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Ph.D. from the University of Colorado in the US 
to investigate long-term successful weight loss 
maintenance. With  the universal belief being 
that long-term weight loss is difficult, the study 
sought to identify and investigate the character-
istics of individuals who have succeeded at it.

The ongoing project has been tracking more 
than 10,000 individuals using detailed ques-
tionnaires and annual follow up surveys. Over 
the years, it has thrown up illuminating find-
ings. As the much-publicized results of the 
study reveal, habits of successful weight loss 
maintainers include: eating breakfast regularly, 
engaging in high levels of physical activity for at 
least an hour daily, eating a low-calorie, low-fat 
diet, maintaining a consistent eating pattern 
across weekdays and weekends, and self-moni-
toring weight. 

Anirrban Mukherjii, a general manager with 

Reliance Retail in Bengaluru, isn’t a participant 
in the NWCR study, but these uncannily were 
some of the steps he followed, in order to drop 
from 120kg to 77 kg in the past year. 

Echoing Natesan’s advice of getting a person-
alized plan, Mukherjii, once he decided to step 
on the weight loss wagon, signed up with a local 
gym in his neighbourhood and got himself a 
trainer to plan his exercise regime. Next, he 
worked with a nutritionist to work out a diet 
plan. And then, beginning in September 2022, 
he diligently began self-monitoring his 
weight—recording the numbers on his phone 
every day. 

Today, having achieved his ideal weight 
range, Mukherjii can go easy but he doesn’t 
want to. Instead, he continues with his daily 
routine of hitting the gym in the morning before 
heading to work, and ends the day by clocking 
in 18,000 steps. He exercises while travelling for 
work and on holiday, as well. 

The motivation to keep showing up, Muk-
herjii says, comes from internal validation. “As 
a high performer at work, there was a time 
when I used to place a lot of importance on 
external validation. When I didn’t get that at 
my workplace, it acted as a trigger for me to pile 
on the pounds. Today, I understand that my 
work may not always get me appreciation but 
by starting my day with a workout, I know I 
have showed up for myself. And that is 
enough,” he explains. 

Mukherjii says that self-awareness, kindness 
and patience towards oneself are of critical 
important while one is on a weight loss man-
agement journey. 

“You have got to know the triggers that can 
cause you to spiral so that when such a situa-
tion arises you know what not to do,” he says 
before candidly sharing, “I continue to feel fat 
in the head and on some days, I have to con-
sciously remember that my shirt size has 
dropped from 4XL to L. It is going to take time 
for my mind to accept my current size but look-
ing at my journey this far, I know I will get 
there, slowly but surely.”

The continuous pursuit 
of keeping the kilos off

Jayanthi Madhukar
feedback@livemint.com

I n O Henry’s short story, The Last Leaf, 
a young artist in Greenwich who is seri-
ously ill with pneumonia, is convinced 

that she will die when the last leaf from 
the ivy vine outside her bedroom window 
is shed. Surprisingly, it doesn’t fall. The 
leaf, which she doesn’t realise is painted, 
heals her. Considering the number of 
people who took up gardening during the 
pandemic, it wouldn’t be a stretch to say 
that many of us have been healed by the 
activity. Is it any surprise then, that 
there’s a growing tribe of plant parents 
who find inspiration and calm amidst 
their potted plants? 

Z*, who has been grieving the loss of her 
husband, initially spent time in her terrace 
garden because it was her spouse’s pride. 
“I simply couldn’t let it go,” she says. 
Today, she feels it is her solace. “It is con-

tinually teaching me about letting go and 
focusing on the present. The time spent in 
gardening can be exhausting yet energi-
zing. It is my catharsis,” she says.

Most of us think of gardening as a hobby 
but in truth, it is a relationship. Preparing 
the soil, sowing the seeds, watering them, 
and then watching the seedlings grow into 
plants is a commitment. 

