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BURN 
BABY BURN

Chasing PBs but still not getting rid of the fat? 
Rhalou Allerhand investigates the science behind 

running speed and burning fat

WR41_050-052.indd   50 12/04/2013   11:12



www.womensrunninguk.co.uk  June 2013   51  

weight loss

’d love to say a thirst 
for adventure or love 
of  the great outdoors 
introduced me to 

running, but I’d be lying. No, when 
I took those fi rst tentative steps 
around the park in my battered 
old plimsolls, I had only one thing 
in mind, and that was getting rid of  
my fat backside. 

A couple of  years and a dozen 
races later, after losing a few pounds 
and learning to love all aspects of  
running, my weight hit a plateau. I 
rigidly followed a healthy diet based 
on vegetables, with a carb increase at 
key times in the race calendar, and I 
had upped my mileage, but my body 
stubbornly refused to change. My 
backside stayed where it was.

THE NEED FOR SPEED
It’s generally believed that the best 
way to get fi tter, speedier and tighten 
up your buns is to run faster. Most 
experts will attest that speed work 
and high-intensity exercise burn the 
most calories. But chasing PBs wasn’t 
working for me – I couldn’t shift any 
more weight. So I began to wonder 
if  I was approaching the problem the 
wrong way, if  long, slow endurance 
running was the answer, rather than 
always going faster. 

Stu Mittleman, running coach and 
author of  Slow Burn: Burn Fat Faster 
by Exercising Slower (£8.99, Collins), 
set three consecutive American 100-
Mile Road Race records in the US 
National Championships, 1980-1982. 
He has radically different ideas to 
most fi tness experts, and says his 
ability to run great distances came 
from teaching his body to burn fat 
for fuel rather than sugar. Mittleman 
maintains that by training our bodies 
to burn fat, which constitutes 85 per 
cent of  our overall energy stores, 
we can tap into an enormous supply 
of  energy and achieve far greater 
levels of  endurance. ‘The goal isn’t 
to see how fast or how far you can 
run, the goal is to be attentive to 

your body so you put it in a place 
where you promote optimal health 
and energy and put that in motion,’ 
he says. Although his ethos is geared 
towards endurance running, the idea 
of  becoming a more effi cient runner 
and toning my bum in the process 
defi nitely appealed.

THE SCIENCE OF SPORT
As anyone who has skipped dinner 
the night before a long run will 
attest, nutrition and running are 
intrinsically linked. When we run, 
our bodies break down what we eat 
and convert it into fuel. For most 
distance runners, carbo-loading and 
sugar supplements are considered 
a necessity. Your body converts 
carbohydrates into glucose, so if  
you carbo-load before your runs, 
drink energy drinks and use energy 
gels, you may be consuming quite 
high levels of  sugar. Mittleman 
advocates an exercise programme 
predominantly in the aerobic state, 
with a diet that eschews sugar 
and carbohydrates in favour of  
unsaturated fats. The term ‘aerobic’ 
encompasses every type of  exercise 
where oxygen is used to fuel the 
muscles for a prolonged period, such 
as distance running, swimming and 
cycling, and ultimately uses fat as its 
main fuel. Anaerobic exercise, such 
as weightlifting or sprinting, burns 
sugar as its main fuel. 

FIGHT THE FAT
Many fi tness experts recommend 
speed training in the anaerobic state 
to lose weight. Mittleman argues that 
relying on sugar is bad for you, as 
sugar dumps acid into the body. To 
burn fat he recommends we consume 
fat, as your body tends to use what 
you feed it. ‘Sugar is speed power, 
fat is endurance power,’ he explains. 
‘Speed power has very little impact 
on your ability to remain productive 
for a long period. If  you’re getting 
your energy from fat, it can become 
nearly limitless.’ 

I

‘I had upped my mileage, but my 
body stubbornly refused to change. 
My backside stayed where it was’

Slow Burn: 
Burn Fat Faster by 
Exercising Slower

by Stu Mittleman
(£8.99, Collins)

BURN 
BABY BURN
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Another disadvantage of  getting 
fuel from sugar is that we have to 
constantly replace it. ‘You’re making 
your body burn more sugar, as your 
body tends to burn what you put into 
it,’ explains Mittleman. ‘Then you 
become dependent on the sugar and 
your aerobic, fat-burning pathway 
begins to shut down.’ To train your 
body to burn fat and not sugar, 
Mittleman recommends that we eat 
unsaturated fats, including fish, nuts, 
oil and avocados. To utilise these fat 
stores for energy, he suggests that  
we run for 50 per cent of  the time  
in an aerobic or fat-burning state, 
slow enough to hold a conversation, 
with another 33 per cent of  the time 
at threshold, which is around the time 
when your breathing starts to change. 
For the remaining 17 per cent of  
the time, we should train above 
threshold, at the anaerobic state.

