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A medical study called “Stop Regain,” recently presented at the annual meeting of the North American Association for the Study of Obesity (NAASO), suggests that weighing yourself daily after weight loss may be helpful in weight maintenance.  I have concerns.


To be fair, the not-yet-published study results are provocative.  Among the more than 300 obese subjects enrolled who had all recently lost more than 40 pounds, maintenance of weight loss was twice as common in those who stepped on a scale daily as in those who weighed in less often.


But we don’t yet know the direction of causality here.  It may be that people highly committed to keeping weight off are more inclined to weigh themselves often.  It may be that people step on a scale more readily when they have reason to expect good news rather than bad.  Or perhaps daily weigh-ins really do help keep weight gain at bay.


The scientific literature on behavior modification strategies for sustainable weight loss has long emphasized the value of self-monitoring.  Techniques such as keeping food or exercise diaries, or conferring with the bathroom scale at frequent intervals, seem to help maintain focus.  They also offer protection against the little white lies we tell ourselves as we slip off the wagon one tiny indulgence at a time.

But whereas monitoring food intake, or physical activity, places one’s focus on controllable behaviors, relying on a scale puts the focus on an outcome not entirely under our control.  We can choose what to eat- or perhaps more relevant, what not to eat- and we can choose what to do.  But we can’t choose what to weigh.

And the correspondence between behavior and weight is far from perfect.  For one thing, we all have different resting energy expenditures.  This refers to the calories our bodies need for basic functions related to our survival.  Under genetic control, resting energy expenditure encompasses a bell-curve in which each of us is “assigned” a position.  But we don’t choose that place, and if it happens to be at the fuel-efficient end of the curve, we may struggle with our weight even when our diet and activity patterns are quite admirable.


If one weighs oneself daily, the scale tends to become the measure not just of one’s weight, but of one’s worth.  I have seen this many times over the years in my patients, and fought against it each time.  Occasional weigh-ins are a useful reality check; but consulting a scale every day for the measure of one’s worth is fraught with hazard.

My concerns extend from issues of mental health, to mathematics.  Weight loss much faster than a pound to a pound and a half per week is ill advised.  This is because a pound of fat stores over 4000 calories, and to lose that pound of fat requires a calorie deficit that large.  To cut nearly 4000 calories out of one’s diet in a week requires cutting over 500 calories a day.  In the prototypical 2000-calorie diet, that means reducing total daily food intake by 25%.  Restricting much more than that tends to leave people feeling hungry and faint, and is simply unrealistic for the long haul.

But weight loss at the rate of a pound a week is not detectable on a daily basis on most scales.  So too-frequent weighings while trying to lose weight are apt to generate not only disappointment, but even a potentially misleading sense of failure, when what is actually occurring is the kind of slow and steady success that wins long-distance races.

Another issue with frequent weigh-ins during on-going weight loss is that plateaus in weight are inevitable; here’s why.  Consider you cut 500 calories a day from your diet and start out well, losing a pound a week.  At some point, even though you stick to your new diet, you will stop losing weight.  Your scale will make this seem like failure, but it’s not!  

When you lose weight, the smaller version of you needs fewer calories for resting energy expenditure, because the calories needed for a body to exist depend partly on the size of that body!  When the calories you need fall to the lower level of calories you are now taking in, weight loss will stop.  But the benefits of a healthful diet and activity pattern don’t stop just because you hit a weight loss plateau; but your scale won’t tell you that.  I have seen patients deriving great health benefits from a prudent diet and activity pattern abandon them because their scale told them “you’re failing.”

Another consideration relates to a brain-teaser many of us heard in the grade-school playground: which weighs more, a pound of iron or a pound of feathers?  Of course, they weigh the same.  The same is true of a pound of muscle, and a pound of fat.
As noted, a pound of fat is a reserve of over 4000 calories (4086, to be exact).   A pound of muscle, however, only holds about 1800 calories, because muscle is made from protein, and protein has 4 calories per gram, whereas fat has 9.  The implication of this is that if one is losing weight through the healthful combination of eating well, and exercise, weight may actually stay constant even as one gets leaner!  Why?  Because fat loss and muscle gain may occur together.  If one were to lose 5 pounds of fat, and gain 5 pounds of muscle- a scenario I have seen in my patients- more than 11,000 calories will have been removed from the body, but the scale won’t notice a thing!

Finally, in this age of epidemic childhood obesity, what can stepping on a scale tell you about the well-being of your family?  Not a thing.  Monitoring diet and activity can be a family affair, but weight is a private matter.  A focus on healthful activities for the whole household would seem to offer many advantages.


As we confront a challenge, we all tend to tell ourselves what we want to hear- so the occasional reality check is a prudent element in any long-term commitment.  Weighing yourself regularly while losing weight, or keeping it off, may provide that useful dose of reality.  But weigh your options, too.  A scale measures pounds, not self-worth, and it is insensitive to much that matters.  Focus on health not just weight, family not just self, behaviors you control rather than measures you don’t- and tip the scales in your favor.
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