
Fasting Diets for Weight Loss – a new philosophy or the latest fad? 
 

Several fasting diets have become very popular in recent months: the 5:2 diet 

promoted in a BBC documentary last Summer, the alternate day diet and the 8 hour 

diet, to name just three.  Some experts say that these diets will result in weight loss 

and health benefits such as increased lifespan and prevention of cognitive decline.  

Other experts are concerned about the overall effectiveness and safety of fasting. 

The idea that a calorie-restricted diet brings health benefits is not a new one.  As 

long ago as the 1930’s, studies conducted on laboratory mice suggested that low 

calorie diets allowed them to live longer and healthier lives.  Similar effects have 

been shown subsequently in fish, worms, fruit flies and monkeys. 

 

What is a fasting diet? 

Each of these diet plans involves intermittent fasting.  The diet scheme may be 2 

days fasting out of 7, alternate day fasting or eating only during 8 hours within the 

day.  In reality, the ‘fast’ is generally a period in which a relatively small amount of 

calories is consumed, rather than a complete abstinence from all nourishment. 

 

Does a fasting diet work? 

Not surprisingly, if our total calorie intake is reduced by intermittent fasting, weight 

loss is usually a consequence.  Psychologically, dieting only on certain days may be 

easier to maintain and to fit into one’s lifestyle, compared to a smaller restriction 

every day.  The limited research on fasting diets that has been conducted in humans 

seems to show positive results, but it must be stressed that the study subjects have 

been few in number and the timescales have been short.  Insufficient research has 

been done to establish the safety of these diets, nor to prove their effectiveness 

conclusively.  People on fasting diets have reported sleeping problems, irritability, 

bad breath, anxiety and fatigue during the day. 

 

Alternate day fasting 

This diet relies upon the subject to eat normally on one day and eat very little on the 

alternate fasting day.  The alternate day scheme originates from a study conducted 

10 years ago in which laboratory mice were allowed to eat freely one day and not fed 

the next day.  When compared to mice that were allowed to eat freely every day, the 

fasting mice lived longer and had improved insulin sensitivity (a decline in insulin 

sensitivity is associated with metabolic diseases including type 2 diabetes).  The 

results seen in the fasting mice were similar to those of a third group whose calorie 



intake was restricted by 40% every day.  The researchers concluded that alternate 

day fasting was as likely to improve health and life expectancy as did the daily 

calorie restriction. 

A small study (of 16 people) conducted over 3 weeks showed modest weight loss in 

humans.  The subjects didn’t compensate by over-eating on their feasting days but 

most felt very hungry throughout the study and felt that they couldn’t sustain the 

alternate day eating pattern for long.   

The currently promoted alternate day fasting diet has been adjusted to allow 20% of 

the normal calorie intake on fasting days.  This corresponds to 400kcal for women, 

or 500kcal for men, of normal weight.  Overall, this diet represents a reduction of 

40% in total calorie intake.  The diet also recommends that the fasting day calories 

are provided by meal replacement shakes.  It is important to note that these shakes 

are fortified with nutrients to help protect the dieter from the adverse effects of 

reduced nutrient intakes. 

 

The 5:2 diet 

This diet regime is less strict than alternate day fasting as it involves calorie 

restriction on only 2 days per week.  Again, the dieter is permitted to consume 25% 

of their normal calorie intake on fasting days (500 kcal for women and 600kcal for 

men).  Over a week, calorie intake is reduced by around 25%, provided that there is 

no compensatory over-eating on non-fasting days. 

 

Fasting as more than just calorie restriction 

Calorie restriction has been shown to activate a gene known as SIRT1 which is 

involved in regulating a large number of metabolic processes.  These SIRT1-

activated processes are thought to include some of the mechanisms involved in the 

control of cell death and of inflammation.  Inflammation is implicated in the 

progression of metabolic disorders and neuro-degenerative diseases such as 

cardiovascular disease, cancer, asthma, arthritis and Alzheimer’s disease.  These 

effects on SIRT1 may be implicated in the improvements in longevity and health 

seen in the laboratory mice.  Needless to say, long term, controlled studies would be 

needed to prove that similar benefits are to be achieved in human beings. 

 

What are the disadvantages of fasting diets? 

Despite having the best of intentions, the dieter may end up bingeing on the non-

fasting days.  Research with laboratory mice whose food was not restricted found 

that they compensated for the fasting by eating more on feast days and lost no 

weight overall.  The fasting diet does rely on the ‘normal’ eating being sensible.  For 



example, having a chicken korma with pilau rice, a naan bread, a couple of 

poppadoms with chutney and 2 large glasses of wine for dinner (2,300kcal) plus a 

normal breakfast and a modest lunch (total1000kcal) and a chocolate bar (300kcal) 

on the feast day, plus 400kcal on the fast day, adds up to 4,000kcal over 2 days – 

that corresponds to a normal calorie intake and won’t result in weight loss for an 

average woman. 

The calorie restriction of a fasting diet is very likely to result in nutrient restriction too, 

unless all the food and drink consumed aligns with the principles of a healthy diet.  

The dieter needs to ensure that they are getting adequate intakes of protein, 

vitamins, minerals and fibre by eating a diet rich in fruit, vegetables, wholegrains, 

pulses, lower-fat dairy products and lower-fat protein sources (lean red meat, poultry, 

fish and eggs).  

There is some evidence that a fasting diet is likely to be more effective in terms of 

weight loss for men and for obese women than it is for women who are less 

overweight.  In addition, women may experience fertility problems. 

Also, the dieter will have to deal with their very real feelings of hunger on fasting 

days. 

 

How does it feel to fast or to eat only a few calories per day? 

Going without enough food to balance energy levels during the day causes the body 

to use up its stores of glucose.  This will result in a dip in blood sugar levels which 

contributes to a feeling of hunger and, perhaps more importantly, results in a dip in 

the energy available to the body for essential and voluntary activities.  This is 

reflected in the commonly reported side effects of a lack of energy, increased 

irritability and anxiety.  Side effects will be worsened by dehydration, so it is very 

important to drink plenty of water.   

Total fasting is safest done in a specialised centre or under medical supervision.  It is 

not uncommon for people to faint as a result of a drop in their blood pressure. 

 

Is fasting suitable for everyone? 

Most doctors will not recommend fasting for anyone, but it is most certainly not 

appropriate for people with diabetes, pregnant or breast feeding women, children, 

people taking certain medications and anyone with a history of disordered eating.   

 

To fast or not to fast... 

There is no debate over the view that maintaining a normal healthy weight is one of 

the most important ways of improving overall health and life expectancy.  Being 



overweight or obese increases the risk of many problems including heart disease, 

stroke, high blood pressure, type 2 diabetes and certain cancers.  For anyone who is 

overweight, losing weight will help them to stay healthy and live longer. 

Fasting diets will work as long as the total calorie intake is reduced however few 

people find that they can maintain the pattern of severe calorie reduction for two or 

more days every week.  The overall diet needs to be very healthy and include low 

calorie meals and snacks on the fast days, else the negative impact of low levels of 

key nutrients will emerge over time. 

It is said that 97% of weight loss diets don’t work.  Very few people have only ever 

dieted once in their lives, because they never needed to do so again.  Weight loss 

regimes should aim for a loss of 1-2lb per week, rather than larger amounts over a 

shorter period.  In order to be successful in the longer term, any weight loss diet 

must be followed by a sustainable eating plan that suits the individual and their 

lifestyle.    
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