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Weight conscious individuals are inundated daily with numerous print, television, and radio ads detailing the wonders of high-protein diets and the incredible amount of weight loss that can be achieved by following them.  How much is too much protein for the average individual?  The answers can be surprising.  

From The Dr. Adkins New Diet Revolution to The Zone Diet to Protein Power, we are instructed to limit (or eliminate) carbohydrate in the diet.  What is often left out of these diets are the facts about these carbohydrates.  Carbohydrates are found in a myriad of various foods, from vegetables, fruits, milk, cereals, desserts, table sugar, honey, cereals, breads, rice, pasta . . . the list goes on and on.  These ‘bad’ carbohydrates are the roots of the majority of American diets.  Simply eliminating them will decrease the variety in one’s diet, causing the balance to shift to a diet high in protein and fat.  This results in a diet lacking in moderation.  And just what are the three components that any diet must contain?  Variety, balance, and moderation. 

The short-term prospect of following a high-protein diet seems easy enough.  However, the diet can quickly become quite monotonous due to the limitations of the diet.  Protein is often allowed in unlimited supply from meats, cheeses, and eggs.  Fat is found in protein-rich foods in addition to butter, sour cream, bacon, and salad dressings; foods that should be limited due to their actions on cholesterol and heart disease.  The initial weight loss of high-protein diets (as with any weight loss diet) is due to water weight.  The body stores a certain amount of carbohydrate for energy; carbohydrate is a bulky substance that holds water.  When carbohydrates are withdrawn from the diet, the stored carbohydrates in the body are used for energy and liberate their water.  Over an extended period of time, additional weight loss is attributed to smaller amounts of food eaten at each meal due to limitations on the types of foods that can be consumed.  

While some may argue that a high-carbohydrate diet may cause weight gain, the simple truth is that consuming any foods in excess will cause weight gain.  Many high-carbohydrate diets severely limit the amount of fat allowed in the diet.  This reduces fullness at meals, which some individuals replace with sugar.  While sugar is a carbohydrate, it is easy to over indulge through sodas, honey, puddings, and other desserts; such foods can also contain high-amounts of calories due to the concentrated sugar content.  Protein, fat, carbohydrates, and even alcohol will contribute to overall weight if they are not burned off through daily activities and exercise.    

Carbohydrates from the Breads, Cereals, Rice, and Pasta along with the Fruits and Vegetable Groups are the cornerstones of the Food Guide Pyramid due in part to their fiber, vitamin, and mineral content.  Carbohydrates supply the body with energy to exercise, shop, work, or even read this article.  In fact, carbohydrates are the principle fuel for the brain.  Think of it as brain food.  However, there is a limit to the amount of carbohydrates needed daily because it should be combined with protein and fat.  Protein is still needed for growth and development, the manufacturing of body enzymes and hormones and assist in building and repairing muscles.  Fat, meanwhile, flavors food, provides fullness after eating, insulates the body, and keeps the skin lubricated.  

The point that most weight loss diets forget is that all three nutrients, protein, fat, and carbohydrate, are needed in the diet.  Carbohydrates should comprise approximately 55% of the caloric content of any diet, fat should not exceed 30%, with protein content varying between 12-15% of total calories.  Most Americans get more than enough protein daily, with the amount needed by most Americans averaging between 50-60 grams per day depending upon gender, age, and activity level. This amount of protein can be found in 2 eight-ounce glasses of milk and four ounces of chicken.  

One quick method to determine individual protein needs: multiply ½ grams of protein per pound of body weight for non-athletes or up to ¾ grams of protein per pound of body weight for athletes who have slightly increased needs.  Will consuming extra protein above our estimated needs cause any health problems?  Most likely not, unless the liver or kidneys are already compromised; in such cases protein intake may need to be limited.  

Food should be enjoyed; not viewed as the enemy.  Be adventurous in your food choices, but limit the amount of food consumed by monitoring portion sizes to maintain or reduce weight.  After all, too much of a good thing is not always a good thing.  A well-varied diet should contain foods from all parts of the Food Guide Pyramid.  Coupled with exercise there is no greater ally against the battle of the bulge.  If you have any questions regarding your dietary plan, please contact the Nutrition Care Division, McDonald Army Community Hospital at 314-7755.

