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‘I won't be victim to this. It’s the hand I've been dealt.

Danny Cabhill, 46, speaker, author, land. surveyor and musician, Broken Arrow, Okla.

ILANA PANICHL

Danny Cahill during a church service outside Tulsa, Okla. Below, his before and after photos from “Th st Loser.

That Lost Weight? The Body Finds It




Dr. Huizenga

By GINA KOLATA

Danny Cahill stood, shghﬂy dazed,ina
zzard nfet :

program — an as-

——————————  When hegoton
the scale for all to see that evening, Dec. 8,

2009, he weighed Just 191 pounds, down
from 430. Dressed in a T-shirt and knee-

length shorts, he was lean, athletic and as

handsome as a model. .
“Pve got my life back,” he declared. “I
mean, I feel like a million bucks.” .
Mr. Cahill left the show’s stage in Holly-

wood and flew directly to New York tostart.

SO A
ow “The Biggest Lnser” sheddmg
: wesghﬁhaaranyeqéever had on the

scierice, A study of Season 8’s contestants
has. yielded surprising new discoveries
about the physiology of obesity that help
~ explain why so many people struggle un-
successfully to keep off the weight they

- lose.
Kevin Hall, a scientist at a federal re-

search center who admits to a weakness

Continued on Page AL2

be expected for a m 1 his.
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‘For TV Contestants,
All That Lost Weight
‘Found Its Way Back

From Page Al

for reality TV, had the idea to follow the
“Biggest Loser” contestants for six
years after that victorious night. The
project was the first to measure what
happened to people over as long as six
years after they had lost large amounts
of weight with intensive dieting and ex-
ercise. 30

The results, the researchers said, were
stunning. They showed just how hard the
body fights back against weight loss.

“It is frightening and amazing,” said
Dr. Hall, an expert on metabolism at the
National Institute of Diabetes and Diges-
tive and Kidney Diseases, which is part
of the National Institutes of Health. “Iam
just blown away.”

It has to do with resting metabolism,
which determines how many calories a
person burns when at rest. When the
show began, the contestants, though
hugely overweight, had normal metabo-

- lisms for their size, meaning they were

burning a normal number of calories for
people of their weight. When it ended,
their metabolisms had slowed radically
and their bodies were not burning
enough calories to maintain their thinner
sizes.

Researchers knew that just about any-
one who deliberately loses weight —
even if they start at a normal weight or
even underweight — will have a slower
metabolism when the diet ends. So they
were not surprised to see that “The Big-
gest Loser” contestants had slow metab-
olisms when the show ended.

What shocked the researchers was
what happened next: As the years went
by and the numbers on the scale climbed,
the contestants’ metabolisms did not re-
cover. They became even slower, and the
pounds kept piling on. It was as if their
bodies were intensifying their effort to
pull the contestants back to their original
‘weight.

Mr. Cahill was one of the worst off. As
he regained more than 100 pounds, his
metabolism slowed so much that, just to
maintain his current weight of 295
pounds, he now has to eat 800 calories a
day less than a typical man his size. Any-
thing more turns to fat.

‘A Basic Biological Reality’

The struggles the contestants went
through help explain why it has been so
hard to make headway against the na-
tion’s obesity problem, which afflicts
more than a third of American adults.
Despite spending billions of dollars on
weight-loss drugs and dieting programs,
even the most motivated are working
against their own biology.

Their experience shows that the body
will fight back for years. And that, said
Dr. Michael Schwartz, an obesity and di-
abetes researcher who is a professor of
medicine at the University of Washing-
ton, is “new and important.” :

“The key pointis thatyoucanbeon TV,

you can lose enormous amounts of

weight, you can go on for six years, but
youcan’tgetaway from abasic biological
reality;” said Dr. Schwartz, who was not
involved in the study. “As long as you are
below your initial weight, your body is
going to try to get you back” . ;

The show’s doctor, rt_Huizenga,
says he expected the contestants’ meta-
bolic rates to fall just after the show, but
was hoping for a smaller drop. He ques-
tioned, though, whether the meas-
urements six years later were accurate.
But maintaining weight loss'is difficult,
he said, which is why he tells contestants
that they should exercise at least nine
hours a week and monitor their diets to
keep the weight off.

