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Background: Ad libitum, low-carbohydrate diets decrease caloric intake and cause weight loss. It is 

unclear whether these effects are due to the reduced carbohydrate content of such diets or to their 

associated increase in protein intake.  

Objective: We tested the hypothesis that increasing the protein content while maintaining the 

carbohydrate content of the diet lowers body weight by decreasing appetite and spontaneous caloric 

intake.  

Design: Appetite, caloric intake, body weight, and fat mass were measured in 19 subjects placed 

sequentially on the following diets: a weight-maintaining diet (15% protein, 35% fat, and 50% 

carbohydrate) for 2 wk, an isocaloric diet (30% protein, 20% fat, and 50% carbohydrate) for 2 wk, and an 

ad libitum diet (30% protein, 20% fat, and 50% carbohydrate) for 12 wk. Blood was sampled frequently 

at the end of each diet phase to measure the area under the plasma concentration versus time curve 

(AUC) for insulin, leptin, and ghrelin.  

Results: Satiety was markedly increased with the isocaloric high-protein diet despite an unchanged 

leptin AUC. Mean (±SE) spontaneous energy intake decreased by 441 ± 63 kcal/d, body weight 

decreased by 4.9 ± 0.5 kg, and fat mass decreased by 3.7 ± 0.4 kg with the ad libitum, high-protein diet, 

despite a significantly decreased leptin AUC and increased ghrelin AUC.  

Conclusions: An increase in dietary protein from 15% to 30% of energy at a constant carbohydrate 

intake produces a sustained decrease in ad libitum caloric intake that may be mediated by increased 

central nervous system leptin sensitivity and results in significant weight loss. This anorexic effect of 

protein may contribute to the weight loss produced by low-carbohydrate diets.  


