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British IFBB Bikini pro
Michelle Brannan
begins a new series
on achieving the
perfect female form
by asking:
carbs or no carbs?

M

any women think they
need to cut out carbohydrates and eat a very low
calorie diet to get lean but
this is not true. Cutting calories too
much can slow your metabolism,
halting any weight loss. Even if it does
result in some short-term weight loss,
it does not tone muscles or shape the
body. Also, too few carbohydrates
often mean low energy levels and you
need energy to train. Yet many women
wanting to lose weight still think this
way.
Dieting alone will merely result in a
smaller version of yourself; if you want
tight glutes, toned arms and a flat
abdomen then a resistance-based
workout is essential and it is very
difficult to train if your body is low on
fuel.
A daily deficit of 500 calories is
required to lose on average 1lb per
week. This can sometimes be frustrating and difficult to stick to, and cause
sugar cravings that can lead to
binge-eating.
Carbohydrates are the body’s
preferred source of energy. They are
broken down into glucose and used for
fuel. Excess carbohydrates may be
stored as fat so getting the right
balance between taking in enough fuel
and not putting on fat is imperative to

236

MUSCLE & FITNESS

There are three main groups of
carbohydrate:

1. Simple

Simple carbohydrates are broken down
quickly, resulting in a fast release of
insulin. They often include sucrose
(table sugars, sweets etc), lactose (milk
sugar) or fructose (fruit sugar). Simple
carbohydrate should be limited but
natural fruits are rich in vitamins and
fibre and therefore should not be
eliminated completely.

2. Complex

maintaining a good training and
nutrition plan.
Protein forms the building blocks of
muscle but carbohydrates fuel the
body and provide glycogen to the
muscles to stop the body from going
into catabolism metabolism, which
basically means it prevents the
breakdown of muscle.
Many women do not realise the
significance lean tissue plays in the
quest to lose body fat. Muscle tissue
burns more calories than fat: 1kg of
muscle burns approx 65 calories a day,
which is just over 2,000 calories a
month. In short, the more muscle you
have the more energy you burn at rest.
Nevertheless some women are still
wary of “bulking up” and training with
weights. They don’t realise that the
average woman does not have the
capacity to build huge muscles
naturally. But with a controlled,
balanced diet and a good weight
training plan, you can actually become
a fat burning machine!
So what types of carbohydrates
should you eat? There are so many
mixed messages it can be confusing.
As a rule of thumb, it is best to stick
with natural, unprocessed food close
to its raw state. Anything pre-packed is
likely to have sugars added and
nutrients removed.

Complex carbohydrates, also known as
starchy carbs, can be divided into two
groups: refined and unrefined. Refined
carbohydrates are processed carbohydrates, which generally means the
natural fibre and nutrients have been
removed and sugar has been added.
These carbohydrates include white
bread, white pasta, cakes, and biscuits
and should not form part of a daily diet.
Refined carbohydrates, however, still
contain much of their natural goodness, and provide the body with
slow-release energy. Examples include
brown rice, oats and sweet potatoes.
They should be eaten in small, regular
quantities throughout the daytime.

3. Fibrous

Fibrous carbs include green and leafy
vegetables. They are often low in
calories and should be consumed
frequently. Within this group there are
soluble and insoluble fibres, both of
which are essential for digestive transit.
It is important to consume enough fibre
to prevent toxins building up in the colon
and to add bulk to food to help it pass
through the digestive system.
The glycaemic index, which refers to
the rate at which food is converted into
sugar in the blood stream, also needs
to be considered. However, it does not
take into the account the amount of
food consumed. The glycaemic load
does, and is therefore a better way of
measuring the conversion of food into
sugar. Meals with a lower glycemic
load release energy more slowly and
are therefore more helpful in terms of
insulin and weight management.

The best times to eat
carbohydrates

When you eat carbohydrates your
digestive system breaks them down
into glucose, which enters the blood
stream. Your pancreas then releases
insulin in response to rising blood
sugar levels, which enables the
glucose to be used for energy. If the
glucose is not used for energy it gets
stored as fat.
Eating little and often means your
body’s internal environment remains
stable and you are able to burn any
energy taken in, which results in less
stored fat. Larger meals result in a
larger insulin spike and more glucose
gets burned or stored.
So start by separating your three
main meals into six smaller meals.
Have small amounts of carbohydrates
with meals one, two, three and four and
stop eating starch-based carbohydrates early evening. By doing this
carbohydrates will be burned throughout the day and avoided at night, when
we tend to be less active.

Bikini and
fitness
competitors
should strive
to be fit,
not unhealthy

How many
carbohydrates
are too much?

Many mainstream health practitioners
advocate a healthy diet consisting of
50% to 75% carbohydrates. However,
for the majority of people who lead
sedentary lifestyles this often provides
too much energy to be burned off.
Consequently their bodies have excess
glucose that gets stored as fat.
Forty per cent carbohydrates seems
like a more realistic figure for someone
wanting to reduce body fat and add
some lean tissue. Your total daily calorie
intake should be dependent on your
metabolism and energy output: if you
consume too few calories you will
struggle to get the right essential
nutrients so it is better to take daily
exercise than cut your calories too much.
The American Medical Association
recommends an hour of moderate exercise a day to stay slim. There is some
argument about the most effective
form of fat-burning but there is a
considerable body of evidence that
suggests aerobic exercise alone is not

as effective as aerobic exercise
combined with resistance training. In
my view, the hour a day guideline
should therefore include both.

The key to a
bikini body

Diet is essential but this does not mean
being on a starvation diet. It means
feeding your body with the right foods
to give it the fuel it needs to train hard:

eating little and often and exercising
regularly. Looking good does not mean
depriving your body of the food it
needs. Most restrictive diets only
trigger cravings and because they lack
vitamins and minerals can damage skin
and hair.
Bikini and fitness competitors should
strive to be fit, not unhealthy, so go
ahead and enjoy your carbohydrates
—just don’t have too many!
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