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The Low-Carb
Fraud

I

t’s no secret that Americans struggle with weight loss. Since
1980, when the rise in obesity first caught the attention of the
media, the national rate of obesity has doubled.1 Now, more
than one-third of all U.S. adults are obese. And despite hundreds
of new (or cleverly recycled) “solutions” hitting the shelves in
book or prepackaged food form each year, we just can’t seem
to stem the tide. Our national weight problem is just the tip of
the iceberg, however; being overweight is linked to some of the
major causes of premature death, including heart disease, stroke,
Type 2 diabetes, and some cancers.2
This book is primarily about low-carb diets—one of the more
financially successful, and one of the most health-threatening,
solutions proposed to meet our desire to shed pounds and
become healthier. We’ll discuss why the low-carb diet is so
appealing, how we’ve been tricked in thinking it’s healthy, and
the truth about its health impacts. But this book is also concerned
with the beliefs about nutrition that underlie those things: where
the belief that carbs are bad came from, and why it has persisted
despite so much evidence to the contrary.
There have almost always been fad diets with varying degrees
of scientific merit, some more effective than others. Several
1
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decades ago, and still to a certain extent today, the most trusted
advice was, essentially: eat less and exercise more. Weight loss
was a matter of arithmetic—calories in vs. calories out. But we
were also told that dietary fat is the problem. Fat is what makes
us, well, fat. So if we want to lose weight, all we have to do is
consume less of it.
But as the national obesity rate rose, it was clear that this
advice on fat just wasn’t cutting it. The Standard American Diet
(SAD) also wasn’t cutting it. We needed to rethink the way we
looked at proper nutrition. It was during the 1980s, in the wake
of these rising concerns, that the low-carb movement began to
take hold. It hit its stride in 1988, with the publication of Dr.
Robert Atkins’ New Diet Revolution, which was “new” only in
that it followed Atkins’ 1972 book, Dr. Atkins’ Diet Revolution,
which had not been especially successful in the marketplace. And
this “new” book’s contents represented an appealing alternate
belief system about weight, nutrition, and health.
In a nutshell, the low-carb movement told adherents to
severely limit their intake of carbohydrates and instead to get the
lion’s share of their calories from protein and fat. The problem
with the SAD isn’t fat, the book claims, but carbs—those found
in bread, rice, and pasta, in fruit and starchy vegetables. The best
way to lose weight, Atkins proclaims, is to cut back on carbs.
And it worked! By feasting on bacon and steak and butter,
low-carb dieters actually did drop pounds. Which would be great,
except for one important thing: the low-carb diet is not good for
human health. Report after report has shown the ill effects of a
high-protein, high-fat diet. It’s just as bad, if not worse, than the
SAD it seeks to replace.
In this book, I will explore a couple of important questions:
Why do people think low-carb diets are a good idea? What’s
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the truth behind the low-carb hype? What’s the truly optimal
diet for achieving an ideal weight while also obtaining health
and longevity?
If there’s one thing I hope you’ll take away from this book, it’s
this: the low-carb diet’s ability to bring about quick weight loss is
far outweighed by the serious health problems that accompany
such an animal foods–heavy diet.

The Low-Car b Appeal
I’ve spent more than forty years in experimental nutritional
research, first at Virginia Tech and then at Cornell, keeping up
with the latest discoveries and doing my own work, both in the
lab and in the field. And as a nutritional researcher, I was surprised at first by the popularity and commercial success of the
low-carb diet, especially given its serious flaws. The research on
high-protein, high-fat diets has consistently demonstrated that
they have disastrous health effects and fail to secure compliance
and long-term weight loss. So I think it’s useful to point out some
factors that have contributed to these diets’ appeal.
It’s easy to imagine why dieters might be swayed—both then
and now—by the idea of trying something radically different.
Millions of Americans are on diets. Food manufacturers and
marketers flood the marketplace with foods designed to help us
lose weight and keep it off. Television features a steady stream
of infomercials touting new gadgets, exercise routines, pills, and
powders that can help us shed those unsightly pounds. And,
apparently, none of it is working.
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For a shocking visual, compare these two slides, taken from
a CDC presentation. The first slide shows data from 1990 and
is far from ideal:

Forty-six of the fifty-two states and other U.S. jurisdictions
report adult obesity rates between 10 and 20 percent, with obesity
defined as a Body Mass Index (BMI) greater than 30. No state
has an obesity rate above 20 percent.
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Now look at the data from 2010:

Just twenty years later, the thinnest states—with obesity
rates under 25 percent—are all heavier than the heaviest states in
1990. And twelve states have cracked the 30-percent-plus mark.
The 2011 data, which haven’t made it into the slideshow yet,
include a new category: 35 percent or greater adult obesity rate.
While it wasn’t strictly necessary to add that category (Alabama
came closest, with a 34.9 percent rate), the CDC were obviously
planning ahead.3
Given the huge diet industry and its stunning lack of effectiveness, it’s only natural that alternative approaches would gain
popularity. Low-carb was the alternative that gained the largest
amount of public acceptance and hence the greatest market
share. But why did low-carb beat out the other nontraditional
approaches?
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