“Unfortunately, many contestants are
unable to find or afford adequate ongo-
ing support with exercise doctors, psy-
chologists, sleep specialists, and trainers
— and that’s something we all need to
work hard tochange,” he said in an email.

The study’s findings, to be published
on Monday in the journal Obesity, are
part of a scientific push to answer some
of the most fundamental questions about
obesity. Researchers are figuring out
why being fat makes so many people de-
‘velop diabetes and other medical condi-
tions, and they are searching for new
ways to block the poison in fat. They are
starting to unravel the reasons bariatric
surgery allows most people tolose signif-
icant amounts of weight when dieting so
often fails. And they are looking afresh at
medical care for obese people.

The hope is that this work will
eventually lead to new therapies that
treat obesity as a chronic disease and
lcifan help keep weight under control for

e ;

Most people who have tried to lose
weight know how hard it is to keep the
weight off, but many blame themselves

_ when Ec:‘: E)unds come back. But what
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obe51t‘)} research has con51stently shown

is that dieters are at the mercy of their
own bodles, which muster hormones and

an altered metabolic rate to pull them
back to their old weights, whether thatis

hundreds of pounds more or that extral0

or 15 that many people are trying to keep
off.

There is always-a welght a persom’s

| body maintains without any effort. And

whileitis not known why that weight can

change over the years — it may be an ef-

fect of aging — at any point, there is a

weight that is easy to maintain, and that
- is the weight the body fights to defend.
Fmd.mg a way to thwart these mecha-
nisms is the goal scientists are striving
for. First, though, they are trying to un-
derstand them in greater detail.

Dr. David Ludwig, the director of the
New Balance Foundation Obesity Pre-
vention Center at Boston Children’s Hos-
pital, who was not involved in the re-
search, said the findings showed the
need for new approaches to weight con-
trol. He cautioned that the study was
limited by its small size and the lack of a
control group of obese people who did
not lose weight. But, he added, the find-
ings made sense.

“This is a subset of the most success-
ful” dieters, he said. “If they don’t show a
return to normal in metabolism, what
hope is there for the rest of us?”

Still, he added, “thatshouldn’t be inter-
preted to mean we are doomed to battle
our biology or remain fat. It means we
need to explore other approaches.”

“It's hard. The cravings
are there’

Dina Mercado, 35, maintenance worker

for Commerce, Calif. 2

WEIGHT BEFORE SHOW 248 pounds
AT FINALE 173.5 pounds
NOW 205.9 pounds

METABOLIC RATE Now burns 437.9 fewer ;
calories per day than would be expected
for a weman her size.

Sllmmer and Hungﬂer

Some scientists say welght mamte— :
nance has to be freated as an issue sepa-
rate from weig nly when that
challenge is solved they say, can
progress truly be made against obesny

“There is a lot of basic research we still
need to do,” said Dr. Margaret Jackson,
who is directing a project at Pfizer. Her
group is testing a drug that, in animals at
least, acts like leptin, a hormone that
controls hunger. With weight loss, leptin
levels fall and people become hungry.
The idea is to trick the brains of people
who have lost weight so they do not be-
come ravenous for lack of leptin.

While many of the contestants kept
enough weight off to improve their
health and became more physically ac-
tive, the low weights they strived to keep
eluded all but one of them: Erinn Egbert,
a full-time caregiver for her mother in
Versailles, Ky. And she struggles might-
ily to keep the pounds off because her
metabolism burns 552 fewer calories a
day than would be expected for someone
her size.

