone to compare your form with what you see in our videos to get a sense of what corrections you should make.


AVOID THESE COMMON EXERCISE MISTAKES

[image: ] Increase Volume or Load Too Quickly: To better manage injury risk, choose weight based on competency, not ego (see page 156 on progressive over-stimulus).

[image: ] Neglect Technique: Proper form matters more than flashy lifts. Focus on the right muscles (e.g., quads in a squat).

[image: ] Skip Warm-Ups: A simple dynamic warm-up can prevent strains and improve performance.

[image: ] Ignore Variety: Get out of your comfort zone. Challenge your weaker areas instead of sticking with what you’re already good at.

[image: ] Shortchange Rest and Recovery: Muscles need downtime to rebuild. Schedule and commit to rest days.

[image: ] Rely on Inadequate Nutrition and Hydration: Your body can’t repair muscle tissue without proper fuel.

[image: ] Train Inconsistently: Aim for regular sessions and keep track of progress to avoid plateauing.


MYTH

“Real progress requires daily workouts.”




REALITY

Consistency trumps complexity. While daily movement, including 5,000 to 7,500 steps per day, can provide health benefits—especially if your job involves a lot of sitting—daily intense workouts aren’t necessary to see results and can actually hinder progress if recovery is compromised. A few well-structured RT sessions per week, paired with daily movement strategies like our Foundational Five (see page 241) and brief, high-intensity efforts such as VILPA (Vigorous Intermittent Lifestyle Physical Activity, see page 225), can drive meaningful progress while allowing time for recovery and muscle development.




A NOTE ON SORENESS

Anytime you begin a new training program you can expect muscle soreness for a few days after each session. However, soreness in of itself does not indicate an effective or ineffective workout. Do not base the quality of your workout on this metric. Caused by a combination of inflammation, neural sensitivity, and the muscle damage that comes as a part of muscle building, soreness is a by-product of training, but never the goal. Keep in mind that nervous system sensitivity can heighten the response, causing soreness that feels worse than the actual level of injury or muscle stress would suggest.

Extreme soreness, however, could suggest it’s time to adjust your training.

If you experience…


	Pain that lasts more than five to seven days (normal soreness peaks around day two or three and fades)

	Sharp or stabbing pain instead of a dull ache

	Swelling or severe stiffness

	Limited range of motion (e.g., can’t lift your arms, climb stairs, or sit down without significant pain)



… try reducing the intensity, volume, or frequency of your training sessions by:


	1. Lowering the weight you’re lifting (load)

	2. Reducing the number of reps (volume)

	3. Limiting how often you work out (frequency)












FOREVER STRONG Power Plan

[image: ] WEEKS 1 & 2: ESTABLISHING FUNDAMENTALS [image: ]

These first two weeks focus on foundational straight sets.





SESSION 1: RESISTANCE TRAINING




WARM-UP/ACTIVATION

No set rest time. Run through this block at your pace. You can find visuals, descriptions, and tracking metrics for these exercises on page 182.



	Hip Airplanes

	10 reps per side




	Cat and Cow

	10 reps




	Couch Stretch

	30 sec per side




	Lunge to Reach

	5 per side




	Child’s Pose

	20-60 seconds







WORKOUT INSTRUCTIONS

TEMPO: 3 seconds on the eccentric (lowering) phase, 1 second on the concentric (lifting) phase

EXAMPLE: For a Goblet Squat, count to three on the way down, and one as you stand up.

REST:

1 minute between individual exercises

1–2 minutes between sets of the same exercise

SETS: Complete all sets of one exercise before moving on to the next


NOTES: Select a weight that allows you to complete your chosen number of reps with good form and control. Start with 2 sets if you’re newer to strength training or coming back after a break. Progress to 3 sets as tolerated.





	Goblet Squat

	2-3 sets x 6-15 reps




	Dumbbell Romanian Deadlift (RDL)

	2-3 sets x 6-15 reps




	Push-Up

	2-3 sets x 10-20 reps (Modify on knees or incline as needed)




	Dumbbell Row

	2-3 sets x 6-15 reps




	Side Plank

	2-3 sets x 10-30 seconds





CARDIO

Choose Your Hard HIIT: 3 sets of 15 seconds on, 45 seconds off

Options: Airbike, Rower, Sled—or Sprints for those with proper running technique

Options: If you want to schedule a dedicated cardio day, this is the place to add it. Choose one of the HIIT options OR your favorite way to get moving.








SESSION 2: RESISTANCE TRAINING




WARM-UP/ACTIVATION

No set rest time. Run through this block at your pace. You can find visuals, descriptions, and tracking metrics for these exercises on page 186.



	Hip 90-90

	30 sec per side




	Bretzel

	30 sec per side




	Squat to Reach

	10 reps




	Single-Leg RDL

	5 per side




	Scapular Push-Up

	15-20 reps







WORKOUT INSTRUCTIONS

TEMPO: 3 seconds on the eccentric (lowering) phase, 1 second on the concentric (lifting) phase

EXAMPLE: For a Split Squat, count to three on the way down, and one as you stand up.

REST:

1 minute between individual exercises

1–2 minutes between sets of the same exercise

SETS: Complete all sets of one exercise before moving on to the next


NOTES: Select a weight that allows you to complete your chosen number of reps with good form and control. Start with 2 sets if you’re newer to strength training or coming back after a break. Progress to 3 sets as tolerated.





	Split Squat

	2-3 sets x 6-15 reps




	Dumbbell Deadlift

	2-3 sets x 6-15 reps




	Standing Dumbbell Shoulder Press

	2-3 sets x 10-25 reps




	Dumbbell Pullover

	2-3 sets x 15 reps




	Plank

	2-3 sets x 10-30 seconds





CARDIO

Choose Your Hard HIIT: 3 sets of 15 seconds on, 45 seconds off

Options: Airbike, Rower, Sled—or Sprints for those with proper running technique

Options: If you want to schedule a dedicated cardio day, this is the place to add it. Choose one of the HIIT options OR your favorite way to get moving.







SESSION 3: RESISTANCE TRAINING




WARM-UP/ACTIVATION

No set rest time. Run through this block at your pace. You can find visuals, descriptions, and tracking metrics for these exercises on page 190.



	Single-Leg Glute Bridge

	15 reps per leg




	Bretzel

	30 sec per side




	World’s Greatest Stretch

	5 reps per side




	Wrist Mobility

	30 seconds




	Kneeling Toes

	30 seconds







WORKOUT INSTRUCTIONS

TEMPO: 3 seconds on the eccentric (lowering) phase, 1 second on the concentric (lifting) phase

REST:

1 minute between individual exercises

1–2 minutes between sets of the same exercise

SETS: Complete all sets of one exercise before moving on to the next


NOTES: Select a weight that allows you to complete your chosen number of reps with good form and control. Start with 2 sets if you’re newer to strength training or coming back after a break. Progress to 3 sets as tolerated.





	Front-Loaded Step-Up

	2-3 sets x 6-15 reps per side




	Kickstand RDL

	2-3 sets x 10-25 reps




	Flat Bench Dumbbell Chest Press

	2-3 sets x 6-15 reps




	Dumbbell Reverse Fly

	2-3 sets x 6-15 reps




	Reverse Crunch

	2-3 sets x 6-15 reps





CARDIO

Choose Your Hard HIIT: 3 sets of 15 seconds on, 45 seconds off

Options: Airbike, Rower, Sled—or Sprints for those with proper running technique

Options: If you want to schedule a dedicated cardio day, this is the place to add it. Choose one of the HIIT options OR your favorite way to get moving.







WEEKS 1 & 2: SESSION 1




WARM-UP

HIP AIRPLANES

REPS: 10 Reps Each Side

Engage your core and rotate your hips slowly, keeping your shoulders square. Maintain a slight bend in the standing leg to stabilize.

[image: A woman performs a single-leg balance exercise with arms extended, rotating her torso while maintaining stability.]
CAT AND COW

REPS: 10 Reps

Articulate each vertebra as you flow between positions. Engage your core to control the movement and avoid overextending your lower back.

[image: A two-part illustration showing a person performing the cat-cow yoga pose on a mat.]
COUCH STRETCH

REPS: 30 seconds each side

Press your hips gently forward, keeping your back neutral and avoiding excessive arching in your lower back.

[image: A woman performs a kneeling quad stretch with one foot resting on a bench behind her.]
LUNGE TO REACH

REPS: 5 each side

From a lunge position, reach up, not back, to lengthen your spine and maintain stability. Keep your knee in line with your toes.

[image: A person performs a low lunge with a torso twist, extending one arm upward in a stretching exercise.]
CHILD’S POSE

Hold for 20−60 seconds

Sink your hips back without forcing the stretch. Relax your shoulders and bring your forehead to the mat. Breathe deeply into your lower back.

[image: A person in a kneeling position stretches forward on a mat, with arms extended and forehead resting on the ground.]






FOREVER STRONG POWER PLAN TRACKER





WEEKS 1 & 2: SESSION 1




WORKING SET

GOBLET SQUAT

Hold the dumbbell close to your chest, keeping your elbows pointed down. Drive through your heels, keeping your chest lifted and your back neutral throughout the squat.

[image: A woman performs a goblet squat while holding a dumbbell close to her chest.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	WEIGHT

	RIR




	1

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	2

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	3

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 







DUMBBELL ROMANIAN DEADLIFT (RDL)

Keep a slight bend in the knees as you hinge at the hips. Keep the dumbbells close to your body and focus on squeezing your glutes as you rise.

[image: A woman performs a dumbbell Romanian deadlift, demonstrating proper form with a straight back and slight knee bend.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	WEIGHT

	RIR




	1

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	2

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	3

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 







PUSH-UP

Keep your body in a straight line from head to heels. Engage your core to keep your lower back from sagging. Lower yourself slowly, keeping elbows at about a 45-degree angle to your body.

[image: ] See page 194 for tips on proper push-ups

[image: A woman performing a push-up exercise, shown in two positions: the lowered and raised phases.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	RIR




	1

	 

	10–20

	 




	2

	 

	10–20

	 




	3

	 

	10–20

	 







DUMBBELL ROW

Hinge forward at the hips, keeping your back flat and core engaged. Squeeze your shoulder blades together to pull the weight toward your hip with your back (not your arms). Keep your torso stable.

[image: A woman performs a bent-over dumbbell row exercise, shown in two positions: the starting position and the rowing motion.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	WEIGHT

	RIR




	1

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	2

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	3

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 







SIDE PLANK

Keep your body in a straight line from head to knees and engage your core. Make sure your elbow is directly under your shoulder and avoid letting your hips sag toward the ground.

[image: A woman performs a side plank exercise on a mat, supporting her body with her forearm and feet.]



	SET

	SECS

	RANGE




	1

	 

	10–30




	2

	 

	10–30




	3

	 

	10–30







CHOOSE YOUR HARD (CARDIO FINISHER)

3 sets of 15 seconds on, 45 seconds off

OPTIONS: Airbike, Rower, Sled—or Sprints for those with proper running technique








WEEKS 1 & 2: SESSION 2




WARM-UP

HIP 90-90

Hold for 30 seconds each side

Keep your chest lifted as you bend both knees to 90 degrees. Maintain a neutral spine as you rotate your hips and torso without rounding your lower back.

[image: A woman demonstrates a seated and a crouched movement as part of a mobility or exercise routine.]
BRETZEL

Hold for 30 seconds each side

Engage your core and keep your hips square as you reach your bottom hand toward the opposite foot. Gently pull the top knee toward the ground to deepen the stretch. Avoid over-rotating.

[image: A person lying on their back on a mat, performing a stretching exercise by pulling one knee toward their chest while the other leg is bent outward.]
SQUAT TO REACH

REPS: 10

Keep your chest lifted and knees tracking over your toes while you squat deeply. Lengthen your spine and keep your torso upright as you reach overhead. Avoid arching your lower back.

[image: A three-step illustration of a person performing a deep squat with alternating arm reaches.]
SINGLE-LEG RDL

REPS: 5 per side

Keep your back flat and a slight bend in your standing knee as you hinge at the hips. Engage your core to maintain balance as you reach your hand toward your forward foot.

[image: A two-part illustration showing a woman performing a single-leg Romanian deadlift exercise.]
SCAPULAR PUSH-UP

REPS: 15−20

Keep your body in a straight line and flare your scapula (shoulder blades) in and out without bending your elbows. The movement should come solely from your shoulder blades as you press down and away.

[image: A two-panel illustration showing a person performing a push-up with proper form, emphasizing shoulder movement and body alignment.]






WEEKS 1 & 2: SESSION 2




WORKING SET

SPLIT SQUAT

Keep your front knee aligned over your toes, your torso upright, and your hips square. Lower your body straight down, keeping your back knee in line with your hip.

[image: A woman performs a forward lunge with dumbbells, shown in two stages of the movement.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	WEIGHT

	RIR




	1

	 

	6–15 per side

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	2

	 

	6–15 per side

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	3

	 

	6–15 per side

	 

	lbs/kg

	 







DUMBBELL DEADLIFT

Hinge at the hips while keeping a slight bend in the knees. Keep the dumbbell close to your body as you lower, maintaining a neutral spine. Engage your glutes and hamstrings to return to standing.

[image: A woman performs a dumbbell squat, shown in two positions: standing upright and squatting down.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	WEIGHT

	RIR




	1

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	2

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	3

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 







STANDING DUMBBELL SHOULDER PRESS

Engage your core and keep your back straight, without arching. Maintain a stable, controlled movement as you press the dumbbells overhead without flaring out your elbows.

[image: A woman performs a dumbbell shoulder press, starting with weights at shoulder height and extending her arms overhead.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	WEIGHT

	RIR




	1

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	2

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	3

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 







DUMBBELL PULLOVER

Keep your arms slightly bent as you lower the dumbbell without letting your rib cage flare. Engage your core and keep your back neutral as you bring the dumbbell overhead, controlling the movement both up and down.

[image: A person lying on their back performs a pullover exercise with a medicine ball, extending their arms overhead.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	WEIGHT

	RIR




	1

	 

	15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	2

	 

	15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	3

	 

	15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 







PLANK

Engage your core, glutes, and quads. Avoid letting your hips sag or your back arch.

[image: A digital illustration of a person performing a forearm plank exercise on a mat.]



	SET

	SECS

	RANGE




	1

	 

	10–30




	2

	 

	10–30




	3

	 

	10–30







CHOOSE YOUR HARD (CARDIO FINISHER)

3 sets of 15 seconds on, 45 seconds off

OPTIONS: Airbike, Rower, Sled—or Sprints for those with proper running technique







WEEKS 1 & 2: SESSION 3




WARM-UP

SINGLE-LEG GLUTE BRIDGE

REPS: 15 per side

Engage your core and press through your heel to lift your hips, keeping your shoulders, hips, and knee in a straight line. Avoid letting your lower back arch excessively and use your glutes, not your lower back, to lift your pelvis.

[image: A two-step illustration of a single-leg glute bridge exercise performed on a mat.]
BRETZEL

Hold for 30 seconds each side

Engage your core and reach your bottom hand toward your opposite foot, keeping your hips square. Gently pull the top knee toward the ground to deepen the stretch, ensuring you don’t over-rotate.

[image: A person lying on their back, performing a stretching exercise by pulling one knee toward their chest while holding the opposite foot.]
WORLD’S GREATEST STRETCH

REPS: 5 per side

Step forward into a deep lunge, keeping your back knee off the ground and your chest lifted. Rotate your torso toward the forward leg, reaching your opposite arm toward the sky. To deepen the stretch and open your chest, thread your top arm under the arm planted on the ground while maintaining a neutral spine.

[image: A three-step sequence of a person performing a dynamic stretching exercise, involving a lunge, a twist, and an elbow-to-floor movement.]
WRIST MOBILITY

Hold for 30 seconds

Place your hands on the floor with your fingers facing backward and gently sit your hips back toward your heels. Without overextending, keep your arms straight and feel the stretch across your wrists and forearms.

[image: A two-part illustration showing a person performing a crawling exercise, transitioning from a starting position to a knee-lifted position.]
KNEELING TOES

Hold for 30 seconds

Keep your toes tucked as you sit back onto your heels, gently pressing back on your hips to feel a deep stretch along the tops of your feet and shins. Make sure not to overstretch or cause discomfort in the knees.

[image: A two-part illustration showing a person transitioning from a kneeling position on all fours to an upright kneeling position.]






WEEKS 1 & 2: SESSION 3




WORKING SET

FRONT-LOADED STEP-UP

Engage your core and step up, placing your entire foot onto the bench. Keep your chest lifted and avoid pushing off your back leg. Press through the heel of your front leg using your glutes and quads to stand tall.

[image: A person performs a step-up exercise on a bench while holding a dumbbell in one hand.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	WEIGHT

	RIR




	1

	 

	6–15 per side

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	2

	 

	6–15 per side

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	3

	 

	6–15 per side

	 

	lbs/kg

	 







KICKSTAND RDL

Stand on one leg with a slight bend in the knee while the toes on the leg behind you touch the ground for balance. Keep your back flat and hinge at the hips—not the lower back—as you lower the dumbbell toward the floor. Focus on keeping your hips level and your core engaged.

[image: A woman performs a single-arm kettlebell deadlift, demonstrating proper form with a straight back and bent knees.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	WEIGHT

	RIR




	1

	 

	10–25

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	2

	 

	10–25

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	3

	 

	10–25

	 

	lbs/kg

	 







FLAT BENCH DUMBBELL CHEST PRESS

Lie flat on a bench with a dumbbell in each hand. Begin with the dumbbells at chest level, with your elbows at a 45-degree angle. Press the dumbbells straight up over your chest and lower the dumbbells with control.

[image: A person performs a dumbbell bench press on a flat bench, shown in two stages of the exercise.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	WEIGHT

	RIR




	1

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	2

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	3

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 







DUMBBELL REVERSE FLY

Hinge at the hips with a flat back and your core engaged. Squeeze your shoulder blades together to open your arms out to the sides. Keep a slight bend in the elbows and avoid shrugging your shoulders up toward your ears.

