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Few aspects of weight loss are as frustrating as when the changes you’ve seen on the scale begin to 
slow down, and then seemingly stop altogether. If this sounds familiar, you may be experiencing a 
weight loss plateau.

Some reasons for slowed weight loss are obvious, such as when healthier diet and exercise choices 
begin to give way to old, less healthful habits. But it can be hard to identify the reasons for a weight loss 
plateau when you stick to the healthy lifestyle changes that have already helped you lose weight.

Here are three reasons for running into an unexpected weight loss plateau, along with simple strategies 
to help get the scale moving again.

1. You’re over your target for calories.

It’s clear that excess calories can slow your weight loss progress. However, it can be difficult to estimate 
how many calories you consume and expend in a day. Research suggests that most people, including 
trained healthcare professionals, tend to overestimate calories burned through exercise and 
underestimate calories consumed in food (1, 2). Even if you carefully keep track with a food journal or 
phone app, or wear an activity tracker, these methods can only provide a general estimate and are often 
much less accurate than you might expect (3).

A more practical approach is to look closely at your everyday habits and consider what potential impact 
they might have on your goals. For example, little “extras” such as sugar and cream in your morning 
coffee, or absent-minded snacking while you’re cooking a meal can really add up over the course of a 
day. A closer look at these habits might be what you need to get the scale moving again.



2. You’ve become too fit for your workout.

If your weight loss progress has stalled despite your consistent effort at the gym, it might be time to look
at your exercise routine. As you become increasingly fit from the hard work you’re putting in, it’s essential
that you adjust your workout routine so that it continues to challenge you.

This idea is captured by what fitness experts call the “overload principle” of training. Essentially, the
principle is that when an exercise is below a minimum level of intensity, it doesn’t challenge the body
enough to result in any change (4). The level of intensity you need to get results from your workout
depends on your current level of fitness. As your level of fitness improves, you need to change your
workout in order to keep seeing results. It can be as simple as continuing to increase the amount of
weight you lift, or trying a new type of workout.

3. You’ve been skimping on sleep.

Many of us fail to get the recommended seven to eight hours of sleep each night. Unfortunately, research
suggests that inadequate sleep could be interfering with weight loss success. Large, population-based
studies consistently find a link between poor sleep quality and higher body weights (5). Some of the
effects of poor sleep, such as changes in hormone balance, appetite regulation, and metabolism may
explain the relationship between too little sleep and weight gain (6-8).

If your goal is weight loss, make sleep a priority. Start with simple changes in your routine such as
avoiding caffeine late in the day, sticking to a consistent schedule, and limiting late-night screen time to
help your body wind down at the end of the day. Adding a quality melatonin supplement to your evening
routine is another step that can help prime your body for a restful, complete night’s sleep.

Making a few small changes might be all you need to get past a plateau. Identifying the cause of a
weight loss plateau is key. While weight loss plateaus can be a frustrating part of the weight loss journey,
they shouldn’t discourage you from reaching your goals.
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