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Abstract

Little is known about the cardiovascular effects of modest
weight loss. To determine whether weight losses limited
to 5-10 % are sufficient to produce cardiovascular health
benefits, data from 401 overweight and obese adults who
enrolled in a behavioral weight loss program from 2003 to
2011 were analyzed. Primary outcomes were changes in
fasting glucose, triglycerides, and cholesterol. Patients
who lost 5-10 % showed significant reductions in
triglycerides, total cholesterol, and low-density lipopro-
tein (LDL) cholesterol. Patients who lost 10 % experi-
enced significantly greater improvements in triglycerides,
total cholesterol, and LDL cholesterol than patients losing
less. For higher-risk patients, those who lost 5-10 %
significantly reduced fasting glucose, triglycerides, and
total cholesterol; those who lost 10 % improved on all
risk factors (except HDL cholesterol) and to a significantly
greater degree than those losing less. Five to 10 % weight
losses produced improvements in cardiovascular risk
factors, but greater weight losses were associated with
even greater improvement.
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Obesity remains an important public health con-
cern given its widespread prevalence and association
with risk for developing chronic disease [1]. Obesity
places individuals at greater risk for health complica-
tions such as heart disease, stroke, diabetes, hyperten-
sion, dyslipidemia, metabolic syndrome, respiratory
problems, and some types of cancer [2, 3]. There is
evidence that even modest weight loss (e.g., 5-10 %)
can reduce cardiovascular disease risk even when the
patient remains in the obese range [4-8]. Based on
these findings, current guidelines recommend a 5-
10 % loss of starting weight as an initial goal as a
means of obtaining the health benefits of weight loss
[9-12] and a weight loss of 5 % or more is one of the
benchmarks used by the Food and Drug Administra-
tion in evaluating potential obesity medications [13].

Most of the evidence supporting the benefits of
modest weight loss is derived from studies reporting
average change in risk factors among groups with

Implications

Practice: Health care providers delivering obesity
treatment should provide education to patients re-
garding the benefits of modest weight loss.

Policy: Resources should be devoted to develop
scalable weight loss programs to encourage modest
weight loss.

Research: Further research is needed to determine
the longer-term effects of modest weight loss on
cardiovascular risk factors.

average weight loss in the 5-10 % range [5-7]. This
does not directly address the effects of weight losses
limited to 5-10 %. Participants losing greater amounts
of weight (i.e., greater than 10 %) may positively skew
the average improvement in cardiovascular risk fac-
tors. Additionally, most of the available data are de-
rived from highly controlled research studies, which
limit generalizability.

Only a few studies have investigated the effects of
varying degrees of modest weight loss directly.
Among patients who had formerly lost weight on a
very low calorie diet (VLCD), at 3-year follow-up,
both those who initially lost 5-9 % and those who
initially lost >10 % of their baseline weight main-
tained improvements in fasting glucose and triglycer-
ides, but only the latter group showed reductions in
systolic and diastolic blood pressure [14]. One-year
data in the Look AHEAD trial with diabetic partici-
pants showed that weight loss limited to 5-10 % was
associated with significant improvements in cardio-
vascular risk factors, with even greater improvements
achieved by those who lost more than 10 % of their
starting weight [15]. Among a small sample of hyper-
cholesterolemic women who had lost weight in an
intensive 48-week program, subjects maintaining a
5-10 % loss and those with <5 % loss both showed
significant reductions from baseline in triglycerides,
but only those maintaining a >10 % loss showed
significant improvement in total and low-density lipo-
protein (LDL) cholesterol [16].

page 339 of 346



ORIGINAL RESEARCH

page 340 of 346

The current study extends these findings by assess-
ing the benefits of varying degrees of modest weight
loss among a heterogeneous sample of participants in a
relatively short-term, moderate-intensity, community-
based obesity treatment program. We hypothesized
that participants who lost 5-10 % of their initial body
weight would significantly improve their cardiovascu-
lar health and that greater weight losses would yield

even more signiﬁcant improvements.

METHODS

Patients

We examined archival data from 604 adult patients
who consecutively enrolled, from 2003 to 2011, in a
comprehensive, individually delivered lifestyle change
program at the Weight Management Center at the
Medical University of South Carolina (MUSC). This
retrospective analysis was deemed exempt from re-
view by the MUSC Institutional Review Board.

