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Weight Loss Diets and Books
by J. Anderson and K. Wilken1

Approximately 30 percent of Americans are 
overweight. Carrying too much weight increases risk of 
health problems such as hypertension, heart disease, gall 
bladder disease and diabetes. Losing weight—and 
keeping it off—can be challenging. Controlling fat intake, 
exercising and changing behavior are the keys to weight 
management.

Fat Intake

At 9 calories per gram, fat contains more than twice 
the calories of protein and carbohydrates (4 calories/ 
gram each). Limiting your total daily fat intake to 30 
percent or fewer calories from fat not only reduces fat and 
calories, but also reduces a risk factor for cardiovascular 
disease.

You can estimate your desirable fat intake with the 
following rules of thumb: To maintain your weight, 
divide your current weight in pounds by two. If you want 
to lose weight, divide your current weight in pounds by 
three. This is your daily fat gram goal.

Watching your fat intake doesn’t mean you must 
give up your favorite foods. Choose lean meats and dairy 
products. Use oils and spreads sparingly. Be aware of 
hidden fats in foods such as bakery products, crackers, 
nuts and salad dressings. Learn to modify recipes and use 
substitutions to lower the fat content.

Weight Loss Diets

Fad diet books often promise quick weight loss. The 
diets usually are difficult to continue for a long period 
and are not nutritious. Although people may lose weight 
initially, they easily regain it. At two-year follow-ups, fad 
diets have a very low success rate.

Safe and more effective weight loss plans have the 
following characteristics:

• Recommend no more than 1 to 2 pounds weight 
loss per week.

• Do not go below 1,200 calories per day.

• Refer to the Food Guide Pyramid and Dietary 
Guidelines.

• Focus on limiting fat intake rather than calories.
• Encourage exercise.
• Include a variety of nutritionally balanced 

foods from all food groups.
• Do not have a list of forbidden foods.
• Minimize hunger.
• Do not require special foods or vitamin supple-

ments.
• Encourage setting realistic weight loss goals 

and making slow, moderate changes.
• Establish lifelong habits.
• Fit into your lifestyle.

Sample Weight Loss Diets and Books

Dr. Atkins’ New Diet Revolution

1992—Robert C. Atkins, M.D. Another book: Health 
Revolution

• Characteristics: High protein, high fat, low 
carbohydrate. Claims diet may help people 
with food intolerances or allergies, heart 
disease, diabetes, yeast infections. Megavitamin 
and mineral supplements daily.

• Weaknesses: Nutritionally unbalanced. 
Recommends as little as 15 grams carbohydrate 

Quick Facts…

• The most effective way to lose and maintain
weight is to limit fat intake, follow a healthy
balanced diet and exercise regularly.

• Weight loss strategies should encourage set-
ting realistic goals and making permanent
changes in eating habits.
1



Article 29. Weight Loss Diets and Books
a day. No bread, pasta or cereal. Low fruits and 
vegetables. Ketoacidosis is encouraged.

• Comments: Does not teach good eating habits. 
Can be dangerous. Claims are not nutritionally 
sound. May initially lose water weight.

Eat More, Weigh Less

1993—Dean Ornish, M.D.

• Characteristics: Life Choice vegetarian diet. 
Low in fat, high in complex carbohydrates and 
fiber. Believes large changes are easier to make 
than moderate ones. Includes over 250 
appetizing recipes. 10 percent of calories from 
fat.

• Strengths: Heart healthy diet. Does not limit 
amounts of food (no counting calories). 
Encourages moderate exercise.

• Weaknesses: Advocates giving up all meat, 
poultry, fish, oils, margarine, sugar, dairy 
(except nonfat) and products exceeding 2 grams 
of fat per serving.

• Comments: May be difficult to follow long-
term, especially for non-vegetarians.

Fasting

• Characteristics: Often claimed to detoxify the 
body and lead to quick weight loss. Often 
followed by very low-calorie diets.

• Weaknesses: May feel weak, light-headed and 
shaky. Can lead to ketosis, kidney stones, 
nausea, fatigue and elevated uric acid levels. 
Life-threatening (especially thin people and 
over 75).

• Comments: Weight loss from water and muscle 
loss, then fat loss. When eating resumes, weight 

gain is primarily fat. Exercise accentuates the 
problems.

Fit for Life

1985—Harvey and Marilyn Diamond.

• Characteristics: Based on the erroneous theory 
of “detoxification.” Toxic wastes build up and 
lead to obesity. Certain foods or food combina-
tions detoxify the body.

