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Introduction:

 America’s obesity rate have risen since the 1980s and evidence shows 
that the obesity rates are becoming worse [14].  In 2006 there were only 
four states that had an obesity rate of less than 20% and twenty-two states 
that had an obesity rate of 25% or more [14].  Studies have shown that the 
risk of death increases with increasing excess weight [13]. Obesity in 
America has been called an epidemic by the government. Roughly 45 
million Americans are dieting every year [9] and Americans spend between 
one to two billion dollars a year on weight-loss programs [9]. If one were to 
Google™ rapid weight loss or diets, one would find pages full of diets 
promising fast results. Even the media have used the idea of dieting for a 
reality TV show “The Biggest Loser,” which chronicles a group of 
contestants trying to lose the most weight in a summer’s time for half a 
million dollars.  Contestants on the show are losing weight at a rate of 
around 10 pounds weekly.  The show has quickly become a world wide hit 
airing in over 35 territories and 15 countries and is in its fourth season [12]. 

How much weight is healthy to lose?  For the reasons listed above it is 
important to be informed about how much weight is healthy to lose and 
why. Rapid weight loss can result in a number of health complications like 
anorexia and usually produces fast results that do not last and can lead to 
rebound weight gain [3]. Therefore the purpose of my study is to determine 
the healthy rate to lose weight and to encourage further research and 
publicity about safe weight loss. 

.

Abstract:

    The purpose of this study was to gather current information about safe and 
unsafe weight loss. Studies have shown that the rate of obesity in America has 
risen significantly since the 1970s. Currently over half of adults in the United 
States are overweight and government organizations and independent 
researchers are searching for ways to reduce obesity rates. Obesity causes 
many premature deaths each year and studies have found a high correlation 
between obesity and disease rates. 
     There are roughly 45 million Americans who are dieting or have dieted. 
When searching for diets on Google™, pages of diets plans are found and 
many of them are Fad diets that promise rapid weight reduction using a very 
low calorie plan. Studies have shown that the effects of losing too much 
weight are emotionally damaging and counter-productive to long term weight 
loss and health.  Most sources state that healthy weight loss is 1 to 3 lbs. per 
week. However, there is limited research about safe weight loss when dieting.  
More research on weight lost should be conducted and publicized.

FIGURE 1: SURVEY RESULTS: 24 Beloit College students were asked what 
they thought was a safe amount of weight to lose each week.

Discussion:
For the 45 million Americans who diet every year [9], understanding how to lose 
weight properly and safely is key to effective weight loss, healthy lifestyles, and a 
reduction in wasted money. The importance of understanding the safe amount of 
weight loss is obvious and should be further examined and made available to the 
general public. Understanding and setting a safe weight loss goal will decrease the 
risk of side effects from rapid weight loss. It will also save Americans from wasting 
money on programs that encourage unsafe weight loss. It may encourage those who 
create and market diets to consider a healthier and more realistic alternative to 
increasing sales through hazardous diets. It was alarming to discover how long it 
took to get information about a safe range of weekly weight loss from peer-reviewed 
journals and the government. It was easy to get recommendations for weight loss 
from the diet marketers themselves. This lack of information from credible sources 
could lead to confusion and unsafe choices in weight loss. The study shows there is a 
lack of information on safe weight loss compared to information on unsafe weight 
loss diets. In order to educate America and reduce the risks associated with unsafe 
weight loss, it is recommended that further studies into safe weight loss and more 
public information on safe weight loss should be put on the agenda of educators and 
researchers, as well as the government.  The results of my survey reflect that 60% of 
Beloit college students are informed correctly about safe weight loss. This could be 
in part because they have been exposed to nutrition from first year initiative and 
nutrition classes, as well as friends who have taken these classes. It would be 
interesting to conduct this survey outside of a college setting.
 If more attention was directed toward setting a normal range for weight loss 
and publicizing how to lose weight, individuals without health problems would not 
have to try so many different diets and spend countless dollars on false expectations. 
Individuals could be more grounded in the reality of weight loss and focus on 
healthy lifestyles instead of rapidly losing the maximum weight one physically can. 
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Results:
Side effects of rapid weight loss  occurs include gallstones [4], 
mood swings [5], poor athletic performance [5, 7], deficient 
immune system [9], the appearance of loose skin [10], regaining of 
weight [11], and in rare cases death [6]. Results show that there is 
limited information about how much weight is healthy to lose. Most 
of the sources mention rapid weight lost and its effects, but they do 
not give a number for healthy weight loss. The values from  
academics, government, nutritionists, and doctors were found to 
range from 0.5 to 2 pounds per week for overweight and normal 
weight people. One source thought 3 pounds was okay. Fig. 1 shows 
that 42% of Beloit College students thought that 3 to 5 pounds were 
okay to lose per week, which could lead to health complications. 
Table 1 shows the side effects of rapid weight loss including 
appearance, emotional and physical ailments, and weight regain. It 
was harder to find information about safe weight loss from any 
authorities I reviewed. The hardest was the scholarly journals and 
peer-reviewed websites. 
Note: Safe weight loss for obese people varies with individual 
circumstances and is usually determined on a case by case basis, 
however the effects of unsafe weight loss on obese people is 
included in the results. 

Method:
I read newspaper articles, peer-reviewed journals, government 
documents, online articles, diet sites, and books, and asked two 
professionals to determine the amount of safe weight loss. I 
examined how many sites mentioned an amount of healthy 
weight loss. Government sites included  the Food and Drug 
Administration, Department of Agriculture, and the Department 
of Health and Human Services, I searched key words such as 
diets, safe weight loss, weight loss, and fast weight loss on 
Google. I surveyed 24 Beloit College students on what they 
thought was a healthy amount of weight to lose. A list of 35 
websites was examined and will be provided upon request from 
nearsj@stu.beloit.edu.

TABLE 1: STATEMENTS ABOUT SAFE WEIGHT LOSS

Resources Number of Sites 
reviewed and showing 
recommended weight 
loss

Weight loss 
recommended for 
persons under 27 
Body Mass Index

Recommendations on how to 
lose weight effectively. 

Effects of rapid 
weight loss 
mentioned

Government Sites 
on Nutrition.

Sites Reviewed:5

Sites recommending safe 
weight loss range: 3

.5-2 pounds a 
week
1-2 pounds a 
week

Low Calorie Diet & Exercise
Set realistic Goals
Gradual weight loss
Eat variety of Foods low in 
sugar and fat

Regain Weight

Peer-reviewed 
journal/website & 
Books published by 
accredited publisher

Sites Reviewed:7

Sites recommending safe 
weight loss range: 1

10% weight 
reduction is 
beneficial 

Support group
Low calorie/ Exercise
Chose diet right for you

Gallstones
Mood Swings
Cardiovascular 
complications
Bone loss

Websites not 
accredited by 
government or peer-
reviewed by 
academics. peers

Sites Reviewed:10

Sites recommending safe 
weight loss range:1

Max 3- 4 pounds 
per week healthy 
person
1-2 lbs per week

Set realistic goals
Use food pyramid
Drink tea
Specialize planning for money
Diet pills

Loose Skin
Gallstones
Weight regain

Newspapers and 
magazines online

Sites Reviewed: 8

Sites Recommending 
safe weight loss range:2

1- 1.5 was shown 
to be healthy
.5-1.5 a week

Eat lots of fruits and 
vegetables
Eat less protein 
Healthy lifestyle
Herbal supplements

Deficient Immune 
System
Depression
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