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The real truth about how to 
keep your weight in check. 

By Sally Kuzemchak, M.S., R.D.
IllustratIons by tom nIck cocotos

Albert einstein once said that the definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over and expecting 
different results. He probably wasn’t referring to dieting—but he could have been. If you’ve tried the same 

weight loss tricks month after month without losing pounds, maybe it’s time for something completely 
different. It turns out most time-honored dieting decrees don’t benefit everyone. In fact, they might be 

sabotaging your efforts. Here’s how to rewrite the rules and finally drop pounds—in a way that works for you.

6
Biggest

Diet
Myths



[OlD Rule] 
stay off the scale.  
Don’t focus on numbers— 
instead, zero in on how you 
feel and how your clothes fit.

→ Break It Regularly stepping on the 
scale is actually linked to better results, 
according to findings from the National 
Weight Control Registry (NWCR), the 
largest investigation of successful, 
long-term losers. Among people who 
dropped at least 30 pounds and kept 
them off for a year or more, those who 
weighed themselves most frequently had 
the lowest body Mass Index (bMI). 
People who slacked off on weigh-ins were 
more likely to regain their lost pounds—
and report a greater loss of control 
around food—than those who kept up 
with them. Researchers say getting on a 
scale regularly is crucial because you can 
catch (and rein in) a small slipup before it 
becomes a big problem.

→ revIsed Plan Step on the scale first 
thing every morning. but here’s the catch: 
“Use the number only to find out if what 
you’re doing is working,” says NWCR 
researcher J. Graham Thomas, Ph.D. 
“Don’t let the number determine how 
you’re going to feel about yourself that 
day.” If you’re up 2 pounds from last week, 
scale back on after-dinner snacking or 
pack your lunch instead of grabbing 
takeout. Down a pound? Stay the course 
and keep up with your healthy habits.

[OlD Rule] 
eat mindfully. 
Listen closely to your 
internal hunger cues. Chew 
each bite slowly, savoring 
the flavors, and stop as soon 
as you feel full.

→ Break It Mindful eating works great for 
people with a lot of time and self-
discipline—but it can be frustrating for the 
rest of us, says brian Wansink, Ph.D., 
director of the Cornell University food and 
brand Lab and a member of the family 
Circle Health Advisory board. “People end 
up feeling bad about themselves because 
they think they don’t have any willpower,” he 
says. Truth is, we’re biologically programmed 
to eat as much high-cal food as we can, and 
working against that instinct can seem like 
an uphill battle. In Wansink’s research, 
people tend to eat big portions of calorie-
dense food almost automatically, especially 
when it’s served in big bowls or plates.  

→ revIsed Plan Re-engineer your 
environment so that it’s easier for you to eat 
less, says Wansink. Switch to 10-inch dinner 
plates, “de-convenience” tempting treats by 
putting them on a high shelf, and portion 
out single servings of snacks instead of 
eating out of big containers. but a little 
mindless eating is actually good when it 
comes to fruits and vegetables, which most 
people don’t eat enough of. Serve steamed 
vegetables, green salads and cut-up fruit 
family-style at the table during mealtime 
(plate everything else at the stove). 
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Beware: We  
are biologically 
programmed to 

eat as much 
high-cal food as 

we can.



Having a wide 
variety of foods  
on hand (even 

different flavored 
yogurts) may cause 
you to eat as much 

as 50% more. 

[OlD Rule]
eat everything  
in moderation. 
Don’t make any food off- 
limits, or you’ll want it even 
more. If you’re craving a 
high-damage goodie, have a 
few bites and be done with it.

→ Break It Recent research has found 
that a few nibbles of a tempting food may 
actually spark overeating. In the study, 
people who ate a small chocolate truffle 
wanted to continue eating high-calorie, 
high-fat food just 25 minutes later. 
Researchers say that a small bite of an 
indulgent food activates a “pleasure goal” 
that makes people crave more. 