[image: A woman performs a bent-over tricep kickback exercise with dumbbells, shown in two sequential positions.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	WEIGHT

	RIR




	1

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	2

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	3

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 







REVERSE CRUNCH

Lying flat on your back, engage your core to lift both legs toward the ceiling, keeping a slight bend in your knees. Slowly lower your legs with control, without letting your lower back lift off the floor. Keep your hands by your sides or under your hips for support.

[image: A two-step illustration of a person performing leg raises while lying on their back.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	RIR




	1

	 

	6–15

	 




	2

	 

	6–15

	 




	3

	 

	6–15

	 







CHOOSE YOUR HARD (CARDIO FINISHER)

3 sets of 15 seconds on, 45 seconds off

OPTIONS: Airbike, Rower, Sled—or Sprints for those with proper running technique






Proper Pushups


WHAT MAKES PUSH-UPS SO HARD?

Push-ups, a classic exercise, might seem simple but are quite demanding due to several factors:

Upper Body Strength Requirement: Push-ups primarily work your chest, shoulders, and triceps. Without sufficient strength in these areas, maintaining proper form can be tough.

Core Stability: A strong core is essential to keep your body aligned during the movement. Weak abdominal and lower back muscles can make it difficult to maintain a straight line from head to heels.

Full-Body Coordination: Push-ups engage multiple muscle groups simultaneously, requiring coordination and balance. This can be challenging, especially for beginners.

Range of Motion: Performing a full push-up involves lowering your body close to the ground and pushing back up, which can be hard if you have limited flexibility or joint issues.

Endurance: Doing multiple push-ups in a row requires muscular endurance. Without regular practice, your muscles may fatigue quickly.



WHAT DOES A PERFECT REP LOOK LIKE?

Performing a perfect push-up is straightforward when you focus on the basics. Here’s a super simple guide:


Get Into Position:


	Hands: Place your hands flat on the floor, directly under your shoulders.

	Body: Keep your body straight from head to heels—like a plank.

	Feet: Keep them together or slightly apart for balance.

	Eyes: Look slightly ahead to keep your neck aligned.





Lower Yourself:


	1. Bend your elbows to slowly lower your chest toward the floor.

	2. Keep your elbows angled slightly back, not straight out to the sides.

	3. Go down until your chest is just above the ground.






Push Back Up:


	1. Press through your hands to straighten your arms.

	2. Lift your body back to the starting position.

	3. Keep your body straight—don’t let your hips sag or rise.





Remember to Breathe:


	1. Inhale as you lower down.

	2. Exhale as you push up.



[image: An illustration showing proper and improper push-up forms, with one correct example and three incorrect examples.]

QUICK TIPS:

Stay Straight: Keep your body in a straight line—no sagging or arching.

Controlled Movement: Move slowly and smoothly; avoid rushing.

Core Tight: Tighten your stomach muscles to support your back.

Consistent Form: Focus on doing each rep with the same good form.




PUSH-UP PROGRESSION

Still learning proper push-up form? Try this:

STEP 1: Hold a 30-Second Plank

Build core stability and shoulder control.

TIP: Keep your hips level and shoulders stacked over your wrists.

STEP 2: 10 Elevated Push-Ups

Elevate your hands on a sturdy bench or box to reduce resistance and lower your body from there.

TIP: Lower your chest to the surface with control, keeping your body in a straight line.

STEP 3: 5–10 Negative Push-Ups (6-Second Descent)

Start in push-up position and slowly lower your body to the ground for a full count of six.

TIP: Elevate your feet, this strengthens the hardest part of the movement.

STEP 4: 5 Band-Assisted Push-Ups

Use a resistance band around your torso for support as you press up.

TIP: Anchor the band securely and focus on full range of motion.

STEP 5: Full Push-Up!

Strong form, steady pace. You’re ready.









[image: ] WEEKS 3 THROUGH 6: PROGRESSIONS [image: ]

In weeks one and two you established your foundation. Now let’s progress in weeks three through six by increasing exercise volume and complexity.

SESSION 1: FULL BODY




WARM-UP/ACTIVATION

No set rest time. Run through this block at your pace. You can find visuals, descriptions, and tracking metrics for these exercises on page 200.



	Single-Leg Glute Bridge

	1 set x 20 reps per side




	Lunge to Reach

	1 set x 5 reps per side




	Push-Up to Reach

	1 set x 3-5 reps per side




	Child’s Pose

	1 set x 20-30 seconds







WORKING SETS INSTRUCTIONS

TEMPO: Perform 3 seconds on the eccentric (lowering) phase and 1 second on the concentric (lifting) phase.

EXAMPLE: For a Goblet Squat, count to three as you lower, then one as you push up to standing.

FORMAT: Complete one set of each exercise back-to-back before resting.

REST: Rest for 1 to 2 minutes between rounds.


NOTE: Choose a weight that challenges you within the rep range while allowing for good form throughout all sets.



WORKING SET ONE

3 Rounds [image: ] Rest 1–2 minutes between rounds



	Goblet Squat

	6-15 reps




	Dumbbell RDL

	6-15 reps





WORKING SET TWO

3 Rounds [image: ] Rest 1–2 minutes between rounds



	Flat Bench Dumbbell Chest Press

	6-15 reps




	Dumbbell Alternating Row

	6-15 reps





WORKING SET THREE

3 Rounds [image: ] Rest 1–2 minutes between rounds



	Lateral Raise

	6-15 reps




	Side Plank

	20 seconds each side




	Reverse Crunch

	6-15 reps





CARDIO

Choose Your Hard HIIT: 3 sets of 15 seconds on, 45 seconds off

Options: Airbike, Rower, Sled—or Sprints for those with proper running technique

Cardio Day (Optional): If you want to schedule a dedicated cardio day, this is the place to add it. Choose one of the HIIT options OR your favorite way to get moving.







SESSION 2: FULL BODY




WARM-UP/ACTIVATION

No set rest time. Run through this block at your pace. See descriptions and tracker for these exercises on page 206.



	Single-Leg Glute Bridge

	1 set x 20 reps per side




	Bear Crawls

	1 set x 10 reps per side




	Lunge to Reach

	1 set x 5 reps per side




	Push-Up to Reach

	1 set x 3-5 reps per side




	Child’s Pose

	1 set x 20-30 seconds







WORKING SETS INSTRUCTIONS

TEMPO: Perform 3 seconds on the eccentric (lowering) phase and 1 second on the concentric (lifting) phase.

FORMAT: Complete one set of each exercise back-to-back before resting.

REST: Rest for 1 to 2 minutes between rounds.


NOTE: Choose a weight that challenges you within the rep range while allowing for good form throughout all sets.



WORKING SET ONE

3 Rounds [image: ] Rest 1–2 minutes between rounds



	Reverse Lunge

	8 reps per side




	Single-Leg RDL

	8 reps per side





WORKING SET TWO

3 Rounds [image: ] Rest 1–2 minutes between rounds



	Dumbbell Pullover

	15 reps




	Alternating Dumbbell Shoulder Press

	8 reps per side





WORKING SET THREE

3 Rounds [image: ] Rest 1–2 minutes between rounds



	Plank Row

	10 reps per side




	Russian Twist

	12 reps per side




	Goblet Squat Hold

	20-second hold





CARDIO

Choose Your Hard HIIT: 3 sets of 15 seconds on, 45 seconds off

Options: Airbike, Rower, Sled—or Sprints for those with proper running technique

Cardio Day (Optional): If you want to schedule a dedicated cardio day, this is the place to add it. Choose one of the HIIT options OR your favorite way to get moving.







SESSION 3: FULL BODY




WARM-UP/ACTIVATION

No set rest time. Run through this block at your pace. You can find visuals, descriptions, and tracking metrics for these exercises on page 212.



	Single-Leg Glute Bridge

	1 set x 20 reps per side




	Bear Crawls

	1 set x 10 reps per side




	Lunge to Reach

	1 set x 5 reps per side




	Push-Up to Reach

	1 set x 3-5 reps per side




	Child’s Pose

	1 set x 20-30 seconds







WORKING SETS INSTRUCTIONS

TEMPO: Perform 3 seconds on the eccentric (lowering) phase and 1 second on the concentric (lifting) phase.

FORMAT: Complete one set of each exercise back-to-back before resting.

REST: Rest for 1 to 2 minutes between rounds.


NOTE: Choose a weight that challenges you within the rep range while allowing for good form throughout all sets.



WORKING SET ONE

3 Rounds [image: ] Rest 1–2 minutes between rounds



	Front-Loaded Step-Up

	8 reps per side




	Dumbbell Leg Curl

	15 reps





WORKING SET TWO

3 Rounds [image: ] Rest 1–2 minutes between rounds



	Single Arm Glute Bridge Press

	8 reps per side




	Pronated Dumbbell Row (overhand grip)

	15 reps





WORKING SET THREE

3 Rounds [image: ] Rest 1–2 minutes between rounds



	Curtsy Lunge

	6 reps per side




	Dumbbell Biceps Curl

	15 reps




	Dumbbell Triceps Kickback

	15 reps




	Split-Stance Chops

	15 reps per side





CARDIO

Choose Your Hard HIIT: 3 sets of 15 seconds on, 45 seconds off

Options: Airbike, Rower, Sled—or Sprints for those with proper running technique







WEEKS 3 THROUGH 6: SESSION 1




WARM-UP

SINGLE-LEG GLUTE BRIDGE

REPS: 20 per side

Engage your core and press through your heel to lift your hips, keeping your shoulders, hips, and knee in a straight line. Avoid letting your lower back arch excessively and use your glutes, not your lower back, to lift your pelvis.

[image: A two-step illustration of a person performing a single-leg glute bridge exercise on a mat.]
LUNGE TO REACH

REPS: 5 per side

From a lunge position, reach up, not back, to lengthen your spine and maintain stability. Keep your knee in line with your toes.

[image: A person performs a low lunge with a torso twist, extending one arm upward while the other supports the body on the ground.]
PUSH-UP TO REACH

REPS: 3−5 per side

Perform a push-up, keeping your body in a straight line from head to heels. At the top, rotate your torso to reach one arm toward the ceiling, opening your chest, and keeping your hips stable. Alternate sides with each push-up.

[image: A series of illustrations showing a person performing a side plank with arm rotation exercise.]
CHILD’S POSE

Hold for 20–30 seconds

Sink your hips back without forcing the stretch. Relax your shoulders and bring your forehead to the mat. Breathe deeply into your lower back.

[image: A person in a kneeling position stretches forward on a mat, with arms extended and forehead resting on the ground.]






WEEKS 3 THROUGH 6: SESSION 1




WORKING SET ONE


	Complete a full set of each Working Set exercise back-to-back with no rest. That constitutes 1 round.

	Rest for one to two minutes between rounds.

	Perform three rounds of each Working Set.



GOBLET SQUAT

Hold the dumbbell close to your chest, keeping your elbows pointed down. Drive through your heels, keeping your chest lifted and your back neutral throughout the squat.

REPS: 6–15

[image: A woman performs a goblet squat while holding a dumbbell close to her chest.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	WEIGHT

	RIR




	1

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	2

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	3

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 







DUMBBELL RDL

Keep your back flat while you hinge at the hips—not the lower back—and lower the dumbbell toward the floor. Keep your hips level and your core engaged.

REPS: 6–15

[image: A woman performs a Romanian deadlift with dumbbells, demonstrating proper form in a side view illustration.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	WEIGHT

	RIR




	1

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	2

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	3

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 













WEEKS 3 THROUGH 6: SESSION 1




WORKING SET TWO


	Complete a full set of each Working Set exercise back-to-back with no rest. That constitutes 1 round.

	Rest for one to two minutes between rounds.

	Perform three rounds of each Working Set.



FLAT BENCH DUMBBELL CHEST PRESS

Lie flat on a bench with a dumbbell in each hand. Begin with the dumbbells at chest level, with your elbows at a 45-degree angle. Press the dumbbells straight up over your chest and lower the dumbbells with control.

REPS: 6–15

[image: A person performs a dumbbell bench press on a flat bench, shown in two positions: starting and extended.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	WEIGHT

	RIR




	1

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	2

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	3

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 







DUMBBELL ALTERNATING ROW

Squeeze your shoulder blade to lift one dumbbell at a time toward your hip without rotating your torso. Control the weight on both the pull and return.

REPS: 6–15

[image: A three-step illustration of a woman performing a bent-over dumbbell row exercise.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	WEIGHT

	RIR




	1

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	2

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	3

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 













WEEKS 3 THROUGH 6: SESSION 1




WORKING SET THREE


	Complete a full set of each Working Set exercise back-to-back with no rest. That constitutes 1 round.

	Rest for one to two minutes between rounds.

	Perform three rounds of each Working Set.



LATERAL RAISE

Leading with your elbows, raise the dumbbells out to the sides without shrugging your shoulders. Stop at shoulder height, then slowly lower the weights back down, with control.

REPS: 6–15

[image: A woman performs a lateral raise exercise with dumbbells, starting with arms at her sides and lifting them to shoulder height.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	WEIGHT

	RIR




	1

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	2

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	3

	 

	6–15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 







SIDE PLANK

Keep your body in a straight line from head to knee, engaging your core. Make sure your elbow is directly under your shoulder and avoid letting your hips sag toward the ground.

REPS: 20 seconds per side

[image: A woman performs a side plank exercise on a mat, supporting her body with her forearm and feet.]



	SET

	SECS

	RANGE




	1

	 

	20




	2

	 

	20




	3

	 

	20







REVERSE CRUNCH

Lying flat on your back, engage your core to lift both legs toward the ceiling, keeping a slight bend in your knees. Slowly lower your legs with control, without letting your lower back lift off the floor. Keep your hands by your sides or under your hips for support.

REPS: 6–15

[image: A two-step illustration of a person performing leg raises while lying on their back.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	RIR




	1

	 

	6–15

	 




	2

	 

	6–15

	 




	3

	 

	6–15

	 







CHOOSE YOUR HARD (CARDIO FINISHER)

3 to 5 sets of 20 seconds on, 60 seconds off

OPTIONS: Airbike, Rower, Sled—or Sprints for those with proper running technique







WEEKS 3 THROUGH 6: SESSION 2




WARM-UP

SINGLE-LEG GLUTE BRIDGE

REPS: 20 per side

Engage your core and press through your heel to lift your hips, keeping your shoulders, hips, and knee in a straight line. Use your glutes, not your lower back, to lift your pelvis without arching your lower back.

[image: A two-part illustration showing a person performing a single-leg glute bridge exercise on a mat.]
BEAR CRAWLS

REPS: 10 per side

Start from a tabletop position with your core engaged, a flat back, and your knees hovering slightly above the floor. Crawl forward by moving your right hand and left foot simultaneously, then alternate sides, without letting your hips rise or drop.

[image: A woman performs a mountain climber exercise, alternating her knees toward her chest in a plank position.]
LUNGE TO REACH

REPS: 5 per side

From a lunge position, reach up, not back, to lengthen your spine and maintain stability. Keep your knee in line with your toes.

[image: A person performs a low lunge stretch with a torso twist, extending one arm upward.]
PUSH-UP TO REACH

REPS: 3−5 per side

Perform a push-up, keeping your body in a straight line from head to heels. At the top, rotate your torso to reach one arm toward the ceiling, opening your chest, and keeping your hips stable. Alternate sides with each push-up.

[image: A series of illustrations showing a person performing a side plank with arm rotation exercise.]
CHILD’S POSE

Hold for 20–30 seconds

Sink your hips back without forcing the stretch. Relax your shoulders and bring your forehead to the mat. Breathe deeply into your lower back.

[image: A person in a kneeling position stretches forward on a mat, with arms extended and forehead resting on the ground.]






WEEKS 3 THROUGH 6: SESSION 2




WORKING SET ONE


	Complete a full set of each Working Set exercise back-to-back with no rest. That constitutes 1 round.

	Rest for one to two minutes between rounds.

	Perform three rounds of each Working Set.



REVERSE LUNGE

Step one leg back and lower your body until both knees form 90-degree angles. Keep your chest upright and your front knee stacked over your ankle without letting it collapse in. Push through your front foot to return to standing.

REPS: 15

[image: A two-part illustration showing a person performing a reverse lunge exercise.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	RIR




	1

	 

	15

	 




	2

	 

	15

	 




	3

	 

	15

	 







SINGLE-LEG RDL

Keep your back flat while you hinge at the hips—not the lower back—and lower the dumbbell toward the floor. Keep your hips level and your core engaged.

REPS: 15

[image: A two-part illustration showing a woman performing a single-leg deadlift exercise.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	RIR




	1

	 

	15

	 




	2

	 

	15

	 




	3

	 

	15

	 













WEEKS 3 THROUGH 6: SESSION 2




WORKING SET TWO


	Complete a full set of each Working Set exercise back-to-back with no rest. That constitutes 1 round.

	Rest for one to two minutes between rounds.

	Perform three rounds of each Working Set.



DUMBBELL PULLOVER

Engage your core and keep your back neutral and your arms slightly bent as you lift the dumbbell overhead. Then lower the dumbbell past your head, with control and without letting your rib cage flare.

REPS: 15

[image: A person lying on their back performs an overhead medicine ball exercise, extending their arms backward while holding the ball.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	WEIGHT




	1

	 

	15

	 

	lbs/kg




	2

	 

	15

	 

	lbs/kg




	3

	 

	15

	 

	lbs/kg







ALTERNATING DUMBBELL SHOULDER PRESS

Engage your core and keep your back straight, without arching. Maintain a stable, controlled movement as you press the dumbbell overhead, alternating one at a time, without flaring out your elbows.

REPS: 8 per side (16 total)

[image: A woman performs a dumbbell shoulder press exercise, lifting one arm at a time while holding a dumbbell in each hand.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	WEIGHT

	RIR




	1

	 

	16

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	2

	 

	16

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	3

	 

	16

	 

	lbs/kg

	 













WEEKS 3 THROUGH 6: SESSION 2




WORKING SET THREE


	Complete a full set of each Working Set exercise back-to-back with no rest. That constitutes 1 round.

	Rest for one to two minutes between rounds.

	Perform three rounds of each Working Set.