Because assessment of risk factor changes required
data from laboratory tests at the beginning and end of
the program, patient data were included only if the
patient (1) completed the program and (2) had pre-
treatment and post-treatment laboratory data on at
least one risk factor. As in previous studies, we defined
program completion as attending at least 50 % of the
program visits with attendance spanning at least 70 %
of the program’s standard duration [17-19]. In the
present program, this represented attendance at eight
or more visits including some attendance at or beyond
visit 11. Excluding data from patients who did not
complete the program and/or those missing risk factor
data produced a sample of 401 patients.

The sample was primarily female (79.8 %) and Cau-
casian (82.5 %), consistent with our overall patient
population. Mean weight was 97.67 kg (SD=21.30),
mean BMI was 35.1 (SD=7.39), and mean age was
47.7 years (SD=13.4). At entry, 45 patients (11.2 %)
were diabetic based on either self-reported type 2
diabetes or baseline fasting glucose >126 mg/dl. Ad-
ditional baseline patient characteristics can be found in
Table 1.

Measures

Patients’ weights were obtained weekly using a
Mettler-Toledo Panther digital scale. Blood samples
were obtained after 12-h fasts prior to enrollment and
again about 2 weeks before the end of the program.
Fasting glucose, triglycerides, total cholesterol, LDL
cholesterol, and high-density lipoprotein (HDL) cho-
lesterol were chosen as markers of cardiovascular dis-
ease risk. Fasting glucose, triglycerides, total cholester-
ol, and HDL cholesterol were all directly measured;
LDL cholesterol was calculated using the following
formula: LDL=total cholesterol-HDL cholesterol
—(triglycerides/5). Blood pressure data were not con-
sistently available due to staff availability and schedul-
ing issues; thus, blood pressure was not included
among the other cardiovascular risk factors.

Weight loss program

The Focus weight loss program is a fee-for-service
program offered by the Weight Management Center
at the Medical University of South Carolina. This
program was self-selected by each patient. The 15-
week program combines one-on-one visits with a reg-
istered dietitian, exercise physiologist, or psychology
staff according to the treatment protocol. Visits are
brief (15-30 min) and include review of dietary and
exercise records, behavioral goal attainment, review of
specific lifestyle change topics, and behavioral goal
setting for the following week. The diet for the first
8 weeks consists of three nutrition bars (averaging
150 kcal/each) and two to three nutrition shakes (av-
eraging 180 kcal/each), plus one structured food-based
meal. The nutrition shakes were obtained from Health
Management Resources (Boston, MA) and the nutri-
tion bars from both Robard Corporation (Mt. Laurel,
NJ) and HealthWise (Grovetown, GA). Macronutrient
content of both shakes and bars were balanced with
moderate carbohydrates (about 45 %), protein (about
30 %), and fat (about 25 %). During the rest of the
program, patients are placed on an all-food or mostly
food-based (limited use of meal replacements) diet of
approximately 1200 kcal/day. Throughout the pro-
gram, patients are expected to engage in daily self-
monitoring of dietary intake, weight (including graph-
ing), and activity/exercise (pedometers). Patients are
encouraged to work toward meeting nationally recom-
mended guidelines for physical activity (150 min of
moderate-vigorous physical activity per week). How-
ever, weekly physical activity goals were individual-
ized to take into account starting activity level and

capacity.

Statistical analyses

Data were analyzed using SPSS 21 statistical software.
Weight loss was computed as the difference between
the participant’s baseline weight (visit 1) and weight at
the last week of attendance. Weight loss was analyzed
as absolute change in weight and as percent of baseline
weight. Two-way repeated measure analysis of vari-
ance (ANOVA) tests assessed pre-post-changes in
weight and each of the cardiovascular risk factors and
whether these changes differed between men and
women. Pearson’s bivariate correlations were comput-
ed between percent weight loss and risk factor
changes. Analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) tests ex-
amined the effect of amount of weight loss on amount
of risk factor change while controlling for the effects of
baseline risk factor values, baseline BMI, gender, and
age. Significant main effects were further explored
with Tukey’s HSD post hoc tests between pairs of
weight loss groups.

