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The desire to look and feel our 
best, and the compulsion to fit in  
with society’s beauty ethic can 
drive many of us to diet at some 
point in our lives. However, our 
approach to food and dieting is 
clearly not working, as obesity 
continues to rise and with it, the 
associated risks of heart disease, 
diabetes and digestive problems. 
Plus, some popular methods of 
weight loss simply defy logic, 
science and plain common sense.
During my teens I ate celery and grapefruit one month and 
almost nothing but oysters the next. Then there was the 
dreaded cabbage soup diet. These diets did result in a leaner 
me, but a month or so later the weight had returned and I was  
again looking for the next weight-loss fad. To make matters 
worse, those extremely restrictive diets ruined my relationship 
with several fabulous ingredients for years. Here, we explore 
popular weight-loss theories and offer some well-balanced 
alternatives to help you choose the best long-term solutions.
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Finding a quick-fix weight-loss solution is high on the agenda of many Australians, yet the 
search often yields empty promises. Holly Davis seeks to untangle dieting fact from fiction.

10diet myths
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 1 
Grapefruit is a unique and  
highly effective dieting aid.
In theory: Grapefruit contains an enzyme that operates 
as a fat burner. Eating grapefruit at every meal – as part 

of a calorie-restricted diet – increases weight loss.
In practice: The Grapefruit Diet dates back to the 1970s, and 
advised dieters to eat approximately 800 calories per day 
and include half a grapefruit in every meal. However, any diet 
consisting of only 800 calories per day will result in weight loss 
as it is well below the recommended minimum intake of 1,200 
calories and it is not a healthy or safe way to shed kilos.

An updated version of the diet emerged around 2004, 
advocating a more balanced, reduced-calorie eating plan  
and an intensive exercise program, along with a grapefruit  
at every meal. This diet will also result in weight loss, however 
grapefruit is still not the cause.

Sadly, research does not support the claim that grapefruit 
contains fat-burning enzymes, although it has been shown 
to reduce insulin levels. Having said that, grapefruit is a valid 
addition to any diet as it is low in calories and sodium, and high 
in vitamin C, potassium and lycopene – an antioxidant that can 
protect against heart disease and breast cancer. Pink grapefruit 
is also a good source of beta-carotene, another beneficial 
antioxidant that the body converts to vitamin A. 
Caution: Consuming large quantities of grapefruit or grapefruit 
juice may be dangerous for people taking certain medications. 
Check with your doctor or pharmacist. 
Instead: Rather than choosing a diet that advocates eating vast 
amounts of a small number of ingredients, enjoy a wide variety 
of foods to ensure you are getting plenty of valuable nutrients. 

A small reduction in the quantity and a small increase in 
the quality of food you eat every day will see you drop excess 
weight over time. This will be relatively painless while also being 
sustainable. To increase the speed and volume of weight loss, 
and for optimum health, combine your altered regimen with 
regular physical activity. 

Certain fats make you fat and should 
be drastically cut from your diet.
In theory: Fats contain more than double the amount of calories  
found in the same volume of protein or carbohydrates. Saturated 
fat – found in meat, dairy products, as well as coconut oil – is also 
widely reported as the cause of increased levels of low-density 
lipoprotein (LDL cholesterol), atherosclerosis and heart disease. 
In practice: Fats are important for metabolising fat-soluble 
nutrients, such as vitamins A, D, E and K and some antioxidants. 
They also supply essential fatty acids for healthy skin and help to 
regulate body functions such as calcium absorption for strong 
bones and teeth. Yet we live in a fat-phobic society where there is 
a low-fat or no-fat option for just about everything we eat. 

Manufacturers tell us these are better choices and will help 
us lose unwanted kilos. However, the labels reveal these foods 
sometimes contain calorie-laden refined sweeteners or worrying 
amounts of artificial sweeteners, fillers and additives.
Instead: Dr Thomas Cowan, author of The Fourfold Path to 
Healing (New Trends Publishing, 2004), suggests we stop eating 

products made from ingredients that are high in calories with little  
nutritional value. These include refined sugars, white flour, and 
all trans fats (liquid vegetable oils that have been processed so 
they are solid at room temperature). Trans fats have been linked 
to increased LDL cholesterol and a depletion of high-density 
lipoprotein (HDL), which protects against heart disease.

Dr Cowan recommends we replace these processed 
ingredients with more traditional foods. The health benefits  
of polyunsaturated fats such as omega-3 and omega-6,  
plus monounsaturated fats, such as olive oil, are well known. 