• Weaknesses: Contains misinformation; nutri-
tionally unbalanced; no dairy; deficient in 
calcium, zinc, vitamin D and B-12; low protein.

• Comments: Probably not dangerous but poten-
tially unhealthy. Unsafe for children, adoles-
cents, pregnant and lactating women. Will lead 
to weight loss as food intake is restricted.

The Fit-or-Fat Woman

1989—Covert Bailey. Other books: The New Fit or Fat, The 
Fit-or-Fat Target Diet

• Characteristics: Recommends aerobic exercise, 
balanced diet and weightlifting/body building. 
Focuses on body fat percentage, not weight loss. 
Covers stress, eating disorders, PMS, gaining 
weight.

• Strengths: Emphasis on exercise and balanced 
diet with more fiber and less fat and sugar. 
Warns against vitamin and mineral megadoses.

• Weaknesses: Recommends only 10 to 15 grams 
fat per day for obese women with 36 percent or 
more body fat.

• Comments: Straightforward, sound approach 
to reducing body fat.

The G-Index Diet

21-day diet. 1993—Richard N. Podell, M.D.

• Characteristics: Classifies foods based on how 
they affect blood sugar response (glycemic 
index). Claims eating high G-Index (GI) foods at 
one meal causes overeating at the next meal. 
Claims low GI foods lower insulin levels and 
rev up metabolism so you burn an extra 200 
calories.

• Strengths: Emphasizes whole grains, low 
sugar, low fat. Recommends regular exercise.

• Weaknesses: Restricts nutrition-rich foods like 
baked potatoes, pineapple, raisins and carrots. 
True glycemic index of many foods is unknown.

• Comments: Eating a combination of high and 
low glycemic foods should avoid big blood 
sugar swings.

Breaking the Behavior Chain

Behavior modification techniques can help alter
poor eating habits. Begin by recording your eating
habits to identify places, emotions or activities that
lead to inappropriate eating.

To change those habits, use simple modification
techniques. For example, make a rule to not eat when
watching television. When you feel stressed, go for a
walk or call a friend instead of eating cookies.

Taking personal responsibility for losing weight,
believing you can succeed and having support from
family and friends also are important factors in los-
ing weight.
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ANNUAL EDITIONS
The McDougall Program

12-day program. 1990—John McDougall.

• Characteristics: High complex carbohydrates 
and fiber, low fat. Unlimited amounts of “the 
right food” such as rice, potatoes and pasta. 
Restricts animal-derived foods and refined 
plant foods (white flour). High fat or sugar 
foods (honey, maple syrup, soybeans, nuts) for 
special occasions.

• Strengths: Reduction in sugar, salt and fat.
• Weaknesses: No meat, dairy, mayonnaise or 

oils, sugar, salt, coffee, cola, chocolate.
• Comments: Extremely low fat intake (5 to 6 

percent of calories). If followed for a long time, 
potential for nutrient deficiencies in protein, 
calcium, zinc, vitamins D and B-12, and 
riboflavin. Unbalanced.

Outsmarting the Female Fat Cell

1993—Debra Waterhouse, M.P.H., R.D.

• Characteristics: OFF Plan focuses on exercise, 
changing eating habits—eat only when hungry, 
stop dieting, don’t overeat, control night snacks, 
eat small frequent meals, choose low-fat foods 
(20 percent of calories from fat).

• Strengths: Emphasizes slow and permanent 
body fat loss. Uses behavior modification 
techniques. No restriction of foods.

• Weaknesses: Encourages eating only the first 
12 hours of the day.

• Comments: Realistic plan for weight control. 
Allows individual tailoring of plan. Deals with 
emotional eating.

The New Pritikin Program

1990—Robert Pritikin

• Characteristics: Designed for lifelong nutrition, 
weight loss, and prevention of diseases such as 
heart disease, high blood pressure, cancer and 
diabetes. High in fiber and complex carbohy-
drates, low in fat. Low in cholesterol, sugars, 
salt, alcohol, coffee, tea. Foods categorized as 
“Go,” “Caution,” or “Stop.” Includes stress 
management.

• Strengths: Exercise is encouraged. Variety of 
foods daily. Adequate carbohydrates, empha-
sizing complex carbohydrates. May be 
beneficial for some disease states.

• Weaknesses: Only 10 percent of calories from 
fat. Recommends limiting low-fat dairy and 
avoiding whole dairy, animal fats, tropical oils, 
caffeine, salt products, etc. For fast weight loss, 
recommends 1,000 calories/day for women and 
1,200 calories/day for men.

