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We’ve all seen the adverts. ‘This one, simple trick will blitz the blub ber around your belly’;
‘Turn your body into a fur nace and burn o� your spare tyre with this diet hack’; ‘Get Adonis
abs by doing
this �ve-minute workout’. But exactly how scep tical of their claims should we be? What does
sci ence actu ally tell us about get ting rid of belly fat?
Well, the �rst thing to say is that not all fat is bad. To main tain good health, it’s crit ical that
our bod ies can store excess energy, and they do this using fat. Fat tis sue is also struc tur ally
import ant
“Not all fat is bad. To main tain good health, it’s crit ical that our bod ies can store excess
energy, and they do this using fat”
in our bod ies – it helps keep us warm through insu la tion and it cush ions the palms of our
hands, the soles of our feet and, yes, our bot toms. The fat just under our skin, known as sub -
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cu taneous fat and often found on the hips and but tocks, can be healthy. Ulti mately, without
any fat stor age in our bod ies, we would be unwell and very uncom fort able.
That said, los ing excess belly fat is a good idea. A size able gut could indic ate a per son is car -
ry ing a large amount of ‘deep’ abdom inal fat, known as vis ceral fat, which can sur round our
organs and make us more likely to be ill. Vis ceral fat is more insulin-res ist ant than other fat
tis sue – mean ing it’s worse at absorb ing blood gluc ose. It’s also more linked to in�am ma -
tion and is more likely to release fats into the blood in response to stress hor mones, increas -
ing a per son’s risk of meta bolic dis ease.
There are vari ous ways to see if your levels of vis ceral fat are high, but the easi est is to check
your waist-hip ratio. Using a tape meas ure, meas ure the widest part of your hips and the
nar row est part of your waist, then divide the your waist meas ure ment by your hip meas ure -
ment. Accord ing to the World Health Organ iz a tion, the healthy ratios for men and women
are below 1 and 0.85 respect ively (the di� er ence is due to women hav ing broader hips).
READY, AIM…
So, how hard is it to tar get this abdom inal tis sue? Well, that’s not really up to you because
where your body stores (and loses) fat depends on factors largely out side of your con trol. Not
only that, but the abil ity to make fat cells, and where in the body those fat cells are made,
var ies widely between people.
Bio lo gical sex makes a big di� er ence here – the healthy amount of body fat for women is
about 10 per cent higher than for men. This has to do with di� er ent factors, includ ing hor -
mones, and is linked to repro duct ive health. Essen tially, this fat is required dur ing preg nancy
and breast feed ing (both pro cesses that require a lot of energy) and women who have very
low body fat can struggle with infer til ity.
We also know from large-scale genetic
stud ies, and from stud ies of sib lings and twins, that genes prob ably play an import ant part in
body fat dis tri bu tion. So far, there have been over 300 indi vidual genetic di� er ences found
asso ci ated with the waist-hip ratio, and
sci ent ists are still work ing on what these di� er ences do. This means the
vari ab il ity in di� er ent people’s nat ural body shape isn’t something we can really change – at
least in terms of fat.
So when it comes to los ing belly fat, it’s going to be more of a chal lenge for some people than
it is for oth ers, because of where their bod ies nat ur ally store fat. Weight loss in gen eral can
help you to reduce abdom inal fat and your waisthip ratio, because if you lose weight you lose
it from your entire body, includ ing your belly (if that’s where you nat ur ally store fat). Most
of the ‘tips and tricks’ advert ised as tar get ing belly fat exploit this: you lose weight every -
where, but you’re primed to notice it on your belly.
HOW TO FIGHT A LOSING BATTLE
Put simply, weight loss is achieved by burn ing more cal or ies than you con sume. But that
isn’t easy for every one because, just like with body fat, hun ger var ies a great deal between
people and is strongly in�u enced by a num ber of factors, includ ing your genes. Hence, some
people will �nd it easier to stick to cer tain diet or exer cise plans than oth ers.
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There are a few strategies that may make it easier, however. One of these is inter mit tent
‘fast ing’, which comes in sev eral forms. For instance, on the 5:2 diet you eat a ‘nor mal’
amount for �ve days a week (accord ing to the NHS, the recom men ded daily cal orie intake is
2,500 for men and 2,000 for women), but on two days you ‘fast’ by redu cing your daily cal -
orie intake to around 800. Other time-restric ted eat ing schemes involve only allow ing your -
self a 10-hour win dow in which to eat dur ing each 24-hour day.
Which works best? Well, it could be any of them: a meta-ana lysis pub lished in Obesity in
2023 found that these di� er ent inter mit tent fast ing plans all work to lower how much we eat.
You may have seen claims that cut ting down on a spe ci�c mac ronu tri ent is key to los ing belly
fat – think about the low carb, or keto genic, diet recom mend a tions. Unfor tu nately, there’s
simply not enough evid ence to say diet ary changes can tar get fat loss in a par tic u lar area of
the body.
It’s the same story with weight-loss drugs. While there is some evid ence that drugs such as
piogl it azone could work by indir ectly tar get ing vis ceral fat, it’s only cur rently used to treat
dia betes.
WORK IT OFF
While increas ing your energy expendit ure through exer cise can help with weight loss, some
stud ies show that this can also increase your appet ite, but, again, this di� ers between people.
Many people �nd high-intens ity inter val train ing (HIIT) a con veni ent way to build �t ness
and burn cal or ies in a short space of time and a major meta-ana lysis car ried out by French
sci ent ists in 2018 found that HIIT does help to reduce fat depos its in men and women. But
there’s no evid ence that a cer tain exer cise can spe ci�c ally tar get belly fat, even when per -
formed at high intens ity. Exer cise can tone and build muscle in a tar geted way, though, and
this can in�u ence body shape, but not by chan ging body fat dis tri bu tion. In other words, it’s
much bet ter to get your entire body mov ing than to just focus on situps, for example.
So, while you can’t tell your body to pri or it ise belly fat if you’re los ing weight, you can reach
your goal with a con sist ent exer cise regime – and being kind to your self dur ing any slip-ups!
“There’s no evid ence that a cer tain exer cise can spe ci�c ally tar get belly fat, even when per -
formed at a high intens ity”


