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INTRODUCTION
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People have always looked for the dieting equivalent of the Holy Grail; a diet that works, is easy to follow and one that makes it possible to keep the weight off afterwards. Fad diets come and go but for the most part making no difference. Calorie counting is the old standby but can get boring, leave you hungry and not help keep your weight down in the long-term. It’s all too easy to put weight back on when you stop weighing and measuring. Eating particular foods becomes antisocial and tedious, whether you’re consuming lots of fibre or lots of cabbage soup, and meal-replacement plans bore. There have been many kinds of temporary, short-term diet plans but they aren’t, usually, long-term solutions because they don’t go any further. However, some diets have lasted rather longer and have been modified and adapted as the understanding of the way the body works has changed and developed.
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The first high-protein diet to attract attention was Dr Robert Atkins ‘Atkins Diet’, publicised in his book Diet Revolution in 1972. It turned all received wisdom upside-down, suggesting that you eliminate carbohydrates – bread, sugar, rice, pasta, fruit, potatoes and most vegetables – completely. Atkins dieters concentrated on protein, and high-fat protein at that. They could eat all the meat, eggs, cream, fat and butter they wanted. For many people this sounded too good to be true, and the medical establishment was horrified, worrying that such an extreme diet, heavy in saturated fats, might cause strokes, heart disease, kidney disorders, osteoporosis, even malnutrition. Some dieters did suffer, usually from bad breath and constipation, but there were also a few suggestions of longer-term problems. However, many people also lost weight.

 

In the meantime, medical research was inviting more and more emphasis to be placed on the need for foodstuffs to be low in fat. Low-fat products were developed, low-fat diets were commonplace but people didn’t get any thinner. In fact, overall obesity levels rose to such an extent that governments began to worry about the consequences.

 

The Atkins Diet began a new surge in popularity at the end of the 1990s, in a modified form. It still concentrated on proteins but allowed some non-starchy carbs, though the introductory phase cut most of them out. The aim was to get the body to burn fat for the fuel it needed, entering a state known as ketosis. Again dieters tended to have bad breath from the ketosis, constipation and a general feeling of ill health; some reported headaches, confusion and dizziness, though many of these effects were attributed to people either remaining on the introductory phase for too long or not drinking enough water. A few deaths were even alleged to have been caused by the diet. It began to fall out of popularity and there was a lot of negative publicity. However, many Atkins dieters were also losing weight, often very quickly and dramatically. Something interesting did seem to be happening, despite the problems.
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Gradually more moderate diets began to appear, ‘higher in protein’ rather than ‘high protein’, ‘low-carb’ rather than ‘no carb’. They don’t insist on enormous quantities of protein at the expense of everything else and they are – by and large – discriminating about the type of protein. The emphasis is now on proteins that are lower in saturated fats, like skinless chicken, meat which is not only trimmed of visible fat but is leaner as well, and fish, particularly the oily fish which are high in Omega-3 fatty acids. In most of the new diets, and in all of them once out of any demanding introductory phases, proteins are combined with carbs. They concentrate on the ‘right’ carbs and often use the glycaemic index of carbs (or net carbs, in the case of Atkins) – a measure of how quickly they are digested – to determine which are the ones to choose. Regulating blood-sugar levels is seen to be critical, something which these diets have in common with the other major diet trend at the beginning of the 21st century, the GI diets.

Blood sugar and insulin

Carbohydrates have a direct and marked effect on blood sugar. When you eat a slice of bread, your body uses the digestible carbs it contains to form glucose, a simple sugar. This is very rapidly absorbed into the bloodstream and provides the body with energy. Glucose is the major fuel for most of the tissues in the body and so is regulated by complex mechanisms that ensure it doesn’t plummet too low or soar too high. Increased glucose levels stimulate the production of insulin in the pancreas as insulin enables glucose to enter the cells of the body, making it possible for them to use it for energy. As the level of insulin rises, glucose is removed from the blood into the cells. As the cells absorb glucose, blood-sugar levels fall away, and then so do insulin levels. Excess glucose is stored as glycogen in the muscles or liver, or converted to fat.

 

If you eat something containing quickly digested carbs, such as a chocolate bar that is high in sugar, insulin floods your body in response, which ultimately pushes glucose levels too low. Your body now needs more glucose and sends out signals – hunger, mainly – to tell you so and prompt you to provide it, maybe in the form of another bar of chocolate. It’s a roller-coaster with highs and lows but it can be turned into a more stable process which is much better for your health – and for your weight loss. The problem lies in the high level of refined, easily digested carbs which is a normal feature of the modern Western diet, so reducing those – or cutting them out as close to completely as possible – is vital.

 

Slowly digested carbs, such as those in whole grains and pulses, smooth out the ups and downs. Blood-sugar levels, and therefore insulin levels, rise and fall much more gradually; the peaks and troughs are less extreme. Not only are you putting much less stress on your body, but it may also take much longer for you to become hungry again. Protein, together with fat, has a vital role to play in normalising insulin levels by slowing down the rate at which carbs are absorbed. Replacing the refined carbs with healthier ones and extra, healthier protein is good for your health and for losing weight.