These analyses were again conducted separately for
patients initially at higher risk initially, i.e., those whose
screening values on that risk factor were outside rec-
ommended limits (fasting glucose >100 mg/dl, trigly-
cerides >150 mg/dl, total cholesterol >200 mg/dl,
LDL cholesterol >160 mgy/dl, or low HDL cholesterol

TBM
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<50 mg/dl for women and <40 mg/dl for men) [21-
23]. Lastly, Pearson’s chi-squared analyses were used
to test whether the amount of weight loss affected the
number of higher-risk patients who achieved normal-
ized risk factor values by the end of the weight loss

program.

RESULTS

Mean weight loss over the course of the program was
9.26 kg (SD=4.99) and 9.38 % (SD=4.42 %) of baseline
weight. Both men and women lost a significant amount
of weight, but men lost significantly more weight than
did women, F (1, 399)=86.78, p<.001 (11.51 vs.
8.85 %, respectively). For the entire sample, significant
reductions (ps<.001) were seen on weight, fasting glu-
cose, triglycerides, total cholesterol, LDL cholesterol,
and (although undesirable) HDL cholesterol. In the
case of triglycerides and total cholesterol, men experi-
enced greater reductions than women (see Table 1).
Correlation coefficients were calculated between per-
cent weight loss and change in risk factors. Results
indicated that, with a few exceptions, the improvement
in risk factor status was significantly related to the
degree of weight loss (see Table 1).

Relation of degree of weight loss to level of risk factor
improvement

Patients were divided into the following weight loss
groups: <5 % (N=59), 5-10 % (N=153), and >10 %
(N=183). Six patients who gained weight over the
program were eliminated from all analyses examining
differences between weight loss groups. There were no
differences between the weight loss groups on baseline
BMI or on any of their baseline risk factor values, for
men or women. However, all baseline risk factor val-
ues differed significantly between men and women;
thus, effects of gender were analyzed where sample
sizes allowed.

Patients who lost <5 % of their starting weight expe-
rienced a significant reduction only in triglycerides
(see Fig. 1). Patients who lost 5-70 % of their starting
weight showed significant reductions in total choles-
terol, LDL cholesterol, and triglycerides, with men
experiencing a greater reduction than women on tri-
clycerides. Patients who lost >70 % of their weight saw
significant reductions in all five risk factors, including
HDL cholesterol, an undesirable change. In this
group, men had greater reductions in fasting glucose
and triglycerides than women while the reverse was
true for HDL cholesterol.

In direct comparisons of the three weight loss
groups, patients with >10 % weight loss had greater
improvements in triglycerides, total cholesterol, and
LDL cholesterol than did both patients with <5 % loss
and those with 5-10 % loss. Further, patients who lost
5-10 % had greater reductions in triglycerides than
patients who lost <5 %. There were no other differ-
ences across weight loss groups.

Changes among patients with higher-risk baseline values
Additional analyses were conducted for each risk fac-
tor including only patients who had higher-risk base-
line levels of that particular risk factor (see Table 2).
Among these patients, significant reductions (ps<.001)
were seen for fasting glucose, triglycerides, total cho-
lesterol, and LDL cholesterol; there was no change in
HDL cholesterol. Furthermore, men experienced
greater reductions on triglycerides and total cholester-
ol than women. Correlations between weight loss and
risk factor change were generally consistent with those
seen with the entire sample, with degree of change in
risk factor related to degree of weight loss, although
less significantly so.

Patients with higher-risk baseline risk factor values
who lost <5 % had significant reductions only in total
cholesterol (Fig. 2). Those who lost 5-10 % showed
significant improvements in fasting glucose, total cho-
lesterol, and triglycerides, with men showing greater
improvement than women on triglycerides, but no
change in LDL or HDL cholesterol. Higher-risk
patients who lost >10 % achieved significant improve-
ments in all of their respective risk factors except HDL
cholesterol. Again, for triglycerides, men experienced
greater reductions than women.

