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Is the “whoosh effect” a thing? An evidence-
based perspective. 
 

By Lorenzo Pansini 
_______________________________________________ 
 
The whoosh effect (or whooshes) is a term introduced by 
Lyle McDonald to describe the common phenomenon 
experienced by many people on a low-calorie diet, which 
consists of rapid weight loss after a relatively long period 
of plateau.1 
 
The concept has often been debated among experts: on the 
one hand, many coaches, athletes, and dieters recognize its 
existence using the term in the common fitness jargon; on 
the other hand, science-based detractors appeal to the 
alleged lack of scientific evidence to support their position. 
 
The article will attempt to clear the confusion and resolve 
the debates on the topic, exploring the various hypotheses 
about the mechanisms, the most relevant scientific 
evidence, and the common fallacies. Finally, practical 
applications will be proposed.  
 
Background 
 

Lyle McDonald originally coined the term “whoosh 
effect” in his 2008 book the Stubborn Fat Solution.1 He 
explained that during a low-calorie diet, it’s possible that a 
weight loss plateau can be "unlocked" overnight by what 
he called "whooshes." Sometimes a plateau can persist for 
2-3 weeks, and visual and weight loss improvements are 
observed only after a sudden & relatively substantial 
weight drop. McDonald explained that this phenomenon is 
not universal, and its occurrence can depend on several 
predispositions.  
 
McDonald later described a similar phenomenon 
frequently observed in athletes who continue to lose 
weight after reintroducing calories, the Long-Term 
Delayed Fat Loss Effect (LTDFLE).3 But while the 
whoosh effect represents a sudden weight loss after a long 
plateau while dieting, the LTDFLE involves continuous 

weight loss for up to 4-7 days after calories have been 
reintroduced. Hypothetically, both phenomena would be at 
least partly united by water loss following a reintroduction 
of calories and carbohydrates. 
 
McDonald limited himself to describing phenomena 
empirically observed by many athletes and dieters. After 
all, the fact that weight loss was a non-linear process with 
possible abrupt drops was nothing new, and the whoosh 
just gave a name to the typical overnight weight loss after 
a relatively long weight stall. It's likely for this reason that 
the term has been well-received in the industry, even by 
some researchers and coaches with great practical 
experience.4,5 
 
The Minnesota Starvation Experiment 
 

A first bit of important empirical evidence on the whoosh 
effect comes from Ancel Keys' historical Minnesota 
Starvation Experiment conducted in 1945.6 A group of 40 
male war objectors were subjected to 6 months of severe 
caloric restriction (50% of the initial TDEE or 1600 
kcal/day) in a confined area where the diet was tightly 
controlled by the scientists. 
 
Initially, the subjects lost weight linearly, but over time the 
loss became irregular and unpredictable, with plateaus and 
sudden weight drops. After the second month, edema 
(water retention) began to occur, especially in the ankles 
and knees, becoming a very severe for some of the 
subjects.6,7 
 
Some interesting details not reported in the original text 
emerged many years later,7,8 and Martin Berkhan was 
likely among the first to make them known to the fitness 
crowd through the Internet in 2010.9 The first little-known 
episode is the refeed meal after three months (in the 
middle of the study), as told many years later by one of the 
participants:8 
 
About halfway through the semi-starvation period, we 
were given a relief dinner. Instead of two meals, we have 
just one that day. The total calories for that day was about 
2300 calories. We’ve been asked for the menu we liked to 

have, and we were served a delicious meal of chicken and 


