
SHE’S HELPED THOUSANDS OF PEOPLE GET INTO SHAPE, APPEARED ON NUMEROUS TV SHOWS 
AND IS A BEST-SELLING AUTHOR. NO WONDER LISA RALEIGH IS A NAME TO REMEMBER
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cover girl

 i arrive a little late to the Balanced Life cover 
shoot, where Lisa Raleigh is already in her 
psychedelic Reebok kit, swinging weights 

around for the fitness shoot she’d agreed to do 
too. It’s her arms I notice first, flexing with the 
pink dumb-bells. Sculpted, toned, defined. 

I put it on my mental checklist to interrogate 
her later and find out what her secret is; I feel 
as if the answer is just waiting to be discovered. 
For a minute there, South Africa thought the code 
had been cracked, but it didn’t take long for almost 
the entire nation to fall off the no-sugar, no-carb 
wagon. Someone out there has to hold the answer 
– and maybe it’s Lisa. From where I’m standing, 
she’s definitely found some sort of winning formula.

HOME GIRL
In an industry inundated with pills, potions, magic 
diets, frauds and contradictory theories, Lisa is 
somewhat of an anomaly. ‘I’m not your typical gym 
bunny who takes supplements and has these big 
rip-roaring muscles. I’m not like that at all. I’m 
very much about holistic balance,’ Lisa tells me 
after the shoot. 

We’ve taken a seat in the stands of the University 
of Cape Town’s sports centre, the ‘thud-thud’ of an 
impromptu late-afternoon basketball game providing 
a fitting soundtrack. Lisa, wearing loose-fitting black 
pants and a pink chiffon cardigan, is packed up and 
ready to jet back home to Durban and her beloved 
hound, Harley. 

A born and bred KZN girl, the 32-year-old grew 
up on a farm with her family, dogs, chickens and 
rabbits – all of which played a role in her journey 
down the wellness and fitness path. And although 
that path has now led her to mushrooming success 
across the country, it started with humble beginnings. 

‘I had to convince my parents’ friend to become 
my very first client. I was 18 and qualified as a 
personal trainer, but had no money and couldn’t 
afford rent, so I started from the bottom. I put flyers 
on car windscreens and in people’s postboxes, I 
organised trade agreements with newspapers for 
content.’ She laughs, ‘Oh my gosh! I did so much 
for free.’ 

But that one client turned into 10 and, before 
she could even say ‘kettlebell’, Lisa owned three 
gyms in Durban and had a brimming diary full  
of private clients. 

SHOT IN THE DARK 
That was until one phone call changed it all for  
her. ‘A friend of mine told me about the auditions  
for trainers for the South African version of The 
Biggest Loser, so we submitted our CVs. We had  
to do an interview, and then train an obese client 
we had never met before. A week later, I got the  
call to say that I was it,’ Lisa smiles. ‘My life was 
never the same again.’

The gruelling hours Lisa spent sweating, 
training and motivating under The Biggest Loser 
spotlight meant running her own business was 
damn-near impossible – and for someone whose 
primary goal at the time was to operate 30 gyms 
nationwide, this was a bittersweet realisation. ‘I had 
this goal and I saw that it was never going to work.  
It was a huge wake-up call for me – in more ways 
than one.’

ON A GRAND SCALE
While working closely with a team of seven obese men 
and women, their weight ranging from 112–165 kg, 
Lisa learnt that, when it comes to issues around 
weight, there’s always more to it than meets the 
eye. ‘People are that overweight because of a void 
they’re filling in their life. It’s not about eating too 
much and exercising too little; it’s far deeper than 
that. You can’t just put a label on people. Obesity 
is one of the few diseases you can see. If you gamble 
or drink too much, or abuse your wife, you can’t 
really see it. But you can see obesity. So people  
get a lot of flak.’

With South Africa climbing up the ladder in the 
global obesity rankings – last year, GlaxoSmithKline 
concluded that SA is ‘the third fattest nation in the 
world’, and a Lancet Laboratories study found that 
seven out of 10 women and four out of 10 men have 
significantly more body fat than is healthy – obesity 
has become a pretty hot topic. 