PLANK ROW

In plank position, with a dumbbell in each hand, engage your core and pull one dumbbell toward your hip, alternating sides. Keep your elbow close to your body and avoid shifting your weight or rotating your hips as you alternate rows.

REPS: 10 per side (20 total)

[image: A woman performs a dumbbell renegade row exercise in three illustrated steps.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	WEIGHT

	RIR




	1

	 

	20

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	2

	 

	20

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	3

	 

	20

	 

	lbs/kg

	 







RUSSIAN TWIST

Sit on the floor with your knees bent and feet either on the ground or slightly elevated. Holding a dumbbell with both hands, engage your obliques as you twist your torso from side to side, without rounding your lower back.

REPS: 12 per side (24 total)

[image: A person performing a Russian twist exercise with a dumbbell, seated on the floor with legs bent and torso rotated.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	WEIGHT

	RIR




	1

	 

	24

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	2

	 

	24

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	3

	 

	24

	 

	lbs/kg

	 







GOBLET SQUAT HOLD

With both hands, hold a dumbbell close to your chest, keeping your elbows pointed down. Hold the squat position, maintaining good posture and keeping your core engaged.

REPS: Hold for 20 seconds

[image: A person performing a deep squat exercise with arms held forward for balance.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	WEIGHT




	1

	 

	20

	 

	lbs/kg




	2

	 

	20

	 

	lbs/kg




	3

	 

	20

	 

	lbs/kg







CHOOSE YOUR HARD (CARDIO FINISHER)

3 to 5 sets of 20 seconds on, 60 seconds off

OPTIONS: Airbike, Rower, Sled—or Sprints for those with proper running technique







WEEKS 3 THROUGH 6: SESSION 3




WARM-UP

SINGLE-LEG GLUTE BRIDGE

REPS: 20 per side

Engage your core and press through your heel to lift your hips, keeping your shoulders, hips, and knee in a straight line. Avoid letting your lower back arch excessively and use your glutes, not your lower back, to lift your pelvis.

[image: A two-step illustration of a single-leg glute bridge exercise performed on a mat.]
BEAR CRAWLS

REPS: 10 per side

Start from a tabletop position with your core engaged, a back flat, and your knees hovering slightly above the floor. Crawl forward by moving your right hand and left foot simultaneously, then alternate sides, without letting your hips rise or drop.

[image: A fitness illustration showing a person performing the mountain climber exercise, alternating leg movements in a plank position.]
LUNGE TO REACH

REPS: 5 per side

From a lunge position, reach up, not back, to lengthen your spine and maintain stability. Keep your knee in line with your toes.

[image: A person performs a low lunge with a torso twist, extending one arm upward and the other downward for a stretch.]
PUSH-UP TO REACH

REPS: 3−5 per side

Perform a push-up, keeping your body in a straight line from head to heels. At the top, rotate your torso to reach one arm toward the ceiling, opening your chest, and keeping your hips stable. Alternate sides with each push-up.

[image: A series of illustrations showing a person performing a side plank with arm rotation exercise.]
CHILD’S POSE

Hold for 20–30 seconds

Sink your hips back without forcing the stretch. Relax your shoulders and bring your forehead to the mat. Breathe deeply into your lower back.

[image: A person in a kneeling position on a mat, stretching forward with arms extended in a yoga child’s pose.]






WEEKS 3 THROUGH 6: SESSION 3




WORKING SET ONE


	Complete a full set of each Working Set exercise back-to-back with no rest. That constitutes 1 round.

	Rest for one to two minutes between rounds.

	Perform three rounds of each Working Set.



FRONT-LOADED STEP-UP

Keeping your chest lifted and without pushing off your back leg, engage your core and step your entire foot up onto the bench. Press through the heel of your front leg to stand tall, using your glutes and quads.

REPS: 8 reps per side (16 total)

[image: A woman performs a step-up exercise holding a dumbbell in one hand, using a bench for support.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	WEIGHT

	RIR




	1

	 

	16

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	2

	 

	16

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	3

	 

	16

	 

	lbs/kg

	 







DUMBBELL LEG CURL

Lie on your back with a dumbbell pressed between your feet. Engage your hamstrings to curl your heels toward your glutes. Keep your hips stable and avoid arching your back.

REPS: 15

[image: A woman performs a lying leg curl exercise using a dumbbell while lying face down on a mat.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	WEIGHT

	RIR




	1

	 

	15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	2

	 

	15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	3

	 

	15

	 

	lbs/kg
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WORKING SET TWO


	Complete a full set of each Working Set exercise back-to-back with no rest. That constitutes 1 round.

	Rest for one to two minutes between rounds.

	Perform three rounds of each Working Set.



SINGLE-ARM GLUTE BRIDGE PRESS

Perform a glute bridge with your feet flat on the floor and a dumbbell in one hand. Push through your heels to lift your hips while pressing the dumbbell upward.

REPS: 8 per side

[image: A person performs a single-arm dumbbell chest press while holding a glute bridge position on a mat.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	WEIGHT

	RIR




	1

	 

	8

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	2

	 

	8

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	3

	 

	8

	 

	lbs/kg

	 







PRONATED DUMBBELL ROW

Hinge forward at the hips with your back flat, holding the dumbbells with palms facing down. Squeeze your shoulder blades together to pull the dumbbells toward your hips, keeping your elbows close to your sides.

REPS: 15

[image: A woman performs a bent-over dumbbell row exercise, shown in two stages of the movement.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	WEIGHT

	RIR




	1

	 

	15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	2

	 

	15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	3

	 

	15

	 

	lbs/kg
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WORKING SET THREE


	Complete a full set of each Working Set exercise back-to-back with no rest. That constitutes 1 round.

	Rest for one to two minutes between rounds.

	Perform three rounds of each Working Set.



CURTSY LUNGE

Stand tall with feet hip-width apart. Step your right leg diagonally behind your left, crossing it as if performing a curtsy. Lower your body until both knees are bent—your front knee should stay stacked over your ankle. Keep your chest lifted and core engaged. Push through your front heel to return to standing. Keep your hips square to the front and avoid twisting your torso. Think down and back—not out to the side—to effectively target your glutes and inner thighs.

REPS: 6 per side (12 total)

[image: A fitness illustration showing a woman performing a curtsy lunge exercise.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	RIR




	1

	 

	12

	 




	2

	 

	12

	 




	3

	 

	12

	 







DUMBBELL BICEPS CURL

Curl your forearms toward your biceps, lifting and lowering with control and without swinging your arms.

REPS: 15

[image: A woman performs a dumbbell bicep curl exercise, shown in two positions: starting and ending.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	WEIGHT

	RIR




	1

	 

	15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	2

	 

	15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	3

	 

	15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 







DUMBBELL TRICEPS KICKBACKS

Hold dumbbells with your palms facing in and squeeze your triceps to extend your arms behind you, with control.

REPS: 15

[image: A woman performs a tricep kickback exercise with dumbbells, bending forward at the hips and extending her arms backward.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	WEIGHT

	RIR




	1

	 

	15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	2

	 

	15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	3

	 

	15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 







SPLIT-STANCE CHOPS

Hold one dumbbell in both hands and engage your core to rotate your torso as you bring the weight from one hip across your body toward the opposite shoulder.

REPS: 15 per side

[image: A woman performing a lunge with a twist while holding a weight, illustrated in a digital, clean-lined style.]



	SET

	REPS

	RANGE

	WEIGHT

	RIR




	1

	 

	15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	2

	 

	15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 




	3

	 

	15

	 

	lbs/kg

	 







CHOOSE YOUR HARD (CARDIO FINISHER)

3 to 5 sets of 20 seconds on, 60 seconds off

OPTIONS: Airbike, Rower, Sled—or Sprints for those with proper running technique






You Did It!!

Congratulations on completing six weeks of choosing strength! When you’re ready to push beyond my initial six-week Power Plan, you can make modifications to expand any (or all!) of the following training variables:


	Weight

	Number of reps

	Training frequency

	Training density

	Movement complexity

	Tempo



Even as you graduate to more advanced programs, including supersets, eccentric movements, or specialized splits, you’ll always come back to the same foundation:



	Progressive over-stimulus

	Smart recovery

	Unwavering consistency






HERE’S TO LIVING A STRONGER, BOLDER, AND MORE RESILIENT LIFE—ONE REP AT A TIME!







NO-EXCUSES SOLUTIONS

Plans are essential, but preparation is even better. The following will provide more tools for your training arsenal. When getting through your full workout feels impossible, fall back on these No-Excuses Solutions. The point isn’t to execute every workout flawlessly but to maintain momentum—even when life throws you curveballs.

On a trip to San Diego during my residency, I met a Navy SEAL named Lance. When I asked how he managed to keep up with his training, he responded with a question. “Do you know what separates people?” he asked.

“Height?” I joked with this guy who towered over my five-foot-one-inch frame.

“No, it’s that some people choose to find solutions instead of excuses. I find a way to train instead of a way to get out of it.” Prioritizing solutions over excuses will help you prove to yourself that you are worth the extra effort, continue to build personal pride, and cement your identity as a person who trains no matter what.


No Equipment? No Problem!

When you’re traveling, the goal is not to execute a world-class bench press but to maintain strength and mobility. If you can’t get to a gym, maintain your muscle training consistency by using this time to work on prehab (preventive exercises that can reduce injury risk and optimize recovery) or mobility exercises such as the Foundational Five (see more on page 241). You’ll also be strengthening your “can-do” muscle. Action and confidence build upon each other.






BODYWEIGHT CIRCUIT

When life puts obstacles in the way of your regularly scheduled session, a short, fast, interval-style sequence of bodyweight-only calisthenics provides both strength and cardiorespiratory fitness benefits. Squats, push-ups, mountain climbers, and burpees—the possibilities are endless.

Try this four-movement, bodyweight-only circuit. Perform each move for 30 seconds “on” and 30 seconds “off,” for three or four rounds.

PUSH-UPS

(modify with incline, as needed)

Instructions: Lower your chest toward the floor (or desk/wall) with control, keeping elbows at about a 45-degree angle from your torso. Press back up while maintaining core engagement.

Form Tip: Keep your body in a straight line from head to heels and avoid letting your hips sag.

[image: A two-part illustration showing a person performing a push-up, transitioning from the lowered to the raised position.]
SIDE PLANKS

Instructions: Support your weight on one forearm and the side of your foot (or knee), stacking your shoulders and hips. Hold steadily without letting your top shoulder roll forward.

Form Tip: Keep your hips lifted and your body in a straight line from head to knee/heel.

[image: A woman performs a side plank exercise on a mat, supporting her body with her forearm and feet.]
LUNGES

Instructions: Step forward (or backward) and lower until both knees bend to 90 degrees. Push through your front heel to return to standing.

Form Tip: Keep your front knee stacked over your ankle without letting it collapse inward.

[image: A two-part illustration showing a person performing a reverse lunge exercise.]
SINGLE-LEG RDLS

Instructions: Hinge at the hips with a neutral spine and slowly lower your torso as your back leg extends behind you. Keep a slight bend in the standing knee and use your glutes to return to upright.

Form Tip: Keep your back flat and hips square to the floor as you hinge. Focus your gaze on a fixed point on the floor to help with balance.

[image: A two-part illustration of a woman performing a single-leg Romanian deadlift, showing the starting and ending positions.]


Short on Time?

Too busy for your regular workout? A quick kettlebell circuit can maintain your strength and cardio baseline until you get back on track with your program. What began in eighteenth-century Russia as a counterweight for measuring crops has become a fixture in most gyms and a powerful and versatile tool for building up just about every muscle group. Kettlebells are an ideal, relatively inexpensive, at-home tool perfect for beginners. I used them during Covid lockdown and throughout both of my pregnancies. You can find me swinging around these iron dreams pretty much anytime—before or after meetings or in clinic between patients. They offer a wide range of options for heart-pumping, low-impact, whole-body workouts. And if a set of kettlebells in different weights is cost- or space-prohibitive, adjustable kettlebells offer a compact, budget-friendly option. Providing a nonstop core workout while constantly challenging your grip strength, kettlebells are a great way to incorporate explosive power into your program, while also delivering simultaneous RT and cardio benefits.


HOW TO PERFORM A LADDER-STYLE WORKOUT

Start with one rep of each exercise and progressively increase the number of reps in each round.

Beginners:

Do 1 to 5 reps per exercise. Complete 1 to 2 rounds. Put the weight down for 30 to 60 seconds between sets.

Intermediate:

Do 2 to 3 rounds of 1 to 5 reps for each exercise. Put the weight down for a few breaths between sets, if needed.

Advanced:

Do 1 round of 1 to 10 reps, keeping the kettlebell in constant motion without touching the ground.

Take a quick break to reset, if you need it, and then continue. Focus on fluid motion and maintaining your heart rate.







THE 15-MINUTE KETTLEBELL HEATER

If you have only 15 to 30 minutes, try this ladder-style workout.



Equipment:


	2 matching kettlebells (8kg recommended for beginners)

	Full-length mirror for form checks

	Timer

	Water!





Choose Your Weight:

Pick a kettlebell (KB) that you can comfortably lift for the press exercise. (If you’re unsure, start with 8kg KBs.) It’s OK if the weight feels light for some exercises; the goal is to fit in a quick RT session and elevate your heart rate.

KB SWING

Instructions: Drive the kettlebell forward with power from your hips and glutes, not your arms. The kettlebell should float to chest height from momentum, not lifting.

Form Tip: Hinge at the hips—not the knees—and keep your back flat throughout.

[image: A woman performs a kettlebell swing exercise, shown in two positions: the top of the swing and the hinge position.]
KB GOBLET SQUAT

Instructions: Sit your hips back and down like you’re sitting into a chair, keeping heels grounded and knees tracking over your toes.

Form Tip: Keep the KB close to your body with your chest lifted and elbows pointed down.

[image: A woman performs a goblet squat while holding a kettlebell close to her chest.]
KB CLEAN

Instructions: Explosively extend through the hips to drive the weight up, and then quickly, with control, rotate your elbow underneath to catch it in the front-rack position.

Form Tip: Keep the KB close to your body and lead the movement with your hips, not your arms.

[image: A three-step illustration of a woman performing a kettlebell deadlift to goblet squat exercise.]
KB SHOULDER PRESS

Instructions: Press the weight overhead in a controlled motion, locking out at the top with arms fully extended and biceps beside your ears.

Form Tip: Brace your core and avoid overarching your lower back as you press.

[image: A woman performs a kettlebell shoulder press, starting with weights at shoulder height and extending her arms overhead.]
KB BENT-OVER ROW

Instructions: Pull the KBs toward your rib cage by squeezing your shoulder blades together. Keep your elbows close to the body and avoid using momentum.

Form Tip: Maintain a flat back with your chest slightly lifted and hinge at the hips without rounding through the spine.

[image: A woman performs a bent-over kettlebell row exercise, shown in two stages of the movement.]



Adapting Workouts to Your Changing Body

Declines in muscle elasticity, joint mobility, and physical reaction time are natural parts of the aging process. The key is taking these body changes in stride. As we age, we need to work to preserve our joints’ range of motion and counteract the thousands of movement repetitions we make over a lifetime, both in and outside the gym.

Proper biomechanics and structured training help minimize the risks of common injuries. Strength training is critical not just for longevity but also injury prevention.13 RT with weights reduces the risk of injury by 66 percent, making it the most effective intervention compared to other methods like stretching or balance and coordination training.


PROTECT YOURSELF AS YOU TRAIN

Range of Motion: Work within a comfortable range and monitor for stiffness, redness, swelling, or nighttime pain that might suggest you need to scale back.


TRY THIS…

Hang from a pull-up bar to gently decompress your spine and help undo some of the upper-back rounding (spine hyperkyphosis) that occurs with age.



Soreness: Aim for manageable, expected muscle soreness that resolves within two to five days. Extreme soreness is a sign you may need less training volume or intensity.

Spinal Care: Water loss in our discs over time causes our spine to stiffen. This reduces mobility and makes it harder for us to bend, lift, and twist. Minimize twisting or bending when lifting a heavy load.






DAILY MOVEMENT

As we previewed at the start of this section, moving every day is imperative for health. Fortunately, current science shows that even short bursts of activity can provide important benefits. To provide you with clear, evidence-based benchmarks for daily movement, I’ve teamed up with a pioneering researcher in this space, the author of The One-Minute Workout, Martin Gibala, PhD.


Making Every Moment Count


INTRODUCING VILPA: VIGOROUS INTERMITTENT LIFESTYLE PHYSICAL ACTIVITY

When I asked Dr. Gibala for his most revolutionary recent findings, his answer came immediately: Vigorous Intermittent Lifestyle Physical Activity (or VILPA). Research demonstrating the health benefits of VILPA transforms how we think about daily movement. VILPA’s power lies in its simplicity. Studies show that short, intense bursts of activity, woven into your day (no gym membership required) can significantly reduce your risk of disease. VILPA can burn ten to twenty calories per minute while strengthening your heart and your muscles.


PRO TIP

Adding a weighted vest can level up your daily movements into strength training exercises. Start with ten- to fifteen-minute sessions and gradually add weight. Listen to your body! Remember the goal is to turn daily tasks into opportunities for strength building and metabolic boost.



These short bursts should not replace a structured exercise program, but they offer a practical way to boost daily activity level, anytime and anywhere. Whenever possible, do the hard thing. Just by choosing the more challenging physical option—like skipping the elevator in favor of a quick jog up the stairs—you’re building regular movement into your daily routines.

To “count” an activity as VILPA, you should be breathing hard enough that talking becomes challenging. (See the “Talk Test” on the next page.)


Turn Daily Tasks into Training


	Speed-walk to catch the bus/train or race your kids to the car.

	Sprint up the stairs instead of taking the elevator.

	Roughhouse with your kids or pets.

	Tackle cleaning tasks with vigor.

	Power-walk with groceries.

	Do challenging yard work like digging or hauling mulch.




THE TALK TEST

The Talk Test is a simple way to measure relative intensity.14

Moderate Intensity

During most moderate-intensity activity you can talk, but not sing.


