
Welcome to the first issue of Weight Matters, a quarterly 
newsletter for health professionals, created by the nutrition team at 
Slimming World. Our aim is to keep you informed about our work in 
tackling obesity in the UK, to update you on our research programmes, 
and to create a forum for discussion on promoting healthier lifestyles.
Slimming World is the UK’s leading slimming organisation, with 5,500 weekly groups attended by 
around 250,000 people in communities around the UK. We’re often asked about the principles of 
Slimming World’s approach to weight loss, so we’re starting off with an overview of the science 
behind our Food Optimising plan by our research officer Dr James Stubbs. Also in this issue, 
dietitian Amanda Avery explains Slimming World on Referral and how it supports NHS weight 
management services.

Finally, if you’d like to receive further copies of Weight Matters or if you would like to learn more 
about Slimming World’s work please do get in touch (see details over the page).

Best wishes

Dr Jacquie Lavin, R.Nutr 
Nutritionist and Health and Partnerships Manager

Many people trying to lose weight do so by calorie counting, attempting 
to restrict the amount of food they consume in order to reduce their 
energy intake. This approach leaves people eating small quantities, and 
so feeling unsatisfied, hungry and deprived. They can rarely sustain it in 
the long term and, furthermore, continual calorie counting can lead to 
obsessive fixations that undermine healthy eating patterns. 

Slimming World’s Food Optimising takes an entirely different 
approach to regulating calorie intake. It’s based on 

understanding how the nature and composition of 
the foods we eat, dietary macronutrients and 

energy density, impact on our sense of 
satisfaction and fullness (satiety). It’s an 

approach which allows slimmers to 
satisfy their appetites and still lose 

weight, by selecting foods which 
maintain satiety, and to navigate 

away from foods that are a high 
risk for over-consumption. 

At Slimming World we call these highly satiating, low energy density 
foods ‘Free Foods’. They can be eaten in unlimited quantities, without 
the need to count or measure, and they are at the heart of our eating 
plans. When combined with measured amounts of foods rich in 
additional nutrients such as fibre and calcium (Slimming World calls 
these Healthy Extras), Free Foods form a healthy, balanced diet.

Energy Density and Free Foods 
Energy density (ED) is the energy per unit weight of a food and is 
usually expressed as kcal per gram. Although the ED of foods can 
range from 0 (water) to 9 kcal/g (pure fat), most commonly eaten 
foods are in the range 0.5-2.4 kcal/g. Fruit and vegetables have the 
lowest ED (0.25-0.5 kcal/g), while some savoury snacks are around 
5.3kcal/g. ED is heavily influenced by water content so that drier 
foods, e.g. biscuits and crisps, are more energy dense than wetter 
foods such as fruit and vegetables and lean meat and fish. Diets with 
a high ED have been linked to weight gain and obesity. Choosing 
mainly low ED foods can reduce energy intake without affecting the 
volume of food eaten, and thus satisfy appetite. Ñ

the science behind
Slimming World’s Food Optimising

www.slimmingworld.com

Dr James Stubbs

weightmatters
Summer 2007



With the Choosing Health White Paper encouraging 
more partnership between the NHS and the 
independent sector1, more PCTs are taking on 
the Slimming World on Referral scheme.

Working alongside obesity services provided by dietitians and practice 
nurses, Slimming World on Referral expands patient choice by offering 
convenient weekly weight management groups in the local community.

The scheme was piloted in Derbyshire in 2001 and generally operates 
as a PCT-funded voucher system. GPs refer appropriate patients to 
any local Slimming World group for 12-weeks. With subsidies available, 
the cost is £44.50 per patient.

An evaluation of the Slimming World on Referral pilot published in the 
Public Health journal2 looked at cost-effectiveness and participation. 
Of 107 patients referred to a group, 58% completed the free 12-week 
period, with an average weight loss of 5.4kg (6% baseline weight). 
Forty seven patients then chose to self-fund, with 72% completing a 
further 12 weeks. Average weight loss in this sub-group over the 24-
week period was 11kg (11% of baseline weight). 

