
 

Keeping track of weight daily may tip scale in
your favor
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This is an image of a weight scale. Credit: CDC/Debora Cartagena

For those wishing to lose weight and keep it off, here's a simple strategy
that works: step on a scale each day and track the results.

A two-year Cornell study, recently published in the Journal of Obesity,
found that frequent self-weighing and tracking results on a chart were
effective for both losing weight and keeping it off, especially for men.
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Subjects who lost weight the first year in the program were able to
maintain that lost weight throughout the second year. This is important
because studies show that about 40 percent of weight lost with any 
dietary treatment is regained in one year, and almost 100 percent of 
weight loss is regained at the end of five years.

"You just need a bathroom scale and an excel spreadsheet or even a
piece of graph paper," said David Levitsky, professor of nutrition and
psychology at Cornell and the paper's senior author. Carly Pacanowski,
Ph.D. '13, a former graduate student in Levitsky's lab and currently a
postdoctoral fellow at the University of Minnesota, is the paper's first
author.

The method "forces you to be aware of the connection between your
eating and your weight," said Levitsky. "It used to be taught that you
shouldn't weigh yourself daily, and this is just the reverse."

In the study, 162 subjects were randomly separated into an intervention
group and a control group. Individuals in the intervention group were
first given a target of 1 percent weight loss, which they could lose in any
manner they chose.

"Because we didn't prescribe, everyone found their own way of losing
the weight," whether they reduced portion size, stopped snacking or
skipped a meal, Levitsky said. Losing 1 percent of body weight requires
most people to cut only about 150 calories a day for two weeks.

Once they maintained that weight loss for 10 days, the program then
gave them a new target to lose another 1 percent, and so on. The goal
was to lose a total of 10 percent of their starting body weight.

Still, there was a significant difference between men and women, with
women losing weight on the program, but far less than the men.
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"It seems to work better for men than women, for reasons we cannot
figure out yet," Levitsky said.

Overall, the researchers believe that stepping on a scale and tracking
one's weight acts as a reinforcement for some behaviors, such as eating
less, and it strengthens others such as going for a walk in order to
maintain body weight.

"We think the scale also acts as a priming mechanism, making you
conscious of food and enabling you to make choices that are consistent
with your weight," Levitsky said.

Future work includes completion in 2016 of a four-year weight gain
prevention study of Cornell students. The researchers are also using this
method with obese and overweight pre-adolescent children. By reducing
the growth of body weight while not impairing their increasing height,
these children should "grow out" of the obesity by the time they reach
adolescence.

Finally, Levitsky and colleagues will also test if the method can prevent
age-related weight gain, as most people keep gaining weight through
their 40s, an age where high increases in obesity occur.
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