	Walking briskly (3 miles per hour or faster, but not racewalking)

	Water aerobics

	Tennis (doubles)

	Bicycling slower than 10 miles per hour on primarily level terrain

	Ballroom dancing

	General gardening



Vigorous Intensity

During most vigorous-intensity activity you will not be able to get out more than a few words without pausing for breath.


	Racewalking, jogging, or running

	Swimming laps

	Tennis (singles)

	Aerobic dancing

	Bicycling 10 miles per hour or faster that may include hills

	Jumping rope

	Heavy gardening (continuous digging or hoeing)

	Hiking uphill or with a heavy backpack






THE SCIENCE IS CLEAR

Just 4.4 total minutes of daily vigorous movement can cut your risk of heart disease by around 30 percent.15 Doing three one- to two-minute bursts of vigorous activity each day can lower all-cause and cancer mortality by up to 40 percent.








Chained to Your Desk?


Move More at Work: The Two-Minute Solution

Working movement into your day will boost glucose control and muscle engagement. Set an alarm for brief activity bursts every thirty to sixty minutes.



SEATED EXERCISES

Seated Calf Raises: While seated, lift your heels off the ground to engage the soleus muscle and support glucose control. Try fifteen to twenty reps.

Resistance Band Rows: Strengthen your upper back and improve posture using a light resistance band.



STANDING EXERCISES (MINIMAL EQUIPMENT)

Bodyweight Squats: Strengthen your lower body and boost circulation without equipment.

Wall Sits: To build endurance, hold a seated position against the wall, engaging quad and glutes.

Planks: Build core stability and shoulder strength with a full-body isometric hold.

Bird Dogs: Improve core control and balance by extending opposite limbs while maintaining a neutral spine.

[image: Illustrations of two core-strengthening exercises: a plank and bird dogs, showing proper form for each.]



USING YOUR DESK OR CHAIR

Chair Marches: Holding on to the back of a chair, lift alternating knees to activate hip flexors, stimulate blood flow, and maintain core engagement.

Push-Ups Against Desk Edge: Build upper body strength with modified push-ups at an incline.

Triceps Dips Using Chair or Table: Target the backs of your arms using bodyweight support.



HIGHER-INTENSITY OPTIONS (if space and attire allow)

Burpees: A full-body movement to elevate heart rate and build functional strength.

Jumping Jacks: An easy, space-efficient way to get your blood pumping and wake up the nervous system.


MYTH

“My standing desk will save me from the health risks of too much sitting.”




REALITY

Recent research shows that standing alone doesn’t lower the risk of heart problems or other conditions associated with sitting. Muscle contraction is required to maintain or improve health. Since standing involves few muscular contractions, it still counts as inactivity. Your goal isn’t just to stop sitting, it’s to get moving.





MOVEMENT STRATEGIES TO INCORPORATE THROUGHOUT THE DAY


STRONG SCIENCE: THE STAIR STUDY

Sedentary young adults showed significant cardiorespiratory improvements after six weeks of climbing just three flights of stairs (sixty steps), three times a day, with one to four hours between climbs.16




	Use a walking pad with a standing desk to increase your step count during focused work.

	Take the stairs between meetings to boost lower body strength and cardiovascular health.

	Pace during phone calls to break up sedentary time and increase daily activity.

	Set a timer for every 30 to 60 minutes to remind you to stand, stretch, or move briefly and prevent stiffness or blood sugar elevations.



Remember, just two to three minutes of movement every couple of hours can impact your health. Choose activities that work in your space and match your energy level. It all adds up!


PRO TIPS

[image: ] Keep a resistance band in your desk drawer, or wear ankle and wrist weights to add load. Use routine breaks (coffee runs, grabbing pages from the printer) as movement reminders.

[image: ] When your fitness tracker/watch reminds you to stand, that’s your cue to bang out a few air squats, calf raises, doorway or floor push-ups, or other bodyweight exercises. These will help keep your blood moving, your joints limber, and shake up your thinking before you dive into the next task.






Putting It All Together—Your Daily Movement Action Plan

The secret to lasting health is maintaining a consistent RT schedule combined with quick cardio intervals while also weaving more movement into every day. Over time, your consistent, bite-sized efforts stack up to deliver massive gains in strength, energy, and overall well-being.

Remember:


	Every moment counts.

	Perfect days aren’t required.

	Small efforts compound over time.

	Success builds on consistency.



Ultimately, the FOREVER STRONG Power Plan is about taking ownership of your health, redefining what aging looks like, and proving that building strength is a choice. Carry this forward because the world needs leaders who live what they believe.

Strength is your standard. Resilience is your language. Contribution is your calling. Stay FOREVER STRONG.




[image: Dr. Gabrielle Lyon, kneels on the ground, gripping two kettlebells, in a focused workout pose against a dark background.]




PART FOUR How to Recover

WE’VE WALKED YOU THROUGH week-by-week strategies for How to Think, How to Eat, and How to Move. Now it’s time to put all those pieces together with the recovery elements of our six-week plan for becoming FOREVER STRONG.

In addition to building a foundation for physical performance, we need frameworks to sustain and refine ourselves. These structures, reinforced through daily practice, ultimately begin to create a refuge, both physical and mental, that we’re eager to return to.

FOREVER STRONG RECOVERY PRINCIPLES

[image: ]

1. Active Engagement Rather than Passive Rest

[image: ]

2. Environmental Mastery Rather than Reactivity

[image: ]

3. Expectations of Complexity Rather than Linear Progression

[image: ]

4. Human Agency Instead of Biological Determinism

[image: ]

5. Preparedness for Both Expected and Unexpected Challenges


BUILDING LASTING STRENGTH REQUIRES YOU TO PUSH HARD—AND RECOVER HARDER.



It’s time to take an active role in your own recovery. Instead of waiting to feel better, choose to build strength and resilience through taking on challenges, active engagement, and owning the process every step of the way.

We often think in oversimplified binaries like: We must work hard, then rest hard. But progress isn’t linear and never will be. This is why we focus on recovery and renewal as ongoing, active pursuits. The following recovery protocols use movement, heat, cold, and light to promote positive adaptations. These are not just trends but evidence-based tools that allow us to offset the chaos of being alive.


RESILIENCE ISN’T SOMETHING YOU FIND—IT’S SOMETHING YOU BUILD.

[image: ]

ONCE YOU’RE COMFORTABLE WITH DISCOMFORT, NOTHING CAN HOLD YOU BACK.



I used to think of needing rest as a weakness to overcome, believing that relentless effort alone could unlock my potential. This misguided approach led to years of overtraining, capping my physical, mental, and emotional growth. Eventually, I learned the hard way that true refinement—the ultimate in human agency—comes from harmonizing work with rest and active recovery strategies. These require the same amount of thought, attention, and commitment as you dedicate to your workouts and nutrition. Inadequate recovery delivers less return on your training investment. Your whole body, not just muscle, needs time to repair. By maximizing your built-in human reset system, you can emerge even stronger after each challenge.

The targeted strategies in this section are designed to help you adapt, rebound, and excel—day after day. Consider this your performance-enhancement manual for How to Recover.

To translate these concepts into an actionable plan, I collaborated with two experts—dear friends and trusted FOREVER STRONG team advisors—who bridge the gap between pioneering science and real-world application: Dr. Gerard D’Onofrio and Dr. Alexis Cowan.

Dr. D’Onofrio, a physical medicine and rehabilitation specialist, and former athlete, brings his expertise in interventional spine and sports medicine. Over the decade-plus that we’ve known each other, I have learned a tremendous amount from him, especially about body mechanics. He will help demystify complex anatomy and movement processes.

A Princeton-trained PhD, Dr. Cowan’s specialties lie at the intersection of circadian and quantum biology, metabolism, and the microbiome. Here, she shares breakthrough strategies from her research on how light, cold, and heat protocols actively enhance recovery for optimal health. Working with her has transformed my understanding of the importance of light.


GROWTH HAPPENS IN THE QUIET MOMENTS OF RECOVERY.



By aggregating information from the best teachers, this section will offer clear, actionable recovery steps to integrate seamlessly into your daily routine.

Whether you’re…


	starting a new personal health revolution,

	breaking through a performance plateau,

	working to elevate your excellence as a competitive athlete, or

	simply looking to revitalize your daily energy levels



… this section will give you practical tools to enhance your body’s natural powers to transform and adapt.





RECOVERY REIMAGINED: NOT PASSIVE, BUT PROACTIVE

Recovery transcends rest; it’s an active, transformative process that amplifies your growth. During this critical phase, your body and mind adapt and improve in response to how you move and what you eat, converting your fuel and your effort into enduring gains while preparing you to continue the cycle. Simply put, recovery is where the transformation happens.

Like a smartphone running updates while charging, your body’s “programs” need downtime to clear glitches and upgrade performance. Recovery rests your muscles, allowing for growth and resetting your body’s other internal systems. This whole-body approach forges resilience from the inside out by interweaving four synergistic elements:

Movement Mastery Protocol: Elevate your daily motion into movement mastery to ensure your muscles, joints, and tendons are responsive and primed for performance.

Temperature Conditioning: Harness an arsenal of thermal therapies and other innovative modalities to supercharge your body’s natural repair mechanisms.

Circadian Alignment: Work with your body’s natural rhythms to optimize energy, recovery, and performance. Aligning your daily activities with your internal clock supports metabolic health, resilience, and long-term wellness.

Quality Sleep Protocol: Prioritize sleep—the ultimate regenerative tool to promote biological repair. When life gets in the way, apply combat-tested techniques for maintaining physical readiness using movement to enhance muscle repair, even when sleep is limited. Practice breathing techniques to calm your nervous system so your body can shift naturally into recovery mode.

You don’t need to master every tool in this section to benefit from recovery. Think of these as items in a toolbox, not a checklist. These methods are flexible, not fixed. Small physical experiments consistently executed can lead to big breakthroughs, and tracking can help you notice shifts over time. The Recovery Tracker on page 265 is designed to help you recognize patterns, refine your approach, and make progress.


PERSONAL STORY: DANICA PATRICK

From Burnout to Balance

Danica Patrick, the trailblazing American race car driver, was training hard, lifting heavy weights six or seven days a week, and using a digital reminder to do rounds of push-ups throughout the day. (She is the first patient I immediately regretted challenging to a push-up contest!) Between training, traveling, and all of life’s demands, she had fully burned out. Her symptoms of overtraining included fatigue, decreased performance, disrupted sleep patterns, irregular menstrual cycles, and hormonal imbalances. Life as a professional athlete had hardwired her for grit and intensity, but even hard drivers like Danica ultimately reach their limits. Like all of us sometimes, she had gotten stuck in a dynamic that no longer served her. She needed to pull back and recover.

First off, I had her stop training. Once she was fully recovered, we reduced her training to two or three focused sessions each week. We used her travel periods as training breaks, which was a massive change from her usual program intensity. She also started using regular red-light therapy, added in a few strategic supplements, and set up strict sleep and wake times. Tending to her nervous system allowed Danica to reach a baseline where she felt good, her overtraining symptoms had improved, and she was learning how and when to shift gears from driving hard to pulling back, based on her body’s needs. Her physiological response was significant. Her periods became regular, and all her blood markers improved.

[image: A circular tribal-style design featuring a stylized sun face surrounded by intricate geometric patterns in orange and white.]



THE SCIENCE OF ADAPTATION: YOUR BODY’S BUILT-IN RECOVERY MECHANISMS

Humans aren’t designed for perpetual comfort. Your body has evolved to adapt and grow stronger through challenges. This means that true recovery comes not from avoiding stress entirely but navigating it skillfully. Muscle strength, metabolic flexibility, cardiovascular endurance, and even mental clarity are all sharpened when your body learns to respond to strategic stressors like cold, heat, or physical exertion.

This concept is known as hormesis: Exposure to small, controlled doses of stress initiates powerful cellular adaptations that build resilience. These responses repair and reprogram your body for better performance, immunity, and longevity. Take cold exposure, for example. That first New Year’s Day plunge with the Polar Bear Club doesn’t just shock your senses—it kicks off a cascade of metabolic and neurological responses designed to protect you from the cold. (And if the icy water doesn’t take your breath away, your neighbor in a Speedo probably will.)

Whether it involves contrast therapy, breathwork, or Zone 2 cardio, recovery isn’t about total rest but taking steps that move you forward. Strategic stress. Smart adaptation. That’s how to restore health and build strength.




HOW ADAPTATIONS OCCUR

Stress exposures divert physiological resources away from growth (anabolism, which we explained on page 58) and toward the body’s protection and repair processes. During time spent in survival mode, your cells reprogram themselves to improve their operational efficiency, expanding their capacity to cope with future exposures. Physiological signals triggered by “good” stress instruct the body to leverage DNA repair, autophagy (the recycling of unnecessary or degraded cell components), and heat shock proteins, among other adaptive responses. These rewire your body so it can better defend itself in the future. This means that you possess the power to activate your cells’ regenerative capacities, intentionally firing up systems that help your body defend against aging and chronic disease. Your body’s adaptation processes include mechanisms for resisting inflammation and oxidative damage, recycling old cellular materials, and boosting mitochondrial energy production. All powerful impacts!

Consider how this works in physical training, for example. Lifting weights challenges your muscles, triggering a cascade of adaptive responses including inflammation, repair, regeneration, and ultimately growth. After resistance training, your body doesn’t just return to its previous state—it rebuilds stronger.

The same hormesis principle also applies to mental and emotional stress. When you approach certain challenging situations with the right mindset, viewing them as opportunities for growth instead of as threats, you activate similar adaptive processes in your brain and nervous system. Each challenge becomes a chance to develop new neural pathways, enhance problem-solving abilities, and build emotional-regulation skills.

Learning how to support your body in the active recovery process turns adaptation-promoting stimulus into performance gains. This includes regular balance and mobility practices as well as incorporating specific light and temperature protocols into your weekly routines. Training and fueling our bodies provide the stimuli that trigger growth, repair, and adaptation. These inputs create whole-body responses, impacting everything from our muscle tissue and tendons down to the microscopic mitochondria that generate energy inside our cells. Adaptations lead to improved performance, healthier tissues, and a human better prepared to seize the next challenge.




Pain and Injury-Risk Management


TENDON HEALTH

If you care about muscle health (and of course you do!), you must care about tendons. Muscles move bones, but tendons—the connective tissue that links muscle to bone—make that movement possible. Made up of dense cords of collagen, tendons concentrate the power of muscle contraction to generate movement. A healthy muscle needs a healthy tendon, but muscles outpace tendons in adaptation. While muscle tissues can lay down new contractile proteins (hypertrophy) within weeks, tendons take months to get stronger. This is one important reason why well-paced training progressions are critical.

The contraction of muscle tissue is what triggers tendon adaptation, cueing the cells to lay down new collagen, remodel collagen architecture, and increase their stiffness to meet muscle’s demands. (Unlike muscle stiffness, tendon stiffness is a good thing!) But this process takes time. Due to tendons’ relatively poor blood supply, the collagen that makes up these tissues can tear or become disorganized, inflamed, and painful, which is called tendinopathy.1 Learning to identify the difference between tendon pain and muscle soreness is an essential part of preventing and resolving injury. Ask me how I know…

THE PURPOSE OF TENDONS

[image: An anatomical illustration showing the interaction of the biceps and triceps muscles during arm movement, with a close-up of a tendon and its functions explained.]

MY STORY: HAMSTRING TENDON TEAR

Right after finishing my medical fellowship, I thought training for a fifty-hour endurance event was a good idea. Unfortunately, my body was not prepared for the workout volume I took on. In the middle of doing long-stride sprints, I tore my left hamstring tendon. This tendon supports the muscles at the back of the upper leg that provide postural stability, extend the hips, and flex the knees. That is a lot of responsibility for one muscle group! After my injury, I spent years in physical therapy and received injections of platelet-rich plasma to encourage regrowth. Despite some improvement, my hamstrings remained my weakest link. Every bit of progress I made to heal my proximal hamstring tendinopathy seemed to lead to another painful setback.

Finally, Dr. D’Onofrio and my friend Dr. Jordan Shallow helped me move forward. I love training hard, but they convinced me that I needed to apply my effort differently to give my hamstrings the attention they needed to recover before I could make progress in the gym. I added into my program: isometric exercises (see page 239 for examples), gluteal strengthening, and 90-90 breathing (see page 243 to learn how to do this). I worked in more rotational exercises instead of overloading sagittal (forward-and-backward) motions. Many of the principles and movements I’ve shared in this PLAYBOOK are derived from the very same training modifications and lessons I learned to incorporate into my own life.

Within a few months of dedicating myself to recovery, my pain abated, and I was able to transform my hamstring weakness into a strength. (I also learned the importance of ongoing maintenance for major injuries.) Previously, stress on my hamstrings had exacerbated my symptoms. Now strategic stress is making me stronger. Injections and other treatments can be helpful, but how we move, recover, and strategically use and stress injured tissues all play important roles in rehabilitation.

[image: An illustration of a person’s legs in mid-stride, wearing orange shorts and running shoes.]






The Elegance of Isometrics for Prevention and Active Rehabilitation

If you’re recovering from a musculoskeletal injury (and have been cleared by your provider), isometrics can support your return to training by reducing pain and strengthening stabilizing muscles. Isometrics are exercises in which you contract your muscles without moving your joints, offering a powerful yet often underutilized tool for building strength without movement. Especially useful when pain or injury limits your options, this method supports your comeback by tapping into isometrics’ unique ability to help recruit muscle tissue through training your nervous system to safely activate muscles surrounding an injury.2 Isometrics also have an analgesic effect, which means they can provide a short-term reduction in pain.


HOW TO USE ISOMETRICS FOR PAIN MANAGEMENT AND RECOVERY

Identify an isometric exercise targeting the area of your injury. (A quick web search can usually deliver what you need.)

For example, if you have knee pain, a seated single-leg extension performed isometrically could help by contracting the quadriceps muscles without moving the knee joint, which can help reduce pain and improve tendon stiffness and thickness. Here’s how…


KEY STRATEGY: STRENGTHEN THE MUSCLES SURROUNDING YOUR JOINTS

Well-developed quadriceps muscles, for example, can help protect your knees and boost knee joint function and stability. Interestingly, increased intramuscular fat in these muscles often correlates with knee problems.3



[image: A three-step guide for resistance training: select a low discomfort level, hold the contraction for 45 seconds, and repeat for five sets with two-minute rests.]