• Comments: May be difficult to follow long-
term due to low fat intake.

The T-Factor Diet

21-days of menus. 1989—Martin Katahn.

• Characteristics: Initially count daily fat grams. 
Add fat-free foods to avoid feeling hungry. For 
faster weight loss, follow Quick Melt program 
(count calories and fat grams). Recommends 
physical activity to avoid regaining weight.

• Strengths: Focuses on low-fat, high-fiber foods. 
De-emphasizes calorie counting. No elimi-
nation of foods.

• Weaknesses: Claims people are overweight 
because they eat too much fat. Quick Melt meets 
RDAs but is low in calories (1,100–1,300/day for 
women, 1,600–1,800/day for men).

• Comments: Lower ranges of recommended fat 
gram intake are quite low. Lose weight too 
quickly on Quick Melt.

The Zone Diet

Barry Sears, Ph.D. 1995.

• Characteristics: “Enter the Zone” maintains 
that carbohydrates are bad because they raise 
your blood sugar level and cause the release of 
the hormone insulin—supposed monster 
hormone. Claims insulin makes it hard to 
become thin. Supposedly takes the high-carbo-
hydrate food and stores it as fat rather than 
using it for energy.

Exercise

People are more successful in losing weight when
they alter eating habits and exercise regularly. Physical
activity burns calories, raises metabolism, and helps
you lose body fat (increasing the percentage of lean
body mass). Exercise also promotes a sense of well-be-
ing and has beneficial effects on HDL cholesterol.

Contrary to popular belief, moderate activity
does not increase your appetite. Find an activity that
you enjoy. If you are very overweight or have other
health problems, consult with your doctor before be-
ginning an exercise program. Start slowly, then
work up to at least 15 minutes a session, three to five
times a week.
3



Article 29. Weight Loss Diets and Books
• Strengths: Promotes eating regular meals low 
in calories. Restricts fat to no more than 30 
percent of total calories.

• Weaknesses: Promotes diet higher in protein, 
lower in carbohydrates than recommended. 
Carbohydrates, not proteins, are the preferred 
source of energy. If protein is used for energy, 
nitrogen must be removed. This can overtax the 
kidneys. Metabolic pathways supposedly 
connecting diet, insulin-glucogen and 
eicosanoids sound impressive but do not exist. 
Carbohydrates and insulin don’t make you fat. 
Eicosanoids don’t cause disease.

• Comments: The Zone is based on half-truths, 
mixed messages and theories, not grounded in 
peer-reviewed research. There is nothing 
magical about The Zone Diet, it’s just a very 
low-calorie diet.

Sugar Busters

Edited by Stewart Leighton, 1998. By three physicians 
and a businessman.

• Characteristics: Sugars and foods high in sugar 
are claimed to be “toxic” and the root of all 
health problems, including obesity, diabetes 
and heart disease. These are attributed to 
insulin that regulates sugar. To “bust” sugar out 

of the diet, the book recommends avoiding 
foods with high glycemic index (fruits and 
vegetables) and compensating with protein 
(meat) and fat.

• Strengths: None.
• Weaknesses: Promotes foods high in choles-

terol, saturated fat. Eliminates many foods that 
provide essential vitamins and minerals. 
Recommends not drinking “excessive” fluids 
(water) with meals. No basis to claim fluids 
“bypass proper chewing,” “dilute digestive 
juices.”

• Comments: Insulin plays essential role in 
energy balance. Carbohydrates are important in 
diet. No scientific evidence for claims made. 
Claims are false. Not recommended.

Note

1. J. Anderson, Cooperative Extension food and nutrition specialist and 
professor; and K.Wilken, Cooperative Extension food and nutrition 
specialist food science and human nutrition.

Issued in furtherance of Cooperative Extension work, Acts of May 8 and 
June 30, 1914, in cooperation with the U.S. Department of Agriculture, 
Milan A. Rewerts, Director of Cooperative Extension, Colorado State 
University, Fort Collins, Colorado. Cooperative Extension programs are 
available to all without discrimination. No endorsement of products 
mentioned is intended nor is criticism implied of products not 
mentioned.

Reprinted with permission from Colorado State University Cooperative Extension, Fact Sheet 9.364, December 1998, Nutrition Quackery, J. Anderson,
L. Patterson, and B. Daly, Dept. of Food Science and Human Nutrition. © 1998 by Colorado State University.
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