
A 35-year-old female had a gastric band placed 
two years ago to treat her morbid obesity. She has 

done wonderful after surgery and gotten back to a much 

healthier weight. Almost all of the medical problems she had 

before surgery are now gone and she feels wonderful. At a 

follow-up appointment she asks her surgeon, “When do we 

take this gastric band out?”

Th is certainly seems like a reasonable question. Th e idea 

of doing weight-loss surgery is to get someone back to a 

healthier weight, right? Right. And certainly there is a de-

gree of risk that comes with having a foreign body (gastric 

band) wrapped around your stomach for a long time, right? 

Right. 

So then it seems logical that once a patient gets to a healthy 

weight the surgeon should take the gastric band out, right? 

WRONG! Th e reason lies in the biology and causes of 

obesity. 

How do people become morbidly obese? 

Th e simple answer is that they have consumed more calories 

than they have burned, or they have a positive energy bal-

ance. While being positive is generally a good thing in most 

aspects of life, when it comes to energy balance, being posi-

tive is defi nitely NOT a good thing! 

You see, when we take in more calories than we burn, our 

bodies are designed to store those “extra” calories as fat. Th is 

genetic ability to store extra calories as fat came in handy 

thousands of years ago when our ancestors may have gone 

days or even weeks without having an abundance of food. 

During this period of relative famine, their bodies would 

mobilize the “extra calories” to give them energy to hunt, 

gather and run from predators.

Fast forward to 2010, we are literally surrounded by thou-

sands of opportunities everyday to take in calories. Th ese 

calories come in many shapes, sizes and fl avors. We can now 

even get our calories in liquid form! If we are not careful, 

it is VERY easy to take in more calories than we burn and 

move into a positive energy balance. 
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“I’ve reached my goal weight 
and am thinking about having my 
gastric band removed. 

Answer Provided by Lloyd Stegemann, MD, FASMBS

Is this a good idea?”



Like our ancestors, we still have the ability to store any 

“extra” calories we take in as fat. Unlike our ancestors, 

however, we don’t have periods of famine so if we con-

tinue to stay in a positive energy balance our fat stores 

continue to accumulate over time. Th e result is a slow 

progression from overweight, to obesity and eventually 

to morbid obesity. 

Does gastric banding change my genetics?

Simple answer, it doesn’t! People who have weight-loss 

surgery are exactly the same genetically even after their 

weight-loss operation. Doing weight-loss surgery gives 

individuals a “tool” to help them lose weight. 

If being in a positive energy balance causes someone to 

gain weight, how does one lose weight? Answer - they 

have to get their body into a negative energy balance, 

or burn more calories than they consume. What this 

means for most is that they need to diet (take in fewer 

calories) and exercise (burn more calories). Th e chal-

lenge for people who are morbidly obese is trying to 

stay in a negative energy balance long enough to get 

back to a healthier weight. 

It is exactly this challenge that adjustable gastric band-

ing helps with. By placing a gastric band around the 

upper part of the stomach, we can essentially allow the 

person to feel full with smaller amounts of food. Th is 

allows an individual to take in fewer calories and not 

feel hungry all of the time. By taking in fewer calories 

and burning more calories by beginning to exercise, 

adjustable gastric band patients can get into a negative 

energy balance and begin losing weight. With the help 

of this “tool,” many will see signifi cant improvement in 

their weight and medical problems caused by excess 

weight.

What if we take the gastric band out once 
someone gets back to a healthier weight?

Genetically, the individual is exactly the same as they 

were before surgery. If they are able to stay energy-neu-

tral (take in the same number of calories they burn), 

then they will be able to stay at the healthier weight. 

Unfortunately, in reality, this just doesn’t happen. 

Th ere are no studies that I can fi nd in the medical 

literature that have looked specifi cally at this topic, but 

in a 2009 study by Dr. Robert Brolin that looked at 13 

patients who underwent reversal of their weight-loss 

surgery (none were gastric bands) for a variety of medi-

cal reasons, 12 regained weight. Th is has also been my 

experience as well as that of several of my colleagues 

that I spoke with in preparing this article. In addition 

to the risk of weight regain, there is not an insignifi -

cant amount of risk involved in the surgery one must 

undergo in order to remove a gastric band. 

When it comes to weight-loss 
surgery, the choice to have 
surgery should be considered 
a permanent choice. 

Conclusion

When it comes to weight-loss surgery, the choice to 

have surgery should be considered a permanent choice. 

Patients that use their operation to help them make dif-

fi cult lifestyle changes and get back to a proper energy 

balance are likely to remain at a healthier weight for the 

rest of their life.
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