CAUTION: If you cannot hold for 45 seconds with minimal load, it is an indicator that either the exercise is too much for you at this moment, or you could have a more concerning diagnosis such as a tendon tear.



1–3 ON THE PAIN SCALE MEANS:


	You feel a mild discomfort, like a stretch or low-level fatigue.

	There’s no sharp pain, numbness, or instability.

	You can breathe evenly.




HOW TO CHOOSE AN ISOMETRIC EXERCISE





	Injury Area / Goal

	Example Isometric Movements





	Quadriceps or patellar tendinopathy (front knee pain)

	
	Wall sit

	Isometric lunge or Bulgarian split squat






	Shoulder pain or rotator cuff tendinopathy

	

	Isometric resisted abduction and external rotation against a wall

	Isometric internal rotation against a door frame






	Core stabilization

	

	Isometric quadruped bear pose

	Side plank with bent knees






	Glute activation or pain at sides of the hips (greater trochanteric pain syndrome)

	

	Glute bridge hold

	Side-lying hip abduction













SELF-CHECK BEFORE STARTING


	Does it cause sharp pain? Pick a different variation or get imaging such as an MRI or ultrasound evaluation.

	Can I feel the target muscle working?

	Can I breathe steadily and hold the position without bracing?

	Does the isometric hold produce a pain intensity in the target tissue of between 1 and 3 (on a pain scale of 1−10)? Note that on a 1−10 scale, 1 is the least amount of perceptible pain and 10 is the worst pain of your life.



This precise form of loading can preemptively soothe tendinitis or joint discomfort while priming the muscles for action.4 Isometric exercises not only elicit a healing response, nurturing the tendons’ natural remodeling process, but also activate muscle tissue for structural stability.5

Even if you aren’t dealing with discomfort or injury, isometrics can help you break through a performance plateau through improving muscular recruitment, muscle architecture, and tendon health.6





Foundational Recovery

Each time you train or expose your body to a new stimulus (including through the temperature protocols you’ll find on page 245), your body goes through both software and hardware adjustments.7 Consider this: After just a few weeks of weight training, you’ll notice you’re stronger. Is that because your muscles grew dramatically in size? Probably not. Instead, you learned to control your muscle tissue more efficiently. This amazing process, called the human motor system, starts in the brain, works its way through the spinal cord, and ends with the neuromuscular connection. You benefit first from a software reboot, and then, if you stick with it, a hardware reboot will follow, through some combination of muscle hypertrophy, tendon quality and functionality improvements, and increased bone density.



The Foundational Five Protocol

This is where your six-week recovery journey begins. To help you build capacity for your workouts and your everyday life as well as reducing injury risk, Dr. D’Onofrio designed the Foundational Five Protocol. Start with the Foundational Five every day for six weeks.


PRO TIP

The Foundational Five are body calibration tools that provide a quick “anywhere, anytime” routine to prime your body throughout the day. They are ideal for reactivating your body after a flight, a long day sitting, or anytime you need a refresh/reset.



Made up of targeted movements that focus on the critical elements of balance, strength, and stability, these require little to no equipment and can be done virtually anywhere. Designed to mobilize tissue, create stability, and refine joint coordination, they also reinforce optimal movement patterns by activating the pathways connecting your nervous system and muscles. Consistently performing these simple movements will help you improve and maintain your current mobility while building physical resilience that will serve you long-term. When you can effortlessly lift your toddler, carry groceries, or catch yourself before a fall, that’s the Foundational Five at work in real life.






THE FOUNDATIONAL FIVE

These exercises challenge stability on multiple levels and integrate cross-body coordination patterns. They will demand your precise control through full ranges of motion—strengthening both your reflexive and conscious movements.

1. STANDING CALF RAISES WITH ADDUCTION

HOW: Stand with feet close together, gently squeeze heels inward (you could place a small ball between them), and lift onto the balls of your feet. Lower with control.

DO: 10–15 reps, 1–3 times per day

WHY:

Boosts ankle stability and balance while strengthening the muscles that support the arch of the foot.

A strong, activated arch generates stability and balance for standing RT exercises, such as squats, bent-over rows, etc., not to mention running, sprinting, and daily life.

[image: An illustration of a person performing a calf exercise by squeezing a ball between their legs while raising and lowering their heels.]
2. SINGLE-LEG RDLS

HOW: Stand on one leg with a slight bend in the knee and hinge forward at the hip, keeping your back neutral. Return to upright slowly.

DO: 8–10 reps per leg, 1–2 times daily

WHY:

Strengthens hamstrings, glutes, and core stability.

Knowing how to bend down with control using your hamstrings, glutes, and core is essential for daily life.

BONUS: Practicing the hip hinge while doing Single-Leg RDLs without weights allows you to notice any strength imbalances between sides.

[image: A two-part illustration showing a person performing a single-leg Romanian deadlift, transitioning from a standing position to a bent-over position with one leg extended backward.]
3. HIP AIRPLANES

HOW: Brace your core, then stand on one leg, hinge slightly, and rotate your hips side to side like an airplane’s wings.

DO: 5 rotations each side, 1–2 times daily

WHY:

Improves hip strength, stability, and rotation.

These also work the important muscles at the sides of the hips that get neglected during sitting. Learning to keep your body stable as your hip rotates can help mitigate knee and hip pain.

[image: A woman performs a single-leg balance exercise with arms extended, incorporating a torso rotation.]
4. 90-90 BREATHING

HOW: Lie on your back with knees and hips at 90 degrees, feet on a wall. Inhale slowly, exhale fully, letting your ribs move toward your pelvis. Keep your core gently braced.

DO: 5–10 slow breaths in the morning or before bed

WHY:

Enhances core function, and may reduce shortness of breath.

This exercise helps you stack your rib cage over your pelvis, recruiting the hamstrings for support and promoting proper mechanics that improve athletic performance.

It can also help reduce stress by resetting an anxious nervous system.

[image: A person lying on their back with legs bent at a 90-degree angle, feet pressed against a wall, performing a wall sit exercise.]
5. BIRD DOG

HOW: Start on hands and knees. Lift one leg into extension, then lift and extend the opposite arm. Hold for 8 seconds while bracing your abdominal muscles. Alternate sides.

DO: 4−6 repetitions of 8−second holds on each side

WHY:

Works back and core muscles. Engages glutes, shoulders, and deep trunk muscles to promote balance and reduce injury risk.

This move simulates the cross-body stabilization that walking and running require but allows for practice in a posture that minimizes stress through the lumbar spine.

[image: A woman performs a bird-dog exercise on a mat, extending one arm and the opposite leg while maintaining balance.]




Pain and Injury-Risk Management

Most of us have experienced that moment of panic when we feel an unexpected twinge during training. Is it serious? Should I push through? Will this derail my progress? Rather than fearing these signals, think of them as your body’s communication system—sometimes whispering, sometimes shouting—but always providing valuable information. Learning to interpret this feedback is like becoming fluent in your body’s language, allowing you to make informed decisions about when to modify, when to rest, and when to seek help.

The FOREVER STRONG approach treats pain as valuable information rather than an obstacle to push through. This mindset shift can transform how you relate to discomfort. Learning to distinguish between productive training stress and warning signs ultimately leads to better outcomes. Symptoms often start subtly until simple tasks become difficult. Without effective management, these kinds of pain can reduce life quality.8 While some discomfort during training is normal, other pain sensations signal that it’s time to seek help.





	Expected Sensations

	Red Flags That Warrant Investigation





	
	Muscle burn during activity, particularly toward the end of a set

	Post-workout muscle soreness

	Fatigue after a challenging workout



	
	Sharp, sudden, or shooting pain

	Pain that radiates into limbs

	Numbness or tingling

	Joint instability or “giving way”

	Swelling, redness, or warmth

	Pain that worsens over time

	Discomfort lasting more than a week









SEEK PROFESSIONAL HELP IF YOUR…

[image: A triangular warning sign with an orange background and a white exclamation mark in the center, mounted on a pole.]

	Movement patterns deteriorate despite appropriate modifications

	Progress plateaus despite strategic program adjustments

	Recovery time extends beyond expected timeframes

	Discomfort interferes with training progression and everyday life







FIRE AND ICE TEMPERATURE PROTOCOLS

Why think about temperature as an avenue toward health? Because there are more ways to promote well-being than just diet and exercise. Regular sauna or infrared sauna use is supported by high-quality evidence for cardiovascular, metabolic, neurocognitive, and longevity benefits, as well as improvements in certain chronic conditions and mental health.

Cold-water immersion therapy has been shown to improve sleep quality and parasympathetic activity (triggering the release of dopamine, serotonin, norepinephrine, β-endorphins, and cortisol), which may contribute to improved mood, alertness, and stress resilience for up to twelve hours after cold exposure. Our Temperature Conditioning protocols leverage science-backed strategies to optimize health and overall resilience. The coming pages will dig deeper into the impacts of these practices and provide specific step-by-step instructions. All protocols should be tailored to specific health outcomes.


FIRE AND ICE: THE TEMPERATURE CRISIS OF MODERN LIFE

Throughout evolution, human bodies learned to adapt to varying temperatures, and these shifts provided essential stimuli that shaped our metabolic machinery, stress responses, and tissue resilience. Your ancestors’ bodies built cellular resilience in response to fluctuations between:


	Morning coolness that activates metabolism

	Midday heat that enhances blood flow

	Evening temperature drops that trigger repair mechanisms and conditions for restorative sleep



In the modern world, however, most of us live in perpetual 68 to 72°F (20 to 22°C) environments, moving between climate-controlled spaces and rarely experiencing the temperature fluctuations that have shaped human physiology for millennia. That consistency may feel comfortable, but it’s devoid of the adaptive stimuli that enhance our lives.




The Science


How Temperature Conditioning Transforms Your Body

Both heat exposure (HE) and cold exposure (CE) trigger a cascade of adaptations throughout your entire system. These temperature tools can be leveraged to enhance your health. When your core temperature rises during HE or falls during CE, the exposures trigger changes at systemic and cellular levels that can enhance muscle recovery, metabolic function, and overall resilience (again defined as the ability to meet challenges)—even though the actual changes to the body’s temperature are very small. Think of temperature conditioning as strength training for your metabolic system as well as practice mastering your stress response.



WHY TEMPERATURE MATTERS FOR MUSCLE HEALTH

During both HE and CE, the temperature changes in muscle are generally greater than in the core—especially when using localized treatments.9

TEMPERATURE DIRECTLY AFFECTS:

[image: An anatomical illustration of a human body highlighting areas related to stress resilience, cardiovascular function, blood flow to muscles, and inflammatory recovery.]




Fire


Strategic Heat Exposure for Muscle Enhancement

That deeply relaxed feeling you get after a hot shower isn’t all in your head. It comes from physical changes (vasodilation, for example) in your muscles and connective tissues in response to heat. Imagine amplifying that effect through strategic heat exposure. Whether you’ve experienced profound calm after a sauna session or simply felt the targeted relief of a heating pad on sore muscles, you’ve already witnessed the effects of heat for recovery



SYSTEM-WIDE BENEFITS

HE is a powerful tool. When applied strategically as part of an active recovery program between workouts, it creates both immediate and long-term effects.10


Short-term benefits of HE11


	Increased blood flow to muscles13

	Reduced muscle tension

	Enhanced mobility and muscle pliability14

	Accelerated removal of metabolic waste15





Long-term benefits of HE12


	Enhanced cardio capacity

	Improved brain function16

	Enhanced blood vessel function17




DID YOU KNOW?

The benefits of sauna use largely overlap with those delivered by cardiovascular exercise training.18 Using the sauna is a great way for individuals unable to engage in cardio activity—due to injury or disability—to access cardio training benefits.



The best heat exposure is the one you’ll use, so find the format that fits your life and let it work for you.

SAFETY NOTE: If you have cardiovascular conditions, low blood pressure, or heat sensitivity, consult a healthcare provider before beginning any high-heat exposure routine. Always listen to your body and proceed with caution.






Heat Exposure Protocol: Choose Your Fire

The overall goals of HE are to reduce pain, improve physical function, boost circulation, support cardiovascular19 and cognitive health, and enhance life quality. Saunas also bring the added benefit of encouraging sweating, which helps your body detox from chemicals and other environmental exposures.20 Dry (Finnish) saunas are available at many gyms, while sauna superfans might want to consider purchasing a more space-efficient infrared sauna for home use.



METHODS, TEMPERATURE, AND USER EXPERIENCE


	FEATURE

	TRADITIONAL SAUNA

	INFRARED SAUNA





	Heat Source

	Heats air, then body

	Infrared light directly heats body




	Temperature Range

	150–195°F (65–90°C); up to 230°F

	110–170°F (43–77°C)




	Humidity

	Can be dry or steamy

	Dry (no humidity)




	Session Duration

	Shorter (15–20 min)

	Longer (up to 45 min)




	Comfort

	More intense, hotter environment

	Gentler, more tolerable heat




	Health Benefits

	Improved cardiovascular health, relaxation, pain relief, skin health, increased circulation, detoxification

	Similar benefits; infrared may penetrate deeper for muscle relaxation, pain relief, and enhanced detoxification




	User Preference

	Those who enjoy intense heat/steam

	Those who prefer milder, longer sessions









DRY SAUNAS

Dry saunas have been around the longest and have played a significant role in different cultures. The first time I saw a sweat lodge was on a visit to an Indigenous reservation in Arizona. Even as a child, I was struck by the intensity! This kind of heat exposure has the best data to support it, but the high temperatures (150−230°F / 65−110°C) and low humidity (10–20 percent) create an intense environment. These conditions trigger maximum heat-shock protein activation and cardiovascular adaptations.21 Research on Finnish-style saunas shows they increase your heart’s output, reduce blood pressure, improve heart rate variability and circulation, and enhance metabolic conditioning. Because they work through creating ambient heat, they provide a more intense HE experience. Dry sauna is the most studied and widely available form of heat therapy.


TEMPERATURE: 150–230°F (65–110°C)

HUMIDITY: 10–20% (dry air)

SESSION DURATION: 11–19 minutes per session (Beginners: Start with a duration you can tolerate.)

FREQUENCY: 2–7 times per week, with the strongest evidence for cardiovascular and longevity benefits at 4–7 sessions per week

WEEKLY TOTAL: About 1 hour per week (e.g., 4 sessions of 15 minutes each)

STRUCTURE: Sessions may be interspersed with cooling-off periods (cold shower, plunge, or rest) and hydration is encouraged

REMEMBER TO HYDRATE: Rehydrate with 16 to 24 ounces of water plus electrolytes.

EVIDENCE: The KIHD Finnish cohort followed over 2,300 men for nearly 20 years and found that those using a sauna 4–7 times per week for 11–19 minutes at an average temperature of 78.9°C had a 40–50% lower risk of cardiovascular and all-cause mortality compared to less frequent users.22

Systematic reviews confirm these parameters as typical and effective for cardiovascular, neurocognitive, and longevity benefits.

[image: A barrel-shaped sauna with a wooden interior, two small windows, and a glass door, supported by black stands.]





INFRARED SAUNAS

Infrared saunas use light to heat the body directly at lower temperatures (110−170°F / 43−77°C). They offer many of the same benefits but with less heat stress for beginners, those sensitive to heat, or at-home users with limited space. These days, multi-modality wellness centers often offer fee- or membership-based sauna use, which can be a great way to see which type works best for you.


SESSION DURATION: Most protocols recommend 15–30 minutes per session, with new users starting at 5–10 minutes and gradually increasing.

TEMPERATURE: Typically 110–170°F (43–77°C)

FREQUENCY: Clinical studies often use 10 sessions over 2 weeks; observational data suggest benefits with 4–7 sessions per week for long-term outcomes.

HYDRATION: Drink water before, during, and after sauna use to prevent dehydration.

CONTRAINDICATIONS: Consult a physician before use if you have low blood pressure, are pregnant, or have unstable cardiovascular disease.

[image: An illustration of a modern infrared sauna with a glass door and wooden interior panels.]





ICE: The Cold Advantage

Feel refreshed after splashing cold water on your face when you’re tired? That’s because cold exposure is like hitting the reset button on your nervous system. If the thought of an ice bath feels overwhelming, that is OK! Remember, people have been getting cold for centuries.


WHY COLD EXPOSURE WORKS

Cold exposure (CE) is a powerful stimulus that promotes both metabolic and mental health.23 Because it pulls heat away from your body so efficiently, cold water is especially powerful. When you expose yourself to cold, your body activates brown fat—a special type of fat that burns calories instead of storing them. Unlike white fat, brown fat is packed with mitochondria, the energy-producing units within cells that generate heat to keep you warm, while simultaneously clearing sugar and fat from your bloodstream. It gets its name from its actual reddish-brown color, which comes from its rich blood vessels, high iron content, and mitochondrial density.





The Cold Cascade


SYSTEM-WIDE BENEFITS


How much cold exposure is right for you?

Like any training stimulus, the benefits of CE depend on how you apply it. Clinically, I have seen that people who have a longer way to go on their fitness journey benefit from cold exposure, not so much from a muscle standpoint but from a mental one. One of my favorite reasons to use cold protocols is to reset the nervous system. I have found this is the fastest way to “snap out of” feeling stuck in a particular mental state. It is impossible to think about your stress, that thing that upset you, or frankly anything at all when you are dunking your face or body into cold water.

You might have heard not to cold plunge after training due to potential interference with post-exercise muscle adaptations, but I have yet to see convincing evidence for this. Maybe if you’re an Olympic athlete then the timing is important. My suggestion is to get in CE when you can, and especially when you anticipate stressful periods. New to cold plunging? Well, that first dunk never gets more comfortable. Instead, you just get more equipped to deal with it.



Don’t have access to a cold plunge or ice bath?

