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40+ and fit: Denise Austin is living proof that it can be done

Better Nutrition,  May, 2004  by Bonnie Siegler
It's Saturday afternoon, and fitness expert Denise Austin and her husband, Jeff, are playing basketball with their daughters, Kelly (13) and Katie (10), outside their Northern Virginia home. But basketball isn't the family's only game of choice--sometimes it's tennis, at other times it's lacrosse. "We like doing sports together," says the star of Lifetime's The Daily Workout and Fit & Lite. The 40-something working mom has to stay trim because of her job, but being in shape doesn't have to be all work and no play. In fact, Austin says if doesn't have to be work at all. "Just being a mom is a workout! Exercising is fun."

Since her rise from aerobics teacher to resident fitness expect on ESPN and then on to Lifetime, with bestselling books and videos interspersed, Austin's own life has been extremely busy. Like most women, she doesn't have a minute to spare, so she has what she calls "Denise's Daily Dose," which is a 5-10 minute workout. "I do that when I don't have time for my regular 45-60 minute routine. So you do something for the upper body like a few push-ups; lunges or squats for the lower; a quick match in place for aerobic; and always abs."

Known for her abs to the for, the fitness diva once invited former President George H. W. Bush to feel her tight tummy. Who else has been invited? "Oh, Bryant Gumbel, Kathie Lee and Regis, Dustin Hoffman and Colin Powell," she laughs.

Working Out

But when if comes to being stronger, sexier and smarter, it's no laughing matter with Austin, who usually works out 7 days a week with Monday, Wednesday, Friday and Saturday reserved for aerobic activities. "I like to go hiking, walking with my girlfriends or jogging with another friend," she explains. "Aerobics is the No. 1 way to shed weight because it helps burn fat, it gets your heart rate up, but most importantly, it's good for cardiovascular health. Heart disease is still the No. 1 killer of women, so first and foremost, aerobic activity is good for health. It keeps your energy levels up, plus [it enhances your] endurance and stamina." "To complete her aerobic sessions, Austin does 10 minutes of yoga "because it just makes me feel so good." Tuesdays, Thursdays and Sundays are toning days. "I do muscle conditioning exercises, and those vary too." Light weights, resistance bands and mat Pilates have helped design her tight body. "So within the course of a week, I hit all angles of fitness--cardio, strength training and stretching."

And every day is ab day, which runs the gamut from Pilates to good old-fashioned sit-ups. "I've been doing sit-ups since I was a young girl doing gymnastics, so I don't think of them as work. They're just part of me. Having a rock-hard stomach is my trademark, and I keep it with exercise and good posture. I do 3 minutes of ab work every single day without fail," says Austin.

Eating Right

As a leading fitness role model for women, especially those in their 40s, Austin just released her latest book, Shrink Your Female Fat Zones, which begs the question: Exactly how do we do that? "Aerobics, toning, stretching and eating healthful foods," she says, adding that her program works with your body's natural tendencies to shrink fat cells. "Coaxing fat out of your cells, boosting metabolism, increasing energy and decreasing hunger is what it's all about. You have to move it to lose it."

In addition to exercise, Austin's Shrink-Fat Eating Plan emphasizes healthful eating habits without asking dieters to make big sacrifices. "I do believe in eating good carbohydrates," says Austin, "like fruits, vegetables, orange juice. I never take those out of my diet." Offering a 6-week eating plan for those whose goal is to lose weight, Austin says the book is trying to bring awareness to women who are on the go that they can have a busy life and still have a nutritious and slimming diet. "I love to eat, I love to cook," she admits, "but only when it's quick and easy, and I have the time to do it. I'm a firm believer in balance. I've never round that cutting out a whole universe of foods has worked well for me. I've learned that moderation is the key."

In promoting good eating habits, Austin says, "A good breakfast is a must." Her usual fare is oatmeal with raisins topped with ground flaxseeds, or blueberries or strawberries mixed with non-fat yogurt with a slice of organic whole wheat toast. But the 115-pound fitness expert just voted into the Video Hall of Fame isn't fanatical about meal planning. "And I'm hot the food police. I still love my guacamole and always have fresh avocados in the house. My only firm rule is to never skip a meal because when you do, you are actually slowing down your metabolism. Eating and exercise help to increase your metabolism, which, in turn, burns fat."

Healthful Habits

Austin's other comfort foods include coin chips "without the partially hydrogenated oils. I'm very aware of checking labels now to make sure there are none of those oils because it's the trans rats, the worst rats for you, that clog up the arteries." To boost energy reserves, she typically snacks on raw almonds, "but I eat a lot of different nuts now. I just don't go overboard because they are high in fat. Blueberries and melons have great antioxidant properties and help boost energy. Flaxseed is another secret that I've been adding to my foods, even spaghetti sauce. I grind my own in a little coffee grinder. I just think it helps with your overall immune system."

Austin's other nutritional staples include frozen vegetables and fruits that she buys at her local natural products store. "I like the pre-sliced red, yellow and green peppers. I'll either grill them or throw them into pastas. And frozen fruits like mangoes, strawberries, red raspberries ... I put them in bowls and let them defrost to eat later. And I make a lot of fruit smoothies with them because my daughters love to have a smoothie for a snack or even for breakfast."

She pauses to take a breath as if interviewing is more strenuous than aerobic activity. "I try to eat organic as much as possible--milk, chicken, eggs and 100 percent fruit juices." To round out her health, Austin supplements her diet with vitamins and minerals that include a multi, C, E and calcium. "Those are my basic four that I take every day. Vitamin E is for heart health, calcium for a woman over 40, which I am, C is great for immunity, skin and hair, while the multi is my little insurance for everything else."

Austin is living proof that her simple strategies really work in keeping healthy, fit and energized. "I know that each and every one of us has the potential to reach beyond our boundaries and to achieve new goals. I believe strongly that every 'body' can do it."
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