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Have you ever tried to lose weight?  Have you ever regained any of that weight?  If so, you’re a member of a large crowd, no pun intended.  In the United States, 64% of all adults have a weight problem to some degree and almost a quarter of the adult population are obese.  Children are not immune to weight problems as 15% of children aged 6 – 19 are overweight.

An estimated 300,000 deaths are linked each year to obesity, ranking obesity-related factors second only to smoking among the leading causes of preventable death in adult Americans.  Obese individuals have a 50 – 100% increased risk of death from all causes compared with normal weight individuals. Most of the increased risk is due to heart and circulatory problems.

Weight management refers to maintaining one’s weight after a weight reduction program or focuses on not gaining additional weight.

Weight gain/regain is a common occurrence for anyone who has tried to lose and/or maintain weight.  To prevent weight regain, recent studies suggest that repeated smaller losses (weight reduction of 5 – 10% of body weight), which must be maintained for six months, have higher success rates.  After each six-month period, the process can be repeated.  Research has also shown that a reduction of 10% of body weight has substantial positive effects on high blood pressure, diabetes and cholesterol levels.

Some of the reasons for weight regain are:

· Unrealistic goals:  Small goals need to be set that include weight loss and time.  Individuals need to remember that obesity did not happen overnight; therefore, the weight won’t be lost overnight.

· Not enough time given to the weight management program:  Motivation needs to be maintained:  Sometimes, as one approaches their weight reduction goal, the individual settles for how they look and motivation fades.  We get bored with the program because we are not losing weight fast enough.  The loss of half a pound each week is considered healthy.  Although fad diets can result in quick weight loss, maintaining the weight loss over time is challenging.

· Diet is too radical a life style change:  Fad diets can result in quick weight loss.  For the most part, these diets are not sustainable and can be very unhealthy.  Having to buy “special foods” becomes expensive and too troublesome to continue.

· Exercise is not initiated or continued:  Exercise helps to tone muscles and provides a way to burn more calories.  If you are a couch potato, get up and walk in place during commercials.  Park a little farther away from the door at the grocery store or the mall.  Participate in water exercise if your joints are stiff or hurt.  Weight is sometimes regained when exercise is not continued, because we do not cut back on the food intake that has so far been balanced by exercise activity.

· “Diet” is temporary and a return to “normal” eating habits is anticipated:  “Diets don’t work for me.”  How many of us have heard or used those words?  In reality, diets don’t work for most people.  You cannot diet with the thought, “When I reach my goal weight, I can eat like I used to.”  Previous eating habits are what caused the weight problem in the first place!

So, how do you lose weight and keep it off?  Take advantage of all the education you can get.  There is a lot of information available from your health care provider and dietitians, books available in the library, and information on the Internet.  Make sure you visit the American Dietetics Association (www.eatright.org), the American Heart Association (www.americanheart.org), the National Institute of Health (www.nih.gov), and the National Heart, Lung and Kidney Institutes websites.

In order to lose weight, the program you decide to follow should inform you about the energy values of different foods, food composition (proteins, carbohydrates and fats), how to read nutrition labels, how to shop and new ways to prepare foods, avoiding over-consumption of high-calorie foods (yes, you can have a glass of wine or a piece of cake occasionally), maintaining adequate water intake, reducing portion sizes, limiting alcohol consumption, and the importance of physical activity.

In order to maintain weight, we should also be informed about journaling (keeping a food diary), stress management (what to do instead of eating the entire bag of cookies), stimulus control (how to avoid feeling deprived), problem solving (what to do when there are no low-fat alternatives at a party), cognitive restructuring (learning to “think thin”), and, especially, the importance of social support.  

Before starting any weight loss, weight management, or exercise program, consult with your primary care provider, as there may be health concerns that need to be considered.
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