Saturated fats also contain valuable nutrients that help us  
digest proteins, especially meat, says Dr Cowan. These fats 
increase satiety and if we totally deprive our body of saturated  
fat, our appetites will increase.

Coconut oil supports weight loss, too, says Dr Cowan. The 
body uses this medium-chain fatty acid for quick energy and does 
not store it as fat under the skin or around internal organs.  
Dr Cowan suggests adding 1-2 tablespoonfuls to herbal tea 
before each meal during a weight-loss regimen. I prefer to cook 
with it, add it to the sauté pan or to baked goods such as cakes.
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 Eat high-protein, low-carb  
foods to lose weight.
In theory: Glucose, derived from carbohydrates, 
is the body’s usual source of energy. When we 
dramatically reduce carbohydrates (and boost lean 
protein to form 30 to 50 per cent of our diet) the 
body enters a metabolic state called ketosis whereby 
it burns fat stores for fuel instead of glucose. When 

the body is in ketosis we also feel less hungry.
In practice: People on this regimen do lose a lot of weight, 
however a prolonged state of ketosis can cause serious health 
problems, such as an increased risk of kidney stones and kidney 
failure, in addition to halitosis (bad breath) and headaches. A 
restricted diet also results in a lack of vitamins, minerals, fibre 
and antioxidants, which are all essential for optimum health. 
Plus, eating large amounts of protein, particularly from meat, 
causes us to excrete more calcium than normal, increasing  
our risk of osteoporosis. 
Instead: Not all carbohydrates are equal. Limit your intake 
of simple carbohydrates, such as highly refined sugars and 

grains and the foods that contain them. They offer little to 
no nutritional benefit and place extra strain on our adrenal 
function. When combined with fats – even healthy fats – refined 
carbohydrates can contribute to weight gain.

The healthiest carbohydrates are complex carbohydrates 
such as fresh vegetables and fruits, whole grains, beans and 
legumes. These foods provide a slower release of energy and a 
wide range of important nutrients, vitamins, minerals and fibre. 
The fibre in these foods aids our digestion and also fills us up, 
so our hunger is satisfied for longer. 

Whole grains, beans and legumes cook more easily and are 
easier to digest if they have been soaked for up to eight hours 
before cooking. Soak them in tepid water with a squeeze of 
lemon juice and cover with a lid. Discard the water and rinse 
well before cooking. 

Milk and fruit contain the simple carbohydrates lactose and 
fructose respectively. Provided you can digest these, they are 
both worthy of inclusion on a regular basis. Those with a lactose 
intolerance could try natural yoghurt, where the lactose has 
been all but consumed by the culturing bacteria. Ghee (clarified 
butter) is also a lactose-free option.

wellbeing.

64   www.notebookmagazine.com

... eat a range of fresh, whole foods 
in a variety of beautiful colours... 

Avoid eating 
highly refined 
ingredients.

  The Glycemic Index (GI) is the best  
measure for weight-loss foods.

In theory: If you choose foods that have a low GI you will be 
eating less calories without feeling hungry and will lose weight.
In practice: The Glycemic Index was developed in 1981 to help  
diabetics and athletes maintain stable blood glucose levels. It 
ranks carbohydrate-containing foods on a scale of 0-100 according 
to how much they raise blood glucose levels. The energy from 
foods with a high GI is rapidly absorbed, causing a sharp increase 
in blood glucose, and a comparable release of insulin to stabilise 
blood glucose. The energy in foods with a low GI ranking is 
absorbed slowly, causing a gradual rise in blood glucose. As a 
result, these foods are more filling and satisfy hunger for longer.

Logically, this ranking system should be a great tool for those 
seeking to lose weight. However, just because a food has a low 

GI, doesn‘t mean it should be eaten in large quantities. For 
example, porridge is rated 63 on the GI scale, while chocolate is 
rated 41. Also, the GI scale generally rates individual ingredients, 
however combining these ingredients with other foods, such as 
fibre or protein, alters the rate of digestion and absorption of 
energy and needs to be considered. 
Instead: Rather than focus on the GI of foods, eat a range of  
fresh, whole foods in a variety of beautiful colours including red, 
yellow, green, violet, light brown and creamy white. brightly 
coloured fruits and vegetables contain a host of beneficial 
chemicals known as phytonutrients – our most beneficial aid in 
the prevention of cancer, diabetes, obesity and heart disease.  
We are advised to eat five serves of vegetables, and two serves  
of fruit each day. Dairy products, eggs, fish and poultry also 
provide essential nutrients for optimal health and brain function.



 Eating small meals frequently  
will increase your metabolism.

