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10 Dietary Strategies Better 
Than Calorie Counting

A recent article from the Economist entitled “Death of 
the Calorie” illustrated some of the issues associated 
with relying on just counting 
daily calories for facilitating 
weight management. Limitations 
associated with the calorie-for-
calorie concept lie in differences 
in digestion rates, impacts on 
metabolic pathways, and even 
propensity for fat deposition in 
the body. Eating 200 kcals worth 
of doughnut holes vs. broccoli 
will have very different impacts 
on systems of the body that allow 
one to maintain a healthy weight 
(e.g., digestive, neuroendocrine). 
Nutrient and energy absorption 
is also dictated by age, hormonal 
factors, the presence of artificial 
ingredients, and the genetically- 
and behaviorally-determined 
microbiome in one’s intestinal 
tract, among other elements. 

Therefore, simply counting calories on food labels is not 
necessarily the best single-practice for enabling healthy 

weight loss or management; 
furthermore, one could argue 
that other practices could be 
implemented to greater effect 
without counting a single calorie 
at all. 

Most steps to reduce energy 
from becoming body fat also 
function to reduce total energy 
in the body. So, while low energy 
itself is a strategy, for optimized 
health and long-term weight 
management there is a much 
bigger picture to consider, 
including the quality, timing, and 
macronutrient composition of 
meals consumed.  

Additionally, one must 
understand that the caloric 
recommendations and Daily Value 

CEUQuiz



Fall 2019 Journal of Personal Training  |  11

Eating primarily during the evening hours, compared to earlier, 
affects the metabolic characteristics of food energy, particularly 
carbohydrates. Certainly, everyone has different scheduling 
challenges, but all should shoot for consuming their daily energy 
intake earlier in the day and around exercise.  A modest breakfast, 
lunch, and dinner interspersed with a few quality snacks allows for 
optimized blood sugar control and metabolic activity assuming the 
right foods and macronutrient combinations are chosen.

Including an adequate dose of fiber in every meal is critical to 
healthy dietary intake. A daily goal should start at about 30 grams/
day, spread out as evenly as possible among meals and snacks. 
Fiber aids weight management in a number of ways due to its low 
caloric yield of ≤2 kcals/gram, impact on blood glucose regulation, 
and propensity to provide high satiation which limits overeating 
or getting hungry again quickly after a meal. Good fiber sources 
include fruits, vegetables, legumes, seeds and nuts. Most will 
have both soluble and insoluble forms, such as an apple having 
its pulp consist of soluble fiber and its skin consist of insoluble 
fiber. Insoluble fiber does not yield much energy at all as it cannot 
be fully digested in the intestinal tract, but sources are often 
micronutrient-dense (e.g., veggie skins) and promote intestinal 
motility for a healthier microbiome. Additionally, fibrous foods 
tend to have better energy to volume balance which yields higher 
satiation and lower energy intake.

Master proper nutrient/meal timing

Get your fiber with EVERY meal

A number of potential dietary strategies can 
help a client better maintain a healthy body 

weight over simplified calorie counting.

(DV) percentages on food labels are far from a 
“one-size-fits-all” schematic. Not everyone needs 
2,000 kcals per day or requires the same relative 
percentages from protein, carbohydrate or fat for 
optimal health, function, and performance. The 
recent revisions to food labels have made them 
more practically-applicable for consumers, but 

counting calories based on labels will never be 
precisely accurate and differentiating between 
portion and serving is difficult without a food 
scale. Macronutrient ratios in the food also makes 
for variations in how a food plays a role in the 
body. Thermic effects, hormone signaling, and 
bioavailability all affect the outcome. 
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As much as one may think they can, it is very difficult to get a 
good estimation of caloric intake when eating out. Even if the 
menu has caloric content data, individual decision making realize 
little effect. Also, restaurant foods are usually laden with extra salt, 
fats and sugars, as well as artificial ingredients not conducive to 
optimal nutritional health. Between appetizers, the main course, 
and dessert it is very easy to consume a whole day’s caloric need 
in one meal.

Taking added sugars out of one’s diet along with processed foods 
will solve the majority of dietary challenges people face when 
attempting to eat cleaner and lose weight. Sugary beverages 
(including fruit juices), desserts, and processed carbohydrates 
(chips, pastas, and breads) wreak havoc on the body’s ability to 
properly regulate blood sugar as well as promote inflammation over 
time when consumed in excess. High sugar intake can contribute to 
obesity, diabetes, and a myriad of other health issues. The easiest 
way to cut most of these simple carbs out of the equation is to stay 
away from sugary drinks, overly-processed grains (anything in a 
box) and processed desserts. For those with a major sweet tooth 
switch to fruits for dessert, such as frozen berries, so the sugar 
content is at least moderated by fiber and accompanied by healthy 
phytonutrients/antioxidants. 