Comparing weight loss groups within these high-
risk patients showed that those who lost >10 % expe-
rienced greater reductions in fasting glucose, triglycer-
ides, and total and LDL cholesterol than did either
high-risk patients who lost 5-10 % or those who lost
<5 %, even after controlling for baseline risk factor
values, baseline BMI, gender, and age. For HDL cho-
lesterol, men’s post-treatment HDL cholesterol was
higher with greater weight loss, while women’s HDL
cholesterol was lower with greater weight loss. There
were no other differences across weight loss groups.

We calculated the number of higher-risk patients
who attained normal risk factor levels after having
started with higher-risk baseline values of the respec-
tive risk factor. Small sample sizes in some of the
subgroups precluded significance testing. However,
as can be seen in Table 3, with all risk factors other
than HDL cholesterol, the percent of patients who
normalized their risk factor levels increased with in-
creased weight loss.

DISCUSSION
Interpretation of results
Consistent with previous reports, patients who lost an
average of nearly 10 % of their initial weight experi-
enced significant reductions on all risk factors exam-
ined: fasting glucose, triglycerides, total cholesterol,
LDL cholesterol, and HDL cholesterol (an undesirable
change). However, when the sample was subdivided
according to amount of weight loss, patients losing only
5-10 % showed improvement on only three risk fac-
tors (triglycerides, total cholesterol, and LDL choles-
terol), whereas those who lost >10 % showed improve-
ment on all risk factors except HDL. Patients losing
<5 % improved only on triglycerides. Further, patients
TBM
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Fig. 1| Change in risk factors by weight loss group and gender. Asterisk indicates that after adjusting for baseline triglyceride
value, baseline BMI, gender, and age, losing »10 % decreased triglycerides significantly more than losing 5-10 %, which in turn
decreased triglycerides more than losing <5 % (#x.05). Dagger indicates that after adjusting for effects of baseline risk factor
values, baseline BMI, gender, and age, losing 10 % decreased risk factor values significantly more than losing 5-10 and <5 %,

with no other differences (4x.05)

who lost >10 % showed greater improvement on tri-
glycerides, total cholesterol, and LDL cholesterol than
did both those losing only 5-10 %, those who lost
<5 %.

Improvement on a risk factor is most important for
patients at higher risk, so it is noteworthy that numer-
ically greater improvements were generally seen when
the risk factor was initially at a higher-risk level. Impor-
tantly, a considerable number of patients with initially
high-risk values achieved normalized risk factor values
at the end of treatment. More than one third of patients
with high-risk baseline levels of fasting glucose, trigly-
cerides, total cholesterol, and LDL cholesterol
achieved normal ending values on the relevant risk
factor.

Within these higher-risk groups, level of risk factor
improvement differed as a function of amount lost,
with patients losing >10 % reaping the greatest
improvements in glucose, triglycerides, total cholester-
ol, and LDL cholesterol. Patients losing a modest
amount of weight (i.e., 510 %) showed smaller but
significant improvements in fasting glucose, triglycer-
ides, and total cholesterol but no changes in LDL or
HDL cholesterol.

The overall decrease in HDL cholesterol in the
present study was somewhat disappointing given the
commonly assumed benefits of weight loss on this
cardio-protective lipoprotein. A systematic review of
the effect of weight loss on lipids reported that while
the beneficial effects of weight loss on total cholesterol
and LDL cholesterol are consistent, their effects on
HDL cholesterol are much less consistent [24]. Studies

have reported increases [25, 26], no change or de-
crease [27, 28], and an initial decrease followed by
rebound to baseline levels with continued weight loss
or maintenance [16].

Limitations
There are a few limitations of our data that are worth
noting. First, while comparisons across weight loss
groups clearly showed that degree of risk factor im-
provement was related to amount of weight loss, the
improvements seen were not necessarily attributable
solely to weight loss. It is not possible to disentangle
the effects of weight loss per se from the other impacts
of the dietary and exercise changes that the program
promoted. Second, our study was limited by the ab-
sence of a control group. However, the purpose of this
study was not to determine whether the treatment pro-
gram was more effective than no or different treatment
nor to determine whether the treatment program
caused improvements in risk factors. Rather, it was to
associate given amounts of weight loss with given
amounts of risk factor changes. Another limitation is
the short-term nature of this study. While the absence of
long-term data represents a shortcoming, the examina-
tion of the relation of degree of weight loss to risk factor
changes occurring within a relatively brief intervention
is a novel contribution. Such information is relevant
both to clinicians and to patients as a guide to the likely
effects of differing amounts of weight loss within a near-
term perspective. We were not able to consistently
account for medication usage or changes to
page 343 of 346
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Fig. 2| Change in risk factors by weight loss group and gender, among patients with elevated baseline risk factors. Asterisk
indicates that after adjusting for effects of baseline risk factor values, baseline BMI, gender, and age, losing 10 % decreased risk
factor values significantly more than losing 5-10 and <5 %, with no other differences (x.05). Dagger indicates that after adjusting

