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IN THE 16 YEARS that my husband, Dan, and I have 
been together, his weight has stayed exactly the 
same, while mine has gone on the slowly-
creeping-upward trajectory known as “being a 
woman (and having a baby somewhere in there).” 
And I’ve always been sure of the reason why: 
metabolism. Dan’s had to be jackrabbit fast, and 
sped up even more by his type-A personality and 
love of endurance sports. Mine, I’ve been 
convinced, was glacially slow and probably getting 
slower every day, despite my best efforts to 
exercise and eat well (plus chocolate). This is an 

Your metabolism keeps your heart beating, your 
blood flowing, your brain thinking, and 

your muscles moving. Is it any wonder it doesn’t want 
to be rushed? Here’s the skinny on the way 

this stubborn system works, and how you might be 
able to speed it up—in spite of itself.

admittedly unscientific conclusion—and, it turns 
out, an incorrect one. “There’s this myth that all 
skinny people must have ‘fast’ metabolisms, prob-
ably because we assume they can eat whatever 
they want and still stay slim,” says Susan Roberts, a 
professor of nutrition at the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture Nutrition Center at Tufts University, in 
Boston. “But that’s not how metabolism works.”

So how does it work? What, exactly, is this mys-
terious bodily function that exerts such influence? 
And are our metabolic fates all predestined—or are 
there things we can do to take control?
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METABOLISM: A 
CR A SH COURSE
The easiest way to understand 
metabolism is to think about the gas 
in your car: As soon as you turn 
the ignition key, the car’s engine 
converts the liquid fuel into kinetic 
motion so you can drive. By the 
same token, metabolism is a series 
of internal combustion–style 
processes that your body uses to 
transform the calories in the food 
you eat into different types of 
chemicals that perform various life-
sustaining functions. Metabolic 
reactions happen constantly in all 
your cells. Through its secretion of 
the hormones insulin and glucagon, 
your pancreas tells your organs 
which reactions to perform (or 
abstain from), and by releasing the 
hormone thyroxine, your thyroid 
determines the rate of metabolism. 
The chemicals made during 
metabolic reactions then help beat 
your heart, circulate your blood, 
digest your food—in other words, to 
do everything your body does.

Now, if you turn a car off before 
you burn through all the fuel in the 
gas tank, the car simply stores the 
extra for your next drive. Your 
metabolism does a similar thing 
with all those essential chemicals, 
only instead of keeping them in a 
tank, it uses them to create fat stores 
in your belly, thighs, and eventually 
elsewhere. “Our metabolism evolved 
over many millennia when food was 
scarce,” says Gabriele Ronnett, M.D., 
Ph.D., the founding director of the 
Center for Metabolism and Obesity 
Research at the Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity School of Medicine, in Balti-
more. “As a result, we’ve learned to 
be thrifty and store any extra calo-
ries we get in the form of fat, which 
we can then use to survive during 
times of famine.”

As you’ve probably noticed, some 
of us are better prepared for food 

scarcity than others. “Two people can eat the 
same number of calories, and the person with the 
so-called fast metabolism will utilize most of 
those calories right away, while the other person’s 
metabolism will burn calories more slowly, storing 
more as fat,” says Ronnett. I tell her that when it 
comes to metabolism, my husband appears to be a 
big spender and I must be a miser. “And good for 
you! Remember: This was a survival skill at one 
point,” she responds. “The alleged slow metabolism 
isn’t really slow—it’s just using calories differently.” 
I’m slightly comforted by the fact that I would have 
outlived Dan during the Stone Age but still bitter 
that while he gorges on a block of cheese, I’m 
stuck measuring a sliver of dark chocolate as my 
“indulgence.”

I can probably blame genetics for this injustice. 
Researchers are still working to understand the 
whole genetic picture, but a mutation of the KSR2 
gene may cause overweight people to feel hun-
grier than their thinner counterparts do, and to 
burn calories more slowly, according to a 2013 
study by researchers at the University of Cam-
bridge, in England, published in the journal Cell.
Early life experiences with food are also critical: 

“We know that preemies and babies 
who end up with failure to thrive are 
more at risk for obesity because their 
bodies have been programmed to 
hold on to every calorie they can 
while in survival mode—and then 
continue to do that once food is 
readily available,” says Ronnett. So 
fast or slow, chances are your 
metabolism is doing its best for you, 
even when it seems as if it’s working 
against you.

THREE T YPES
Although people often throw 
around the term metabolism as if it 
were one overarching process, 
there are actually three different 
kinds. The most significant one is 
your basal or resting metabolism, 
called the basal metabolic rate, or 
BMR: That’s the energy needed to 
keep the lights on (heart pumping, 
lungs inflating, brain functioning, 
and so on). Basal metabolism 
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accounts for 60 to 75 percent of 
your body’s total energy 
expenditure. Says Roberts: “Your 
brain alone uses up 35 to 40 percent 
of the calories you take in every day, 
which is huge for one single organ.” 
Each person’s basal metabolism has 
slightly different caloric needs, 
based on a variety of factors. The 
first is age: Basal metabolism is 
fastest in infancy and puberty, when 
we’re experiencing major growth 
spurts. Once we stop growing, it 
gradually declines. By the time you 
retire, you should be eating about 
one-third less over the course of the 
day than you did at age 20 to 
maintain the same weight, says 
Roberts.