Mostly Moderation
This approach is certainly not for 
everyone trying to lose weight 
through running. Science in Sport 
nutritionist Dr James Morton argues 
that, while utilising fat stores might 
work for ultra-endurance athletes, 
it’s not ideal for your average park 
runner. ‘If  you take in fat, then your 
muscles develop the capacity to 
use fat. But at the same time, when 
you really want to run quickly and 
at high intensity, you need to use 
carbohydrate. If  your muscle has 
just been trained to use fat and not 

carbohydrate, then you can’t run at 
high intensity. For an ultra-endurance 
athlete that’s probably fine, but if  
you want to run a quick 10K or a 
half  marathon, it’s unlikely that fat 
can supply energy at that rate, unless 
you’re an elite athlete.’ 

Morton recommends that we train 
our muscles to burn both sugar and 
fat. ‘When you go into a race, you 
want to arrive at the start line with a 
muscle that knows how to use both 
fat and carbohydrate.’ He suggests 
practising race-day nutrition during 
training to teach your muscles and 
your stomach to respond to different 
energy stores. ‘If  you’ve trained 
without carbohydrates all the time 
and then suddenly in competition 
you use gels and drinks, your body 
won’t know how to handle it. Some 
days you should deliberately train 
with reduced carbohydrates and 
some with high carbohydrates.’
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the carb overload
The one thing everyone does seem 
to agree on is that my overreliance 
on carbohydrates may have been 
the cause of  my inability to lose 
weight. As my mileage increased, I 
was eating too many carbohydrates, 
causing my weight to plateau. 
Morton explains: ‘In terms of  
maximising fat oxidation, if  you 
have a muscle full of  carbohydrates, 
plus you take energy drinks, 
then the muscle will just use the 
carbohydrates for energy rather 
than the fat, regardless of  what your 
exercise intensity is.’ 

‘Runners often overestimate the 
amount they need to carbo-load,’ 
says Tim Drummond, health coach 
and fitness expert (www.liveleanpt.
com). ‘They also get carbohydrates 
from the wrong place. Pasta is not 
very good for you. Carbohydrates 
should come from quality sources 
and not grains. Opt for nutritionally 
dense food such as sweet potato or 
root vegetables.’

So if  you’re prepared to put in 
the miles, then learning to utilise 
your fat stores has potential, but for 
city chicks with speed in mind, the 
traditional sugar approach is the 
way to go. Keen to give Mittelman’s 
theory a shot, I’ve drastically cut 
down on carbohydrates in favour of  
unsaturated fats, and my derriere has 
finally started to decrease. Now all I 
need to master is the ultra mileage. 

Avocados – They’re packed with essential nutrients, including 
potassium, B-vitamins and folic acid.
 
Fish Oil – Great for balancing blood sugar and lowering 
inflammation. 
 
Nuts and nut butters – Hazelnuts, cashews, almonds and 
Brazils provide vital omega-6 fatty acids.
 
Coconut oil – This has multiple benefits: stress relief, 
maintaining cholesterol levels, weight loss, increased 
immunity, proper digestion and metabolism, and it’s one of 
the best sources of heart-healthy medium-chain fatty acids.
 
Olives and olive oil – Olive oil promotes heart health, bolsters 
the immune system and helps protect against viruses.
 
Butter – It contains medium-chain fatty acids, which are great 
for supporting your immune system and boosting metabolism. 
It even has the perfect balance of omega-3 and omega-6 fats.

Tim Drummond, health coach and fitness expert (www.liveleanpt.com)

Don’T fighT The faT
Fats serve crucial functions in growth and development. They are 
required for the maintenance of every cell in your body. To get the 
best from your fat stores, eat good fats, within reason…

‘You want 
to arrive at 
the start line 
with a muscle 
that knows 
how to use 
both fat and 
carbohydrate’ 
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