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Fad Diets
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	Breakfast: Half a grapefruit and black coffee. 
Lunch: Half a grapefruit, 1 egg, some salad, a piece of dry toast and tea or coffee (no milk).
Dinner: Half a grapefruit, 2 eggs, half a head of lettuce with tomato, and tea or coffee (no milk).

This daily meal plan shows an example of a fad diet, a craze that has exploded in mainstream American culture during the past decade. Most fad diets consist of high-protein, low-carb foods or focus around eating one specific food (such as grapefruit or cabbage soup). Others eliminate certain sections of food groups, such as Sugar Busters!®. Almost every one, however, emphasizes reducing carbohydrates. Carbohydrates, these plans claim, contain insulin-producing properties, which in effect is responsible for creating stores of body fat. But can these diets really be trusted?

Most experts say no, but that doesn't stop millions of Americans who try these diets each year. So, what makes these weight loss plans attractive? According to professionals, diets like Atkins and The Zone produce quick and early results. "People want everything fast and easy, and that's not reality where health is concerned," says Aimee Wise, a certified nutritionist and owner of Wise Woman Wellness, a private practice in Atlanta that offers women health and nutrition education and support. People who follow these plans may lose significant amounts of weight in the first weeks. Experts contend, however, that this loss is mostly water weight and muscle tissue. But other examples also show body fat is lost. Research conducted at the University of Cincinnati documented this finding by placing 53 female participants on a low-fat diet or the Atkins plan for six months. After the allotted time period, the women on the Atkins plan lost twice as much body fat as the other group. 

How does reducing carbohydrates help you lose weight? According to The Zone, "your genetic biochemical response to these carbohydrates is what makes you fat." "Eating carbohydrates stimulates insulin secretion, and insulin turns the excess carbohydrates into fat. Dietary fat," it claims, "does not stimulate insulin secretion." Therefore, by consuming the recommended percentages of carbohydrates, protein, and dietary fat, you can manage your body's production of insulin.

According to nutritional professionals, however, carbohydrates are not the sole cause of obesity. "It is true that eating too many carbohydrates will promote obesity," says Dr. Lisa Hark, Nutrition Education and Prevention Program Director at the University of Pennsylvania School of Medicine, "but it is actually the amount of total calories that a person eats -- rather than a specific macronutrient, such as fat, protein, or carbs -- that makes people gain weight." Plus, when you reduce carbohydrates significantly, you lose many of the health benefits obtained from eating whole grains, fruits, and vegetables. Eating a diet high in protein and fat, the experts claim, can put you at risk for heart disease, calcium depletion, and kidney problems. 

If you need to lose weight quickly, then fad diets such as Atkins or The Zone will work only as short-term solutions. "So far, fad diets have shown that they can be effective in reducing body weight in the short-term and that they are relatively free of complications in the short-term," says Dr. Douglas C. Heimburger, Professor of Nutrition Sciences and Medicine at the University of Alabama at Birmingham. However, "nothing has been documented about either effectiveness or safety in the long-term."

If anything, these diets may teach you to control your eating habits and help in establishing a lifelong, healthy eating plan. Until more evidence shows that fad diets are a safe long-term alternative to normal weight-loss plans, it is best to stick with a well-balanced diet that includes all the food groups. Just remember to eat less and exercise more. As long as you burn more calories than you take in, you should lose weight. 

--Steven Till
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