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Does physical activity cause weight loss?
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In recent correspondence Allison et al. [1] and Pontzer [2] debate
the extent to which there is evidence for compensatory processes
that minimize the influence physical activity has on energy
balance and therefore how effective physical activity is as a
strategy for weight loss.
The authors find common ground in their appraisal of whether

the amount of energy expenditure caused by increased physical
activity translates directly to weight loss in a linear fashion; it
doesn’t, as if it did people should lose more weight than they do
in trials in which physical activity is increased under close
supervision [3]. However, the authors find less common ground
on the overall utility of physical activity as a tool for weight loss.
Because of the above considerations Pontzer is not convinced that
physical activity promotes weight loss, suggesting that due to
uncertainty in research to date, the effect of physical activity on
weight loss may be non-existent or at best physical activity is a
poor tool for weight loss. Conversely, Allison et al. argue that there
is convincing evidence that physical activity causes modest weight
loss, providing you look at data from the most compelling study
designs; randomized control trials.
How, in 2022, after decades of research on the topic, can

consensus on the effect physical activity has on weight loss
seemingly not have emerged? Exactly quantifying any effect of
physical activity is notoriously difficult due to challenges in
measuring physical activity accurately and ensuring there is
adherence to the amount of physical activity prescribed. A
different challenge to reaching consensus is the sheer number
of studies conducted, which will undoubtedly sometimes produce
contrasting findings. As Allison et al. allude to, systematic reviews
of such studies are therefore essential. Yet, as pointed out by
Pontzer et al., even here there may be a lack of consensus because
one of the systematic reviews cited by Allison et al. [4] found no
evidence from randomized control trials that physical activity
causes weight loss.
Much like individual studies, systematic reviews differ in their

methodological quality, appropriateness of statistical analyses and
sample size. This is why systematic reviews of systematic reviews
or “Umbrella” reviews will become increasingly important in
determining in which way the overall evidence on questions
about obesity point [5]. Assessing evidence from 12 systematic
reviews on the impact physical activity has on weight loss in
randomized trials, Bellicha et al. [6] conclude with confidence that
physical activity does cause weight loss. In line with Allison et al.
they note that the amount is modest (a mean difference of 1.5 to
3.5 kg in the review by Bellicha et al. [6]), but importantly this
amount of weight loss would also be likely to convey

cardiovascular health benefits (particularly if some of the weight
loss is due to a loss of visceral fat).
There are of course other ways physical activity could impact on

body weight; by preventing weight gain and promoting main-
tenance of weight loss. In the context of weight gain prevention in
populations at risk of weight gain (e.g., women who are pregnant),
several systematic reviews point in the same direction; physical
activity is an effective tool in stemming excess weight gain [7–9].
Effects on weight loss maintenance are less well studied [10] and
there is greater uncertainty. Yet, a recent large, randomized
control trial by Lundgren et al. [11] found that combining
liraglutide therapy and physical activity improved weight loss
maintenance significantly more so than liraglutide therapy alone,
but further inquiry will be needed.
Another area in need of further research in the context of

physical activity is the contribution of Spontaneous Physical
Activity (SPA: i.e., non-intentional fidgeting, standing, and
ambulating) to energy balance [12]. Pioneering work by Levine
et al. [13] suggests that individuals classified as lean may expend
as much as 350 kcal more each day than those classified with
obesity due to Non-Exercise Activity Thermogenesis (NEAT). This
study also made the intriguing observation that NEAT patterns did
not change with weight loss in the group classified with obesity or
weight gain in the group classified as lean. Thus, there is a
question mark over the extent to which SPA/NEAT is amenable to
change and can contribute to weight control, but further
investigation is certainly warranted.
Physical activity alone will not be a magic bullet for weight loss,

as Pontzer elegantly argues. However, as Allison et al. argue,
physical activity is one tool that we can use to address obesity on
an individual patient level and ideally in conjunction with a more
powerful tool for weight loss; dietary intervention.
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