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Surely, you've had this gut reaction. Surely, you've caught yourself in a mirror with your midsection swinging so slackly.

One option is to suck it in and head straight to the TV, punch up a shopping channel and hope to see one of those machines that will streamline your stomach in, oh, a mere few seconds a day.

You know the ads. All the guys in the pitches look like Brad Pitt wishes he looked. The women are J-Lo taken to high art.

Wise up, eh. To get a taut tummy, you need a taught belly. And this is about months and months of hard lessons.

Still, the six-pack (or eight-pack if really developed) of starkly defined abdominal muscles is promoted seductively by ab- machine manufacturers.

Hey, just get your Abinator for $19.95 over five months and you'll be in low-rise jeans by the weekend.

Truth is, while some of these machines can help develop the ab region (and some none to little), building the muscle needed to showcase the ab muscles can be done at no, or low, cost.

That's the good news. The negative newsflash is the same one the ab-machine promoters provide in the small print.

You must have a stringent parallel aerobic program to burn calories.

And here's the one personal trainers stress.

"Diet," says John de Pass of Hi End Fitness and a one-time North American body building champ.

"Diet," agrees Adam Higson, "is a huge part of it."

Higson, of Hamilton's All-Canadian Fitness knows well about diet. He gets down to about 5 per cent body fat for his kick-boxing bouts.

Both trainers agree there is an intriguing irony to forging designer abs. Everybody has the muscles and can develop them.

But that's just the go part. To show them takes discipline and can leave one open to disappointment when results don't come fast enough.

De Pass explains that clients see the poster of him at the Hamilton Ramada Hotel gym, where he trains them, and ask how they can get that rack of stomach muscle.

"I tell them 'Quit your job.' It's a full-time thing, eating six times a day and getting up at 3 a.m. for a protein shake."

Actually, de Pass advocates programs that ignore numbers and centre on how the client feels and how clothes fit.

"People come in and say they want to be lean. But many are too focused on the numbers -- weight, inches etc."

So the stomach for them is represented by two factors, waist size and the vanity aspect of the flat or washboard effect.

"Be more realistic," says de Pass. "You can't always adhere to a strict diet, there are always special events and holidays you want to enjoy."

In short, settle for a fitness program that is sustainable for life, not fuelled by fads.

Fab abs are scarcely a passing fancy, though. They've been the fashionable body part for the best part of a decade and that shows no signs of abating. What does slack off, though, is the resolve of the client who comes to a personal trainer determined to look like Mark Wahlberg or Janet Jackson.

"You establish a program that is realistic but at some point they say they are not getting lean enough."

De Pass then delivers the bad news. That look requires a tremendous commitment of time.

"To get those fine-tuned, sharply defined abs is hard. Even for professional bodybuilders it's a minimum six-week program of diligent dieting and exercise. And that's something you can't keep up."

In fact, the lust for a certain look is often decidedly unhealthy. Actors will fast and dehydrate themselves over days to achieve a pared-down look in specific movie scenes.

And de Pass has seen too many people suffer so they'll seem skinnier for the weekend.

For kick-boxer Higson, the ab grid is more about survival than cosmetics.

"It's like body armour to us, protecting organs from blows. If you're not well protected it can take 10 seconds to recover from a kick. In that time, it's over."

Higson uses kick-boxing moves in a program for fitness clients, noting everything stems from the core muscles and they are strengthened more dramatically when pushed in martial arts manoeuvres.

To get down to his 5 per cent body fat, the middleweight fighter runs eight to nine kilometres six times a week, has daily training sessions in either boxing or kick-boxing and spreads a protein-rich diet over six meals a day.

His preparation for bouts in most part accounts for his impressive columns of stomach muscle, but he does high repetitions of ball-toss crunches to further strengthen them.

McMaster University's Jim Dowling has a pragmatic view of all the ab marketing, noting it is where fashion and functionality intersect.

"Even if it takes buying a $40 machine that doesn't do anything and ends up collecting dust," says the associate professor of kinesiology, "if it just gets people started and working towards better health, that's a good thing."
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JIM DOWLING, a biomechanics consultant in McMaster University's kinesiology department, offers some truths and busts some myths about abdominal exercise.

1. YOU CAN'T SPOT REDUCE TRUE All the crunches in the world won't taper your tummy. The stomach is one of the body's natural repositories for fat, and only a long-term program of vigorous exercise and diet in tandem with an ab program will showcase the muscle group.

2. YOU HAVE TO TRAIN ABS AT LEAST EVERY OTHER DAY NOT TRUE Train them at most every other day so you leave time for recovery, just as with any other muscle group. The key, says Dowling, is to choose exercises that fatigue your ab muscles, so that they actually need recovery time. That's the pain/gain equation.

3. THE MORE REPETITIONS THE BETTER PARTLY TRUE Dowling says the person who does 300 crunches will have more endurance than the person who does 50, but there are diminishing returns as you do more. He says it is better to have a program of several different exercises adding up to substantial reps. Adding resistance with weights or using gravity will fatigue muscles faster.

4. RAPID REPETITIONS ARE OFTEN WASTED MOTION UNLESS DONE UNDER CONTROL Momentum too often takes over from effort, spoiling the exercise. Dowling recommends slow reps, two to three seconds of exhaling while slowly contracting the muscle group, then the same time inhaling as you relax. What's the skinny on the most effective ab exercises? A San Diego State University study identified the following as the most effective: The bicycle crunch: Lie flat on the floor with your lower back pressed to the ground. Put your hands beside your head. Bring knees up to about 45-degree angle and slowly go through a bicycle pedal motion. Touch your left elbow to your right knee, then your right elbow to your left knee. Keep even relaxed breathing throughout. The Captain's Chair: You'll need a gym facility with this equipment. Stabilize your upper body by gripping the handholds and lightly pressing your lower back against the back pad. The starting position begins with you holding your body up and legs dangling below. Now slowly lift your knees in toward your chest. The motion should be controlled and deliberate as you bring the knees up and return them back to the starting position. Crunch on exercise ball: Sit on the ball with your feet flat on the floor. Let the ball roll back slowly. Now lie back on the ball until your thighs and torso are parallel with the floor. Place hands behind your head (or cross your arms over your chest) and slightly tuck your chin in toward your chest. Contract your abdominals raising your torso to no more than 45 degrees. For better balance, spread your feet wider apart. To challenge the obliques, make the exercise less stable by moving your feet closer together. Exhale as you contract, inhale as you return to the starting position. The study concluded 15 minutes of abs and back exercises three times a week is sufficient for most endurance athletes.
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