The Glucose Process
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Another advantage of eating more protein is that it helps to control hunger pangs. Foods high in protein have a high ‘satiety value’: they keep you feeling satisfied for longer. Not only is this useful immediately, reducing the need for snacking (which would elevate both blood-sugar levels and calorie intake) but it also makes sticking to a diet easier and can turn it into a way of life, rather than a temporary solution.
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In addition, there is some evidence that cutting back on refined carbs and replacing them with protein boosts the levels of HDL, the good type of blood cholesterol. It also seems to lower the level of blood triglycerides – and high levels are associated with an increased risk of heart disease.

Ketosis

Some high-protein diets stress yet another possible advantage of smoothing out the blood-sugar roller-coaster. High levels of insulin encourage the body to store excess glucose as fat. Low insulin levels encourage the body to release that, making it available as a source of energy, sometimes described as your body ‘burning fat’. Ketones are released when this is happening and can be detected on the breath – hence the halitosis that some dieters have reported – and in the urine. The Atkins Diet suggests that you test your urine, although the testing sticks only register the presence of one type of ketone.

 

It should be noted that some specialists have reservations about whether inducing the state of ketosis is actually desirable or necessary for weight loss. Not all of the new high-protein diets see it as essential; in fact, some regard it as a sign that you’ve gone too far.

 

If you are overweight but healthy, ketosis shouldn’t generally be problematic but it can be for people with kidney problems or those who are on anti-hypertension medication because it is associated with some dehydration and a general decrease in fluid volume in the body. All high-protein diets, old and new, stress the importance of drinking enough water. You should always check with your doctor before embarking on a serious weight-loss programme; this is vital if you have any kind of chronic illness. Strict high-protein diets are definitely unsuitable for people with kidney problems.


WHAT SHOULD YOU BE EATING?

Fad diets, diets that exclude some types of food or that require dieters to concentrate on a specific food like grapefruit, never address the basic problem: the way of eating that led to weight gain in the first place. What is needed is a diet that provides realistic, long-term change, and does so relatively painlessly and in a healthy way. The new high-protein diets are less limiting than earlier versions, they burn fat efficiently so helping your weight-loss efforts, and they provide a way of eating that can become a way of life. The best of them recognise that the body needs fats, carbs, vitamins and minerals as well as protein.

Protein

Proteins are vital for building, growing and developing every part of your body. Muscles and vital organs are made up of protein; bones are made of it; every single process in your body requires it. Proteins have two main functions. They promote growth and form the framework of the body’s main structures like skin, hair and nails – a constant supply is needed for running repairs – and they maintain the supplies of hormones, enzymes and antibodies which regulate many of the body’s most important functions, like the ability to digest food.


 

Strangely, protein has been studied much less than fats or carbs but this is beginning to change; one recent consequence is that the importance of soya protein has been recognised.

 

Amino acids are protein’s building blocks. The body can make some of them but others, called ‘essential’ amino acids, have to come from food. Proteins are divided into ‘complete’ and ‘incomplete’ proteins according to whether they supply all the essential amino acids. Those from animal sources – fish, meat, eggs, dairy – are complete proteins, as is soya.

 

Eggs fell out of favour and it was common for diets to recommend cutting egg consumption because of the cholesterol they contain. Some writers still suggest using only the whites. Eggs are, however, a valuable source of many nutrients, and there has never been any research clearly demonstrating that people who eat a lot of eggs are more prone to heart attacks than those who only eat a few. There is general agreement among dietitians and scientists that eating an egg a day is not harmful for most people, and many of the new high-protein diets include eggs.
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Soya is being recommended more and more, as the evidence of the benefits it provides increases, with many of the new diets suggesting tofu – made from soya – as one of your regular sources of protein. There are various kinds available, and a good selection can often be found in supermarkets and health-food shops as well as oriental stores (where it may be called bean curd). It might be worth considering organic tofu, however, as soya is one of the most common crops to be genetically modified.

 

Plant proteins are incomplete but, providing you eat a good variety of nuts and seeds, and wholegrains and legumes (beans, chickpeas, split peas and lentils), they can supply the amino acids you need. These are, however, frequently high in carbs and/or calories and eating too many of them can blow your diet. Most of the new high-protein diets require you to monitor your carb levels, so if you are vegetarian you may need to look at other sources of protein – check out Rose Elliot’s Vegetarian Low-Carb Diet or Barry Sears’ The Soy Zone for suggestions. All protein has a steady, gentle effect on blood sugar, avoiding the steep rises and falls.


Fats

When high-protein diets first became popular, one of the main reasons why medics were concerned was the inclusion of substantial amounts of all types of fat. The new high-protein diets are much lower in the saturated fats that gave rise to such concern. All fats are not alike, so it is important to choose those that are best for you.

 

Fat is actually necessary. The body uses it for many processes, from manufacturing hormones to enabling the absorption of fat-soluble vitamins. Like protein, fats in the diet slow down the rate at which food is absorbed, helping to moderate the highs and lows in blood-sugar levels. They also give food a lot of its taste, which is one of the factors that makes you feel satisfied after a meal, so choosing the right ones is critical.

 

Dietary fat is divided into two main categories – saturated and unsaturated. Saturated fat is generally solid at room temperature and often comes from animal sources – butter, lard, the white fat on meat, cream, cheese – though coconut and palm oils are also high in saturates. They’re often used in processed food like biscuits, pies and crisps; deep-fried food is often cooked in saturated fat. These fats have
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