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Most people have successfully lost weight at some point in their lives. However, people's
success at maintaining that weight loss is another story. When you look at clinical trials of
long-term weight loss maintenance, the numbers don't look so good. Approximately 10-20%
of subjects are able to maintain a weight loss of at least 5% after 5 years. The results of
other research also look grim; ﬁve years after completing structured weight loss programs,
people only maintain a 3% weight loss.
The problem with clinical trials, however, is that they may not reﬂect what is going on with
the typical U.S. citizen. A recent study used data from the National Health and Nutrition
Examination (NHANES) survey to get an idea of the success rates of the average person in
the U.S. The researchers looked at data for 14,306 people between 20 and 84 years of age,
from the years 1999 to 2006. They deﬁned "long-term weight loss maintenance" as having
maintained weight loss for at least 1 year. They excluded people who had never been
overweight or obese.
The following chart shows the results of the study:

You can see that over 35% of people were successful at maintaining a weight loss of at least
5% for more than a year. On average, this was a 29 pound weight loss. The numbers drop
oﬀ from there, with only 17% maintaining a 10% weight loss. However, of the people in that
17%, the average weight weight loss maintained was 42 pounds.
Study Shortcomings
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The results of this study suggest that Americans are doing a better job of maintaining weight
loss than clinical trials would have you believe. However, there are a number of limitations to
this study that you need to consider:
The research involved self report of body weight, which could introduce bias because
people tend to under-report their weight. Also, since this data was based on individuals
trying to remember their past weights, there could be recall bias. However, there is
some research to indicate that, on the whole, recall of past weight is reasonable stable
over time. So recall bias probably does not aﬀect the results of this study too much.
The researchers were not able to determine the method of weight loss. Thus, the data
could include people who had unintentional weight loss due to illness. Since this was a
cross-sectional study, the researchers could not determine when the weight loss
occurred. The researchers also could not determine whether the people who had large
amounts of weight loss underwent bariatric surgery; however, the number of people
who have such surgery is very small (only 39 per 100,000 people), so this probably did
not aﬀect the results.
The biggest limitation of this study is that the researchers only looked at one point in
time. They only had data on the people's current weights, maximum weights, and
weight 1 year ago. That's a lot of missing years that remain unaccounted. Thus, there
was no way to determine the number of years people had maintained their weight loss.
Still, the study does give at least some idea of long-term weight loss success. For
example, someone who had a maximum weight of 220 pounds, went down 165 pounds
two years ago, and then went to 185 pounds, would be classiﬁed as having 10% longterm weight maintenance in this study. While the person certainly regained some
weight, he/she didn't regain all of the weight, and thus are still more successful at
weight loss than if he/she had gone back to a maximum weight.
Better Than Clinical Trials, But Still Bad
Overall, the data does suggest that may do a bit better at maintaining long-term weight loss
than clinical trials indicate. Still, if only 17% are maintaining a 10% long-term weight loss,
that means 83% of people are regaining most, if not all, of their weight back. Those aren't
good odds.
While the statistics are grim, it doesn't mean that you can't be successful at maintaining
long-term weight loss. But long-term weight loss requires eﬀort, and an eﬀective strategy. If
you are someone who has struggled with maintaining weight loss, you can contact me for
online consultation. I am also available to speak to groups and organizations on eﬀective
strategies for maintaining long term weight loss. With appropriate lifestyle modiﬁcations, you
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can be in that 17%.
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