Over 30 PCTs have now purchased Slimming World on Referral 
vouchers, including Suffolk, Bristol, Sunderland, Berkshire East and 
Heywood, Middleton and Rochdale. 

Dr Norman Foster, Public Health Consultant in Suffolk, was 
instrumental in setting up Slimming World on Referral in his PCT. 
“Slimming World on Referral avoids the side effects of drug treatment 
regimes but offers a long-term effect. The good thing is this is a 
lifestyle change,” says Dr Foster.

Bristol has had a scheme since the beginning of 2005 and has purchased 
more than 2500 vouchers. Liz Fox, a health promotion specialist who 
introduced Slimming World on Referral at Bristol PCT, says:

“Many patients need a boost and extra support to get started 
on losing weight and the programme provides a well-balanced 
and practical solution to those wanting to lose weight as well 
as those wanting to maintain their weight loss.”
The effectiveness of this partnership is best measured by successful 
health outcomes. Many patients report feeling full of energy and 
an improvement in symptoms such as asthma and being able to 
reduce medication for high blood pressure or diabetes, as well as 
improvements in mental wellbeing. Stella Jones, who has lost 3 ½ 
stone, reports: “My asthma is better, I no longer take blood pressure 
medication and I feel so much better in myself.”

For more information about Slimming World on Referral,
contact Amanda Avery on 01773 546066 or
amanda.avery@slimming-world.com

Macronutrients and satiety
Free Foods are not just low in energy density, they also have the 
most appropriate macronutrient composition (protein and/or complex 
carbohydrates, including fibre) to maintain satiety. Macronutrients are 
not all equal when it comes to how satisfied you feel after eating them. 
Protein has the greatest effect on satiety, followed by carbohydrate, 
followed by fat. While fat is the most energy dense macronutrient it is 
also the least satisfying. 

The composition of Slimming World’s Free Foods makes them more 
filling and, because they generally take longer to chew and digest, 
satiety signals are maintained for longer. Studies have shown that 
eating whole foods as compared with processed versions (e.g. whole 
apples versus apple puree or juice), prolongs eating time and results 
in higher levels of satiety. 

In summary, Free Foods low in ED and rich in satiating macronutrients 
satisfy appetite with bulk but for relatively few calories, and so naturally 
help to limit calorie intake without the chore of counting.

Only foods with a poor satiety index, high in ED, fats and sugars, are 
always subject to portion control while Food Optimising and ‘counted’ 
on a daily basis. These foods are called ‘Syns’, which is short for 
synergy. While controlled amounts of these foods can still be part 
of a balanced and enjoyable diet, slimmers are made aware that 
such foods are not particularly beneficial in terms of weight control. 
Members learn how to limit their consumption of Syns over time.

Food Optimising works because it is a long-term dietary strategy that 
cuts energy consumption while promoting satiety. Crucially, it is based 
around normal, everyday foods that can be shared by the whole family 
so members do not have to buy special products. Eating unlimited 
Free Foods together with measured amounts of Healthy Extras and 
limited ‘Syns’ ensures that those who Food Optimise never go hungry, 
and still lose weight. 

If you have any questions about Food Optimising or would like 
a copy of any of our supporting literature, please email
Dr James Stubbs: james.stubbs@slimming-world.com

Weight Matters will be published quarterly. If you’d like to receive future 
copies, please email your name, job title and address to weightmatters@
slimming-world.com. Your details will be used for this purpose only and
will not be shared with anyone else.

For more information about Slimming World or to find your
nearest group: Tel: 0870 754 666, email: info@slimming-world.com
or visit www.slimmingworld.com

in partnership
weight loss

Amanda Avery, RD

www.slimmingworld.com

1 “The independent sector may have a key role in providing effective behaviour change programmes 
in ways that are more acceptable than traditional NHS care to some groups of patients”. 
Department of Health (2004). Choosing Health: White Paper. pg 143.

2 Lavin JH et al (2006). Feasibility, practicality and relative cost of implementing a ‘Slimming on 
Referral’ service in primary care using a commercial weight management partner. Public Health; 
120(9): 872-81.


