
HealthTalk: Weight Loss and Diet 
By Karen Collins, MS, RD, CDN 

American Institute for Cancer Research 
 
Q:  How much weight does an overweight person have to lose in order to achieve any 
health benefit? 
 
A:  Even modest loss, without necessarily getting down to a weight targeted in healthy weight 

charts, can bring health benefits if you maintain that loss.  Research consistently shows that a 

five to seven percent weight loss – 10 to 14 pounds for someone who weighs 200 pounds – is 

enough to lower blood pressure, reduce risk of diabetes and substantially improve blood sugar 

and insulin levels in those who already have diabetes.  In the Diabetes Prevention Program study, 

small weight loss decreased risk of diabetes. HDL (“good”) cholesterol levels have been shown 

to increase, thus reducing heart disease risk, with losses of 15 to 30 pounds. In addition, 

overweight people generally report that even modest weight loss makes a difference in their 

breathing, joint pain and ability to get around.  So don’t hold yourself back with overly ambitious 

goals:  Target a few changes you need to reach a modest loss and then focus on maintaining that 

new weight.  Then you can decide if you want to make further changes to go another step lower 

in weight, again focusing on maintaining whatever loss you achieve. 

 

Q:  What’s the nutritional difference between tomato sauce and those jars labeled “pasta 
sauce” or “spaghetti sauce”?  It seems like the jarred sauces are quite a bit higher in 
calories. 
 
A: Part of the reason for the calorie differences you see on labels of tomato sauce and pasta 

sauce is the legally mandated portion size.  The nutrition information for tomato sauce applies to 

a quarter-cup serving, whereas the nutrition data for the jars of pasta sauce refer to a half-cup 

serving (twice as much).  However, even in equal amounts, commercially prepared pasta sauce 

usually contains added vegetable or olive oil, which adds calories not found in tomato sauce.  

Furthermore, tomato sauce is generally made only from tomato paste diluted with water, plus 

some salt and other flavorings, so the sugar on the label is only the sugar naturally occurring in 

tomatoes.  Most pasta sauces contain about one to one-and-a-half teaspoons of sugar per half-cup 

serving.  Looking beyond calories, most commercial pasta sauces contain more added salt than 

plain tomato sauces.  Many of these prepared pasta sauces contain 620 to 640 milligrams per 



half-cup, more than a quarter of the recommended maximum for the whole day, and nearly half 

of the recommended limit for the elderly and people with high blood pressure.  Since tomato 

sauce is often less expensive than commercial pasta sauce, you might consider using tomato 

sauce and adding your own garlic, onion, herbs or spices. 
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