No problem. You can tap the benefits of CE using what you have. The key is to find an entry point that fits your life and still delivers benefits. Try cold showers. My dad does this every morning. (Note that this can feel more challenging than submerging your body into water.) In winter, take walks lightly dressed. Because cold air is much less efficient at pulling heat away from your body, aim for forty-five to sixty minutes. (Make sure you are not putting yourself at risk for hypothermia, of course.)

[image: A woman sits in a cylindrical ice bath, with her hands clasped in a meditative pose.]





Cold Exposure Protocol

Remember: Our objective for HE and CE is strategic adaptation and building resilience through learning to control your stress responses. By progressively training your body to cope with the physical and mental experience of higher and lower temperatures you are sharpening your sword outside the typical domains of diet and exercise. Start with the appropriate level for your current temperature tolerance, track your progress, and gradually advance your practice for optimal results.

These practices do not have to be complicated to be helpful. A ten-minute sauna session after your workout or a thirty-second cold shower finisher might be all you need to begin experiencing benefits. Start small, be consistent, and let your body guide your progress.

Choose a few modalities and use the tracker on page 265 to log what you try, how it feels, and what changes. Ask yourself: Does it make me feel restored, not depleted?


LEVEL 1: FACE DUNK

Best for: Beginners

What to do:


	Fill a sink or basin with ice water (35–45°F / 2–7°C)

	Dunk your face for 10−30 seconds

	Rest for 30 seconds

	Repeat 3 times per session

	Do this 2 times daily for 1–2 weeks



Why it works: Activates your vagus nerve and calms your nervous system—fast.24

LEVEL 2: COLD IMMERSION

Best for: Full-body recovery and advanced adaptation

What to do:


	Use a cold plunge, ice bath, or cold-waterfilled tub

	Beginners: 60–70°F (15–18°C) for 90 sec–5 min, 2–3 times per week

	Advanced: 50–55°F (10–13°C) for 2–30 min, 3–4 times per week

	Enter slowly, breathe steadily, and stay mentally focused



Why it works: Trains your metabolism, reduces inflammation, and builds stress resilience.





RECOVERY PROGRESSION


	Stage

	Duration

	Key Focus Areas





	Beginner’s Journey (Weeks 1−2)

	5−10 minutes

	Breathing, relaxation, gradual tolerance building




	Intermediate Progress (Weeks 3−4)

	15−20 minutes

	Stretching, hot therapy, cold therapy




	Advanced Practice (Week 5−6)

	Up to 30 minutes

	Multiple sessions per week, integrated recovery routines












STRATEGIC RECOVERY THROUGH CIRCADIAN RHYTHMS, LIGHT, AND SLEEP

While you appear to be at rest, an extraordinary process unfolds beneath the surface: Your body switches into recovery mode. Through this quiet, yet intense process, billions of cells work to repair today’s stress, integrate yesterday’s challenges, and prepare for tomorrow’s demands. What might look like inactivity is actually a dynamic process. Alignment with the body’s natural rhythms helps recovery transform into readiness, making rest your strongest rep.


Your Circadian System


THE LIGHT-HEALTH CONNECTION: HOW LIGHT EXPOSURE SHAPES YOUR BODY

For our ancestors, the pattern was simple: Sunlight activated metabolic processes supporting daytime activity; nighttime darkness triggered repair and growth processes. Their muscle growth naturally aligned with these predictable light signals—no complicated training schedules required.

Today, instead of following the sun’s cycle, we’re bombarded with artificial light at all hours: screens during the day, artificial lights overhead at both home and work, and phones glowing in our faces until we can barely keep our eyes open. Next time you feel seduced into a late-night phone scroll when you should be sleeping, think about the physiological costs and how many wins you might be leaving on the table simply because you’re confusing your body about whether it’s day or night.

Constant artificial light exposure disrupts, to varying degrees, the signals that affect your body.25 Consider these factors:


	1. Melatonin suppression disrupts your body’s natural repair signals.26

	2. Growth hormone disruption compromises muscle rebuilding processes. 27

	3. Cortisol dysregulation creates a catabolic environment.28

	4. Insulin resistance impairs nutrient delivery to muscles.29



This artificial light exposure basically tells our bodies that it’s always daytime, wreaking havoc on our health. Ever seen a toddler fall apart after missing naptime? That’s how many of us are functioning these days. The interruption of natural wake and sleep cycles is messing with our moods, energy, and sleep habits. It can also play a role in throwing our hormones out of whack—contributing to type 2 diabetes, obesity, and other metabolic problems.

Two key hormones manage the circadian system: cortisol (your daytime energizer) and melatonin (your nighttime repair signal). Every time you’re exposed to blue light, especially from screens and modern lighting, your body gets the “it’s daytime” signal—even when it should be winding down for repair. Blue light is not bad, per se, but unregulated exposure is less than ideal for our wellness.

To honor our circadian biology and refine both body and mind, we must respect natural light and dark cycles and do our best to recreate our natural environment.



THE MUSCLE CLOCK: YOUR BODY’S INTERNAL SCHEDULE

Your body’s internal clocks also control the timing of muscle tissue building and breakdown. And here’s the fascinating part: Just like in plants, the growth of your muscles is fundamentally influenced by light exposure in an indirect yet important cascade of internal triggers and events. Skeletal muscle has its own circadian clocks which regulate the timing of muscle protein synthesis (MPS) and break down in a diurnal pattern. Disruption of this process can impair muscle metabolism, growth, and function, which has been associated with metabolic disorders and sarcopenia.30

Optimizing your circadian rhythms sends beneficial signals to your brain and body, helping you achieve high energy, mental clarity, strength, lean muscle, and longevity. You have much more direct control over these processes than you might realize.



THE METABOLIC CONNECTION

Your muscles contain their own clocks that influence the expression of more than 2,300 genes controlling muscle growth, performance, structural integrity, energy production, and nutrient processing.31 These “muscle clocks” orchestrate:32


	MPS (which builds new muscle tissue)

	Glucose transport into muscle cells

	Mitochondrial function and energy production

	Hormone secretion that supports muscle development

	Inflammatory processes essential for adaptation and repair



When these muscle clocks function properly, your body alternates efficiently between breaking down tissue during activity and rebuilding it during rest. When disrupted, this delicate balance shifts toward breakdown and away from growth.




HOW TO LEVERAGE THE LIGHT SPECTRUM FOR MUSCLE HEALTH

The different spectrums of both natural and artificial light affect our circadian rhythms. Sunlight, naturally the gold standard, contains the complete spectrum of light that your muscles evolved to utilize—UV, visible light, and infrared radiation. Like a well-balanced meal, it provides all the wavelengths our bodies need to support muscle function, metabolism, and recovery.

Sunlight supports:


	Proper growth hormone secretion33

	Testosterone production (in men and women)

	Vitamin D synthesis



… all critical for muscle development.

Artificial light, on the other hand, typically delivers an incomplete spectrum that sends conflicting signals to your muscle tissue. The irregular patterns confuse your muscle’s recovery signals. It’s like trying to follow a recipe while ingredients and cooking times keep changing.

LED lighting: The energy-efficient bulbs in most homes, offices, and devices are enriched in blue wavelengths while completely lacking infrared light, creating an unnatural spectrum balance.

Fluorescent lighting: Common in workplaces and stores, these emit an unbalanced spectrum with blue spikes and virtually no infrared.

Screens (phones, computers, TVs): These produce intense blue light without the counterbalancing infrared wavelengths.

Streetlights and urban lighting: These extend daylight signals into nighttime hours.


REDUCE YOUR BLUE LIGHT BURDEN WITH THESE TIPS


	Use software like Iris or F.lux on your computer to filter blue light from your device screens.

	Put an amber or red native filter on your devices through the accessibility settings.

	If you’re indoors on unfiltered screens during the day, wear yellow-lens, blue-blocking glasses.

	Wear dark-orange-lens, blue-blocking glasses starting around sunset.

	Install color-changing bulbs or dedicated red bulbs throughout your home for nighttime use.

	Open windows and doors to let in natural light whenever possible.









Light Management


Engineering Your Biological Signals

Our muscle-centric approach strategically uses light exposure to create the optimal biological environment for muscle growth, leveraging light as a tool for muscle development and overall human optimization.

Avoiding artificial light at night is part of the equation, but timing and intentional exposure throughout the day are equally critical. Light sends biological signals.

HOW LIGHT SHAPES MUSCLE FUNCTION

Avoiding artificial light at night is part of the equation, but timing and intentional exposure throughout the day are equally critical. Here’s how light shapes muscle function:

[image: Three icons representing morning light, midday sun, and evening darkness, each with accompanying text explaining their benefits for muscle function, vitamin D production, and recovery.]


TIME YOUR WAVELENGTH EXPOSURES FOR MUSCLE OPTIMIZATION


Blue Light

Your body needs blue light wavelengths (400−500nm) in the morning and midday, but evening exposure leads to:


	Suppressed melatonin, disrupting the initiation of muscle repair processes

	Interference with growth hormone release

	Promotion of a catabolic (muscle-breakdown) state

	Impaired glucose metabolism in muscle tissue

	Disruption of muscle’s internal clock, causing changes in gene expression



This is why late-night scrolling, computer work, and TV/movie binging aren’t helping your muscle health and longevity.


SITTING BY A SUNNY WINDOW ISN’T ENOUGH, BECAUSE…

[image: ]

STANDARD WINDOW GLASS BLOCKS CRITICAL WAVELENGTHS OF THE SPECTRUM.34





Red Light

Red light (600−700nm) and near-infrared (700−1200nm) wavelengths penetrate deeply into muscle tissue, where they:


	Enhance mitochondrial energy production

	Increase blood flow to muscle tissue

	Support collagen synthesis in connective tissue

	Reduce inflammatory markers that inhibit repair

	Accelerate muscle recovery between training sessions



This is why targeted red-light therapy can be so effective for recovery. It’s also why sunset—naturally rich in red wavelengths—signals your body to begin its repair processes. Speaking of sunset…






The Muscle-Building Magic of Sleep

The directive—“get eight hours of sleep”—gets spouted so often it’s become just white noise. But here’s why those hours actually matter. Sleep is your most powerful biological engineering tool. During quality sleep, particularly deep sleep, your body shifts away from catabolism (breakdown) and towards anabolism (building), where new muscle tissue is born.


WHAT HAPPENS WHEN YOU SLEEP: THE MUSCLE CONNECTION

Your muscles control a multitude of physiological processes, including these that unfold while you sleep:


	Release of growth hormone

	Enhanced muscle protein synthesis (MPS)

	Reduced cortisol levels

	Increased testosterone

	Optimized glucose metabolism



Ever notice how even an extra hour of solid sleep makes your morning workout feel dramatically better? There’s real science behind this feeling. Quality sleep gives your body uninterrupted time for repair and recovery. Sleep timing has a big impact, as well. Keeping your bedtime within the same thirty to sixty minutes each night promotes better metabolic and hormonal profiles. And since deep sleep is the primary muscle repair phase, protecting the first four or five hours of your sleep is particularly important for recovery.


DID YOU KNOW?

Your muscle clocks are extraordinarily sensitive to sleep disruption. A single all-nighter induces a catabolic (breakdown) environment, leading to measurable muscle loss and suppression of MPS.35 Poor or disturbed sleep, meanwhile, triggers systemic inflammation that impairs mitochondrial function and energy production, actively preventing muscle building while encouraging tissue breakdown.

Insufficient sleep is associated with increased risk of insulin resistance. To prevent metabolic dysfunction, including type-2 diabetes, adults need more than seven hours of sleep per night.36



GOOD SLEEP VS. POOR SLEEP

[image: A diagram illustrates the negative health effects of poor sleep, including weakened immune function, hormonal imbalances, slower metabolism, and increased risk of chronic diseases.]
[image: A diagram highlights the benefits of good sleep, including improved health, reduced inflammation, and enhanced immune function.]

ENGINEERING YOUR SLEEP ENVIRONMENT

Think: Cool. Dark. Quiet. Comfort.

COOL

Keep your bedroom between 65 and 68°F (18−20°C). A cooler environment:


	Helps drop your core temperature, which is necessary to enter deep sleep

	Enhances blood flow to muscles while supporting optimal hormonal conditions for repair



TIP: Encourage core temperature drop with a warm-water foot bath before bed. This dilates blood vessels, increasing heat dissipation through your feet.

DARK

Make it pitch black. (Create a cave. Embrace your inner bat.) Complete darkness supports metabolic health. Even small amounts of light can reduce melatonin by 50 percent, and a single night of sleeping with even minimal light exposure reduces insulin sensitivity in muscle tissue the following day, directly impairing nutrient delivery for recovery.

TIPS: Install blackout curtains, cover exposed power indicators (e.g., on baby monitors, air purifiers, etc.) with electrical tape and remove or cover electronics that emit light, wear an eye mask

QUIET

Noise can fragment the deep-sleep phases critical for supporting growth hormone levels that drive muscle repair.

TIPS: Use a white noise machine to mask disruptions, consider earplugs

COMFORT

Consider a weighted blanket to enhance sleep quality. The gentle, distributed pressure of a weighted blankets can:


	Promote the release of serotonin and melatonin, hormones that support sleep and recovery

	Reduce nighttime movement that can fragment sleep cycles

	Lower cortisol levels, potentially enhancing the anabolic environment for muscle repair

	Create a sense of security that makes it easier to fall and stay asleep



TIP: Choose a weighted blanket that’s approximately 10 percent of your body weight for optimal comfort without restriction. The weight should feel like a gentle hug, not a restraint. If you tend to run hot, look for options designed with cooling fabrics or breathable construction to maintain the ideal sleep temperature.







Sleep and Metabolic Health

Sleep quality directly influences glucose processing and energy use, while lack of sleep impairs carbohydrate metabolism, leading to insulin resistance.37 It’s no coincidence that recent decades have seen declining sleep duration alongside rising type-2 diabetes rates.38


YOUR EVENING AND BEDTIME ROUTINE


	Practice relaxation techniques before bed such as the breathing exercises in How to Think on pages 24 and 34.

	Take a warm shower or bath about ninety minutes before bed. The drop in your core temperature afterward may leave you feeling sleepier.

	Listen to soothing music.

	If you’re someone who struggles to fall asleep when going to bed hungry, have a light snack but avoid heavy meals near bedtime. Dairy products, turkey, and tuna contain the amino acid tryptophan: the precursor to melatonin.

	Avoid alcohol within six hours of your bedtime.





IF YOU CAN’T FALL ASLEEP


	If you are not asleep after twenty minutes, leave your bedroom and do something relaxing. Lying in bed when you’re awake can become a habit that leads to ongoing sleep challenges.

	If your mind is overactive, get out of bed and sit in a chair in the dark. Let your mind race in the chair until you are sleepy, then return to bed.

	Avoid bright light, including screens during these periods. Sit quietly in the dark or read the warranty on your refrigerator.

	Remain passively awake, which means avoiding any effort to fall asleep. Paradoxically, worrying that you can’t sleep can actually keep you awake. Letting go of this worry can help you relax and make sleep come more easily.

	If you continue to have sleeping problems, consider keeping a sleep diary. Write down when you go to bed, when you get up, how much time you spend in bed unable to sleep, total sleep time, and other details about your sleep patterns. I have found doing this is annoying enough to put me right to sleep.




PRO TIP

If nothing else seems to work, try this Cognitive Shuffle technique:

Visualize random, neutral objects in quick succession—like a lemon, a beach ball, a paper clip—without trying to connect them. Mentally shuffling through these images can disrupt the racing thoughts that often fuel insomnia.






IF YOU STRUGGLE WITH LATE-NIGHT WAKING

This could be a sign of an early cortisol spike caused by circadian dysfunction. It’s common for people impacted by this to wake spontaneously around 3 a.m. feeling wired or wide awake.


	Maintain darkness to avoid sending your body “wake-up” signals.

	Limit time in bed to twenty minutes if you can’t fall back asleep.

	Relax elsewhere and go back to bed only when you’re feeling sleepy.

	Keep it boring. Avoid screens and bright lights. Read a (physical) book under dim light, do breathing exercises (like those on pages 24 and 34), or write in a journal to clear your mind. These approaches can help reset your nervous system and make you drowsy.

	If sleepiness doesn’t return, don’t force it.

	Try progressive muscle relaxation (PMR): Starting at your toes and working your way up, gently tense each muscle group for 5–10 seconds, then release and relax. This technique reduces physical tension and helps signal to your body that it’s safe to rest.




DID YOU KNOW?

[image: ] Sleep deprivation can make you feel hungrier or increase cravings for junk food, particularly carbs. When I worked twenty-four-hour on-call shifts, I never found myself craving a salad. The nurse’s station graham crackers, though? Sign me up.

Eating excess junk food in a sleep-deprived state may compound the problem. A lack of sleep seems to result in higher blood glucose and more insulin resistance making those late-night donuts even worse for you than when you are well rested.

[image: ] Sleep disruption influences pain perception, including influencing how people view muscle soreness.39





MENTAL EXERCISE FOR INSOMNIA

If you’ve tried everything and still feel wired at night, your sleep troubles could stem from your nervous system’s refusal to stand down. That’s when cognitive tools can help. One method used in Cognitive Behavioral Therapy for Insomnia (CBT-I) is “paradoxical intention”—actively trying to stay awake instead of trying to fall asleep. It works by releasing performance anxiety around sleep, and in many cases, this shift makes it easier to drift off. Pairing this with a short pre-sleep wind-down—like breathwork, non-stimulating reading, or even progressive muscle relaxation—can help signal safety and control to your body.

Because ultimately, you can’t force sleep, you can only create space for it.





When Ideal Sleep Isn’t Possible

Sure, we’d all like to get A+ sleep every night, but life often has other ideas. Between work deadlines and family responsibilities (not to mention streaming services with autoplay enabled), achieving “perfect” sleep can feel like a rare luxury.

Many of my patients battle sleepless nights, and I’ve faced them, too. Whether due to hormonal shifts, sleep apnea, travel, or just the pressures of an always-on life, sleep disruptions can seriously derail your health. Between 50 and 70 million Americans report having sleep disorders, according to the CDC, and more than 35 percent of Americans get less than seven hours of sleep per night. When optimal sleep just isn’t possible, the following strategies can help minimize negative impacts.