Layered on top of your basal 
metabolism is your active metabo-
lism, which is dictated by how much 
you move. This accounts for 10 to 30 
percent of your total daily expendi-
ture of calories. The third type of 
metabolism is diet-induced thermo-
genesis—or, in plain English, the cal-
ories your body burns by consuming 
and digesting food. For every 1,000 
calories you eat, as many as 100 of 
them are burned off within the next 
five to seven hours just through this 
process. (Take that, butterscotch 
sundae.) Diet-induced thermogene-
sis accounts for 8 to 15 percent of 
your total calories burned.

T H E  M E TA B O L I C  F O R M U L A
WOMEN’S BMR = 655 + (4.35 X WEIGHT IN POUNDS) + (4.7 X HEIGHT IN INCHES) – 4.7 X (AGE IN YEARS)
Want to know if your metabolism is fast or slow? The formula above estimates a woman’s BMR, or basal metabolic rate—the minimum number 
of calories you need to keep your body working on a day when you do nothing but sloth around in your pj’s. (Math not your forte? You can also 
use an online calculator. Kong Chen likes the one at calculator.net/bmr-calculator.html.) The average woman has a BMR of about 1,500 
calories a day. If yours is lower than that, your metabolism may be on the sluggish side. And keep this in mind: If you have a lot of lean muscle 
on your body, your BMR is probably higher than the formula’s result.

YOUR METABOLISM 
TUNE-UP PL AN
“Unfortunately, there’s no spigot you can turn on 
to flush excess calories out of your fat stores” and 
speed up your metabolism, says Ronnett. But 
you can keep your metabolism stable—and maybe 
even give it a bit of a boost—by making gradual 
changes to your lifestyle. Doing so will help you 
maintain a healthy weight (or lose a little if you 
need to) while ensuring that your bodily systems 
keep humming along and doing their jobs well. 
Here, seven science-backed tricks.

1. Skip the 6 a.m. workout and sleep in instead.
Your resting metabolic rate is lowest when you 
are, well, resting and drops about 15 percent 
overnight, reaching its slowest point in the early 
morning. So if you’re trying to lose weight, you 
might think it makes sense to skimp on shut-eye. 
“But there’s a cost,” warns Kong Chen, Ph.D., the 
chief for energy metabolism research at the 
National Institutes of Health’s Diabetes, 
Endocrinology & Obesity Branch, in Washington, 
D.C. New research has revealed that sleep 
deprivation alters a person’s hormone balances, 
stress levels, and appetites, among other negative 
effects. Case in point: When study subjects slept 
just four hours per night for six nights, the rate at 
which their bodies processed calories from 
glucose (or sugar) dropped by 40 percent, 
according to a 2010 evidence review published in 
the International Journal of Endocrinology. By 
sleeping at night, you charge up your metabolism 
to make the most of the daylight hours.

2. Get your exercise in through short bursts 
throughout the day…
Yes, long, strenuous workouts burn calories. But 
as soon as you finish one, your thrifty metabolism 
will try to bring those expended calories right 
back, in case you need them later. “As a result, 
you may unintentionally eat more or move less 

the rest of the day to make up for a 
big burn,” says Arya Sharma, M.D., 
Ph.D., the chair of obesity manage-
ment and research at the University 
of Alberta, in Edmonton.

The fix? Break your exercise into 
smaller, more frequent periods of 
activity. This will increase your 
active metabolism without causing a 
spike in appetite. You may also 
maximize a metabolic effect known 
as the after-burn: If you do one big 
workout per day, the after-burn 
is once and done. “But if you do 
three or four 10-minute workouts 
throughout your day, you kick-start 
that after-burn every time,” says 
Sadie Lincoln, the founder of Barre3, 
a yoga, Pilates, and dance–inspired 
workout. You’ll also build and keep 
lean muscle mass, which, when 
you’re active, can burn as much as 
20 times the calories as fat, says 
Chen. (See The 10-Minute Metabo-
lism Workout, page 119, for an easy 
routine that you can do anywhere.)

3. …except on days you splurge.
Went overboard at the buffet? In 
that case, you’ll need to up the ante 
on that day’s regimen. A 2013 study 
from the University of Bath, in Eng-
land, found that adding a 45-minute 
run on days when participants ate 
75 percent more than normal kept 
their blood sugar levels stable.

METABOLISM MYTH: Women have 
slower metabolisms than men. 
THE REALITY: Many women do, 

but not all. Most women carry 8 to 
10 percent more fat than men do. 
Fat has a lower BMR than muscle 
does, and that leads to an overall 

slower metabolism. But compare a 
muscular woman with a muscular 

man? Their metabolisms will be 
about the same speed.
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METABOLISM MYTH:
Skinny people have the 
fastest metabolisms.
THE REALITY: In many 
cases, the opposite 
is true. A higher body 
weight increases 
metabolism: “A 200-
pound person will 
expend almost twice 
the number of calories 
for walking as a 100-
pound person, simply 
because she’s moving 
more weight around,” 
says Susan Roberts.

