
How to Overcome 

Plateaus are one of the most 

common frustrati ons in 

weight-loss. Despite all 

of your hard work, this 

plateau is both 

inevitable and 

explainable. 

Weight Plateaus
by Jillian McAfee

Basal Metabolic Rate
One of the biggest contributors is the shift in your basal 
metabolic rate (BMR). Th e BMR is the rate at which your 
body burns the calories needed to survive each day. Th ese 
calories are used as energy for your blood to circulate, 
your food to digest, lungs to expand and all other vital 
bodily functions. Th is typically constitutes 60-70 percent 
of the calories that you consume each day, and the remain-
der of the calories must be expended through physical 
activity and exercise. 

When weight-loss occurs, body mass decreases and very 
commonly your BMR decreases. At this point, your caloric 
needs changed. You have lost weight, so there is now less 
of you to move around, resulting in fewer calories expend-
ed during your old workout. Your body has created an 
aggravating equilibrium and it is now time to shake it up!

As you progress through your weight-loss journey, your 
body is adapting to a stricter diet and exercise program. 
Unless you continually update your program to refl ect 
the changes your body has already experienced, you will 
plateau because of the adaptation that has taken place. 
Evaluate each component of your weight-loss program. 
Could you be eating more calories than you think? Is 
your exercise program not challenging enough anymore? 
Chances are one of those two components may be lacking. 



Calorie Counts
Let’s take a look at your consumption of calories. Calories are 
hidden into foods such as dressings, sauces and condiments. Por-
tion sizes are much smaller than what you would think. Are you 
snacking throughout the day resulting in an extra 500 calories 
consumed?

Now let’s look at your caloric burn. Cardio machines at the gym 
tend to overestimate the number of calories that you expend 
during a workout. Th ink about it, if you had a product that you 
wanted to sell to promote weight-loss, wouldn’t you do anything 
to make the consumer believe that they are using the very best 
product?

A common mistake 
is to underestimate 
the calories eaten and 
overestimate the calo-
ries burned. It would 
be a good idea to 
begin food journaling 
and logging your exercise. By recording your consumption, it cre-
ates both accountability and awareness of what you are putting in 
your body. To lose a pound of weight, you have to create a caloric 
defi cit of 3,500 calories each week by consuming fewer calories 
and burning more.

The Shock Factor
A change in both your diet and workout can kick-start the weight-
loss again. To avoid plateaus, try modifying one of the following 
factors of your workout program: 

• Frequency of Exercise

• Intensity

• Type of Exercise

• Durati on of Workout 

In some cases, a small adjustment may be all you need, but variety 
is the key. Not only does variety keep you interested, but it keeps 
your body intrigued as well. 

For example, change things up by alternating strength training 
days with cardio days, try a whole new mode of exercise such as 
water aerobics, or spice up your cardio with interval training. 

As you progress through your 
weight-loss journey, your body is 
adapti ng to a stricter diet 
and exercise program. Unless 
you conti nually update 
your program to refl ect the 
changes your body has already 
experienced, you will plateau 
because of the adaptati on that 
has taken place.
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Interval training is known to be the most effi  cient form of cardio because you 
are able to burn calories and fat at a faster rate than you would during a longer 
workout at a sustained intensity. 

Don’t be Afraid of the Weights
If you haven’t started strength training, do so! Strength training has been 
shown to help patients manage their weight by off setting the decrease in their 
metabolic rate. Muscle is metabolically active tissue; therefore, the more of 
it you have, the more effi  cient your metabolism will be. If you were to gain a 
pound of muscle, it can be estimated that this would increase your BMR by 50 
calories!

You can choose from many diff erent modes of strength training such as 
strength machines, free weights, medicine balls, kettle bells and resistance 
bands. If you do not have access to such equipment, you can do simple body 
weight exercises and use household objects such as soup cans or milk jugs to 
add extra resistance. Try to incorporate strength exercises into your program 
three to four times each week. 

Increase your Physical Acti vity
Increasing your activity level is one of the best things you can do for yourself. 
Wear a pedometer to track your steps each day. You can create small changes 
such as taking the stairs, parking at the back of the lot when going to the 
grocery store, pacing while you are talking on the phone or using a push lawn 
mower instead of a riding mower. Your ultimate goal is to accumulate 10,000 
steps each day, but if this seems extreme right now, you can reevaluate that 
goal. Track your steps for a day and try to increase the number of steps each 
day after that. Sometimes it takes extra eff ort to increase your physical activity 
due to society’s sedentary habits.

To lose a pound of 
weight, you have to 
create a caloric defi cit 
of 3,500 calories each 
week by consuming 
fewer calories and burn-
ing more.
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Everyone is Moti vated
Lack of motivation is not an excuse. If you are reading this article, you have motivation! 
Reassess the reasons that you want to lose weight. Th ey may have changed since you 
initially started this journey and realizing this may help you stay focused! Set small 
realistic goals and reward yourself once each goal is achieved. 

Plateaus aren’t Always Bad
Th at’s right! Th ere comes a point where a plateau is a good thing. A plateau in weight-
loss is an opportunity to reevaluate your progress. Talk with your physician about whether 
or not you have reached a healthy goal weight. If this is the case, refocus your eff orts to maintaining 
what you’ve achieved and be proud of yourself for your hard work. 

Remember that reaching your goal weight does not translate into reaching the end of your weight-loss journey. Th is 
is a lifestyle that you have chosen and it is normal to have ups and downs. Be thankful for your body and don’t take it 
for granted!
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The Obesity Action Coalition (OAC) is a National non-profit organization dedicated 
to giving a voice to individuals affected by obesity and helping them 
along their journey toward better health. Our core focuses are to 
elevate the conversation of weight and its impact on 
health, improve access to obesity care, provide 
science-based education on obesity and its 
treatments, and fight to eliminate weight 
bias and discrimination.

ABOUT THE OBESITY 
ACTION COALITION (OAC)

JOIN TODAY:  GO TO OBESITYACTION.ORG/JOIN
info@obesityaction.org 

(800) 717-3117 | (813) 872-7835 | Fax: (813) 873-7838
@ObesityActionCoalition
@ObesityAction

The OAC knows that the journey with weight can be challenging 
but we also know that great things happen when we learn, 
connect and engage. That is why the OAC Community exists. 
Our Community is designed to provide quality education, ongoing 
support programs, an opportunity to connect, and a place to take 
action on important issues. 