“I have learned to enjoy the journey, 
even when I don’t see results immedi-
ately,” Vandana Bellur says. She introdu-
ces herself as an amateur hibiscus breeder 
and runs an Instagram account, Varuna 
Garden, where she shares details of her 
gardening successes and failures. “I have 
learned that hard work pays off and that it 
is important to persevere even when 
things are difficult. Certain things are 
beyond my control and there is nothing I 
can do but  deal with it slowly,”  says Bellur.

Like any healthy relationship, garden-
ing gives back all the love and nurturing 
you shower on it. Author Dr Sue Stuart-
Smith wrote in her 2020 book, The Well-
Gardened Mind: The Restorative Power of 
Nature, “A garden gives you a protected 
physical space which helps increase your 
sense of mental space and it gives you 
quiet, so you can hear your own thoughts. 
The more you immerse yourself in work-
ing with your hands, the freer you are 

internally to sort feelings out and work 
them through. 

Centring your attention
These sentiments ring true with avid gar-
dener Dr Mythri Shankar, a Bengaluru-
based nuclear medicine specialist and 

author of Ease: How to Lose Weight, Heal, 
Prevent and Reverse Diabetes. “I did a lot of 
research on the healing effects of garden-
ing for the book and found it to be an 
attention-centring technique as well as a 
stress management strategy,” she says.

She talks of the positive anticipation 

that her garden of ornamental plants, vege-
tables and fruits elicits in her. Every morn-
ing, she takes a 10-minute walk around 
her garden, which she likens to her ward 
rounds at the hospital. “There is always a 
pleasant surprise waiting for me in the 
form of a flower, fruit, vegetable or herbs. 
Sometimes, it can be a frog and one time, 
it was an abandoned kitten.” She laughs at 
the recollection. 

Just as much as gardening is empower-
ing, it brings in a sense of surrender. Bellur 
notes, “I think all gardeners can relate to 
this especially when you’re dealing with a 
pest problem.” 

Above all, gardening teaches life lessons 
on acceptance. “Every time a plant dies, I 
have learnt to make peace with it and 
come to terms with my loss slowly,” Z says. 
In addition to the physical act of nurturing 
the plants, Bellur says gardening has nur-
tured her soul. “It has helped me grow 
spiritually. Spending time in my garden 
and watching the plants grow has given 
me a great sense of contentment in life.” 

There are other benefits of gardening. 
David Rojas, a researcher at the Barcelona 
Institute for Global Health and Colorado 
State University and the lead author of a 
study published in The Lancet Planet 
Health, found that for every 10% increase 
in vegetation within 1,600 feet of your 

home, your probability of death drops by 
4%.  The healing effects of gardening have 
been proven in patients with PTSD and in 
patients recovering from operations. 

Gardening teaches you a lot about self-
care. “Just as you nourish the soil, you 
should nourish your body,” Dr Shankar 
says further noting, “Just as the plants 
drop their leaves, you should learn to let 
go what isn’t in your control. Just as a 
plant grows stronger after pruning, you 
should be able to spring back to life after 
any adversity.”

Gardening has an intrinsic future-ori-
entation as well. When Bellur creates a 
new hibiscus variety, she begins with 
cross pollinating two hibiscus flowers and 
then harvests and sows the seeds. It takes 
time and any of the steps could fail. Till the 
new plant flowers, she has no idea what to 
expect: Will it have multiple whorls? What 
will its colour be? Will the flowers have 
anthers and stigma? “This sense of antici-
pation helps me to stay motivated and 
focussed. It also instills a greater aspira-
tion to do our bit for the future generation. 
The rate at which the present generation 
is using up resources, this is the least we 
can do,” Bellur concludes.

