








When losing weight is not enough 
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Summer is coming and diets and miraculous remedies are thriving on TV and in magazines by 
promising extreme weight loss and perfect silhouettes, but we have to be on our guard against 
these "miracles". Losing weight is a very complex mechanism that must be guided necessarily by a 
dietician or an expert in nutrition. In fact, there are many hidden dangers behind miraculous diets 
and do–it-yourself-methods. The most frequent of these is regaining pounds in spades. There is 
indeed a substantial difference between losing weight and slimming. To lose weight means to lose 
only fat mass. Losing the lean mass would lead to break down and dehydration. Clear differences 
that have critical consequences. Most of the slimming programs that promise striking results in a 
very short time lead, nearly always, to a loss of lean mass by causing considerable problems: the 
metabolic rate decreases and the diet, after initial success, no longer works and it will be 
inavoidable that you become a victim of the so much feared Yo-Yo effect. The real weight loss, as 
already said, is obtained by losing weight but saving the lean mass. The latter, and the muscle 
mass in particular, are essential components of the body composition in a subject. That is, the 
total value of needed calories for survival and for the performance of our daily activities is 
composed of many factors: the value of basal metabolism (capable of covering up to 80% by 
itself), physical activity and thermogenesis induced by the diet. Basal metabolism is directly 
correlated, in a simple way, to body composition. The muscular mass , particularly rich in 
mitochondria (cell organelles responsible for energy production) is primarily responsible for this 
value. A muscular subject, well trained, with significant level of muscle mass, will have a basal 
metabolism (i.e. energy expenditure at rest) that is much higher than in a subject weighing the 
same, but with lower level of muscle mass and higher level of fat mass. Therefore it is clear that 
the secret of a really effective weight loss diet is not to lose weight, but rather to lose fat mass 
while saving muscle mass and calorie consumption accordingly. In a dietary regimen the muscle 
mass can be properly nourished through correct protein intake which is the key to the protocol’s 
effectiveness. The total protein intake must be calculated both quantitatively and qualitatively. 
The amount of protein intake during a low-calorie diet therapy must be calculated on the basis of 
the lean mass, measured by dual energy X-ray absorptiometry (DXA) or by bioelectrical impedance 
analysis, and related to nitrogen turnover. Quality, as beforementioned, is equally important and 
is evaluated, for example, by the presence of branched amino acids and especially of leucine. 
Another aspect to keep in mind is the presence of essential amino acids and their ratio.. The 
human body is not able to synthesize them and must necessarily take them in from external 
sources. Total protein must be then bioavailable, that is to say really usable once you get past the 
digestion and assimilation processes.This is the reason why we resort more often to the use of 
supplements and it is important to know how to select the appropriate ones in order to determine 
their effectiveness. In fact, only certain of them warrant highest bioavailability, correct presence of 
essential amino acids and a pleasing taste. Feeding the patient’s muscle mass is, in fact, the key 
step of the weight loss process and only when the protein component has been satisfied, it will be 



possible to combine a low-calorie "diet" that takes care of the necessary quantity of vitamins, 
antioxidants, fibers and minerals. In conclusion, a subject going on a diet with a correct protein 
intake will see the number on the scales go down, but, above all, see the body composition 
changes and will have, at the end of the approach taken , a lower weight but with the same value 
of energy expenditure because its muscle component that is the factor of basal energy 
expenditure, is maintained intact. This "small" detail will contribute decisively, together with a 
healthy dose of sports and better eating habits, to avoid the  very frequent and unsatisfactory yo-
yo effect (in the wrong diets). 
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