SLEEP BANKING

If you know a period of sleep deprivation is coming, preload sleep by accumulating extra hours in the days prior to help mitigate deficits. “Banking” sleep in this way can buffer against performance decline.



WORK OUT!

When you’re already dragging through your day sleep deprived, it might feel counterintuitive to consider training. But research shows that exercise can prevent sleep deprivation−induced cognitive impairment.40 Because poor sleep impairs motor function, HIIT may be a safer bet than RT. In fact, HIIT has also been shown to mitigate the insulin resistance that can come from sleep deprivation.41 So drag yourself if you must, but get a workout in.



MAGNESIUM GLYCINATE


	Benefits

	Dosing

	Timing

	Food Sources





	Supports sleep, muscle relaxation, and stress management. It is highly bioavailable, allowing it to be readily absorbed. It is beneficial for individuals with metabolic syndrome, particularly in improving insulin sensitivity. It also plays a role in regulating neurotransmitters like GABA, which helps calm the brain.

	200−500 mg/day, typically taken in the evening to aid sleep and stress reduction

	Best taken in the evening for sleep support or post-workout for muscle relaxation

	Naturally found in foods like leafy greens, nuts, seeds, legumes, and whole grains








TO TAKE NAPS—OR NOT

The stigma against napping is real in American culture. Too often, midday rest is viewed as laziness rather than understood to be a performance strategy. Think of a strategic twenty-minute nap as “powering up” to optimize your mind and muscles.

Even brief periods of daytime rest can enhance alertness and cognitive function such as memory, logical reasoning, and the ability to complete complex tasks—especially for those experiencing chronic sleep loss.42

Daytime napping can also boost physical performance, improving endurance and reaction times.43

A ninety-minute nap can allow for a full sleep cycle, but waking out of a deep-sleep nap can cause grogginess. See how your body responds to longer naps, recognizing that shorter naps may be better.

The nap sweet spot: Twenty to thirty minutes, before 3 p.m., is the ideal nap time and duration for most adults, offering the physical and mental boosts while allowing you to wake refreshed.

Coffee Naps: Consuming 100−200 mg of caffeine before a twenty-minute nap allows the caffeine to kick in just as you wake up, boosting alertness and reaction time.44 (Research suggests that bright light exposure and face-washing help, too!) Be sure to time your caffeine use carefully to avoid disrupting later sleep.

But, if you’re struggling with insomnia, experts recommend that you avoid napping. Naps decrease the “Sleep Debt” necessary for falling asleep easily and can cause sleep fragmentation.

Green Beret Tactical Nap Time (GB-TNT)

The lives of military operators often depend on peak performance in suboptimal conditions. According to Maj. Allison Brager from the Sleep Research Center at the Walter Reed Army Institute of Research, a twenty-minute power nap enhances performance in combat situations. If napping works under those conditions, just think what it can do for you in civilian life.45







Recovery Tracker


EXPERIMENT. TRACK. ADJUST. REPEAT.

Recovery is deeply personal—and often nonlinear. This tracker gives you a simple way to experiment with the methods in this section, track how they make you feel, and refine your routine over time. Each line represents a different recovery modality (heat, cold, light, movement, breath, sleep tweaks, etc.). Use it to build a sustainable rhythm.

TRY. TRACK. TWEAK: This is how you build your personal recovery rhythm.


	Pick 2–3 recovery methods.

	Try them consistently for a week.

	Use the tracker to spot patterns.

	Keep what works. Let the rest go.



[image: A circular chart with ten numbered lines on the left and a grid pattern radiating outward from a central logo.]
This tracker will help you figure out what works for your body, your schedule, and your priorities. Pick the recovery methods that feel most manageable or interesting—this is a space to experiment, not a checklist to complete. Each row represents a different recovery modality. Use the columns to log when you try something, how it feels, and any noticeable effects on energy, sleep, soreness, or mood.

How you track is totally up to you—use a number rating, color code, emoji, or just a simple checkmark. Whatever helps you stay consistent and start noticing what’s making a difference. Over time, you’ll see which strategies help—and which ones aren’t worth your time. Tracking will help you adjust your routine based on what’s working.




The 24-Hour Muscle-Building Cycle

The following comprehensive twenty-four-hour approach recognizes that supporting muscle health is not limited to eating and training but instead is a continuous process governed by your circadian system. By aligning your daily habits with your body’s natural rhythms, you can prioritize your muscle health, supporting strength and longevity all day long.


A DAY IN YOUR MUSCLE-CENTRIC LIFE


Morning: Set the Foundation (6−10 a.m.)


	Wake at a consistent time.

	Get immediate sunlight exposure (within 30 minutes, but ideally 5).

	Eat a protein-rich breakfast.





Midday: Maintain the Momentum (10 a.m.−3 p.m.)


	Get natural light exposure as often as you can throughout the day.

	Eat a protein-forward lunch.

	Take movement breaks to maintain mobility and glucose regulation.

	Hydrate to support recovery processes.





Afternoon: Peak Performance Window (3−7 p.m.)


	Complete your resistance training session.

	Consume post-workout nutrition with an emphasis on recovery.

	Use strategic temperature exposure (sauna, cold) as appropriate.

	Begin your transition to the evening recovery phase.

	Eat your last significant protein meal of the day.






Evening: Activate Your Recovery Systems (7−10 p.m.)


	Reduce blue light exposure.

	Switch to amber/red lighting.

	Implement relaxation practices.

	Add pre-sleep nutrition, if appropriate.

	Prepare a positive sleep environment.





Night: Build Muscle (10 p.m.−6 a.m.)


	Complete darkness

	Cool sleeping environment

	Consistent sleep and wake times

	Minimized disruptions to deep sleep phases






A WEEK IN YOUR MUSCLE-CENTRIC LIFE

Armed with all you’ve learned, you can now develop a personalized program that serves up exactly what your body and mind need. Not just for now but for your future self, too. First, remember your reason for living this lifestyle.


REMEMBER…

[image: ]

PROGRESS ISN’T LINEAR, BUT IT’S CUMULATIVE.







[image: Dr. Gabrielle Lyon, in a white suit poses confidently in a doorway, smiling and raising one arm.]




CLOSING The Human Advantage

THROUGHOUT THIS PLAYBOOK, my team and I have shown you what is possible. My hope is that sharing these protocols has set you up to master the parts of your life that you feel need improvement, and where you feel called to maintain a new kind of standard. This is not a diet or training book, but a call to unify us as a team. Every team has a set of disciplines and is steeped in a culture specific to them. This is your team, and our team—one guided by an ethos of strength and service.

The actions we take become a beacon of hope to others, because people don’t change when they are ready, they change when they are inspired. We choose a FOREVER STRONG life because it makes us better; it chooses us, because we are committed to changing the world. We choose to cut against the grain—to change the way we think about medicine and health. Leading by example, guiding others.

“The enemy of good is perfect.” Perfection is nothing more than a distraction. Getting acquainted with the negative self-talk statements that pull you off-mission prepares you to defend against them. Life will push you off your plan. Each time that happens, dust yourself off, re-engage with your goals, priorities, and values, and jump back in the ring.

Over the past six weeks, you have cultivated a new take on multiple domains of health. What does it mean to you to have the opportunity to build the health and life you want? I hope you have found something unexpected—a new version of yourself, refined through intention, good food, hard work, active recovery, and a deep respect for the body that powers you through your days.


Remember, way back when we started this adventure (on page 10), I asked you a series of questions about your goals, intentions, priorities, and strategies? Let’s check back in on how you’re feeling now.

1. How do you feel today, as you close out week six of your new muscle-centric life?

2. What new strategies have you acquired to keep up momentum with your program?

3. What changes have you noticed in your life, health, strength, and mental clarity since you started?

4. How will you implement all you’ve learned over the next six weeks, and the six weeks after that?

5. Has your mission changed or stayed the same? Write your new mission here, or re-commit to the old one.






[image: A poem titled “Forever Strong” by Dr. Gabrielle Lyon, written in a reflective and motivational tone.]





APPENDIX A: SUPPLEMENTS





	SUPPLEMENT

	BENEFITS

	DOSING

	TIMING

	FOOD SOURCES





	Fish Oil (Omega-3 Fatty Acids)1,2,3,4,5

	Reduces inflammation, supports heart health, brain health, and joint function

Improves triglyceride levels and reduces the risk of cardiovascular diseases

Supports cognitive function and mood

	2–4g of combined EPA/DHA per day

	Can be taken at any time of day, typically with meals to enhance absorption

	Fatty fish like salmon, mackerel, sardines, and herring; fish roe




	Creatine6

	Supports muscle growth, energy production, brain health, and healthy aging

Improves strength, high-intensity performance, and muscle mass

Enhances cognitive function, particularly in tasks requiring short bursts of energy

	5–10g/day for general use

	Best taken post-workout for muscle recovery

Can be taken at any time during the day if not post-workout

	Found naturally in red meat and fish, but supplementation is generally recommended for higher doses




	Ketone BHB (Beta-Hydroxybutyrate)

	Supports cognitive function and memory, especially in those with impaired glucose metabolism (e.g., Alzheimer’s disease)

Enhances working memory, executive function, and metabolic flexibility

Used for energy and endurance by athletes

	10–30g/day on an empty stomach

	Best taken before exercise for improved performance and endurance

Can also be used for cognitive support at any time of day

	No natural food sources; produced during ketosis or through supplementation




	Collagen7,8,9,10,11

	Supports skin elasticity, joint health, and connective tissue repair

Helps reduce wrinkles, improve skin hydration, and promote joint mobility

Reduces joint pain and supports muscle recovery

	5–15g/day of hydrolyzed collagen or 40mg of native collagen

	Can be taken at any time of day

	Found in bone broth, chicken skin, fish skin, and connective tissues




	Beetroot Juice (Nitric Oxide)12,13

	Enhances endurance, improves blood flow, and supports muscle recovery

Boosts nitric oxide production, which helps with vascular health and oxygen delivery during exercise

	8.4mmol NO from beetroot juice (~½ cup) taken 2.5 hours before exercise

	Best taken prior to endurance exercise

	Beetroot juice, beetroot powder




	Caffeine (A)

	Enhances alertness, focus, and concentration by stimulating the central nervous system

Improves physical performance by increasing adrenaline and endurance

May boost metabolism and fat oxidation, making it popular in weight-loss supplements

	A typical dose ranges from 50 to 200mg, depending on individual tolerance and desired effect

For performance enhancement, 3–6mg/kg body weight is often used, typically 30–60 minutes before exercise

	Best taken in the morning or prior to workouts to enhance energy and focus

Should be avoided in the late afternoon or evening to prevent interference with sleep

	Found naturally in coffee, tea, cacao, and energy drinks




	Broad-Spectrum Digestive Enzymes14,15

	Help break down food for absorption by the body

Contain enzymes like proteases (for protein), lipases (for fats), and amylases (for carbohydrates)

Support digestion and help with conditions like IBS and lactose intolerance

	Vary depending on medical necessity and dietary intake

Recommended dosage: 400mg broad-spectrum enzymes taken 20-30 minutes before meals

	Taken before each meal for maximum benefit

	Lipases: Break down fats (lipids)

Proteases: Break down proteins into amino acids

Amylases: Break down carbohydrates (starches and sugars)

Cellulase: Breaks down cellulose (plant fiber and sugars)

Lactase: Breaks down lactose (milk sugar)




	Urolithin A (e.g., Timeline® Mitopure)

	Supports mitochondrial health and cellular energy production

Promotes muscle endurance and strength, especially in aging populations

May enhance cognitive function and protect against age-related neurodegeneration

Supports gut health and has anti-inflammatory properties

May contribute to skin and joint health through improved cellular recycling (autophagy and mitophagy)

	Clinical studies typically use 500–1,000 mg of Urolithin A per day

Timeline® Mitopure commonly provides 500 mg per serving

	Can be taken once daily, with or without food

Some prefer to take it in the morning to align with natural energy rhythms, though it does not cause stimulation

	Urolithin A is not found directly in food, but is produced by gut bacteria after consuming ellagitannins, found in:

Pomegranates (primary source)

Berries (especially raspberries and strawberries)

Walnuts

Chestnuts

Note: Not everyone’s gut microbiome efficiently converts ellagitannins to Urolithin A, which is why direct supplementation may be more reliable.











APPENDIX B: LIGHT EXPOSURE TROUBLESHOOTING AND TIPS

OFFICE WORKERS:


	Consider a light therapy lamp for darker workspaces.

	Take 5-min outdoor breaks every 2−3 hours.

	Wear yellow-tinted, ~60% blue blocking glasses under fluorescent or LED lighting.

	Install f.lux or a similar blue-light filter on all devices/screens.

	Eat your lunch outside.



NIGHT SHIFT:


	Get 2−5 minutes of sunlight exposure as soon as possible after waking, regardless of whether it’s cloudy, clear, or you can see the horizon.

	Maintain a consistent sleep/wake schedule, even on days off.

	Use bright light therapy during early work hours.

	Consider red-light therapy during work breaks.

	Avoid morning sunlight when heading home. (Wear blue light−blocking glasses.)

	Create a completely dark sleeping space during the day.

	Use blackout curtains plus an eye mask for daytime sleeping.



TRAVELERS:


	If possible, start adjusting your light exposure 2−3 days before travel.

	For eastward travel:

	Avoid evening light before travel.

	Get morning light at your destination.

	For westward travel:

	Get morning light before travel.

	Seek evening light at your destination.

	Use an eye mask and earplugs during flights, on trains, or for longer car rides.

	Upon arrival, get outdoor light exposure during daylight hours in the new time zone.

	Consider low-dose (0.5−1 mg) melatonin supplementation (consult a healthcare provider first) and ensure your environment is as dark as possible after taking it.




RED-LIGHT THERAPY FOR MUSCLE RECOVERY ENHANCEMENT

Red and infrared light help injury recovery and wound healing. Red-light therapy:


	Increases ATP production in muscle mitochondria

	Reduces oxidative stress in recovering tissue

	Enhances blood flow to damaged areas

	Accelerates clearance of inflammatory by-products

	Stimulates satellite cell activity essential f or muscle growth






PROTOCOL GUIDELINES

For optimal muscle effects:


	Use dedicated devices (660nm and 810−850nm wavelengths).

	Target recently trained muscle groups for 10−20 minutes.

	Implement immediately after training or during the evening recovery window.

	To create a habit, stick to a consistent schedule, ideally before sundown.





PRACTICAL IMPLEMENTATION IN YOUR HOME: CREATING A RED-LIGHT ENVIRONMENT

BUDGET-FRIENDLY STARTER SETUP:


	Begin with 2−3 red-light bulbs for key evening areas.

	Add a small handheld device for targeted muscle recovery.

	Gradually expand as you see benefits and can invest more.



EVENING LIGHTING SETUP:


	Replace bedroom and living room lamps with red-light bulbs.

	Use smart bulbs that can automatically shift to red in evenings.



DEDICATED THERAPY SPACE:


	Create a small area with a comfortable chair facing your red-light panel.

	Use this space for reading, meditation, or relaxation while getting treatment.

	Keep the device ready to use to maintain consistency.



MAXIMIZING BENEFITS:


	Position panels at appropriate distances (usually 8−12 inches).

	Expose skin directly (minimal clothing) for best absorption.

	Be consistent with timing and duration.

	Combine with other recovery methods, like proper hydration.



TIP: When purchasing devices, look for those that clearly specify their wavelengths (660nm for red, 810−850nm for near-infrared) and have credible power output measurements. Avoid devices that make extravagant claims, don’t disclose their technical specifications, or aren’t third-party tested.

Higher-quality commercial devices typically use higher-powered LEDs and better heat dissipation systems, which allow for shorter, more effective treatment sessions. However, a consistent routine with more modest equipment will still provide benefits compared to no red-light exposure at all.

Remember: You don’t need a fancy red light to benefit from red and infrared light. The sun is one of the richest sources, with over 50 percent of midday sunlight composed of red and infrared wavelengths. Whenever the sun is shining you can access these benefits by simply getting outside with exposed skin. Save your device for evenings or dark winter days when natural light is less available.




