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Everything you hear about losing weight involves your metabolism. What exactly is "metabolism" and how does it affect my weight loss efforts? How do I know what my personal metabolism is? Is it true you can boost your metabolism like some supplements claim?
Metabolism, in science terms is defined as the chemical reactions that occur in one's body in order to maintain life. In nutrition terms, metabolism is the amount of calories per day your body burns in order to function. The various bodily functions that are responsible for burning calories include: chemical reactions that build and maintain body tissue, electrical conduction of nerve activity, breathing, blood circulation, digestion of food and body temperature regulation. Each of us has a different metabolic rate and even our own rate can change since it is influenced by our gender, age, body size, body composition and hormonal status. As you can see there are many things that affect your metabolism, but you really have very little control of any of them.

More from SELF: 22 fitness myths busted!
Everyday your body requires energy to function without you even knowing it. The way our body reminds us that it is busy at work is hunger, since calories are the fuel source it burns. Obviously your body is a complex machine that can continue to function even when you don?t cooperate (that is when you skip meals or ignore hunger cues) but it operates at its prime when you provide a balanced fuel source with consistency. Your metabolism affects your weight because simply put you?ll gain if you eat more calories than your body needs and you?ll lose if you take in less. It may seem simple but again, your body is much more complex than your think it is. Your metabolism will intentionally slow itself down to conserve energy if you are consistently taking in too few calories ? this is because it wants to survive rather than cease up and die. On the contrary, your metabolism actually increases if you have gained weight from eating too many calories because with excess weight it takes more energy to perform bodily functions. For reasons beyond your weight, you should try to eat at or around what your metabolic rate requires.

20 superfoods for weight loss! It's time for a new slim-down mantra: Eat more to weigh less.
To get a basic idea of your metabolic rate you can perform a simple math equation. From there you add an activity factor to estimate the total number of calories you burn in a day. Once you have this number you have to decide whether you need to lose, maintain or gain weight. If you are trying to lose than you need to eat slightly less than the number, to maintain eat right around the number and to gain eat slightly more than the number. But don?t live and die by the number! As you hopefully have already learned, metabolism is a complex thing and a simple math 

equation may get you close to your number but there could be something not accounted for that influences it by 5-10% (hormonal status, slight fever, stress, injury, difference in physical activity, etc.) which would change the end result. Here is where you need to tune into your internal cues and have patience ? your body needs time to adapt to your consistent habits.

Burn fat fast! These multitasking moves, designed by Kira Stokes, an instructor at Reebok Sports Club/NY in New York City, will create sleek, sexy curves and accelerate your metabolism.
There are machines that can measure your metabolism, but these are usually only used in research or hospital settings. A cheaper, more practical way to estimate your metabolism is with a math equation. A couple popular equations include: Harris Benedict,& Mifflin-St. Jeor. If you are obese (BMI > 30) you should consider using an "Ideal Body Weight" based on your height since your metabolism is artificially boosted because of the excess weight you are carrying. In order to move towards a healthy weight you should be taking in the number of calories your body would need to function if it was not overweight. I have linked the equations here so that you can try out a few and see what works best for you.

How many calories do you need? Find out with SELF's caloric needs calculator.
So is there anything you can do to boost your metabolism? By boost I mean eat the same amount of calories but burn more through the day so that you lose weight without feeling like you are dieting. The answer is yes and no. There is no pill or drink that is going to do this for you but there are a few things that may up the number of calories you burn slightly, making it a little easier to lose or at least feel like you are not cutting a lot of food from your diet.
 First you can exercise more ? this will increase the number of calories you burn over the course of the day therefore allowing you to either eat more and not gain, or eat the same and lose. Second, increase your muscle mass because the more lean body mass you have, the higher your metabolic rate (this is how body composition affects your rate). Third, eat every 4-5 hours and include some protein in your meal/snack ? this will give you a little boost because it takes energy to digest food and protein requires the most energy to digest.

As you can see metabolism is a complicated thing, but the good news is you don't really need to worry about it. You can use an equation to estimate your own or better yet, visit an RD or go to MyPyramid.gov so that most of the math & science will be done for you and you'll simply be left with a meal plan and some good ideas how to carry it out!

