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Beyond the Hype: Evaluating Low-Carb Diets 

Picture this: standing in the aisle of your local grocery store, you see an overweight man 

nearby staring at several brands of ketchup on display. After deliberating for a moment, he 

reaches for the bottle with the words "Low-Carb!" displayed prominently on the label. Is he 

making a smart choice that will help him lose weight and enjoy better health—or is he just 

buying into the latest diet fad? Over the past decade, increasing numbers of Americans have 

jumped on the low-carb bandwagon. Regardless of whether or not low-carb diets are most 

effective for weight loss, their potential benefits for weight loss must be weighed against other 

long-term health outcomes such as hypertension, the risk of heart disease, and cholesterol levels. 

Research findings in these areas are mixed. For this reason, people considering following a low-

carbohydrate diet to lose weight should be advised of the potential risks in doing so.  

Research on how low-carbohydrate diets affect cholesterol levels is inconclusive. Some 

researchers have found that low-carbohydrate diets raise levels of HDL, or "good" cholesterol 

(Ebbeling et al. 2093). Unfortunately, they may also raise levels of LDL, or "bad" cholesterol, 

which is associated with heart disease (Ebbeling et al. 2094). A particular concern is that as 

dieters on a low-carbohydrate plan increase their intake of meats and dairy products—foods that 

are high in protein and fat—they are also likely to consume increased amounts of saturated fats, 

resulting in clogged arteries and again increasing the risk of heart disease. Studies have identified 

possible risks to cardiovascular health associated with low-carb diets, so the American Heart 
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Association cautions that doctors cannot yet assess how following a low-carbohydrate diet 

affects patients' health over a long-term period.  

Some studies have found that following a low-carb diet helped lower patients' blood 

pressure (Bell 32). Again, however, excessive consumption of foods high in saturated fats may, 

over time, lead to the development of clogged arteries and increase risk of hypertension. 

According to the American Heart Association, "a high carbohydrate diet that includes fruits, 

vegetables, nonfat dairy products and whole grains also has been shown to reduce blood 

pressure." Eliminating those foods in a low-carb diet may raise blood pressure because intake of 

sodium may increase and intake of minerals like calcium, potassium, and magnesium, all of 

which are important for maintaining healthy blood pressure, may be decreased. Choosing lean 

meats over those high in fat and supplementing the diet with high-fiber, low-glycemic index 

carbohydrates, such as leafy green vegetables, is a healthier plan for dieters to follow.  

Perhaps most surprisingly, low-carbohydrate diets are not necessarily advantageous for 

patients with Type II diabetes. According to Tracey Neithercott, some people with diabetes are 

better able to control their blood sugar when they reduce their carb intake, but others are not, and 

there are no studies that prove one single approach is best for everyone. One problem is that 

there are no long-term studies of a large scale that have examined this issue in detail. Neithercott 

advises diabetics to monitor blood sugar levels carefully and to consult with their health care 

provider or a registered dietitian to develop a plan for healthy eating.  

Low-carb diets have garnered a great deal of positive attention, and it is not entirely 

undeserved. These diets do lead to rapid weight loss, and they often result in greater weight loss 

over a period of months than other diet plans. Significantly overweight or obese people may find 
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low-carb eating plans the most effective for losing weight and reducing the risks associated with 

carrying excess body fat. However, because these diets are difficult for some people to adhere to 

and because their potential long-term health effects are still being debated, they are not 

necessarily the ideal choice for anyone who wants to lose weight. A moderately overweight 

person who wants to lose only a few pounds is best advised to choose whatever plan will help 

him stay active and consume fewer calories consistently—whether or not it involves eating low-

carb ketchup.  
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