RED LIGHT DEVICE OPTIONS FOR HOME USE

RED-LIGHT PANELS/ARRAYS:

Description: Wall-mounted or free-standing panels containing multiple LED bulbs

Best for: Full-body treatment or treating larger muscle groups

Features to look for:


	Power output (higher is generally better)

	Combined 660nm (red) and 810−850nm (near-infrared) wavelengths

	Good heat dissipation systems



Usage: Position 8−12 inches from your body for 10−20 minutes

Price range: $300−$3,000+ depending on size and quality

HANDHELD RED-LIGHT DEVICES:

Description: Portable wand-like devices with LED lights

Best for: Targeting specific muscle groups, joints, or smaller areas

Features to look for:


	Rechargeable battery

	Multiple wavelength options

	Treatment timer



Usage: Hold directly on or 1−2 inches from target area for 3−10 minutes

Price range: $100−$500

RED-LIGHT FACE MASKS:

Description: Flexible or rigid mask-shaped devices that contour to your face

Best for: Facial rejuvenation, not primarily for muscle recovery

Features to look for:


	Comfortable fit

	Eye protection

	Multiple wavelengths



Usage: Wear for 10−20 minutes, 3−5 times per week

Price range: $80−$500

RED-LIGHT BULBS:

Description: Standard light bulbs that fit in regular fixtures but emit primarily red wavelengths

Best for: Creating an evening-friendly light environment, ambient red-light exposure

Features to look for:


	Proper red wavelength (avoid colored bulbs that just look red)

	Energy efficiency

	Brightness level options



Usage: Replace regular bulbs in lamps or ceiling fixtures for evening use

Price range: $15−$50 per bulb

RED-LIGHT STRIPS:

Description: Flexible LED strips you can install around your home

Best for: Creating zones of red light in your home for evening use

Features to look for:


	Dimmable capability

	Proper red wavelength (not just colored lights)

	Easy installation



Usage: Install under cabinets, around door frames, or along baseboards

Price range: $20−$100 per strip

INFRARED SAUNAS:

Description: Enclosed sauna that uses infrared light instead of traditional heat

Best for: Full-body treatment with added heat benefits

Features to look for:


	Full-spectrum infrared (near, mid, and far)

	Low EMF output

	Quality construction



Usage: 20- to 30-minute sessions, 2−4 times per week

Price range: $1,000−$8,000
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	nitric oxide supplement, 278

	No-Churn Cherry-Almond-Swirl Nice Cream, 147
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	amino acids in, 72
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	combined with beans, 75

	Curried Summer Squash Soup with a Tangy Yogurt Swirl and Pepitas, 115

	Date Tahini Oat Bites, 143

	Grilled Chopped Vegetable and Halloumi Salad, 116

	Grilled Rosemary Steak with Warm Cauliflower and Collard Greens Salad, 124
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	1:1 Ratio Rule, 70, 75, 83

	The One-Minute Workout (Gibala), 225




P


	pain and injury-risk management, 177
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	Pain Cave, 41

	pain scale, 239
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	Patrick, Danica, 19, 235

	PB & J Smoothie Bowl, 92

	peanut butter powder
	Asian-Style Tofu and Vegetable Wraps with Ginger-Lime Peanut Sauce, 131

	Date Tahini Oat Bites, 143

	Frozen Peanut Butter-Yogurt Bark with Pomegranate and Chocolate, 144

	Low-Carb Peanut Noodles with Ginger-Turmeric Tofu, 114

	PB & J Smoothie Bowl, 92



	pears, in Smoky Maple Turkey Bacon with Cheddar and Pear, 140
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	Asian-Style Tofu and Vegetable Wraps with Ginger-Lime Peanut Sauce, 131
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	Power Tuna Bowl, 111



	personal stories
	on dietary changes, 53
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	on resistance training, 159



	physical activity, minimum requirements for, 2. See also cardiovascular exercise; exercise(s); resistance training (RT); workouts
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	physical training. See also resistance training (RT); workouts
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	pain and injury-risk management during, 244
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	protein in, 72
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	intake compared to recommendations for, 77
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	meal prep and, 85
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	nutrients found in animal, 73

	plant-based diet and, 72, 74, 75
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	REE. See resting energy expenditure (REE)
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	resistance training (RT). See also workouts
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	personal story on, 159
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	resting energy expenditure (REE)
	about, 61
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	Grilled Rosemary Steak with Warm Cauliflower and Collard Greens Salad, 124
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	Mediterranean Chicken Salad Bowl with Lemon-Tahini Vinaigrette, 109



	Salad-y Salmon Breakfast Bowl, 104

	salmon, 72, 81, 86, 88

	Salad-y Salmon Breakfast Bowl, 104

	Smoked Wild Salmon Smørrebrød (Danish Open-Faced Sandwich), 110



	“Salted Caramel” Protein Ice Cream, 145

	Salt & Vinegar Edamame and Popped Sorghum, 136

	satiety, dietary protein and, 60

	saturated fats, 80, 81

	saunas, 245, 247–250

	Savory Oatmeal with Fried Eggs, Shiitakes, Greens, and Chili Crisp, 94

	Scapular Push-Up, 180, 187

	Seated Calf Raises, 227

	seated exercises, 227

	sedentary behavior, 15, 37, 56, 76, 153, 228

	self-criticism, 22

	self-talk, 20–22

	setbacks, as opportunities, 23

	Shallow, Jordan, 155, 156, 238
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	Shoulder Presses, 180, 188, 198, 209, 223

	shrimp, 72, 86

	Brothy Shrimp and Beans with Lemon, Olives, and Herbs, 119



	Side Plank, 179, 185, 197, 204, 220

	silence, 38, 41, 42

	Single-Arm Glute Bridge Press, 199, 215

	Single-Leg Glute Bridge, 181, 190, 197, 198, 199, 200, 206, 212

	Single-Leg RDL, 180, 187, 198, 208, 221, 242

	skeletal muscle. See also Muscle-Centric Portion Protocol and lifestyle; muscle protein synthesis (MPS)
	adaptation of, 152, 153

	caloric intake and building, 65

	circadian clocks, 254

	fat loss and, 154

	functions of, 5–6, 155

	how light shapes function of, 256

	importance of building, 152–153

	leveraging the light spectrum for health of, 255

	physiological processes during sleep, 258

	protein intake and strength of, 59

	science of growth of, 158

	temperature’s affect on, 246–247

	tendons and, 237

	24-hour approach to support health of, 266–267



	Skillet Chicken Sausage with Beans and Wilted Greens, 112

	sleep, 234, 258–264

	sleep banking, 263

	smart carbs, 68, 69, 70, 76, 78–79

	Smoked Turkey & Spinach Buckwheat Crepes, 98

	Smoked Wild Salmon Smørrebrød (Danish Open-Faced Sandwich), 110

	Smoky Cheddar Protein Popcorn, 135

	Smoky Maple Turkey Bacon with Cheddar and Pear, 140

	Smoothie Bowl, PB & J, 92

	smoothie recipes, 132–133

	snacks and desserts
	fat intake and, 81–82

	protein-forward, 88

	protein timing for, 85

	recipes, 135–149



	snow peas, in Low-Carb Peanut Noodles with Ginger-Turmeric Tofu, 114

	soreness, 178, 224

	sorghum, in Salt & Vinegar Edamame and Popped Sorghum, 136

	soy, 63, 69, 72, 75, 77

	soybeans
	Bean and Mushroom Smash Burgers with Special Sauce, 129

	Tofu Ranchero Scramble, 105–106



	spaghetti, in Low-Carb Peanut Noodles with Ginger-Turmeric Tofu, 114

	Spaghetti Squash Egg-in-a-Hole, 100

	Spaghetti Squash with Italian-Style Chicken Patties, 127

	Spiced Apple Breakfast Bread Pudding, 103

	Spiced Chicken Patties and Hummus, 126

	Spice-Rubbed Pork Tenderloin with Cilantro-Lime Slaw, 125

	Spicy Kimchi Deviled Eggs, 141

	spinach
	Bison Steak with Miso Butter, Creamed Spinach, and Curly Fries, 128

	Brothy Shrimp and Beans with Lemon, Olives, and Herbs, 119

	Curried Summer Squash Soup with a Tangy Yogurt Swirl and Pepitas, 115

	Garden Cooler, 133

	Low-Carb Bison Steak Taco Salad, 117–118

	Salad-y Salmon Breakfast Bowl, 104

	Smoked Turkey & Spinach Buckwheat Crepes, 98

	Spaghetti Squash with Italian-Style Chicken Patties, 127

	White Bean and Spinach Shakshuka, 95



	spinal care, 224

	Split Squats, 180, 188

	Split-Stance Chops, 217

	Split-Stance Woodchopper/Chop, 199

	Sprint Interval Training (SIT), 168–169

	squash, in Spaghetti Squash with Italian-Style Chicken Patties, 127

	squat jump, 165, 165

	squats, 161, 227. See also bodyweight jump squats; Goblet Squat

	Squat to Reach, 180, 186

	Stagnation Zone (low capacity + low challenge), 30, 33

	Standing Calf Raises with Adduction, 242

	Standing Dumbbell Shoulder Press, 180, 188

	starchy/sugary carbs, 78

	eating last on your plate, 70

	in Muscle-Centric Portion Control Protocol, 67, 68, 69

	one-to-one protein to, 70



	steak, 70, 72, 86

	Bison Steak with Miso Butter, Creamed Spinach, and Curly Fries, 128

	Grilled Rosemary Steak with Warm Cauliflower and Collard Greens Salad, 124

	Low-Carb Bison Steak Taco Salad, 117–118

	Wild Mushroom and Bison Bibimbap, 122



	stimulus-to-fatigue ratio (SFR), 157

	Strawberry-Basil Smoothie, 132

	stress, 7

	as an invitation to grow, 26

	capacity-building, 28, 35

	embracing the positives of, 27



	Strongman/Strongwoman competition, 42

	sunlight, 255, 266, 280

	supplements, 278–279

	Smelatonin, 280

	omega-3 and omega-6, 81

	Swiss chard, in Tofu Ranchero Scramble, 105–106
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	Talk Test, the, 226

	technical failure, 176

	Tempeh Curry, 130

	temperature conditioning/protocols, 234, 245–252

	cold exposure (CE), 250–252

	health benefits, 246

	heat exposure (HE), 247–250



	tendons, 237–238

	thermogenesis, 60

	thinking and thoughts
	cognitive defusion and, 27

	discernment and, 13–16, 18

	emotional agility and, 23–24

	growth mindset and, 21–22

	mental flexibility and, 19–20

	neutral mind and, 25

	questions to ask yourself about your, 17

	self-talk and, 21–22

	three A’s related to, 17

	on your ability to improve your fitness level, 23



	tofu
	Asian-Style Tofu and Vegetable Wraps with Ginger-Lime Peanut Sauce, 131

	Chocolate Mousse with Salted Pepitas and Olive Oil, 146

	Curried Summer Squash Soup with a Tangy Yogurt Swirl and Pepitas, 115

	Low-Carb Peanut Noodles with Ginger-Turmeric Tofu, 114

	protein in, 73

	Tofu Ranchero Scramble, 105–106



	tomatoes
	Baked Chicken and Roasted Tomatoes with Lemony Bulgur and Cauliflower Rice, 121

	Bean and Mushroom Smash Burgers with Special Sauce, 129

	Fresh Mozzarella and Turkey Antipasto Salad, 139

	Mediterranean Chicken Salad Bowl with Lemon-Tahini Vinaigrette, 109

	Skillet Chicken Sausage with Beans and Wilted Greens, 112

	Smoked Wild Salmon Smørrebrød (Danish Open-Faced Sandwich), 110

	Spaghetti Squash Egg-in-a-Hole, 100

	Spaghetti Squash with Italian-Style Chicken Patties, 127

	Tofu Ranchero Scramble, 105–106



	Tough Challenge, 42

	Tracker, Recovery, 234, 265–266

	tracking app, 48

	travellers, light exposure for, 280

	Tuna Bowl, Power, 111

	tuna pouch, 88

	turkey, 72

	Fresh Mozzarella and Turkey Antipasto Salad, 139

	Moroccan Spiced Turkey Burgers, 113

	Smoked Turkey & Spinach Buckwheat Crepes, 98



	turkey bacon
	Smoky Maple Turkey Bacon with Cheddar and Pear, 140

	Turkey Bacon, Egg, and Cheese Sandwiches, 101



	Type II muscle fibers, 152
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	ultra-processed foods (UPFs), 39, 80, 87

	“Uncomfortable Terrain” hike series, 42

	unsaturated fats, 80–81

	urolithin, 279

	USDA Healthy eating Index, 75




V


	vegan diet/recipes, 74, 105–106, 114–116, 132, 133–134, 136, 145–147

	vegetables, 66, 67, 69, 70. See also specific vegetables
	dietary intake, 77

	meal prep guide for, 86



	vegetarian recipes, 92–93, 95–97, 99–100, 102–103, 114–116, 129–131, 133, 135, 137–139, 141, 143, 148–149

	video library, 173

	VILPA (Vigorous Intermittent Lifestyle Physical Activity), 177, 225

	visualization practice, for a growth mindset, 22

	vitamin B-12, 73

	Vitamin D, 73, 255
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	Waffles, High-Protein, 97

	Wall Sits, 163, 227, 240

	warm-ups, 177, 197, 198

	weeks 1 & 2, 179, 180, 181, 182–184, 186–187, 190–191

	weeks 3 through 6, 197, 198, 199, 200–201, 206–207, 212–213



	weight(s). See also working sets
	choosing, 174

	“just right,” 176

	myths on lifting, 158

	when to increase, 176



	weighted blankets, 260

	weighted vest, 159, 225

	weight loss
	portion-control approach to, 66

	resting energy expenditure (REE) and, 61, 62



	wheat, leucine/protein content in, 63

	whey protein and protein powder, 63, 72

	Apple-Blackberry-Thyme Crisp, 148

	Asian-Style Tofu and Vegetable Wraps with Ginger-Lime Peanut Sauce, 131

	Bean and Mushroom Smash Burgers with Special Sauce, 129

	Blackberry-Vanilla Smoothie, 132

	Blistered Shishitos with Cumin-Lime Crema, 137

	Chilled Cucumbers with Green Goddess Dip, 138

	Coffee Cardamom Smoothie, 133

	Curried Summer Squash Soup with a Tangy Yogurt Swirl and Pepitas, 115

	Date Tahini Oat Bites, 143

	Frozen Peanut Butter-Yogurt Bark with Pomegranate and Chocolate, 144

	Grilled Chopped Vegetable and Halloumi Salad, 116

	Honey Whipped Cottage Cheese, Granola, and Cherry-Berry Bowl, 96

	Lemony Nut-and-Seeds Yogurt with Berries, 93

	leucine/protein content in, 63

	PB & J Smoothie Bowl, 92

	Protein Pancakes with Wild Blueberry Compote, 99

	Raspberry Almond Overnight Oats, 93

	“Salted Caramel” Protein Ice Cream, 145

	Savory Oatmeal with Fried Eggs, Shiitakes, Greens, and Chili Crisp, 94

	Smoky Cheddar Protein Popcorn, 135

	Spaghetti Squash with Italian-Style Chicken Patties, 127

	Spicy Kimchi Deviled Eggs, 141

	Tempeh Curry, 130



	White Bean and Spinach Shakshuka, 95

	whole grains
	combined with beans, 75

	dietary intake of, 77



	why, finding your, 9–12

	wild Atlantic salmon, 72

	wild-caught fish, 81

	Wild Mushroom and Bison Bibimbap, 122

	Wild Mushroom and Broccoli Frittata, 102

	working set exercises
	weeks 1 and 2, 184–185, 188–189, 192–193

	weeks 3 through 6, 197, 198, 199, 202–205, 208–211, 214–217



	workouts. See also cardiovascular exercise; resistance training (RT)
	adapting to your changing body, 224

	avoiding common mistakes in, 177

	benefits of short and intense, 160

	failure in, 176

	frequency, 177

	HIIT (High-Intensity Interval Training), 160–167

	kettlebell, 221–223

	ladder-style, 221

	macro-level preparedness for, 170

	personal action plan guidelines for, 169–170

	readiness checklist for, 170–171

	scheduling, 169, 173

	sleep and, 263

	soreness from, 178

	Sprint Interval Training (SIT), 168

	when you are short on time, 221–223

	without equipment, 219–221



	World’s Greatest Stretch, 181, 190

	Wrist Mobility, 181, 191
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	zucchini
	Chicken and Summer Squash Patties with Whipped Feta, 108

	Curried Summer Squash Soup with a Tangy Yogurt Swirl and Pepitas, 115
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Triceps Muscle (contracted)

Tendon close-up

FORCE
TRANSMISSION
Transmit force from
muscle to bone.

POWER
DELIVERY
Enable large
muscle power to be
delivered through
small attachments.

EFFICIENCY

Reduce metabolic
cost of movement.

STRESS
DISTRIBUTION
Distribute stress
efficiently across

tissues.

MECHANICAL
ADVANTAGE

Designed for
mechanical advantage.
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AN~

“I'm jUSt not athletic.” ASK YOURSELF

THESE QUESTIONS:

= s this thought accurate (true)
or just familiar?

“I hate the gym.”

“I'U just gain it back again anyway.”

“I'm too old.” = Is this thought useful?

“It's my genetics.” = Am | seeing clearly, through
a framing lens that aligns with

" . n
| could never give up __. who | am/want to become?

(insert food/drink item here)
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THAT'S GREAT NEWS! THAT'S BAD NEWS!

Established habits reduce Habits that no longer serve you
decision fatigue! can be difficult to shake.
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*)

Evening Darkness

Triggers the release of growth

\:I
Morning Light

Activates metabolic pathways

Midday Sun

Maximizes vitamin D production,

essential for muscle function which is crucial for muscle hormone and other essential

and energy regulation development and performance. repair signals, optimizing recovery

and adaptation.
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SEEDS
LENTILS 75 oz
4.5 eggs 2 cups, 1,275 calories
@ 120z 332 calories cooked
(cooked) 258 calories 448 calories

(cooked) 5.0 oz
3.750z 215 calories

187 calories
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FIXED MINDSET

“Failure is the limit
of my abilities.”

“I'm either good at it or I'm not.”

“My potential
is predetermined.”

“Feedback and criticism
are personal.”

“| feel threatened
by others’ successes.”
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FOREVER STRONG
by Dr. Gabrielle Lyon

No fate has forged this strength I claim—
I rose through action, not through name.
With iron will and quiet fire,

I shaped a legacy that won’t expire.

No moment missed, no purpose lost —
Each rep, each breath, a vow within.

I did not chase a trend or glow—

I built the strength I've come to know.

Six weeks behind, yet more ahead,
The path now paved by how I led.
Not driven by applause or throng—
But by a truth that made me strong.
So let the winds of chaos rise—

I stand unshaken, clear, and wise.

I stand in truth, where I belong—
Unshaken.

Clear.

FOREVER STRONG.
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Select a resistance level that
evokes a gentle 1 to 3 out
of 10 discomfort level.

Hold the contraction
for 45 seconds.

Repeat for five sets of
45-second holds with two
minutes of rest between sets.
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PROTEIN
DECISIONS

Age
Physical Activity
Metabolic Health

Personal Choice

Protein Intake

Sedentary
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DISCIPLINE
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& ACTION

DISCERNMENT
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First Meal
30-45¢

Second Meal
15-35¢

Third Meal
45-55¢

25 to 65g/meal

110-140g/day
~7-1.0g/lb





e9781668085646/images/f0088-08.jpg





e9781668085646/images/f0088-09.jpg





e9781668085646/images/f0207-02.jpg





e9781668085646/images/f0207-01.jpg





e9781668085646/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


e9781668085646/images/f0230-01.jpg





e9781668085646/images/f0213-01.jpg





e9781668085646/images/f0213-02.jpg





e9781668085646/images/f0187-01.jpg





e9781668085646/images/f0187-02.jpg





e9781668085646/images/f0202-02.jpg





e9781668085646/images/f0202-01.jpg