I’m interested in why Lisa thinks South Africans 
are getting fatter. I’m not surprised to hear that, 
once again, you have to delve deeper. ‘We have a 
50% unemployment rate in SA. There are a lot of 
people who are not working and are starving,  
so they’re going to eat a bowl of  
pap and gravy, or five 

When it comes to what you put in  
your mouth, Lisa’s advice is simple: 

 ‘Follow the 80/20 rule. Make sure that 80%  
of what’s going into your body is the clean 

stuff, and relax a bit with the remaining 20%. 
Mastering that balance is more important 
than following a strict diet religiously. Just 

make sure the 80% includes high-quality, 
nutritionally rich foods.’ 

NUMBERS GAME

AND GOOD
Along with being a best-selling author 
(she penned No Fries on Us, chronicling 
the weight-loss journey of TV presenter 
Darren Scott) and the founder of SUNFit 

(the popular, free fitness classes in KZN 
and Gauteng), Lisa is also responsible 
for changing many South Africans’ lives 
through the online body-transformation 

programme well i am. 
‘It’s the same as doing The Biggest Loser 
type of programme. People register online 
for the “100 healthy days”, and then have 
access to training programmes, eating 
plans, healthy products, online forums, 

prizes and meet-ups,’ says Lisa. 
While online wellness programmes abound, 

well i am has partnered with Dis-Chem  
to ensure all the results are verified, and 
that people follow the regime in a healthy 
way. ‘This challenge has helped us assist 
thousands of people over the past two years 

– and it’s helped me to keep changing 
lives outside the four walls of a gym.’

ALL WELL
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slices of white bread – they’re not going to eat a 
balanced meal. Fast food is also becoming a huge 
problem, as it’s less expensive than the healthier 
alternatives and is readily available.’

Exploring the different factors instrumental in 
someone tipping the scales at 150 kg is what really 
drives Lisa. ‘I want to teach people how to figure out 
what the void in their life is, how to make time for 
their health, how to change their attitude towards it,’ 
she says over the cheers as the ball sinks into the net. 
‘First and foremost, you need to be happy – if you are 
not happy, it can cause upheaval in your body, like 
throwing your hormones out of whack. There’s a lot 
more to health than one thinks; it’s about wellness.’

GUILT-FREE
I eye her arms under her pink cardigan, and tell 
myself that they are the result of years and years  
of gruelling exercise and sacrifice: turning down 

the cake at the office party, ignoring the wine at 
dinner, spending every waking minute in the gym. 
But that’s certainly not how Lisa lives her life. ‘I think 
everyone needs little indulgences. I simply love the 
fact that, by being fit and having lean muscle mass, 
your metabolism speeds up, so you can enjoy a treat 
here and there without the guilt – there needs to  
be an allowance for trying new things and being 
adventurous in the food department.’ 

So you can have your cake and eat it too? Could 
that possibly be Lisa’s secret? ‘Looking at anything 
with a single-minded approach is wrong. You have to 
tackle it from every single area and slowly the pieces 
of the puzzle will fit together. And for each one of 
us, the puzzle looks different,’ Lisa smiles, raising 
her arm to adjust her necklace. ‘Just give your body 
the time it deserves – it’s not only about the weight 
and centimetre loss, it’s also about how you feel... 
You’ve got one body and one life.’ Eureka! 

WEIGHT LOSS
1 Have a clear reason  

‘You need to have that epiphany – and 
know exactly why you want to lose weight.’ 

2 Have a solid support structure  
‘Many times over, I’ve seen people get 

derailed by their loved ones because they’re 
not in the same frame of mind. They would 
rather sabotage than change themselves. 

Your support structure is crucial.’ 
3 Be prepared  

‘Plan ahead for the week and decide on 
your non-negotiables, such as the days you 
will exercise, and put them in your diary. 
Then write out your shopping list, make a 
couple of meals and snacks in advance, and 
keep gym clothes in your car. Set yourself up 
for success and leave nothing to chance.’

3 GOLDEN RULES OF

 
Cold weather 
killing your  

workout motivation? 
Lisa shows us a few 

indoor moves on 
page 58.


