
To stay slim, you have to eat less! 
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Recent research confirms that obesity is primarily linked to 

excess calorie intake and not to a lack of physical activity. 

Obesity has become one of the leading causes of mortality, directly 

responsible for more than 4 million deaths each year worldwide. 

The economic development of societies appears to be one of the main 

drivers of this modern obesity crisis: for example, while obesity was a very 

rare phenomenon in the 19th century (and remains so today in traditional 

farming and gathering communities), it has become very common over the 

last 50 years in most industrialized populations around the world. 

ENERGY IMBALANCE 

Basically, weight gain is the result of an imbalance caused by calorie 

consumption that exceeds the body's energy needs. 

Two major changes brought about by modern lifestyles may contribute to 

this imbalance: 1) the greater availability of food, which encourages 

overconsumption of calories, and 2) the decrease in physical activity 

associated with economic development (industrialized populations are 

much less physically active than traditional farming and gathering 

communities). 

The exact contribution of these two aspects of modern lifestyles to the 

current obesity crisis, however, remains poorly understood: have we 

become overweight because we eat too much or because we don't expend 

enough calories? 

CONSTANT ENERGY EXPENDITURE 

To answer this question, a team of researchers compared the energy 

expenditure of 4,213 men and women living in dozens of countries with 

highly varied socioeconomic backgrounds (industrialized countries, 

hunter-gatherers, farmers) (1). 

To precisely measure this energy expenditure, an elegant reference method 

is to use heavy water, where hydrogen is replaced by its isotope, deuterium 

(i.e., D2O instead of H2O). 

When we burn calories, some of the oxygen atoms present in the water are 

used to produce the carbon dioxide (CO2) we exhale. By measuring the 

excess heavy hydrogen in a person's urine a few days after drinking the 

labeled water, scientists can estimate very precisely the amount of oxygen 

converted to carbon dioxide, and therefore the amount of metabolic energy 

burned. 

The results obtained using this method are very surprising: people in 

economically developed countries, although less physically active, expend 

approximately the same number of calories each day as those living in less 

industrialized countries who are more active. 

It appears that the body has control mechanisms that seek to maintain our 

total energy expenditure at a constant level: for example, if we exercise a 

lot, the brain will lower its basal metabolic rate to compensate. The 

molecular mechanisms involved remain to be better understood, but it 

nevertheless seems clear that a sedentary lifestyle is not the main cause of 

the high incidence of obesity in wealthy countries. 

SUSPECT #1: ULTRA-PROCESSED FOODS 

In another part of the study, the researchers noted a strong correlation 

between a higher percentage of body fat and the consumption of ultra-

processed foods. The contribution of these industrial foods to the obesity 

epidemic is also supported by many studies that have noted an association 

between the consumption of these products and the incidence of obesity 

(2). 

The obesogenic effect of these foods is thought to be due to a combination 

of factors, including their specific orosensory properties (soft texture, lack 

of fiber) that encourage overconsumption of calories, their very high 

energy density, and their content of various additives (emulsifiers, in 

particular) that disrupt metabolism. 

In summary, these results indicate that changing eating habits, particularly 

regarding ultra-processed industrial foods, is the top priority in combating 

obesity. This in no way means that physical activity is unimportant: on the 

contrary, exercise is possibly the aspect of lifestyle that has the greatest 

positive influence on both physical and mental health. 

In terms of weight control, however, it is first and foremost what we eat 

daily that remains the most important aspect. The same reasoning applies 

to those who want to lose weight: reducing calorie intake is the first and 

foremost priority to achieve this. To paraphrase the adage, there's no point 

in running, you have to eat right. 
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