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Surprising results suggest that the simple act of restraining 
caloric intake for a period of 8 to 12 hours overnight can 
help us to maintain a normal body weight, even if the 
quantity of ingested calories exceeds the body’s metabolic 
needs. 

The omnipresence of processed food in our daily life is one of the 
principal factors responsible for the epidemic of excess weight that 
currently affects our society. We are exposed to an incredible 
quantity of food products that are overloaded with sugar and fat 
(and thus calories), in innumerable fast foods which reach out to 
us, even in locations which normally have nothing to do with 
eating such as service stations, pharmacies and even hospitals. 

The wide availability of these hypercaloric processed foods, 
combined with the incessant hype of publicity, has ensured that a 
large number of people eat far more than is necessary and wind up 
accumulating excess kilos of weight. 

If the waist size of the population has considerably increased over 
the course of the past few decades (two out of three Canadians are 
currently overweight), it is not due to any lack of will or laziness: it 
is mainly the result of the obesity-encouraging environment in 
which we live, which encourages us to eat at all hours of the day, 
no matter the location where we find ourselves. 

TOO MANY SNACKS 

An immediate consequence of this overabundance of food is a 
change in the structure of eating: rather than consuming three times 
each day, it is becoming common to “graze” small snacks at all 
times, even late in the evening. And according to a recent study, 
these scattered snacks throughout the day can largely contribute to 
becoming overweight or obese(1).  

For example, when mice are allowed to eat whenever they wish 
through the 24 hours of each day, they rapidly accumulate weight 
and develop poor metabolic health (pre-diabetic). 

On the other hand when the animals eat the same quantity of 
calories, but during a shorter period of time (8 to 12 hours), they 
remain thin and in good health, even if this food is rich in sugar 
and fats.  

In other words, it is not only the total quantity of calories ingested 
which is responsible for becoming overweight, but also the period 
of time during which the meals are taken. 

METABOLIC FLUCTUATIONS 

How to explain why a simple fast of 12 hours can make a 
considerable difference in the accumulation of fat? 

 

According to another study performed by the same research group, 
this protection was due to the beneficial impact of fasting on the 
circadian rhythms which govern our metabolism. The microbial 
flora of the intestine is particularly sensitive to cycles of 
fasting/feeding and it seems that the period of nocturnal fasting 
achieves restoration of the diversity of the flora necessary for 
metabolism of the foods consumed during the day(2).  

For example, the scientists observed that the obese mice possessed 
a bacterial microflora that was out of equilibrium, but that simply 
submitting these animals to a fast of 12 hours permitted re-
establishment of microbial equilibrium and simultaneously 
improved their metabolic efficiency. 

In other words, our way of assimilating the energy contained in 
food is largely influenced by our microbial flora and a cycle of 
fasting/feeding alternating every 12 hours is absolutely essential to 
preserving the proper function of the microflora. 

To remain thin, we must recognize the complexity of our 
biological clocks and avoid eating whatever and whenever. And 
above all, stop eating snacks before going to bed! 

 

(1) Chaix A et al. Time-restricted feeding is a preventative 
and therapeutic intervention against diverse nutritional 
challenges. Cell Metab. 2014;20:991-1005. 

(2) Zarrinpar A et al. Diet and feeding pattern affect the 
diurnal dynamics of the gut microbiome. Cell Metab. 
2014;20:1006-1017. 
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