for effects of baseline HDL value, baseline BMI, gender, and age, there was a significant time by sex interaction (¢x.05)

medications, which may have affected lab results at the
end of the program for some patients. Finally, general-
izability of our results may be limited. Similar to com-
mercial weight loss programs, our sample consisted of
mostly Caucasian females [29]. Additionally, given that
our program included meal replacements, our results
may not generalize to lifestyle interventions that do not.

Contributions to science

Our findings are consistent with the few prior studies
that directly compared risk factor improvements
across weight loss categories. However, those studies
either reported data from longer-term or more inten-
sive weight loss programs or had more restricted pa-
tient samples (e.g., only females or patients with

diabetes) [14-16]. The present study extends these
findings to a more heterogeneous group of patients in
an ongoing, relatively short-term, moderate-intensity
obesity treatment program open to the community.

Data supporting claims of health benefits of 5-10 %
weight loss have typically been based on sample-wide
weight loss averages and sample-wide average improve-
ment in health risk factors. Because of this, it has been
unclear whether risk factor improvement might have
been positively skewed by individuals losing greater
than modest amounts of weight. The present results
generally support the common recommendation that
5-10 % weight loss may improve cardiovascular risk
factors. At the same time, they show that greater weight
losses generally produce greater improvements and may
be necessary for normalization of risk factors.

Table 3 | Risk factor normalization by weight loss group, for patients with higher-risk values at baseline

Risk factor <5 % 5-10 % »10 %
N Percent N Percent N Percent
normalized (N) normalized (N) normalized ()

Glucose 15 26.7 % (4) 42 38.1 % (16) 57 52.6 % (30)
Triglycerides 8 12.5 % (1) 28 50 % (14) 49 71.4 % (35)
Total cholesterol 19 15.8 % (3) 56 44.6 % (25) 73 74 % (54)
LDL cholesterol 4 50 % (2) 10 70 % (7) 18 77.8 % (14)
HDL cholesterol - - - - - -

Women® 20 15 % (3) 51 21.6 % (11) 56 7.1 % (4)

Men 2 0 % (0) 11 9.1 % (1) 28 3.6 % (1)

2 Number of patients with high baseline risk factor values on that specific risk factor who ended up losing either <5, 5-10, or »10 % of their starting weight

b Note that due to the significant weight loss group by gender interaction for HDL cholesterol, those data are presented separately by gender
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Clinical and public health implications

Our findings point to several potential implications for
clinicians and public health. Clinicians providing
weight loss treatment may want to encourage small
goals to achieve modest weight loss. For many, achiev-
ing a body mass index in the “normal” range can be a
daunting task. However, psychoeducation around the
health benefits of smaller weight losses may provide
patients with motivation to reach weight loss goals
attainable in the short term. Indeed, there is some
evidence to suggest that small changes lead to longer-
term, sustained weight losses [30]. On a broader scale,
America on the Move (AOM) is a national public
health initiative focused on encouraging Americans to
make small changes regarding physical activity and
calorie intake (e.g., increasing steps by 2000 steps per
day and consuming 100 fewer calories per day). Our
findings suggest that small changes associated with
modest weight losses may decrease significant cardio-
vascular risk factors and that programs and initiatives
targeting individuals on a national level may help to
improve the public health impact of this message.

Future directions and conclusions

Future research should attempt to replicate and extend
these findings by incorporating a longer-term follow-
up period. Additionally, more research is needed to
develop more scalable weight loss interventions capa-
ble of producing weight loss similar to that in the
present study, so that larger segments of the population
can participate in them and achieve the health benefits
of modest weight loss. In the interim, the present
results support the message that weight loss of 5-
10 % is good and a greater loss is even better.
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