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et’s say you’ve been pretty diligent about ex-
ercising since your early 20s. You run or walk 
briskly or use the elliptical machines at the 
gym at least three times a week. You might 

even go to a step aerobics or Pilates class.

And, just to make the example complete, let’s also 
imagine that your diet is healthful most of the time. 
You avoid high-fat foods, don’t drink much alcohol and 
eat lots of fresh vegetables and fruits and fi ber.

Nonetheless (you knew there would be a “nonethe-
less,” didn’t you?), your weight has started to creep 
up. You watch what you eat even more these days 
but don’t see the response from dieting that you once 
were able to achieve.

Burning Calories
What’s happening, although frustrating, is very nor-
mal. As you get older, your body’s metabolism low-
ers. Think of it like a car’s engine. The food you eat 
(fuel) gets turned into energy, which is used to run 
your bodily activities. With age, that process begins 
to operate less rapidly than it did when you were an 
infant. And while your metabolism “stabilizes some-
what between [age] 20 and 40,” it then “goes down for 

the rest of your life,” says Catherine G.R. Jackson, PhD, 
FACSM, a professor of kinesiology at California State 
University, Fresno.

Result: even if you exercise and eat the same as al-
ways, you’ll probably start gaining weight.

Is Your Metabolism High or Low?
Your age is only one factor in determining why your 
metabolism runs the way it does. Some people talk of 
having a “slow” or “fast” metabolism. In reality, your 
basal (or resting) metabolic rate can fall anywhere from 
low to high. Your rate is what’s normal for you and re-
fers to how many calories you use just for breathing, 
digesting your meals and such. Those functions make 
up about 75 percent of your daily energy, or calorie, 
use, and you can’t infl uence them very much. Physical 
activity comprises the rest.

To get a true measure of your metabolism, your rate 
is assessed while you are resting, after having had no 
food or exercise for 12 hours. “The rate is related to the 
surface area of your body, but it also depends on brain 
function to set the point at which you use Kcals (kilo-
calories) or produce heat,” Dr. Jackson says. “There are 
hardly two people who are exactly alike.”

Full Speed Ahead:
Increase Your Metabolism to Maintain a Healthy Weight
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It’s not fair, but your husband, brother or male cowork-
ers, in general, have higher basal metabolic rates than 
you and your female friends. Muscle burns more calo-
ries than fat, and men tend to have more lean muscle 
mass than women do. Women often gain weight and 
lose muscle mass as they age. Yet obese people may 
have higher metabolic rates because they have more 
body surface. Confusing, yes?

So dieting alone isn’t the answer. Indeed, it may be 
counterproductive because dieting triggers your body 
to lower metabolism to “hang on to fat,” says Dr. Jack-
son. “If a diet is prolonged, and metabolism is driven 
down, you will gain weight even if you consume fewer 
calories than before the diet.”

Revving Up
Certain things will increase the energy you produce, 
at least briefl y. Eating a meal raises your metabolism, 
especially if it’s high in protein. That’s why some fad 
diet products based on protein claim to “burn fat.”

You’ll also fi nd ingredients such as caffeine and ephed-
rine used to increase energy expenditure by raising 
metabolism, but these may have adverse effects. 
Weight-loss products that use amphetamines 
can even cause death, Dr. Jackson notes.

Foods such as red pepper (capsaicin), black pepper, 
ginger, green and black teas (which may contain caf-
feine) and other spices are being studied scientifi cally 
for possible weight-control benefi ts. These all raise 
metabolism through the body’s heat production and 
energy use, but whether they can provide long-term 
results (and at what dosages) remains unclear.

“The real way to change metabolism is to exercise on 
a regular basis,” says Dr. Jackson. “This changes 
brain function.”

Push Your Metabolism Higher
When you’re physically active nearly every day, your 
body maintains an elevated metabolic rate. In one re-
cent study, women who did 40 minutes of aerobic ex-
ercise at 80 percent of maximum heart rate increased 
their bodies’ energy expenditure rates for the next 19 
hours. That keeps your engine revved up and burning 
calories, even while you’re relaxing and watching an 
old movie in your fuzzy slippers.

A few ways to reach that goal:
• Making small changes every day helps you use more 
energy, thereby raising your metabolism and burning 

more calories. Walk to the store instead of driving or 
add an extra 10 minutes to your current aerobic exer-
cise regimen.

• Keep your body’s fi res burning all year long: cut your 
own grass, put away the leaf blower and use a rake, 
hand-shovel light accumulations of snow (but check 
with your health care provider fi rst if you have any 
chronic conditions).

• When it gets too wet or cold outside, keep moving 
indoors. Walk the steps in your house or the hallways 
in your apartment building or offi ce complex. Instead 
of sitting and watching TV, walk for 20 minutes in front 
of the set. Swing your arms for extra aerobic benefi ts.

• Include strength training (lifting weights) in your 
exercise schedule. It helps create lean muscle mass, 
which burns more calories than fat does.

• Hold the line on the calories you consume. When 
you couple that with daily activity, you’ll have control 
of the two most important elements for maintaining a 
healthy weight for life.
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