
Cultivate with Sarah Smith 

8 things that could be hindering your fat-loss goals  

The advice below is to help you look for variables to tweak in your diet and lifestyle, if 
you’re not reaching your fat loss goals.  
 
The advice that I give below is meant to be applied to 80-85%% of your diet or 
lifestyle. Don’t be super restrictive and create a feeling of deprivation by trying to 
follow all of these things 100% of the time.  
 
If you follow these suggestions for the majority of the time, you will see results and will 
not “fall off the wagon” and binge.  
 
You may not need to work on all of the areas, just pay attention to the ones that are 
most relevant for you. 

 
1. Macro intake 
Maybe you are eating too little or too much food?  

If you follow fitness folks on social media or like to read fitness and nutrition blogs, 
then you’ve probably heard or seen the term “macros” use a lot. Macro is short for 
macronutrient. Macronutrients are broken down into 3 categories: proteins, lipids (fats), 
and carbohydrates. 
Everyone needs to consume a diet that contains all three of these macros. I’m not 
going to get too detailed about macros here, but if you would like learn more, you can 
download my fat-loss cheat sheet here. 
 
Basically if you are eating for fat loss, then you want to center each meal around a lean 
protein, lots of fresh vegetables, add in a small amount of unprocessed carbohydrates, 
some healthy fats. 
I do not advocate counting calories, but if you’ve not sure about macro quantities, here 
are some suggestions.  
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1.  When eating carbs, prioritize ones with high water and fiber content (see fat loss 
cheat sheet link). Eat a starch at 2/3 meals a day. Skipping out on carbs will only make 
you crave them and eventually binge on them and most likely the least healthy version 
of them. Try to eat about 100 grams per day (equivalent of 3-4 pieces of fruit) 

2.  Make sure that you have adequate good quality dietary fat in your diet (1 
tablespoon of an oil per meal or 1/2 an avocado).  
Eat organic virgin coconut oil, good quality olive oil, avocado oil, saturated animal fats. 
Avoid-trans fats, omega-6 fats (seed oils) 

3. Eat protein at every meal. How much? A good approximate from Stefani Ruper of 
The Paleo Women is eat about 1 tuna fish can worth of protein at each meal, or three 
cans per day, you can distribute throughout the day as you please. You may need to 
adjust this amount, depending on how much you exercise or if you are pregnant or 
nursing, but it’s a good starting point. 
 
 

 
2. Chemicals 
There might be some food additives or other chemicals in your diet that are 
thwarting your fat loss attempts. 

Food coloring, thickeners, preservatives, sweeteners, sodium, herbicides, and 
pesticides are all found in processed food today.  
 
Don’t be fooled by terms like “Natural”, “whole grain”, “fortified” or by brands that 
“appear” healthy.  
Lots of products and brands that look healthy are still full of sugar, coloring, thickeners 
and preservatives.  
 
Chemicals in our food are making us fat. 
They are creating an imbalance in our hormones.  
They are disrupting our bodies’ natural chemical cues that tell us when to eat, when to 
sleep, when to store fat, and when to burn it. 

Even if you’re not eating highly processed “junk” food” yogurts, breads, crackers, deli 
meats, produce, cheeses, juice, diet drinks, frozen prepared foods, cookies from the 
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“healthy section of Whole Foods”, or foods that are “low-fat” lots of these foods still 
contain chemicals that will work against you as you try to keep track of your nutrition 
and macro intake.  

Solution-  
• When shopping for food, eat food as close to the the sources as possible. Pork 

chops are less processed than sausage, a whole chicken is less processed than 
chicken nuggets, grapes are less processed than packaged fruit snacks. Less 
processed typically means more nutrients and fewer chemicals. 

• When purchasing packaged foods, scan the ingredient list quickly, if you see more 
than 5 ingredients, then take a second look. Notice ingredients that do not sound 
like food: corn syrup solids, maltodextrin, soybean oil, (more here).  

• Notice how many times sugar or forms of sugar are listed in the ingredients. You can 
take the time to research all of the different types of additives (here’s a start) or 
become familiar with the ones that you frequently see popping up in items that you 
purchase, but the best thing to do is keep them to a minimum. If there’s more than 1 
sweetener listed on a label, you might consider re-placing it the shelf. I’m not saying 
that you can never eat processed foods, but the less processed, the better.  