In theory: Metabolism is a chemical process whereby the  
body converts the energy contained in the food we eat into  
a range of usable fuels to meet the body‘s needs. The slower  
our metabolic rate, the more likely we are to gain weight.  
Eating six to eight small meals each day will increase our 
metabolic rate and promote weight loss.
In practice: Eating frequently does not speed up the metabolic 
process or cause weight loss. However, insufficient calorie intake; 
consuming sugary food and drinks; a lack of physical exercise;  
and an under-active thyroid all work to slow your metabolic rate. 

Having a high body fat ratio also contributes to a slow 
metabolism. Fat cells require less energy to maintain than 
muscle cells, resulting in less energy being converted into 
usable fuel and instead, being stored as additional body fat. 
Instead: To support metabolic function, focus on making time 
for physical activity several times a week. Choose activities that 
expend energy and increase strength such as vigorous walking 
combined with Pilates, yoga or weight training. It is also good to 
eat at regular times, eliminate most alcohol and refined sugars 
from your diet and drink plenty of water throughout the day.

Your quantity and quality of sleep also affects the production 
of hormones that regulate metabolism and appetite and the 
degree to which you feel satisfied by what you have eaten. 

   Don’t eat late in the evening 
before you go to bed.
In theory: Any calories consumed when we  
are about to go to sleep will be stored as fat.
In practice: Calories don’t keep track of time! 
our body utilises energy 24 hours a day and  
if the energy derived from the food we eat is 
not immediately required, is will be stored and 

made available when we next need it. 
That said, digestive processes do decrease when the body 

is at rest, making it harder for us to digest late-night meals. 
Eating just before bed can lead to disturbed sleep, flatulence, 
bloating, indigestion and heartburn. 
Instead: If you must eat later in the evening, make your  
meal smaller and choose foods that are nutritious and easier  
to digest than complex carbohydrates and proteins, such as  
a cup of chicken broth or vegetable soup. You could keep  
small containers of homemade stock and soup in the freezer  
for such times.

To assist your digestive function, make or buy naturally 
fermented vegetable pickles, natural yoghurt or probiotic  
drinks to have with every meal, or as a snack. These provide  
live bacteria and enzymes that assist digestion and help to 
reduce sugar cravings. Alternatively, use a good probiotic 
supplement and take as directed.
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Grapefruit 
brûlée tartlets 
are a treat 
with a little 
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 7  8 No pain, no gain – making it hurt 
ensures weight loss.

In theory: If we are in pain as a result of our diet and exercise 
routine, we are likely to lose more weight.
In practice: Denying ourselves foods we enjoy, and experiencing 
sore muscles after a workout are widely regarded as essential for 
weight loss. They aren’t; and unfortunately for many people, these 
may be the biggest causes of failed weight-loss attempts. 

Pain is a means of letting us know we either have an injury or 
are in danger of causing one. Experiencing pain 24 to 48 hours 
after a vigorous workout is not a signal that it was effective; it is 
the result of microscopic injuries to our muscles, tendons and 
ligaments. This is known as delayed onset muscle soreness. 

The best treatment is gentle stretching, massage and 
rest for five to seven days. For the iron-willed, it is possible to 
endure bouts of muscle soreness, however, most people will stop 
a punishing regimen and look for another, more attractive fad.
Instead: It’s possible to lose weight and increase muscle mass 
without pain. A diet and exercise program that is achievable  
and pain-free is likely to be sustained far longer and result in  
the desired weight loss. As this sort of regimen becomes  
habitual, any weight loss is also more likely to be maintained.

Delayed onset muscle soreness can be avoided by  
performing thorough warm-up exercises before you begin  
and a cool down routine at the end. begin with easy to  
moderate activity and gradually increase this over time. Let  
your body tell you what it needs; if you are sore, take that  
as a sign you are pushing yourself too hard. 
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Grapefruit brûlée 
tartlets are a 
treat with a little 
fresh cream.

 Cardiovascular training will 
help you shed kilos.
In theory: Raising cardiovascular function for 
extended periods of time increases our metabolic 
rate and burns more calories. 
In practice: Cardiovascular training provides 
massive benefits to your health and particularly  
to your heart. Running, jogging and aerobic 
exercise will increase circulation, build endurance 
and burn lots of calories. However, on its own, 

cardiovascular exercise is not the best way to ensure weight loss 
and it isn’t an effective way to tone muscle.
Instead: Combine cardiovascular exercise with resistance training 
such as weight machines, free weights or stretch bands. You might 
also consider circuit or interval training. This can improve muscle 
tone, cardiovascular fitness and increase weight loss.