“What people don’t understand is that
a treat is like a drug,” said Ms. Egbert,
who went from 263 pounds to just under
176 on the show, and now weighs between
152 and 157. “Two treats can turn into a
binge over a three-day period. That is
what I struggle with.”

Six years after Season 8 ended 14 of
the 16 contestants went to the N.I.H. last
fall for three days of testing. The re-
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- “The Biggest Loser’ did change
my life, but not in a way that most
would think. It opened my eyesto
the fact that obesity is not simply a
food addiction. It is a disability of a
malfunctioning metabolic system.”

Rudy Pauls, 37, electrical engineer, Belchertown, Mass.
WEIGHT BEFORE SHOW 442 pounds

AT FINALE 234 pounds

NOW 265 pounds (after bariatric surgery)

METABOLIC RATE Now burns 516 fewer calories a day
than would be expected for a man his size.




self, and then eat a whole can of cake
frosting with a spoon. Afterward, he
would cower in the pantry off the
kitchen, feeling overwhelmed with
shame.

Over the years, his insatiable urge to
eat kept overcoming him, and his weight
climbed: 370 pounds, 400, 460, 485.

“I used to look at myself and think, ‘I
am horrible, I am a monster, subhu-
man, ” he said. He began sleeping in are-
cliner because he was too heavy to sleep
lying down. Walking hurt; stairs were
agony. Buying clothes with a 68 waist
was humiliating.

“Iremember sittingin a dressing room
one day, and nothing would fit. I looked at
the traffic outside on the street and
thought, ‘I should ]ust runoutinfrontofa
car’”

He eventually selzed on “The Biggest
Loser” as his best chance to lose enough
weight to live anormallife. He tried three
times and was finally selected.

Bafores-ithe | “show *-begar’
cohtestants underwent medical tests to
besiire they could éndiiré the rigorous
schedule that layahead. And'rigorous it
'was. Sequestered on the “Biggest Loser”
ranch with the other contestants, Mr.
Cahill exercised seven hours a day, burn-
ing'8,000 to 9,000 calories according to a
calorie tracker the show gave him. He
took electrolyte tablets to help replace
thersalts he lost through sweating, con-
suining many fewer calories than before.

Eventually, he and the others were
seit home for four months to try to keep
losing weight on their own.

Mr. Cahill set a goal of a 3,500-caloric
deficit per day. The idea was to lose a
pound a day. He quit his job as a land'sur-
veyor to do it.

His routine went like this: Wake up at
5 a&im. and run on a treadmill for 45 min-
utes. Have breakfast — typically one egg
and two egg whites, half a grapefruit and
a plece of sprouted grain toast. Run on
the treadmill for another 45 minutes.
Rest for 40 minutes; bike ride nine miles
to a gym. Work out for two and a half
hours. Shower, ride home, eat lunch —
typically a grilled skinless chicken
brgast, a cup of broccoli and 10 spears of
asparagus. Rest for an hour. Drive to the
gyan for another round of exercise.

Ifhe had not burned enough calories to
hi€his goal, he went back to the gym after
dinner to work out some more. At times,
heifound himself running around his

| neighborhood in the dark until his calo-
| rieshurn indicator reset to zero at mid-
_night.
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On the day of the weigh-in on the

show’s finale, Mr. Cahill and the others
dressed carefully to hide the rolls of loose
skin that remained, to their surprise and
horror, after they had lost weight. They
wore compression undergarments to
hold it in.

Mr, Cahill knew he could not maintain
his finale weight of 191 pounds. He was so
mentally and physically exhausted he
barely moved for two weeks after his
publicity tour ended. But he had started
a new career giving motivational
speeches as the biggest loser ever, and
for the next four years, he managed to
keep his weight below 255 pounds by ex-
-ercising two to three hours a day. But two
years ago, he went back to his job as a

surveyor, and the pounds started commg‘ L

back.
Soon the scale hit 265. Mr Calnll
started weighing and measuring his food

again and stepped up his exercise. He got -

back down to 235 to 240 pounds. But his

+ weight edged up again, to 275, then 295.
His slow metabohsm _is part of the

problem ‘and so are his food crawngs He
opens a bag of chips, thinking he will
have just a few. “Id eat five bites. Then

I'd black out and eat the whole bag of
chips and say, ‘What did T do?’”