• Know what’s in your food and keep track of how it makes you feel. Make sure that 
hidden ingredients like beet sugar (which is still sugar) or whey (dairy) are not 
sabotaging your fat-loss goals. 

• Avoid all “zero-calorie” and “low” or “no-fat foods”. These foods are filled with 
chemicals that yes, might not be considered calories per se, but over-time they send 
your body inaccurate signals that will not only cause you gain weight, but also 
negatively effect your digestion leading to poor nutrient absorption, hormonal 
stress, and frequently, weight gain. 

• Fresh unprocessed meat, dairy, and produce are your friends when it comes to 
cleaning up your diet for wellness and fat-loss. While it’s ideal to eat organic 
whenever possible, the expense can be financially stressful. Learn to be strategic 
and prioritize purchasing the most chemically-laden foods organic (check them out 
here) . Animal products that are local, from pasture-raised animals (chickens and 
pork products), grass-fed (for beef and dairy) are best. Raw cheeses and raw butter 
are best. 
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I find it helpful to think of our diet as  being composed of “staples” (foods we eat on a 
daily basis to nourish and strengthen our bodies, and “treats” (foods that we sprinkle 
throughout our meal plan to ensure that we never feel deprived). If we do the work to 
make sure that 80-85% of our diet (the staples) are as clean-ish and whole-ish as 
possible, then we don’t need to stress about going out to dinner, a dessert, or snack 
here and there. 

3. Stress 
If you are not practicing daily activities to alleviate stress, then your body might 
be chronically stressed, which creates hormonal imbalance and increased fat 

stores.  

Stress is part of life. Every single person on earth deals with some form of stress on a 
daily basis. There are seasons in our lives when we experience more stress, sometimes 
due to external factors over which we have no control. 
I know, everyone talks about the harmful effects of stress, but why is it so bad?  
 
When your  body senses stress, it creates hormonal signals to tell your system to 
effectively “brace itself”. Everyone responds to stress a little differently, but if you have 
stubborn fat stores that you just can’t shake (in women this is typically stubborn belly 
fat) excessive hunger, cravings, and or low energy, then you might night need to ramp 
up your stress-management activities.  

What are stress-management activities? Here are some of the more common examples: 
leisure walks (best if in greenery or the woods), baths, gardening, reading, 
journaling, flow yoga, meditation, massage, sex, sleep, short intense workouts 
(weight training, intervals, or sprints). 

Select one or two of these activities and make them happen on a daily basis. This will 
balance your hormones, and coupled with a nutritious and clean/whole foods-based 
diet, will release your fat stores.  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4. Sleep 

Sleep is very important. It’s a time when our body recharges, our digestive 
systems get a  break, and our hormones reset. Inadequate sleep increases 
cravings and hunger, diminishes your motivation to move and exercise. A lack 
of sleep also increases feelings of depression and anxiety which can negatively 
impact your wellness goals. 

Your body needs 7-9 hours of sleep a night. If you have difficulty falling asleep or 
staying asleep, you can try some of the following: 
1. No electronics within 30-45 minutes before bed. Keep them in another room. 
2. Wear a sleep mask to calm your brain and block out disruptive light. 
3. Use a white noise machine or a fan. 
4. Develop a pre-bedtime routine that helps prepare your body to sleep 
5. Avoid drinking alcohol within 2 hours of bed time. Alcohol creates disruptive sleep 

even it it initially calms your brain, it often will cause you to wake up a few hours 
later. 

6. Do not consume caffeine after 3pm, for some people this might have to be as early 
as 12pm. 

7. Early morning walks are shown to promote sleepiness the following night, 
especially in women. 

8. Don’t have kids (I’m kidding, but if you have kids, you know what I mean), sleep is 
inconsistent at best! If you have kids, all the more reason for you to cut out 
electronics early and prioritize good sleep when you can get it! 
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5. Perfection  
Feeling like you have to adhere to the perfect diet and exercise plan will 
inevitable lead to feelings of guilt and failure, helplessness, and 
discouragement. 

One thing that I notice A LOT when talking to women about fat-loss is that they often 
have an intuitive sense of what it is that they need to do to help shake their fat stores. 
 
In the past they’ve adhered to an eating style or attended a fitness class that has they 
start to feel good and they see results.  
It lasts for several weeks, sometimes even months and then one day, they get tired of 
eating clean or miss a week or two of classes and they completely throw in the towel.  
 