Circuit and interval training involves constantly changing the  
type of exercise and the level of intensity to prevent your body 
from adapting to a routine. A range of activities are typically done 
at high speed or intensity, for short measured bouts, with lower 
intensity training in between. It makes efficient use of the time 
you spend exercising and increases the body’s resting metabolic 
rate for longer after training than regular endurance training and 
results in a greater reduction of body fat. This type of exercise can  
also encourage the release of endorphins (feel good hormones). 

before you begin circuit or weight training, seek the advice  
of your doctor and ask a qualified instructor to design a program  
to suit your needs.
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 A calorie-controlled diet is the  
most effective way to lose weight. 
In theory: To reach our desired weight we should count calories 
and restrict our intake of certain foods for a specified period. 
In practice: Restricting calories will result in weight loss, but 
after the diet ends, it’s almost certain you’ll regain any shed 
kilograms. A restrictive diet can also result in the reduction 
of many vital nutrients and leave our bodies eternally craving 
more. The very idea that we cannot have a particular food 
makes it all the more desirable, and so dieting becomes 
associated with suffering.

With severe calorie restriction, our metabolic rate drops  
and a reduction in body fat declines or stops. In fact, attempts 
to carefully control our calorie intake can actually promote 
weight gain, which in turn leads to the yoyo effect, with our 
body weight fluctuating up and down. 

According to the Eating Disorders Foundation of Victoria, 
women who regularly follow severe diets put themselves at far 
greater risk of developing depression and eating disorders. 
Moderate dieters increase their risk by five times, while severe 
dieters increase their risk 18 fold. 
Instead: Accept there is no magic bullet or easy solution. Swap  
short-term, low-calorie diets for a sustainable healthy lifestyle.

To determine whether you have a weight problem, consider 
your weight in the context of your age, body type, genetics 
and your risk of developing diabetes, heart disease and cancer. 

Determine the weight at which you feel most comfortable. This 
may not be your thinnest, but the weight you are when you feel 
strong and capable. Next, create a plan for getting where you  
want to be and find people who will help you get there. Achieving 
long-term weight loss will do wonders for your self-esteem.

These key recommendations for sustainable weight loss are 
not new; your mother probably said them. Seems she was right! 
•  Move your body every day. Exercise increases muscle mass and 
muscle cells require more calories than fat cells. Short periods of 
any brisk movement will improve your ability to lose weight. 
• only eat foods that contain abundant nutrients. These foods 
will satisfy your hunger, cause your cravings to lessen, and your 
body will re-learn the difference between hunger and fullness. 
Eating this way will also help to regulate and restore the 
digestive system to its full capacity. 
• Never miss a meal. Skipping meals is a major cause of 
overeating and when we are ravenous, we will eat in an 
undiscerning manner – anything at all!  ■

 9 Weight gain is an inevitable  
part of menopause.
In theory: Menopause causes woman to gain weight, 
particularly around the midriff. because it’s hormonal, 

menopausal weight gain is impossible to avoid or reverse.
In practice: As we age, muscle mass declines, which in turn slows 
our metabolism. We also require about 200 less calories a day 
than we used to. So unless we reduce our food intake or increase 
our exercise, surplus calories result in weight gain. 

Decreased oestrogen levels associated with menopause 
alter the distribution of fat in the body, causing excess body fat 
to be stored in the mid section rather than the hips and thighs. 

Loss of muscle tone compounds the issue and makes us less 
keen to exercise, so we are burning fewer calories still. 

Menopause often coincides with life circumstances that are 
particularly stressful such as raising teenage children or caring 
for elderly parents. Additionally, the physical symptoms of 
menopause can include disturbed sleep and anxiety. This can 
mean we are more likely to comfort eating during this time. 
Instead: Mid life and menopause provides us with an excellent 
opportunity for self-enquiry. This can lead us to greater  
self-acceptance as we move into the realm of the wise ones.  
In the meantime, if your midriff is preventing you from looking 
and feeling your best, there is nothing to stop you from losing 
weight. The same principles apply, no matter what your age.  
A strength training program will also help to increase muscle 
mass and tone, plus improve bone density. 

Keeping our weight in check can reduce our risk of associated 
health problems such as diabetes, breast cancer and heart 
disease. According to the US medical research centre, Mayo 
Clinic, women who lose nine kilos after menopause reduce 
their breast cancer risk by as much as 23 per cent. Even smaller 
amounts of weight loss lead to modest cancer risk reduction.
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... women who follow severe  
diets put themselves at far greater 
risk of developing depression...


