
MAY 2018

When making the decision to embark on a fitness journey, there is 
one word that often comes to mind: intimidating. The process is far 
from straightforward and it's unique to each individual. 

However, there are a few key components to a successful fitness 
journey: planning, taking action, being consistent and staying 
motivated. With that being said, the "ideal" approach to any fitness 
journey is to create one that is sustainable and enjoyable for your 
lifestyle.  

While personalizing your plan may take a little extra work in the 
beginning, believe me, it is more than worth it in the end. 

Through years of scientific research and practical experience, I've 
developed a few primary guidelines and directives that will help make 
the steps along your journey more efficient, productive, and 
individualized. 

Let's start with goal setting… 
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First and foremost, go into the process with clear goals in mind. 
"Clear" meaning the goals are both measurable and achievable. 

You need to at least consider: 

a) your current fitness level and 'training age' (years of experience) 

b) your age 

c) what modes or types of exercise you actually enjoy doing (e.g., 
swimming vs. running, or circuit-type resistance training vs. 
bodybuilding) 

d) how long it will take for you to attain your goals in an efficient and 
sustainable manner 

e) in what setting will your journey often take place: Do you prefer to 
train alone or with a group? In a big box gym, private training facility, 
or at home? Do you prefer having a coach/practitioner guide you with 
your nutrition/training programming? Or, do you like being a part of a 
fitness community? 

Be specific with your goals, and ensure that you have all of the right 
tools you need to succeed. 

There isn't a single approach to reaching your goals. Ultimately, you 
want to follow a path that is safe, effective, results-oriented, and can 
be adhered to for a lifetime. 

GOAL-SETTING
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Nutrition is the first area you'll want to address. I am personally an 
advocate of "Flexible Dieting" and "IIFYM" (if it fits your macros).  

The focus is on hitting individually prescribed daily macronutrient 
totals–specifically your total daily protein, carbohydrate, fat, and 
fiber intake. While you are supposed to focus on healthy, nutrient- 
dense foods, there is wiggle room, which makes this approach to 
nutrition maintainable for most people.  

I don't really believe in big time "cheat days," which is why I 
typically program in "free meals" with my clients. So, if you want to 
have an occasional "cheat" food (burgers, pizza, a dessert) and it fits 
within your prescribed daily macro intake, that's perfectly okay and 
will prove to be far better than an "uncontrolled cheat." 

Remember: nutritionally, one "free meal" won't make or break you, 
just like one "clean meal" won't either. The ultimate goal is to find 
balance in your diet.  

To know exactly what you are putting into your body, from a 
macronutrient standpoint, the approach is fundamentally 
straightforward: 

1) You choose wholesome, nutrient-dense food sources for the 
majority of your meals 

2) You measure/portion out the macronutrient breakdown for each 
meal/snack  

3) You keep track of each meal in your food tracking app (e.g., My 
Fitness Pal), which you should have downloaded right on your phone 

4) At the end of each day, you measure your total grams of protein, 
carbohydrates, and fats. You should be within ~5 grams of your 
macronutrient goals for a given day 

FLEXIBLE DIETING + TRACKING 
YOUR INTAKE

PERSONALIZING THE PROCESS
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This is a big one. Progress checkpoints like scale weight and body 
mass index (a.k.a. BMI: a measure that considers height and weight 
only) have been given way too much attention in terms of goal- 
setting and measures of success. 

Simply put: the scale best measures progress when it's utilized 
alongside other tools. 

After some trial and error, you will start to understand what types of 
foods your body responds best to and what it doesn't (e.g., pay close 
attention to allergies, digestion, overall energy, and the like). 
Steadily, as your body changes and your performance levels improve, 
then you simply make reasonable and strategic adjustments to your 
food choices and macronutrients. 

There will be a learning curve with flexible dieting, but it's an 
approach that everyone can execute with consistency and on a 
lifelong scale. 

ADAPT, ADJUST, PROGRESS 

MEASURES OF SUCCESS: THE LEAN 
MASS VS. FAT MASS RATIO 

Here's what matters most: the relative breakdown of lean mass 
versus fat mass, which is called "body composition."  

When you look at the big picture, the best way to improve body 
composition is to eat and train to add and keep lean muscle. 

Definition-wise, lean mass refers to muscle, bones, organs, and 
connective-type tissues. Fat mass consists of two types of fat: 
essential and non-essential fat. 

