
UNDERSTANDING 
WEIGHT LOSS:
THE ROLE OF CALORIESTHE ROLE OF CALORIES

EMMA NELSON 
RD, LDN, CPT

WWW.TOA.COM

		

FACTORS AFFECTING CALORIC NEEDS
1.	 Basal Metabolic Rate (BMR) The number of calories your body needs at 

rest to maintain basic bodily functions.
2.	 Physical Activity Level The amount of calories burned through exercise 

and daily activities.
3.	 Age, Gender, Height, and Weight These factors affect your metabolic 

rate and, consequently, your caloric needs.
4.	 Muscle Mass Muscle tissue burns more calories than fat tissue, so 

individuals with higher muscle mass may have higher caloric needs.

HOW TO CREATE A CALORIE DEFICIT
1.	 Reducing calorie intake Choosing nutrient-dense foods that are lower in 

calories, controlling portion sizes, and avoiding high-calorie, low-nutrient 
foods and beverages.

2.	 Increasing physical activity Incorporating regular exercise and increasing 
daily movement can help burn additional calories and contribute to a 
calorie deficit.

TIPS FOR MANAGING CALORIC INTAKE
1.	 Weight loss is not easy—work with a dietitian! A dietitian is a professional 

who can help you determine your calorie needs, assess your energy intake 
and expenditure, and provide professional guidance and accountability.

2.	 Track Your Food Intake Keep a food journal or use a mobile app to track 
your daily food intake and monitor your calorie consumption.

3.	 Choose Nutrient-Dense Foods Focus on foods that are rich in nutrients 
and lower in calories, such as fruits, vegetables, lean proteins, whole 
grains, and healthy fats.

4.	 Practice Portion Control Be mindful of portion sizes and avoid oversized 
servings, especially when dining out or snacking.

5.	 Limit Liquid Calories Be cautious of high-calorie beverages like sugary 
sodas, fruit juices, and alcoholic drinks, as they can contribute to excess 
calorie intake.

6.	 Stay Hydrated Drink plenty of water throughout the day to stay hydrated 
and help manage hunger and cravings.

7.	 Be Consistent Aim for gradual, sustainable changes to your eating habits 
rather than quick-fix diets, which are often unsustainable and may lead to 
rebound weight gain.

CONCLUSION
Understanding the role of calories in weight loss is essential for making informed 
decisions about your diet and lifestyle. By creating a calorie deficit through a 
combination of mindful eating, regular physical activity, and healthy lifestyle 
choices, you can achieve and maintain a healthy weight over time. Remember 
to consult with a registered dietitian or healthcare professional for personalized 
guidance and support on your weight loss journey.

Achieving and maintaining a healthy weight is a common goal for many 
individuals, but understanding the role of calories in weight loss can be crucial 
for success. This handout aims to provide you with a clear understanding of 
how calories contribute to weight loss and practical tips for managing your 
calorie intake.

BASICS OF CALORIES AND WEIGHT
Calories are units of energy that come from the foods and beverages we 
consume. The energy provided by calories is essential for fueling our bodies’ 
daily functions, including physical activity, metabolism, and even basic bodily 
functions like breathing and digestion.

Weight loss occurs when you consume fewer calories than your body needs for 
energy expenditure. This creates a calorie deficit, prompting your body to use 
stored fat for fuel, leading to weight loss over time. One pound of body weight 
is equal to 3,500 calories of food. If you want to lose 0.5-1.0lbs per week, you’d 
eat 350-500 calories less per day than usual. This could be the difference of 
two 12-ounce sodas!

Nutrient Dense FoodsFOOD 
CATEGORY Calorie Dense Foods

Fruits

Vegetables

Meats

Starches

Dairy

1 cup strawberries–32 calories

1 cup spinach–7 calories

3 oz grilled chicken breast–165 calories

1 cup zucchini noodles–25 calories

½ cup cottage cheese–104 calories

1 cup dried dates–500 calories

1 cup onion rings–400 calories

3 oz fried chicken wings–290 calories

1 cup spaghetti noodles–221 calories

½ cup full-fat cream chesse–400 calories
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