The good, the bad, and the ugly

What is your cardio doing for you?
Overused and clichéd as far as phrases, movie titles and witticisms go, I know. But as the ins-and-outs of fat burn were explained to me by Hamilton’s finest personal trainer (as voted by Hamilton’s View magazine poll— the incredibly energetic Ernie Schramayr) the 1966 spaghetti western immediately leapt to mind. What can I say? Sometimes I think in movie format.
Like the climactic three-way showdown of the film, there is a trio of hormones that are constantly facing off within our bodies when it comes to fat burn. If we haphazardly painted these hormones with screenplay roles, maybe we can keep our facts straight in the too-cluttered world of fitness “information”. The good, the bad, and the ugly? In that order, please allow me introduce Glucagon, Cortizol, and Insulin.

If “fat” can be described as the ever-present pariah of the new millennium, supporting actors will be similarly archetypal. Yes, this makes a few assumptions about society’s values at large—but current preoccupation with “the flab” is undeniable. In that case, enter Glucogon, the shining hero of our cast. This hormone promotes fat burn in our bodies, easier access of stored fats. In our nation-wide efforts to deal with the scourge, Glucogon should be a household icon. Revere him in support of the cause.
The nefarious villain, promoting the works of our dreaded fatty fiend? Cortisol. Can you believe that? Mass produced under stress, Cortisol actually encourages the body to eat up precious, calorie-burning muscle. In terms of fat-burn, we need our muscle. Contrary to current mythology, while cardio is considered “fat burning” work it can actually be a detriment to our cause if it takes place with insufficient levels of glucagon. While cortisol has an important role to play in the overall smooth function of our body systems, allow me to over-simplify its role and paint cortisol as the wily, enemy agent.
And who is “the ugly”, if not fat itself? That would be the hormone attempting to reverse the good works of our friendly, gallant glucagon. The storage hormone—the one that tells our bodies to store fats in a misguided attempt to balance things out… Insulin.
I know, I know, it’s hard to believe. In spite of what finer qualities this hormone may have, spikes in our blood sugar promote the storage of fats and sugars—in terms of fat burn, insulin is on the other team. If blood sugar is stable glucagon should actually remain at dominant levels.

So where does this fit in, in terms of your cardio workout? If you’re anything like the majority of gym members looking to get leaner, you’ve probably spent hours on an elliptical, treadmill, bike or stepper in an effort to burn fat. I am not suggesting that you don’t do cardio—but quantity and quality are always in question. If you over-train, or leap into your cardio, your body will turn to muscle in its need to access something to burn. When your blood sugar spikes, your body produces insulin in an attempt to balance the levels—effectively “locking in” sugars and fats. Cardio then becomes destructive activity, eating into your muscle rather than stored fats and sugars. The solution you’re your resistance training first; this will deplete your glycogen levels allowing your body to access these stored fats.

Remember that there is no one “quick fix” secret to weight loss. There are three components that, if maintained in balance to one another, will help you to achieve a lean, healthy body: supportive nutrition (keep your metabolism working and blood sugar balanced), a “concern for muscle” (we need it!), and moderate aerobic activity (at the right frequency, intensity, and duration).
So there you have it. A little overdone in terms of metaphors, but these are the basics— some good, some bad and some ugly—of fat burn and synergy. Apply them well and watch your body achieve the results you want to see.
