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Eating Less is Only Diet that Works:   
And substituting one food group for  
another is a no-win game 

by Christopher Labos, MD

January and its New Year’s resolutions for weight loss are just around the corner. So as most 
of you prepare for your New Year’s diets, I should probably warn you that diets don’t work.

There is no shortage of diets out on the market. They wax and wane in their popularity, but they 
are all roughly similar and equally ineffective. They all suffer from a fundamental flaw and a 
fundamental misunderstanding of how human biology works. The human body gets energy from 
three sources: carbohydrates (carbs), fat and protein. Carbs are the principal source of energy for 
the human body, fat is how the body stores energy for future use and protein is used primarily for 
building muscle and other tissues, but these tissues can be broken down and used for energy as a 
last resort.

Fundamentally, it doesn’t really matter how you get the energy into your body. Both “good” 
carbs and “bad” carbs are broken into glucose, which is then used to manufacture adenosine 
triphosphate (ATP), the molecule used to power most biochemical processes in your body. 
Sadly, your body never got the memo, and treats both good and bad carbs with indiscriminate 
efficiency. Fat is fed into the same biochemical pathway and metabolized into ATP just the same. 
In the absence of any carbs or fat, your body will subject protein to the same fate. Ultimately your 
body, through millions of years of evolution, has become a finely honed machine that will extract 
the energy it needs from any food source that it can find. If you cut carbs but end up eating more 
fat and protein to compensate, then nothing much will change. Substituting one food group for 
another is a no-win game.

After a heart attack, most of my patients ask me what they should eat to lose weight. “Less,”  
I say. I often add, “much less.” Calorie restriction, which essentially means putting less fuel into  
the furnace that is your stomach, is the only way that you will lose weight (of course you could 
start exercising regularly, but nobody much goes in for that sort of thing, for some reason). There 
has been much debate about low-carb versus low-fat diets. A large meta-analysis in the Annals  
of Internal Medicine in 2006 found that despite some early advantages to the low-carb group, 
after one year, there was no difference between the two strategies. A 2008 paper in the New 
England Journal of Medicine seemed to give the edge to the low-carb diet, but just one year 
later, in 2009, the journal published another study, which showed no difference between the 
two groups. Ultimately, there does not appear to be much benefit to one strategy over another. 
Simply eat less.



The problem with most of these diets is the high dropout rate, which ranges from 20 per cent to 
50 per cent. The most important factor in any weight-loss strategy is adherence. The more extreme 
and radical the diet, the less likely that people will stick with it. The one program that has some 
evidence behind it is Weight Watchers. A 2003 study published in the Journal of the American 
Medical Association showed that its members had a modest 5 per cent greater weight loss than 
the control group. It succeeds where other gimmicks have failed because it is not strictly speaking 
a diet. It offers a program for people to count calories via their point system and offers support to 
its members to keep them on the bandwagon. Their success lies not in recommending this over 
that, but in encouraging people to watch what they eat and ultimately eat less of it. Other entities 
like the DASH diet and the Mediterranean diet include high amounts of fruits, vegetables and grains 
with low amounts of meat and fat. There is a good amount of evidence showing their benefits in 
cardiovascular and cancer risk reduction, but they are not diets and they are not used for weight 
loss. They are lifestyle patterns, or what we used to call common sense.
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