Hi Art!

This topic is pretty interesting and obviously there are complex interactions at work. I’ll give you a few examples from our training practice and what I’ve observed thus far. I’ve attached some before and after photos which I’ll explain their context.

My future sister and brother in laws, Shawn and Chrissy, own and operate a very busy auto detail shop here in Chico, CA. Shawn has done detail work for companies like Jaguar prior to Motor Trend photo shoots. He is very good at what he does and is consequently booked about a month in advance. The work that Shawn and Chrissy perform is quite active and varied. They pressure wash cars, boats and trucks, moving all around the interior and exterior. Occasionally they push cars and trucks for 20-40’ because the engine was pressure washed and cannot be started for a time. It is hard, physical work that does contain some spikes in intensity with longer periods of relatively easier work that is often punctuated with answering phone calls and talking at length to clients who are picking up and dropping off cars. Shawn and Chrissy have the gift-of-gab. My main point is that they perform significant amounts of work throughout the day and it is of a mixed intensity. Pretty good stuff from an EF view. 

From an energy expenditure perspective they are doing great, but the food they used to eat was abysmal. Oatmeal, or a scone for breakfast washed down with juice and a gargantuan coffee drink loaded with sugar. Lunch was a sandwich, chips and soda leaving dinner to pasta with Chrissy’s inevitable “TREAT” of popcorn and or ice cream. The before photos are the result of about 2 years of this eating and activity pattern and those were taken a month after Shawn and Chrissy started training with us 2 days per week. I think Shawn is 168lbs in that photo and had leaned out a tiny bit but they were up to that point completely non-compliant with any nutritional changes. 

The training looked like this:

A brief worm-up that included joint mobility drills, medicine ball throws and other full body movements to get the core temp up. We alternated between two strength circuits. The first was:

1-Deadlift, DB standing press, weighted pull up (if possible)

2-Back squat, dips, rope climb.

Folks perform 3 sets of 5 reps of all the movements save rope climb of which they perform 3-5 climbs. Once an individual can perform 3 sets of 5 reps with a given weight the next workout bumps the weight up. This is simple linear progression that one can read about from Mark Rippetoes excellent books Starting Strength and Practical Programming. This strength circuit lasts perhaps 15 minutes and is followed by a metabolic workout something along this line: 

In a team of 4 people, person 1 sprints 100m, performs 15 reps of 20” box jumps, then tags his or her partner who does the same. 4 stations are set up in this manner and the teams work their way through run-box jump, run-rope climb, run-thruster and run-KB swing. This allows for 2-3 minutes of rest between each effort but then when one is moving it is an all out effort. We have enormous variety in the metabolic workouts but they rarely last longer than 15 minutes. Most are in the 7-12 minute range. They are tough, challenging and intense.

I think this is an interesting point of digression. This program may look at bit static for Prof. Devany’s likes but this is designed to get folks with little or no strength base ramped up to something like a 2x body weight back squat and 2.5x BW DL. I’ve found that the relatively frequent exposure to these movements drives progress forward very effectively. Someone like Art who has years of training experience and an advanced level of strength does not need this frequency of exposure, my beginners do. 

So that is the type of training Shawn and Chrissy used 2 days per week for about a month to achieve the relative lack of results in the before photo. The after photos are three months later and show the results of 5-6 days/week of paleo/EF eating added to the 2 days per week of training. No calorie level was set, Shawn and Chrissy ate what they wanted from meats, fish, chicken seasonal fruits and veggies. They feared they might be constantly hungry because the weight loss attempts they had made in the past always involved low fat and caloric restriction. They were never hungry and experienced far batter energy throughout the day. 

 In the after photos Shawn is down to 132 lbs and performance wise is a completely different person. He has between 45 and 50 kipped pull-ups, about 150lb standing press and his metabolic conditioning is pretty impressive now. Chrissy has 15 kipped pull ups, dips, hand stand push ups and just looks and feels loads better.

So Shawn and Chrissy went from an active lifestyle doing auto detailing, added 2 days per week of training and received almost no body comp shift due to bad diet. A simple shift towards food quality resulted in a significant loss in body fat (almost 40lbs in Shawn’s case) and improvement in health and well-being. 

For a little background, most of our clients are NOT athlete’s per-se. Most are over 35, professionals or stay at home moms. Bodycomp, looking good and feeling good are the reasons people come to us. We do train a few high level athletes including MMA fighters, volleyball players, ruggers and folks in police, military and fire positions. Whether the person is an endurance athlete, fighter or stay at home mom I just have not seen good body composition shifts without food alterations. We had two cyclists who were woefully over trained. One guy rode up to 200 miles per week and had about 22% body fat and terrible on bike performance. His friend was new to cycling and actually complied with our recommendations to decrease training volume and shift to paleo foods. Our compliant cyclist ended up at about 6% body fat and pretty impressive performance both on and off the bike. The other guy made little or no progress of any kind and is now doing a program of  “sport specific knee extensions and hamstring curls.” If hell exists it will be me coaching cyclists for eternity. Yeesh.

Hopefully this places things in some context. We are not big advocates of insulin spiking of any kind. I understand that some athletes may benefit from this at extreme levels of work output but I have yet to train anyone who does not find their recovery IMPROVES with the removal of the maltodextrin post workout drinks and the like. Granted I am not typically working with endurance athletes who push the envelope but it’s really not an area of interest for me. Said another way I suspect there are situations in which peak performance will benefit from dense carb sources but I think people use those tools far to liberally. For a more strength or power oriented athlete I can see no benefit from the gainer drinks over a paleo eating strategy. As Art has noted people tend to just get fat. 

So this circles things back around to where we started. What role does exercise play in fat loss? From my experience bad nutrition will block virtually all the effects of exercise. IF the nutrition is squared away I think we see a pretty potent effect, especially if the training is smart. I get paid to train people but it’s amazing and frankly frustrating how little progress I can get with folks unless the food is dialed in. 

Robb Wolf