Brain Sets the Calories

Dr. Lee Kaplan, an obesity researcher
at Harvard, says the brain sets the num-
ber of calories we consume, and it can be
easy for people to miss that how much
they eat matters less than the fact that
their bodies want to hold on to more of
those calories.

Dr. Michael Rosenbaum, an obesity re-
searcher at Columbia UmVersmy who

_ has collaborated with Dr. Hall in previ-
ous studies, said the body’s systems for

_ regulating how many calories are con-

sumed and how many are burned are
tightly coupled when people are not
strenuously trying to lose weight or to
maintain a significant weight loss. Still,
pounds can insidiously creep on.

“We eat about 900,000 to a million
calories a year, and burn them all except
those annoymg 3,000 to 5,000 calories
that result in an average annual weight
gain of about one to two pounds,” he said.
“These very small differences between
intake and output average out to only
about 10 to 20 calories per day — less
than one Starburst candy — but the cu-
mulative consequences over time can be
devastating.”

“It is not clear whether this small im-

balance and the resultant weight gain
that most of us experience as we age are
the consequences of changes in lifestyle,
the environment or just the biclogy of ag-
ing,” Dr. Rosenbaum added.

The effects of small lmbalaﬁces be—
tween calories eaten and calories burned
are more pronounced when people delib-
erately lose weight, Dr. Hall said. Yes,
there are signals to regain weight, but he
wondered how many extra calories peo-
ple were driven to eat. He found a way to
figure that out.

He analyzed data from a clinical trialin
which people took a diabetes drug,
canagliflozin, that makes them spill 360
calories a day into their urine, or took a
placebo. The drug has noknown effect on

- thebrain, and the person does not realize

those calories are bemg spilled. Those
taking the drug gradually lost weight.
But for every five pounds they lost, they
were, without realizing it, eating an addi-
tional 200 calories a day. ;
Those extra calories, Dr. Hall said,
were a bigger driver of welght regamed

. than the slowing of the metabolism. And,

he added, if people fought the urge to eat
those calories, they would be hungry.

“Unless they continue to fight it con-

stantly, they will regain the weight,” he

said.

All this does not mean that modest
weight loss is hopeless, experts say. Indi-
viduals respond differently to diet
manipulations — low-carbohydrate or
low-calorie diets, for example — and to
exercise and weight-loss drugs, among
other interventions. :

But Dr. Ludwig said that simply cut-
ting calories was not the answer. “There
are no doubt exceptionalindividuals who
can ignore primal biological signals and
maintain weight loss for the long term by
restricting calories,” he said, but he add-
ed that “for most people, the combina-
tion of incessant hunger and slowing me-
tabolism is a recipe for weight regain —
explaining why so few individuals can
maintain weight loss for more than a few
months.” :

Dr. Rosenbaum agreed. “The difficulty
in keeping weight off reflects biology, not
a pathological lack of willpower affecting
two-thirds of the U.S.A.,” he said.

Mr. Cahill knows that now. And with
his report from Dr. Hall’s group showing
just how much his metabolism had
slowed, he stopped blaming himself for
his weight gain. \

“That shame that was on my shoul-
ders went off,” he said.
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Itesunot as dramatic as being told you
h,aVe a disease, but it’s along those lines.

Sean Algaier, 36, pastor; Chan'otte, N.C.

; .WElGHT BEFORE SHOW 444 pounds AT FINALE 289 pounds NOW 450 pounds

METABOLIG RATE Now burns 458 fewer calories a day than would be expected
for.a man his size.




