“There’s the beef…now where’s the research?”

The scoop on high protein, low carbohydrate diets.
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New diet fads, such as high protein, low carbohydrate diets, are all the rage.  Despite the fact that they aren’t actually new but began in the 70’s, diets like the Atkin’s diet, the Zone, Sugar Busters, and Protein Power are suddenly gaining immense popularity.  Why are these diets gathering such a following?  They use intelligent and knowledgeable-sounding words to entice and lure their innocent prey, such as ketones and "lose all the weight while eating anything you want.”  But within this pile of jargon stuffed into their books and speeches, there seems to be something missing…RESEARCH!  Oh, and I almost forgot… They lack the support of most of the scientific community including the American Dietetic Association, the American Cancer Society, and the American Heart Association, just to name a few.

Why don't these diets work?  High protein advocates state that carbohydrates induce weight gain, increase fat storage, and cause hunger.  They also theorize that without excess carbohydrates, your body will turn to its fat stores for fuel.  Unfortunately, these claims rely on unpublished, poorly controlled research.  Without this, they have little respect in the scientific community.

Your body converts all calories to glucose regardless of whether those calories come from carbohydrates or protein.  The calories not used for energy are stored as fat.  It’s your overall caloric intake, and not carbohydrates, that causes weight gain.  You also need to be careful because foods high in protein, such as beef, are also high in saturated fat, which may increase your blood cholesterol levels if consumed in excess.

So why are people losing weight on these diets?  The initial weight loss may be because people decrease their total calories and may become dehydrated.  While many people experience weight loss, there is little research demonstrating that they keep it off long-term.  In a study published in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition in 1997, the National Weight control Registry monitored the dietary intakes of 629 women and 155 men, who lost an average of 66 pounds and kept at least 30 pounds of it off for 5 years.  The findings showed that they weren't eating a high protein diet.  When distributing their intake, the participants ate an average of 19% protein, 24% fat, and 56% carbohydrates and emphasized increasing fruits, vegetables and fiber.  They also reported eating less meat.

Can high protein diets cause harm?  When the body relies almost entirely on stored fat for energy, large quantities of fatty acids appear in the liver, producing excess ketone bodies that the body can't break down.  This leads to an unhealthy increase in acidity in the body fluids.  High protein proponents claim that ketones are beneficial to the body, acting as a preferable source of energy for the brain.  These claims are, however, not based on scientific research.  In fact, glucose is the preferred source of energy for the brain.

Too much protein can have harmful side effects.  Kidney function decreases with age, which leads to a decreased ability to handle excess protein waste products.  Chronic protein overuse may contribute to this decrease in function. Your body only uses a certain amount of protein leaving the rest to waste.  Our bodies can’t metabolize one of the components of protein, nitrogen.  Because the body disposes of nitrogen through urine, an abundance of protein stresses the kidneys, and may cause kidney stones and dehydration.

The key to victory in the weight loss war is variety and balance.  It must be a life change of healthful eating and exercise.  The recommendations of the scientific community for weight loss are as follows:

(Provide intake no lower than 1200 calories a day

(Eat a variety of foods to ensure no nutrient deficiency.

(Provide a negative caloric balance (more calories used than taken into the body) of no more than 500-1000 calories, resulting in gradual weight loss. Lose no more than 1-2 pounds per week.

(Use behavior modification techniques to identify and eliminate diet habits that contribute to overeating.

(Include an exercise program that promotes a daily caloric expenditure of 300 or more calories.  For many participants, this may be best accomplished with low intensity, long duration exercise (30 minutes to an hour), such as walking or jogging.

(The new eating and physical activity habits should be continued for life in order to maintain the achieved lower body weight.

People not only eat to get energy, but also for emotional reasons.  There is no easy way out, no magic pill, when it comes to weight loss.  Losing weight and keeping it off has to do with eating a variety of foods in moderation and exercising, as well as learning to get pleasure from things other than food.  Most major health organizations including the American Heart Association, the American Cancer Society, the Food and Drug Administration, and the National Cholesterol Education Program endorse a high carbohydrate diet consisting of roughly 30% fat, 10% protein, and 60% carbohydrate.

Dieters need to take care to eat a variety of foods and not reduce their caloric intake to unhealthy levels.  When it comes to high protein low carbohydrate diets, dieter beware.  Hard work and a change in lifestyle is the only way to lose weight and keep it off.  Investigate any diet that tells you otherwise before trying it.  It may prevent you from making an unhealthy choice and may even save your life.

