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BY DR NICK KIMBER, PhD
health science

I
t’s a common problem as we age, that 
causes despair for both men and women. 
Most concede that once they’ve reached 
the 40s, love handles will turn into a flabby 

spare tyre around the middle and all hope for 
a beach body is lost.  

As we age, changes in our body result 
in less energy being burned and thus we’re 
more likely to gain weight. The major culprit 
is a loss of muscle mass or sarcopenia 
resulting from altered hormone levels.  On 
top of this we are less active as we age and 
have more stressful lives which increases 
belly fat storage and also your risk of heart 
disease, cancer and diabetes.

While all of this may sound depressing, 
the good news is there’s plenty you can do 
to prevent and even reverse the middle age 
spread and you don’t have to start running 
marathons or starve yourself.

Middle age spread is typically defined 
as the accumulation of fat around the hips, 
buttocks and belly in men and women 
as they reach mid-life in their 40s and 
50s.  For some, it can occur earlier for many 
reasons, such as they’ve given up sport in 
their 30s, suffered a major injury or illness, 
had significant work and life stresses, or 
neglected their health and fitness when 
entering parenthood.

Hormonal changes are the most 
significant cause of middle age spread. All 
but one of our hormone levels decline as we 
age, which is called cortisol. Known as the 
stress hormone, cortisol is the one we least 
want to maintain as one of its many functions 
is to increase belly fat. 

For men, testosterone levels fall as they 
age, contributing to weight gain around 
the middle. Testosterone supplements may 
provide a solution if levels are extremely low, 
however it’s a controversial treatment that 
has some undesirable health side effects. 

Changing hormone levels are also a 
major precursor for weight gain in women. 
Progesterone levels decline well before the 
fall in oestrogen that occurs in menopause. 
As a result, women experience oestrogen 
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dominance due to the more rapid fall in 
progesterone which is known to contribute 
to weight gain around the middle. 

In addition to internal hormonal changes, 
raised levels of oestrogen can occur from 
our food, water and environment. For 
example, xeno-oestrogen chemicals found in 
pesticides, plastics and other materials mimic 
the effect of oestrogen and are fat soluble so 
are readily stored in the body.

Oestrogen dominance may also 
reduce thyroid function which controls 
metabolism, making your body sluggish and 
compounding the belly fat gain. Oestrogen 
also inhibits your body’s ability to effectively 
use fat stores for energy. The result is that 
many women end up very frustrated as 
they’re unable to shift the extra abdominal 
fat even with more exercise and less eating.

So is there a way of reversing the middle 
age spread? 

Thankfully there is and it requires 
adherence to some important nutrition 
strategies together with a consistent exercise 
regime. From a dietary perspective, the focus 
is to enhance liver function for removing 
excess oestrogen and reducing “oestrogen-
stimulating” foods so the body will store less 
and burn more belly fat.  

Beat the spread
Here are some nutrition strategies 

to include in your daily eating regime for 
beating the middle age spread:

 Eat at least two servings per day of 
cruciferous vegetables such as broccoli, 
beetroot, cabbage, brussel sprouts, 
spinach, cauliflower, asparagus and kale 
to help lower oestrogen levels.
	 Include citrus fruits on a daily basis to 

help the liver remove oestrogen. Starting 
the day with lemon or lime juice in water 
will also alkalise the body and assist  
with hydration. 
	 Have two servings of insoluble fibre a 

day from whole grain cereals (brown 
rice, rye, barley, bulgur, millet, quinoa, 
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sorghum), wheat bran, seeds, LSA 
(linseed, sunflower and almond), carrots, 
cucumbers, courgettes, celery and 
tomatoes. Insoluble fibre binds itself to 
extra oestrogen in the digestive tract and 
carries it out.

	 Consume lean, complete protein with 
every meal to increase satiety (feeling of 
fullness) and stabilise blood sugar.

	 Drink at least two litres of water a day 
together with two to three cups of green 
tea. Catechins in green tea are powerful 

anti-inflammatory chemicals and can 
also assist with increased fat burning, 
particularly around the abdomen. 

	 Supplement daily with a high quality 
multivitmain / mineral for assisting with 
liver function and optimal whole body 
cellular health. A high quality fish oil is 
also recommended as a sufficient intake 
of omega-3 fatty acids (1.2 - 3 g / day) 
can reduce inflammation and cortisol 
levels that provide both a fat burning and 
muscle building effect.

reverse the spread
In addition to taking action with the above 
strategies, here are some tips on what to 
avoid if you’re going to reverse the spread:

	 Highly refined foods and fluids high  
in fat (potato chips, fried food, pastries, 
pies), sugar (confectionary, fruit juice, 
soft drink, jam, sauces) and those 
with a combination of both (biscuits, 
sweet pastries, muesli bars, ice cream, 
donuts, milk chocolate). High fat intakes 
have been linked to elevated levels 
of oestrogen in the blood stream and 
sugary products will stimulate insulin  
that increases inflammation and 
promotes fat storage. 

	 High intake of caffeine – more than 
two cups of coffee a day can increase 
oestrogen levels. 

	 Alcohol consumption – amounts  
above two standard drinks a day can 
affect liver function.

	 Excessive intake of soy products which 
can induce a hormone imbalance.

exercise
Adhering to an exercise programme that 

includes both weight training for increased 
muscle mass and bone strength together 
with aerobic activity such as walking, cycling 
or swimming is the other critical strategy 
required for reversing middle age spread.

It’s never too late to make significant 
lifestyle changes to achieve the physique 
and health outcomes you desire. Start today, 
engage a nutrition coach or accountability 
partner, keep making progress and you will 
throw away that spare tyre forever!

   Dr Nick Kimber, PhD, is a leader in nutrition, 
author, international speaker and founder of 
the Nutri-Fit programme:  www.drnick.co.nz

   Middle age spread is the accumulation of fat around 
the hips, buttocks and belly for those in their 40s and 50s. 
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