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To discuss weight management, it is first critical that we define the underlying principles that dictate 
fluctuations in body weight, as well as define some key terms as they relate to energy balance. Fortunately 
for us, the laws of physics haven’t changed much for a long time. The laws of thermodynamics still hold true 
and a calorie still really is a calorie in the sense that it is a unit of measurement for energy in the context of 
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nutrition. To avoid confusion, the calorie as it relates to nutrition is expressed in kilocalories or kcals (1000 
calories = 1 kcal). Herein, we will only refer to energy as ‘kcals’. Body mass is mostly a function of how many 
kcals (energy) we consume versus how many we burn over time, and this concept is known as the energy 
balance equation, expressed below. 
 
 

Energy storage  = energy in – energy out 
 
 
Let’s quickly remind ourselves that the major macronutrients of the human diet are carbohydrates, fats and 
proteins (and hopefully to a lesser extent, alcohol!); each of which have an energy value (carbohydrates; 1g 
= ~4 kcal, fats; 1g = ~9 kcal and protein; 1g = ~4 kcal, alcohol; 1g = ~6.9 kcal), which is the 
metabolisable energy or the energy actually available from a macronutrient for biological processes. If one 
is to lose body weight then it is necessary to burn more calories than are consumed and conversely, if one is 
to gain weight then more calories must be consumed than are burned. This is complicated slightly by the 
properties of different foods, which we will cover in further detail later. It should be clear by now that the 
calories we consume are simply those derived from the diet (foods and beverages), whilst the calories we 
expend are composed of three main components - as defined in the table below. 
 

COMPONENT OF ENERGY 
EXPENDITURE 

DEFINITION 

Resting metabolic rate (RMR) The energy needed to simply keep you alive. 
Breathing and various metabolic processes require 
energy and this constitutes the RMR. 

Dietary Induced 
Thermogenesis (DIT) 

Eating disturbs homeostasis in the sense that 
energy now needs to be used to digest and 
process the food we eat. It can be thought of as the 
‘investment step’ of nutrition whereby energy is 
invested to digest the food that will pay out with a 
greater amount of available energy. Typically, it is 
around 8-12% of the energy value of the food 
eaten depending on its macronutrient content. 

Physical Activity Expenditure 
(PAE) 

This is the most variable component of energy 
expenditure. Simply put, more activity will mean 
more PAE and different physical activities and 
exercise modalities will result in different amounts 
of energy being expended to fuel that task.  

 
Accordingly, when we talk about energy expenditure what we are actually referring to is a combination of 
these three components. Now that we have defined some key terms, we can discuss how they fit together and 
can be manipulated to control (manage) body weight. 
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There are many outlets of 
information proposing the most 

effective nutritional strategies for 
weight management. Often, 

there is conflicting information 
which can lead to confusion on 

the matter

The truth is, many nutritional strategies 
will work provided the fundamental 

principles are in place. Energy balance is 
the ‘master regulator’ of fat loss, so if a 

strategy places an individual in a 
negative energy balance (more energy is 

expended than ingested), this will 
promote fat loss

However, many diets (particularly so-called 
‘fad diets’) do NOT promote optimal 

health or well-being, are difficult to adhere 
to and sustain over the long-term, and can 
negatively influence day-to-day as well as 
exercise performance. *Health and well-

being should always be the priority of any 
intervention!

The most effective nutritional strategy 
for body weight regulation is one that 

considers TOTAL > TYPE > TIMING 

TOTAL amount of calories and 
macronutrients (carbs, fats, proteins) 
ingested.  This is the most important 
consideration for body weight regulation. 
TIP: Usually, there is no need to restrict one 
macronutrient (i.e., carbs or fats). Both are 
important for health and well-being. Just be 
sure to consume in moderation (in line with 
you bodies needs).

TYPE of macronutrients ingested.  Ensure 
you consume a variety of sources to help 
promote optimal health and well-being. 
Where possible:  

CARBS - choose unprocessed options, 
preferably low in sugar. 

FATS - opt for mono- and poly-unsaturated 
fats. Some saturated fat is OK. Avoid trans-
fats where possible. 

PROTEIN - opt for a variety of sources. 
Good choices include: white and red meats, 
fish, eggs, yoghurt, milk and cottage cheese.

TIMING - plays less of a role in body 
weight regulation than the total and type. 
However, regular protein feeding 
(including pre-sleep protein) may help 
preserve muscle mass during periods of 
energy-restriction.

The psychological aspects of weight 
management MUST also be considered. 

This will significantly enhance the chances 
of long-term success (ADA, 2009!

Genetics do play a role in weight management in that 
some people possess genes that predispose them to 

obesity. HOWEVER, how these genes manifest is largely 
dependent upon environmental conditions  

(namely: diet, exercise and stress; Volckmar et al. 2016)

We all have a unique set of genes and a unique 
psychological profile. We acquire personal tastes 

and preferences over time and our lifestyles 
affect our likes and dislikes. For these reasons, 
there is no ‘best diet’, just what works best for 
you, for the long-term! Stick to the evidence-
based basics of body weight regulation (i.e., 

energy balance, total > timing > type) and if you 
need advise then be sure to consult with a 

registered dietician / nutritionist. If you are very 
active, then seek out a fully registered sport and 

exercise nutritionist (i.e., a SENr registered 
practitioner) or sports dietician to help find a 

strategy that works best for YOU! 


