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Talk with your 
doctor if you have 

any concerns about 
your health.

Should We Be 
Quick to Fast?
A CLOSER LOOK AT 
FASTING DIETS

Throughout history, people have experienced periods 
when food was either scarce or completely lacking, so 
they were forced to fast. But current technology—like 
refrigeration, transportation, and electric lighting—have 
made food more readily available. This has shifted our 
eating patterns. People now eat, on average, throughout 
a 14-hour period each day. Studies suggest that this 
constant food intake may lead to health problems.

What you eat matters. Research has shown that the 
types of food you eat affect your health. But what about 
the timing? Scientists are just beginning to understand 
that when you eat may also make a difference. 
Researchers have started looking at whether fasting can 
have potential benefits for some people.

Fasting diets mainly focus on the timing of when 
you can eat. There are many different fasting diets, 
sometimes called “intermittent fasting.”

In time-restricted feeding, you eat every day but only 
during a limited number of hours. So, you may only 
eat between a six- to eight-hour window each day. For 
example, you might eat breakfast and lunch, but skip 
dinner. In alternate-day fasting, you eat every other day 
and no or few calories on the days in between. Another 
type restricts calories during the week but not on 
weekends.

But scientists don’t know much 
about what happens to your body 
when you fast. Most research has 
been done in cells and animals in 
the lab. That work has provided early clues as to how 
periods without food might affect the body.

In some animals, certain fasting diets seem to protect 
against diabetes, heart disease, and cognitive decline. 
Fasting has even slowed the aging process and protected 
against cancer in some experiments.

Now, studies are starting to look at what happens in 
people, too. Early results have found that some types of 
fasting may have positive effects on aspects of health like 
blood sugar control, blood pressure, and inflammation. 
But fasting can also cause weight loss. So researchers are 
studying whether the beneficial changes seen in the body 
are side effects of the weight loss or the fasting process 
itself.
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IS FASTING RIGHT FOR YOU?

Fasting may bring health benefits, but experts caution 
that there’s still a lot of unknowns. For some, fasting may 
cause problems. For example, studies have found that 
people who regularly fast more than 16 or 18 hours a 
day have a higher risk of gallstones. They’re also more 
likely to need surgery to remove the gallbladder.

Experts note that eating for 12 hours and then fasting for 
12 hours is likely safe for most people. Researchers are 
also looking at fasting-mimicking diets, which they hope 
will be safer and easier to follow than completely fasting. 

Fasting may bring health benefits, but not eating can be 
dangerous for some people. Talk with your health care 
provider first, especially if you:

 » Are under the age of 25.

 » Are pregnant or breastfeeding. 

 » Take insulin or other medications to control 
diabetes.

 » Have been prescribed any medication that must be 
taken with food.

 » Have a seizure disorder.

 » Work the night shift.

 » Operate heavy machinery at your job.