THE 10-MINUTE 
METABOLISM 
WORKOUT
Memorize these five moves and you’ll 
have a metabolism-boosting routine you 
can do anywhere. All you need is a sturdy 
waist-high surface, like a kitchen counter, 
a desk, or the back of a park bench. (Con-
sult your doctor first if you are pregnant 
or recovering from an injury.) “You can 
even do these in your street clothes,” says 
Sadie Lincoln, the founder of Barre3, 
who created this sequence. Repeat it 
three or four times throughout the day. 
“By bedtime you’ll have burned more cal-
ories than you would have with one 
30-minute trip to the gym,” says Lincoln.

3. HORSE POSE
(A) Stand with your feet slightly wider 
than your shoulders, with your toes 
pointed out to 2 o’clock and 10 o’clock 
and your arms stretched out away from 
your sides. (B) Bend your knees to 
lower your body one inch while keeping 
your back straight, as if you’re up 
against an imaginary wall. Your knees 
should be pitched forward over your 
middle toes, so that when you look 
down at the ground, only your big toes 
are visible. (C) Lift back to the starting 
point. Repeat 30 times.

1. SUMO SLIDE
(A) Standing with feet a little wider than 
shoulder-width apart and turned slightly 
outward, bring your hands to your thighs, 
push your weight into your heels, bend 
your knees, and sink your rear end down 
and back behind you. (B) Push your 
weight into the balls of your feet, tighten 
your core, and lift up to standing. With 
the same fluid motion, lift your arms up 
over your head and slide your right heel to 
your left heel. Repeat 15 times, sweeping 
your heels together on alternating sides.

2. NARROW ATHLETIC V
(A) Stand with your heels together, your 
palms flat and together, and your toes 
pointed outward, three to four inches 
apart. (B) Bend your knees as in a plié, 
lowering your body about six inches, then 
hold. Keep your back straight, as if you’re 
up against an imaginary wall. (C) Lift 
your heels up one inch, then return to the 
starting point. Repeat 30 times.

4. STARFISH
(A) Start in horse pose, with a waist-high 
surface, like a couch back, to your left. 
(B) Once in the bent-knee position, place 
your left hand on the surface and reach 
your right arm out to the other side. 
(C) Press your left foot into the ground 
and lift your core up, sweeping your right 
arm up over you head and lifting your 
right leg straight out on your right side. 
(D) Lengthen the right side of your body, 
stretching out your right arm and leg, so 
that you end up leaning over the surface. 
(E) Return back to horse pose. Repeat 
30 times on each side.

5. STANDING PL ANK
(A) With your feet shoulder-width apart, 
place your hands on a waist-high surface. 
(B) Take a small step back and lift yourself 
onto the balls of your feet so that your 
heels are hovering off the ground and 
your body is leaning slightly forward. 
(C) Press into the surface and hold and 
breathe for one minute.

4. Put protein on almost every plate.
Digesting protein requires more energy than any 
other type of calorie, which makes it great for 
boosting metabolism. “The trouble is that to see a 
meaningful extra burn, you need to eat a diet 
that’s 35 to 40 percent protein, which is hard to 
sustain and could even have negative health con-
sequences,” says Roberts. (A 40-percent-protein 
diet typically requires eating quite a bit of meat or 
tofu. Think four slices of bacon and eight egg 
whites. And that’s just for breakfast!) A happy 
medium: Consuming fat, carbohydrates, and lean 
protein with most meals. Your body metabolizes 
each macronutrient differently. (Carbohydrates 
are the easiest to digest; fat requires slightly more 
work.) Eat all three together and your metabolism 
will chug along optimally.

5. Go easy on fried foods and sweets.
When you consistently take in too many high-
carb and high-fat foods, your metabolism gets 
into a habit of storing the extra as fat. And once 
it’s deep in that storage mode, it starts a process 
known as enzyme inhibition, which is the 
metabolic version of hoarding: Enzymes block the 
usual process of converting fat and carbohydrate 
calories into fuel and instead store more and 
more of them as fat. “At the molecular level, your 
system gets confused and starts to work less 
efficiently,” says Ronnett.

6. Don’t forget to snack.
Just say no to long waits between meals, as well 
as cleanses and detoxes. All of these can trigger 
that thrifty metabolic instinct to protect you 
against apparent famine. “Smaller, more frequent 
meals may also help on this front,” says Sharma.

7. Swap diet soda for seltzer.
For every diet soda you drink on a daily basis, 
your risk of becoming overweight within the next 
decade may increase by 65 percent. One possible 
reason: New research on artificial sweeteners 
suggests that drinking diet soda may blunt your 
body’s ability to process sugar, and that in turn 
throws off your metabolism.
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DIETING DEBUNKED
Metabolism isn’t the only misunderstood 
weight-loss concept. Learn about 10 more 
myths at realsimple.com/weightloss.
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