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BY DR NICK KIMBER, PhD
health science

W
e’ve all been told for the last 
century that weight loss is 
simply a matter of burning more 
calories than we eat. Like a 

universal law of eating, we’ve been lead to 
believe that if you abide by the principle of 
creating a negative energy balance (energy 
intake less than energy expenditure) you 
will experience weight loss and body fat 
reduction. If only it was this easy!

The “calorie myth” has been confusing 
and frustrating people for a long time. If 
weight loss doesn’t happen, we often ask 
ourselves “what am I doing wrong; I must 
need to eat less and exercise more”.  In the 
short term, excessive energy restriction may 
work but ultimately it’s unsustainable and the 
nutrition roller coaster of one diet to another 
continues. Sound familiar?

Thankfully there is a way to take back 
control and finally master your nutrition. It 
starts with understanding this very important 
concept – that a calorie burned is a calorie 
burned, but a calorie eaten is not a calorie 
eaten. Let me explain.

The energy yielding nutrients we all eat 
(carbohydrate, fat and protein) each have 
a vastly different effect on the biochemical 
processes that regulate energy balance. In 
fact, the foods we eat have a huge impact 
on when, what and how much we consume. 
For example, let’s compare the metabolic 
responses when eating 100 calories from fruit 
juice versus 100 calories from spinach.

Firstly, the nutrient composition is 
very different. One hundred calories from 
orange juice is equal to 370 ml with 20g of 
carbohydrate, 20g sugar (fructose), 0g fat, 
3.7g protein and 1.1g fibre. Contrast this to 
100 calories from spinach which is equivalent 
to 415g or 12 cups, 2.9g carbohydrate, 2.9g 
sugar (glucose), 1.2g fat, 10.8g protein and 
17g fibre. As a result, the digestive responses 
to these two energy sources are at opposite 

ends of the spectrum.  Without fibre, the 
fruit juice is rapidly absorbed into the blood 
stream and floods the liver. The large influx of 
the fruit sugar fructose has many undesirable 
consequences that are well documented in 
the scientific literature. 

Despite having the same chemical 
formula and weight to glucose, fructose has 
a profoundly different effect on the body. 
When fructose increases in our blood stream, 
so does the “hunger hormone” grehlin, 
which promotes a greater appetite and 

energy intake. Elevated fructose also fails to 
stimulate the satiety (or fullness) centres in the 
brain like glucose does, leading to a feeling 
of still being hungry. But perhaps the most 
damaging effect of excess fructose however, 
is the decline in liver function causing a range 
of highly undesirable consequences. These 
include insulin resistance, abdominal fat gain, 
increased triglycerides, blood sugar, insulin 
and low-density lipoprotein (LDL)cholesterol 
that increase the risk of heart disease.  To 
top things off, high insulin can block leptin, 

One of the most misleading nutrition messages  
today is that a calorie is a calorie.
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   High protein intake provides 
a metabolic advantage for 
weight reduction.
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one of the hormones involved in 
appetite regulation, giving your 
brain a false sense of “starvation” 
and causing you to eat more. 
All of these reasons explain why 
a highly refined, sugar-rich diet 
leaves people with a feeling of 
“never being full”. 

In complete contrast, you 
would be struggling to eat 100 
calories from spinach as 12 
cups is a real mouthful! Even 
if you managed a Popeye-like 
effort and ate all 12 cups, the 
abundance of fibre and very 
little carbohydrate would have 
a negligible effect on blood 
glucose and insulin. Leptin 
would also reduce appetite and 
hunger for a prolonged period 
and overall energy intake would 
dramatically reduce. Spinach 
is also a considered a “super-
food” on the basis of its nutrient 
richness, so you would not only 
experience the feeling of being 
full, but also highly nourished – 
how good is spinach!

Another powerful example 
that not all calories are 
created equal is the effect 
that protein dense foods have 
on both thermogenesis (heat 
production) and appetite. When 
you eat protein foods such as 
eggs, meats, seafood, dairy 
products, nuts and seeds and 
legumes, energy expenditure 
is increased due to the energy 
required to digest, absorb 
and metabolise this nutrient. 
Known as the thermic effect 
of food, approximately 25 to 
30 per cent of energy is lost as 
heat when digesting protein, 
compared to six to eight per 
cent for carbohydrates and only 
two to three per cent for fat. 
So for every 100 calories of a 
protein eaten only 75 calories 
are available as usable energy 
by the body. Studies comparing 
high protein to low protein  
diets indicate there is an 80  
to 100 calorie increase in 
metabolic rate per day.  Put 
simply, protein rich foods have  
a “metabolic advantage”.

It doesn’t stop there with 
protein either. Evidence clearly 
indicates that protein is the 

most fulfilling macronutrient by 
a long way. You’ve no doubt all 
experienced feeling full after 
consuming protein rich foods 
such an omelette, large piece of 
salmon or even low-fat yoghurt 
with linseed, sunflower and 
almond (LSA). When you feel 
fuller, energy intake declines. 
It is for this reason that dietary 
regimes advocating higher 
protein intake usually result in 
greater weight reduction. Just 
to clarify as well, you don’t need 
to start following an extremely 
high protein, low carbohydrate 
diet like Atkins or the Paleo 
diet. My recommendation as 
an eating strategy is to have 
protein with every meal – not a 
massive plateful, but some type 
of protein food.

Aside from the common 
dilemma of constantly having 
body weight fluctuations and 
never feeling in control of eating 
when you’re calorie counting, 
there is a more damaging effect. 
In my own nutrition practice, 
I often encounter individuals 
who simply feel burdened by 
the constant need to monitor 
the amount of food and are 
unable to have any freedom 
with the way they eat. Being 
trapped in a way of eating can 
be psychologically draining and 
limit progress towards mastering 
your own nutrition.

Calorie counting can have 
its place for someone who 
initially needs a more structured 
approach to food as they start 
their journey of achieving their 
ideal body composition. 

What is really needed 
however, is a focus on eating 
more whole foods that provide 
an abundance of nutrients.  
If we start to become more 
aware of the nutrient content 
rather than the calorie content 
of food, health will improve and 
the body shape you’ve always 
wanted will follow! 

  Dr Nick Kimber, PhD (exercise 
metabolism and nutrition), is 
a leader in nutrition, author, 
international speaker and 
founder of the Nutri-Fit 
programme:  www.drnick.co.nz