→ revIsed Plan Identify your trigger 
foods. While you don’t want to label entire 
categories of foods (like sweets or 
desserts) as “forbidden,” focus on the one 
or two foods that make you lose control. 
It’s a smart move to keep them out of the 
house. “Rather than saying, ‘I can’t have 
this food’ say, “This food doesn’t work for 
me,’ ” says New York City diet doctor 
Stephen Gullo, Ph.D., author of The Thin 
Commandments (Rodale books). When 
you decide to treat yourself, go out for 
one serving of your trigger food (like 
ordering a child-size ice cream cone), he 
says. Then tell yourself that one portion is 
enough. “The people in our study who 

truly believed that one truffle would satisfy 
them were not tempted to eat more,” says 
researcher Juliano Laran, Ph.D., an assistant 
professor of marketing at the University of 
Miami School of business Administration. 

[OlD Rule] 
shop the perimeter  
of the grocery store, 
where the healthiest  
foods—such as fresh  
fruits and vegetables, lean 
meats, and low-fat dairy 
products—are stocked.

→ Break It This rule is impractical. Sure, 
there are tons of tempting treats (like 
high-fat chips, candy and packaged 
cookies) at the store’s center. but there 
are also some of the best foods for weight 
loss. Whole grains, all-natural cereals and 
whole-wheat pastas are loaded with 
feel-full fiber that helps you eat less. Also 
residing in the center: nuts, dried and 
canned beans, and tuna and salmon in 
pouches, which are among the top 
choices when it comes to protein.

→ revIsed Plan “be discerning 
whatever aisle you’re in,” says Victoria 
Shanta Retelny, R.D., a dietician based in 
Chicago. Choose grains like cereals and 
pastas that have at least 3 grams of fiber 
per serving (5 grams is even better) and 
have “whole” listed in their first ingredient. 
Avoid foods with sugar at the top of the 
ingredient list, as well as anything that 
contains partially hydrogenated oils 
(meaning there are some trans fats).
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Even a small bit 
of an indulgent 

food may activate 
a “pleasure goal” 
that makes you 

crave more.



[OlD Rule]
switch to diet soda.  
You’ll consume fewer  
calories and lose weight.

→ Break It Some research shows that 
people who drink a lot of artificially 
sweetened beverages actually have higher 
bMIs than those who don’t—possibly 
because people think they can splurge 
while drinking a diet drink (like having a 
Diet Coke with a double cheeseburger). 
The super-sweet flavor of artificial 
sweeteners also might trigger cravings for 
sugary treats and lead to overeating.

→ revIsed Plan Swapping high-cal 
drinks for diet versions isn’t a bad thing,  
but don’t use that swap to justify your 
supersize combo. A diet soda doesn’t 
“cancel out” calories in your meal! If you 
have trouble keeping sugar cravings under 
control, you might be better off skipping 
sweet drinks entirely—even the calorie-free 
ones—and staying hydrated with water or 
seltzer instead. 

[OlD Rule]
Choose a wide 
variety of foods.
You’ll get more nutrients  
and eat healthier that way.

→ Break It People who are most 
successful at weight loss actually eat a 
smaller variety of foods, according to 
NWCR findings. That’s because these 
dieters find meals and snacks that are 
“safe”—that satisfy them without putting on 
pounds—and then stick to them. Other 
research shows that having a wide variety 
of foods on hand (even different flavored 

yogurts or multicolored candies) causes 
you to eat as much as 50% more.

→ revIsed Plan eat a large variety of 
foods only from certain groups: fruits, 
vegetables and whole grains. At the grocery 
store put a new veggie in your cart along  
with your usual staples, and buy several kinds 
of fruit to pack in your lunch each week. 
branch out from brown rice to other 
high-fiber grains, like bulgur or quinoa. And 
in terms of high-fat, high-calorie stuff—like 
desserts or salty snacks—limit your options by 
stocking only one kind (if any) in your house. l

Take a fun— 
and healthy—risk 
by trying a new 

vegetable or fruit 
at least once  

a  month.