Cut back on trips to the Olive Garden

Slash added sugars from your diet

Pump up your protein
As with fiber, one should make sure to get an anabolic dose of 
quality protein with every meal and snack. Current research seems 
to suggest getting around 40 grams per meal and 20 grams per 
snack when possible to reduce total energy intake. Daily intake 
needs depend on body weight and activity level and type. Greater 
exercise intensities and volumes necessitate greater protein needs, 
up to around 2.0 g/kg of body weight. Protein expedites satiation 
and increases satiety, like fiber, and its caloric yield is lower than 
most carbohydrates and fats due to the processes needed to cleave 
nitrogen from the protein source and break it down into useable 
amino acids. Plant-based protein sources also contain adequate 
fiber – such as peas or lentils. High protein intake also helps one 
maintain their current level of lean mass (and healthy metabolism) 
during periods of caloric restriction for weight loss.
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Increase veggie volume
A healthy serving of vegetables should be present during lunch and 
dinner as well as breakfast and snacks whenever possible. For lunch 
and dinner, covering around half of the plate with vegetables will 
help ensure high micronutrient (vitamin/mineral) and fiber density 
with minimized caloric density per volume of food consumed. This 
means satiation will occur with less total calories consumed – a 
key element of maintaining a healthy weight. Just think of what a 
plate of broccoli containing 500 kcals would look like sitting next 
to a plate of pasta containing the same amount (considering a 
whole freezer bag of broccoli often contains just over 200 kcals), 
and it becomes quickly evident how critical vegetable intake is to 
cutting calories without crunching a single food label number.

Carbohydrate intake needs are essentially dictated by activity 
level. For the average person working a desk job and watching 
Netflix at night, ample piles of assorted grains for each meal are 
not necessarily needed. Try to cut out white pasta and rice and 
substitute their volume in the meal with whole grains, vegetables, 
lentils and/or high-fiber fruits. Starches are nature’s way of 
providing numerous digestible sugars for acute energy provision as 
well as storage for later. Potatoes, rice, breads, pastas, cereals and 
other grain intake should reflect one’s physical activity level, and if 
one is not exceptionally active and has a desk job, only 1-2 meals 
per day with a specified grain may fit needs for the food group 
(as long as other micronutrient-dense plant foods are consumed 
including legumes, vegetables, and fruits). 

Minimize excess grains/starches

It is called a beer belly for a reason. Alcohol is a toxin, limits protein 
synthesis, and is calorically-dense at 7 kcals/gram. Furthermore, 
any fat calories consumed while synthesizing alcohol content 
have a much higher propensity to be deposited directly as storage 
fat. Cutting out a few alcoholic drinks per week can easily cut out 
anywhere from 300-1,500 kcals per week depending on what type 
of beverage is preferred.

Beware of booze
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Interestingly, timing one’s daily calories into an approximate 8-hour 
span during the middle of the day (e.g., 10:00 am – 6:00 pm) seems 
to not only limit excess caloric intake and weight management 
by limiting nighttime feedings, but also has a positive impact on 
gut bacteria which reduces the risk for obesity. An individual’s 
gut microbiome is well known to be associated with relative risk 
for obesity, and some studies have even shown fecal (bacteria) 
transplants from lean individuals to obese individuals help the 
latter lose and maintain a lower body weight.  

Intermittent fasting

Kick artificial ingredients to the curb
Man-made ingredients do not tend to metabolize and impact 
human physiological systems in the same manner as natural 
ingredients. Added colorings, artificial sweeteners, trans fatty 
acids, preservatives, MSG and various other elements commonly 
added to processed foods have been clearly associated in research 
with many health issues including (but not limited to) systemic 
inflammation, obesity, metabolic disruption, endocrine gland 
dysfunction (e.g., thyroid), headaches, lethargy and other ailments 
which limit vitality and weight management. Try to limit processed 
foods and eating out to reduce one’s exposure to these potentially 
toxic ingredients. Also make sure to check the ingredient list 
carefully and learn the various alternative names these elements 
go by to fool buyers into still consuming them (e.g., MSG also goes 
by glutamic acid, glutamate, monosodium salt, etc.)

Implementing even just a few of the previous dietary strategies can go a long way in helping the average person 
maintain a healthy body weight from the nutrition side of the equation. Simply counting calories without considering 
the composition of the food and optimized timing will cause many of those who struggle to lose weight to fall short 
of their goals.  n
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