Essential fat is the minimal amount of fat necessary for normal 
physiological function. So, for males and females, essential fat 
values are typically considered to be 3% and 12%, respectively. Fat 
above the minimal amount is referred to as non-essential fat. In 
general, here's what I look for: 

MEN: a body fat % range of 8% to 20% 
WOMEN: a body fat % range of 18% to 30% 



MAY 2018 

These norms are considered satisfactory for really good health, but, 
in addition to the numbers, I also urge you to consider how you feel 
at a certain body fat %. 

For example, a male may train harder, perform and recover better, 
and simply enjoy life more fully (i.e., able to eat more flexibly, 
operate with superior energy levels, etc.), if he's at 10% versus 8%. 

Each person is a little different, in this regard, so, when finding a 
body fat % "set point," certainly consider your energy levels, 
performance and recovery, health/wellness goals, and overall quality 
of life. 

Lastly, keep in mind: muscle mass is what DRIVES our metabolism, 
capacity to expend energy (i.e.,"burn calories") and ability to partition 
and store nutrients (e.g., carbs stored as glycogen in muscles, which 
fuel movement and exercise). 

Arguably, it's the most important target to maintain and/or increase 
throughout your lifespan. 

HOW TO DETERMINE YOUR BODY 
COMPOSITION
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Other body composition testing methods such as DEXA scanning and 
hydrostatic weighing (a.k.a., underwater weighing), are considered 
the gold standard methods for yielding the most precise testing 
results. However, access to these specialized and technical testing 
procedures can be limited. 

My advice: keep it simple and sustainable with testing, and also 
consider the supplementary body composition checkpoints, described 
below, to bring everything together with ease. 

Body composition can be estimated through various techniques, from 
field-based tests requiring only a calculator or tape measure, to 
advanced tests conducted in a clinical and/or laboratory setting 
performed by a trained technician. Nevertheless, one of the most 
reliable and repeatable ways for you to measure your body 
composition is with a 7-site skinfold test. 

With the skinfold testing method, it's important to find someone 
skilled at conducting it and to get measured by that same practitioner 
each time to obtain the most accurate measurements.  
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When I consider performance-based outcomes, I think in terms of 
longevity and quality of life. The primary aim is to look and feel good 
while staying injury-free. With this being said, I believe your training 
methods should align with short-term goals as well. Here are some key 
focal fitness targets and how to gauge your progress in both the short 
and long-term. 

FIT FOR LIFE   

Measuring progress by tracking the circumference of target body 
sites is a great addition to the methods listed above. It's particularly 
useful if your scale weight isn't changing, but you look and feel 
fitter. Overall, this indicates you're very likely adding lean muscle 
mass to your frame and stripping away body fat at the same time. 

Looking at some basic numbers: if you've gained 5 pounds of muscle 
and lost 5 pounds of fat, the scale shows a net loss of zero, but your 
physique will look (and you will feel) drastically different and better. 

The best circumference sites to measure include the abdomen (around 
your trunk, at the level of your belly button), waist (around where 
you normally wear a belt), hips (around the widest part), upper 
leg/thigh (around the widest part), and chest (around the fullest part). 

Similarly, many of you have probably heard of a "clothing method," 
which is based on how well your clothes are fitting. 

Are you buying clothes in smaller sizes? Do the clothes you have, 
which used to fit snugly, now fit more comfortably and look better on 
you? Are you filling out the sleeves of your t-shirts and dress shirts, 
because your shoulders and arms are more muscular? Clearly, 
feedback like this does not calculate body fat, but similar to the more 
scientific tools, it will give you a relative measure of success, 
whether your goal is to lose body fat, increase muscle mass, or both. 

MEASURING CHANGE
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After a beginner has learned perfect 
exercise technique via lighter weights, 
higher reps, the development of muscle 
strength is the next target. I highly 
recommend seeking the advice and training 
from a skilled practitioner at this stage. 
This practitioner will help ensure you are 
performing each exercise correctly so that 
you avoid injury and prime your body for 
the best results.  

With the exception of powerlifters, Olympic 
weightlifters, professional/recreational 
athletes and fitness fanatics with big 
ambitions, the vast majority of individuals 
do not require extraordinary muscular 
strength levels to reap the benefits. 

Instead, what the majority of people need 
for a healthy, functional body is simply a 
foundational level of strength that helps 
them accomplish their fitness goals, such 
as building muscle, competing in an athletic 
event, maintaining and/or improving 
balance and coordination, etc.  

After endurance and strength, I develop 
power. Power is defined by the amount of 
work one can perform in a given amount of 
time. For example, a beginner may only 
perform 10 reps in a 30-second timed work 
interval, while an experienced person may 
be capable of performing 15 reps in a 30- 
second timed work interval, likely at an 
even heavier load/weight. 