Their carb, fat and alcohol intake increases, and they give up on exercise, because 
even though the other program worked really well in the short term, it was 
SOOOOOOOOOO restrictive and even a little stressful, that they couldn’t keep doing 
it. 
They didn’t have enough options in what they ate and what they did for exercise so 
that they could remain consistent with nutrition and fitness without feeling bored or 
restricted. 

Then comes the guilt. 
 
They feel like they failed and then either give up all together, or begin this “on the 
wagon and feeling restricted” vs. “off the wagon and feeling guilty” approach to living.  

I’m here to tell you that the programs that require you to eat and exercise perfectly 
every day of the week for the rest of your life, they’re not good.  
You didn’t fail, the program failed you.  
 
No human being in the entire course of history has ever been perfect and you will not 
be the first.  
These all or nothing programs, don’t teach you how to make healthful choices for a 
balanced life. They are all about restrictions and adherence.  

You never have to be perfect, IN FACT, it’s better for you to learn to eat imperfectly, 
while still honoring your wellness goals. 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What does that mean?  
Here’s an example of a day of eating that I believe illustrates what I’m describing: 

Breakfast at home- 2 scrambled eggs, 1 piece of turkey bacon, coffee, and 1/3 cup  
berries 
Lunch with a friend- Caesar salad, croutons on side (add in a few for crunch), grilled 
salmon on top, shared some sweet potato fries with a friend (5-7)  
Dinner at home-Left over turkey chilli, side of steamed broccoli with drizzle of olive oil 
and or some garlic salt 
Dessert-small piece of good quality chocolate (65%cacao or more). 

Tasty, enjoyable, not super restrictive, plenty of protein, starches, and good quality fat. 
The chocolate, the sweet potato fries and probably the cheese and dressing in the 
salad makes the food a little “imperfect”, but it also means that you can stand to eat 
like this. It means that a diet consisting primarily of protein and veggies will be 
something you can follow forever, because you augment it with other foods that aren’t 
staples, but they make your staples taste better! 

The same concept can be applied to exercise.  
Find 2-3 forms of fat-loss friendly exercise that you enjoy (important!!!), and commit to 
doing them 2-3 times a week. Some weeks you will only get in one workout day. Other 
weeks you might feel up to 4 days. 
Do what you can each day. 

Don’t quit altogether when you have a rough week. Keep the momentum going, but 
skipping a day or a week, doesn’t make you a failure, it makes you a person. 

For exercise, break it up into pieces if you have to. Lift weights for 5 minutes, turn over 
the laundry, work out hard for 5 minutes, then grab the kids at school.  

For meals, if you’re not happy with what you ate at one meal, brush it off. Don’t punish 
yourself with extremes. Follow my guidelines for food above.  

The guilt isn’t inspiring you to be healthfull longterm, so let it go. 
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6. The wrong types of exercise  
Some forms of exercise can actually increase cravings, hunger, and 
decrease your body’s metabolic efficiency. 

Not all forms of exercise have the same effects on our fat stores, muscles, metabolisms, 
and hormones.  
Movement is almost always better than no movement, with the exception of chronic 
low-intensity cardiovascular exercise. 
This type of exercise can create stress, muscle catabolism (your body consumes your 
muscle as fuel), and fat storage. It can cause you to crave carbohydrates and fats and 
deplete your energy. 
 
If you love to run, but are also trying to burn off some fat stores, consider keeping your 
running to 30 minutes or less of intense/fast pace running. 
Or if you want to run for longer distances, incorporate some sprinter intervals into your 
runs. 
Replace 60-90 minutes on the treadmill, elliptical, stationary bike, race-walking, or long 
periods of jogging, with weight training circuits, high intensity intervals, rowing, kettle 
bells (with expert training), power yoga, or body pump  classes. 

Whether working out at home or in a class, avoid the temptation to “pace” yourself. 
You are better off working extremely hard (90% intensity) for brief intervals at a 30-60 
minute long class, than you are pacing yourself and working moderately hard (60-75%) 
for the entire class. Challenge yourself as hard as you can, rest, and then get back at it!  

If you’re working out at home, look for intense weight or body-weight based 20-30 
minute workouts. Go all out, challenge your body as much as you can.  
Here’s an example of a challenging, yet time efficient workout. 
To learn more about Rest-Based Training click here. 
 
When it comes to fat loss, your biggest battle is nutrition. You can make great progress 
and lose lots of fat stores by simply eating clean whole foods in appropriate 
proportions and leisure-walking your butt off, literally.  
 