For more stories on wellness and fitness, 
visit lifestyle,livemint.com/health

Nurture yourself with the restorative powers of gardening 

Shedding the kilos is the 
first step. Maintaining 
one’s weight over the 
long-term is an ongoing 
journey that requires 
discipline and awareness 

Gardening isn’t just a 
hobby. As plant parents 
will tell you, it is a 
committed relationship 
that will nourish you 

Do you need 
supplements 
for better gains?
Experts share advice on how different 
supplements work on our bodies

Shrenik Avlani
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I nvestment in the fitness industry is growing at an impressive 
rate in India. As can be expected from a rapidly expanding mar-
ket, there’s plenty of confusion and lack of specific information 

when it comes to fitness products in India, none more so than in 
case of supplements. Much of this information comes from social 
media influencers, gym trainers and friends, who often times are 
not experts in the field. To cut through the clutter, we speak to 
qualified nutritionists and dieticians to put all misinformation 
and half-truths to rest. How exactly do supplements like whey 
protein and BCAA (branched chain amino acids) work, how can 
they help you, and how do you consume them for the maximum 
benefit? Read on for the answers: 

Whey Protein
It is one of the most popular products out there and often the first 
supplements that anyone tries. Whey is a type of protein that is 
obtained from milk during the process of curdling it, says Niyati 
Naik, clinical dietician at the Kokilaben Dhirubhai Ambani Hos-
pital Mumbai. Whey is absorbed faster by our bodies as compared 
to other proteins like casein, thus making it the optimal choice 
for meeting the protein requirement of the body, explains Naik. 

She suggests splitting your whey pro-
tein intake into two doses, one before 
a workout and one after. This helps in 
ensuring better performance during 
the workout, and improves muscle 
synthesis after the workout. 

 Protein isolates
They are fractions of protein that 
undergo more processing to produce 

the purest form of protein. This process also gets rid of other 
components like gluten, lactose and fat that are otherwise 
present in the concentrate form, says Naik. They are more expen-
sive than whey protein. Since it has a higher amount of protein, 
less carbohydrates and negligible fats, it is a very good source to 
build up muscle mass, explains Naik. It works in the same way as 
whey protein does and improves muscle mass, immunity, hair, 
skin and nails. Just like whey protein, you could have one helping 
pre-workout and one post-workout for maximum gain. 

BCAA (branched chain amino acids)
Amino acids are the building blocks of proteins, and BCAAs are 
a specific group of three essential amino acids—leucine, isoleu-
cine, and valine—which the human body does not make, says 
Neha Ranglani, a Mumbai-based integrative nutritionist and 
health coach. BCAAs play an important role in recovery, muscle 
building and in reducing soreness. “Since BCAAs reduce fatigue 
by inhibiting the production of serotonin in the brain, they help 
in improving performance. Consuming BCAAs after intense 
exercise might help reduce muscle damage and accelerate recov-
ery during periods of calorie restriction or fasting, BCAAs help 
preserve muscle mass and prevent muscle breakdown. More-
over, BCAAs can help reduce mental and physical fatigue during 
prolonged exercise,” she notes. 

Supplements 
can help 
improve muscle 
mass, immunity 
and reduce 
fatigue 
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I t’s an unlikely analogy but weight loss 
success stories are just like happy love 
stories in the way they are portrayed in 
the media today. Just as a love story 
ends with the couple tying the knot and 

living ‘happily ever after’, the weight loss story 
ends with everyone applauding the individual’s 
hard work in shedding those excess kilos. While 
the fact of the matter is that much like a mar-
riage heralds a new chapter of life that requires 
commitment and (oodles of) patience to make 
it work, maintaining weight loss is a long-term 
journey that requires you to work on yourself 
every day. Take your eyes of the ball, fall off the 
wagon, and you can end up right where you 
started: with the kilos piled back on. A general 
estimate touted around is that only 20% of peo-
ple who have lost weight manage to keep it off 
for more than a year. 

In May 2016, research journal Obesity car-
ried the results of a study done by researchers 
from the National Institute of Diabetes and 
Digestive and Kidney Diseases (NIDDKD) in 
Maryland, US, on the winners of the 8th season 
of The Biggest Loser, a popular American reality 
show that centred on obese participants who 
had to lose the maximum number of kilos to 
win prize money. 