If we look at the scope of an entire 
workout, what we accomplish when we 
become more powerful in our training is the 
capacity to do more work in less time (or, in 
the same amount of time). 

From elite-level athletes to general fitness 
enthusiasts and even older adults (with and 
without physical limitations), increasing 
power has produced extraordinary results 
over time.  

3. MUSCLE STRENGTH 4. MUSCLE POWER 

From a cardiovascular and heart health 
perspective, aim to enhance your aerobic 
endurance to a point where you can easily 
sustain low to moderate-intensity. Opt for 
steady-state, cardio-type activities that you 
enjoy doing (e.g., walking, jogging, cycling) 
for at least 30 minutes (for beginners) to as 
high as 60 minutes (for intermediate to 
advanced trainees). 

For example, on Day 1, you may be able to 
walk on a treadmill at a 5% incline and 3.0 
mph for 30 minutes until fatigue sets in. 
But, after 12 weeks of intelligent aerobic 
training, you can maintain that 
pace/intensity (or, an even greater 
pace/intensity, such as a 10% incline and 
3.5 mph) for 60 minutes. 

Muscular endurance is defined as the 
ability to lift a certain amount of weight for 
a relatively high number of repetitions.  It 
requires the use of relatively light weights, 
which allows beginners to learn proper 
exercise technique before progressing to 
heavier weights. Additionally, it allows 
beginners to work through movements 
without overloading their muscles and 
joints, thus, preventing the likelihood of 
injury from going too heavy too soon! 

Regardless of fitness level, aerobic and 
muscular endurance are two performance 
qualities that I believe all trainees should 
target and strive to maintain throughout 
their lifetime. 

1. ENDURANCE 2. MUSCLE ENDURANCE
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The tried and true way to track any and all of your muscular and 
functional performance-based goals is by keeping a log or journal. 
Similar to tracking food intake, there are apps that can help you 
track all of the most important exercise variables for both aerobic 
and resistance training. 

Personally, I keep an ongoing log, so that I always have a reference 
for: 

- Types of workouts I've completed and when 
- The sequencing of the workout 
- Sets, reps, and loads 
- How long it takes me to finish a given workout 

With so many moving parts and acute variables to track, it is in your 
best interest to attack your workouts with a plan and make any 
notes/modifications during and after each workout. Ultimately, it will 
take the guesswork out of monitoring progress.  

WRITE IT ALL DOWN
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The point of taking measurements and having the right 
checkpoints in place is to come up with meaningful data that you can 
act on. 

It's also helpful to assess whether or not the steps you are taking are, 
in fact, helping you reach your goals. 

Above all, the assessments you choose should relate directly to your 
goals, and, hopefully, you have a better understanding of some of the 
more life-changing fitness targets you need to work towards. 

From here, all you have to do is put in the work and make the 
necessary adjustments along the way to your training and nutrition 
programming to keep your body (and mindset) responding and 
progressing. 

Of course, this is all much easier said than done, so patience is 
crucial. It takes time to earn sustainable and long-term results. 

Still, always strive to operate with a sense of urgency, knowing that 
it's never too late to begin your own fitness journey.  

What's next? Sit down at your computer or grab your notepad and a 
pen, devise a plan, and start MOVING. Take it one step at a time, 
attacking the journey with relentless perseverance.  

With these prescriptions and recommendations, you will be 
positioned to create a personalized approach to fitness that you can 
sustain for the long-haul.  

YOUR JOURNEY AHEAD 

Dr. Matt Villanueva is all about "walking his talk," by living a 
very fit lifestyle, leading by example, and striving to guide you on 
how to do so too. Dr. Matt is a graduate from the University of 
Southern California (Los Angeles, CA), where he earned his Ph.D. 
in Biokinesiology with an exercise science emphasis. 

As owner and director of the V-Fit Premier Fitness and Wellness 
Institute in Tulare, California (vfitbydrmatt.com), Dr. Matt brings 
over 11 years of high-level education and over 14 years of applied, 
hands-on work experience with a diverse range of hundreds and 
hundreds of clients to V-Fit and the holistic fitness, athletic 
performance, health, and wellness industry, primarily in the 
fields/areas of: exercise science and applied exercise physiology, 
exercise prescription and strength and conditioning for 
individuals across the lifespan, athletic performance/sport- 
specific training, bodybuilding and physique development 
training, nutrition for performance and health and wellness, and 
healthy aging. 