Exercise is helpful in that it can will help rev up our metabolism to catabolize (eat) fat 
and it helps us to build muscle and muscle keeps us lean. 
If you are afraid to lift heavy weights for fear of “bulking up”, check out this article by 
Megan Dahlman of Strong Mommas. 
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7. Alcohol 
Alcohol is one of those things that is perfectly fine as a treat, but can 
often creep into the diet and become more of a staple.  
It’s consistent presence will ensure that you will not burn your fat stores. 

A glass of wine, a cold beer, or a cocktail can be the perfect way to end a day.  
Alcohol should be considered a treat, and not a staple. 
Why? Because at the end of the day, it’s not really great for us, it’s primarily a toxin that 
our body needs to breakdown and remove. 
Yes, there are some health benefits, but alcohol makes metabolism balancing difficult 
for your body and prevents your system from burning your fat stores. 

Once in your body, alcohol is converted to a chemical called acetyl CoA.  
When acetyl CoA is circulating in high amounts in the body, then your body will never 
burn your stored fat for fuel AND it is more likely to store your calories as fat.  
Basically, alcohol puts our bodies into “fat-storing mode” vs. “fat-burning mode”. 

Only you can determine whether alcohol is preventing you from using up your fat 
stores. 
Since I do not advocate complete restriction and deprivation, I do not recommend that 
my coaching clients give up alcohol altogether, but sometimes it is necessary for 
people to take a step back from it if it is preventing them from using their fat stores, 
getting good sleep, or interfering with any other wellness-related goals. 

If you do choose to drink alcohol 1-2 nights a week and you’re eating/moving for fat-
loss, here are some guidelines for doing so: 

1. Skip the starch and fats when you drink alcohol with your meal 
2. Eat protein and vegetables primarily when drinking alcohol 
3. Drink no more than one hefty glass of wine or the cocktail or beer equivalent 

per seating, it takes women 4 hours to metabolize one glass of wine. 
4. Increase your water intake the next day to help stave off dehydration and or 

bloating. 
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8. Your children’s food 
The segregation between the “grown ups’” food and the “kids” food, 
might be making it difficult for you to make healthfull food decisions when 
you’re hungry and tired. 

This one is for the moms, nannies, and babysitters.  
 
How many of us purchase snacks and foods that we ourselves don’t (or shouldn’t) eat?
When cravings hit or we are too tired and busy to make “our food”, we end up eating 
the kids’ food, right? 

I believe that the sustainable way to have a healthy relationship with food is to learn to 
be around all food and be able to make good decisions about how much you eat, how 
often you eat it, and if you eat it at all. 
Avoidance is not the answer. 
BUT, that being said, it takes time to learn those types of boundaries and there are 
strategic ways to do so beyond just relying on self-control and willpower. 

If you’re going to be tempted to eat the kids’ food when you’re hungry and tired and 
need a quick fix, then you might want to consider changing what they eat too?  
 
Stop and read the labels of a lot of foods geared towards kids. The first ingredient is 
often sugar, which does not make controlling behavior easy. Dairy, food coloring, 
grains, and soy all make frequent appearances as well. 

Here’s the thing, kids can afford to eat WAY more calories than we can. 
But they are negatively affected by the same chemicals that we are. 
Food coloring has been shown to cause behavior issues like moodiness, hyperactivity, 
excessive emotional responses. Sugar can do the same. 
Whether your family has a dairy intolerance or not, having dairy in the form of whey or 
actual dairy all day long everyday, that’ s a lot of hormones for a little person’s body 
and it can negatively effect their hormonal balance and fat stores, just like it does 
yours. 

If you want to make life simple for yourself, then avoid purchasing foods for your 
kids that you can’t eat or be around. 
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You can be sure that they are getting enough calories by increasing the volume of their 
foods, but their health will response well to clean whole foods, just as much (and 
maybe more) as yours will. 
 
Maybe this one takes place as a gradual change? Start swapping out processed foods 
for some more whole versions. 
Kids will inevitably want to eat what they see their peers eating, so yes, it’s good to 
throw them a bone sometime and let them get that sugary cereal so that you don’t feel 
like “that mom.” 

But ultimately, you are teaching your kids to eat.  
You’re training their palates. Helping them to develop a taste for nourishing foods will 
help their lifelong wellness journey too! 
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