The research followed 14 of the 16 partici-
pants in 2016, six years after they had taken part 
in the show in 2009. Thirteen of the 14 partici-
pants regained weight in the interim years. Not 
just that, four of them weighed more than they 
did before the competition. 

Our bodies, as the researchers led by Dr 
Kevin Hall discovered, have a tendency to fight 
back weight loss. In the case of the participants, 
this reflected in the way their metabolism sig-
nificantly slowed down after the show and 
body weight reverting close to their initial 
weight in 2009.

A customised DIET & EXERCISE PLAN 
When it comes to weight loss management, 
Delhi-based professional body builder and 
home personal trainer 
Chitharesh Natesan 
believes that any loss 
achieved by following 
quick weight loss pro-
grammes and crash 
diets is short-lived. 

“I see people aim-
ing to lose 24-30kg in 
three-four months by following different diets 
and working out excessively in the gym. I 
understand that there may be occasions when 
you need to do something this rigorous to attain 
quick results but you’ve got to know that you 
won’t be able to sustain that weight loss for long. 
It’s unhealthy as well,” explains Natesan, who 
won the Mr Universe title in the 11th World 
Bodybuilding and Physique Sports Champion-
ship in 2019. 

So what should one do to keep the kilos that 
have been lost with such effort off for longer, if 
not forever? Natesan suggests going for a weight 
loss management programme that is custom-

ized. His reasoning is simple: No two bodies are 
the same. “Get yourself a personal trainer who 
will sit with you to plan a programme that fac-
tors in a diet and exercise regimen that will work 
specifically for your body,”advises Natesan. 

In his two-decade-long career as a wellness 
expert with leading resorts in the world, Dr Nar-
endra Shetty has seen many cases of people opt-
ing for weight loss programmes to lose 10s of 
kilos only to gain them back within months. 
That, he says, is  mainly because it’s difficult for 
people to replicate the lifestyle followed during 
retreats in real life. This is also why when he 
decided to start Kshemavana, a luxury wellness 
and yoga retreat in Neelasandra, Bengaluru, one 
of the guidelines put in place was to ensure that 
clients who signed up for the 15-day naturopa-
thy programme would continue the recom-
mended diet plan once they returned to their 
homes. Centred on principles of naturopathy, 
the diet plan Dr Shetty focuses on ensuring 
good gut health. 

“In naturopathy we believe that the root of 
almost all diseases 
lies in the digestive 
system. Pet saaf hain 
toh sab kuch saaf hain 
(if the stomach is 
clean and healthy, so 
is the body),” he says. 
A n d  s o  w h e n  i t 
comes to helping his 

patients stay on the weight loss wagon, Dr 
Shetty advises them to follow a diet that is low 
on carbohydrates and high on proteins and 
good fats like ghee. 

“People tend to have a misconception that 
reducing the quantity of food by removing a 
particular food group is the way to go. Instead, 
it is the quality of food that they need to focus 
on,” he says. 

habits FOR SUCCESS
The National Weight Control Registry (NWCR) 
was established in 1994 by Rena Wing, Ph.D. 
from Brown Medical School, and James O. Hill, 

Habits of successful weight loss 
maintainers include: eating 

breakfast, eating a low-calorie, 
low-fat diet, and self-monitoring

Amateur hibiscus breeder Vandana Bellur with her potted plants

STAY ON 
TRACK 
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u Have a diet and exercise plan 
tailored to your body 

u Weigh yourself regularly 

u Follow a wholesome diet that 
doesn’t cut out any nutrients 

u Make weight loss maintenance an 
ongoing goal, not  a one-time goal

u Don’t make external validation as 
your motivation to lose weight 

u Validate yourself and show up 
consistently

u Be kind and patient with yourself. 


