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The causal role of breakfast in energy balance and health:
a randomized controlled trial in lean adults1–4
James A Betts, Judith D Richardson, Enhad A Chowdhury, Geoffrey D Holman, Kostas Tsintzas, and Dylan Thompson
ABSTRACT
Background: Popular beliefs that breakfast is the most important
meal of the day are grounded in cross-sectional observations that
link breakfast to health, the causal nature of which remains to be
explored under real-life conditions.
Objective: The aim was to conduct a randomized controlled trial
examining causal links between breakfast habits and all components
of energy balance in free-living humans.
Design: The Bath Breakfast Project is a randomized controlled trial
with repeated-measures at baseline and follow-up in a cohort in southwest England aged 21–60 y with dual-energy X-ray absorptiometry–
derived fat mass indexes #11 kg/m2 in women (n = 21) and #7.5 kg/m2
in men (n = 12). Components of energy balance (resting metabolic
rate, physical activity thermogenesis, energy intake) and 24-h glycemic responses were measured under free-living conditions with random allocation to daily breakfast ($700 kcal before 1100) or
extended fasting (0 kcal until 1200) for 6 wk, with baseline and
follow-up measures of health markers (eg, hematology/biopsies).
Results: Contrary to popular belief, there was no metabolic adaptation to breakfast (eg, resting metabolic rate stable within 11 kcal/d),
with limited subsequent suppression of appetite (energy intake remained
539 kcal/d greater than after fasting; 95% CI: 157, 920 kcal/d).
Rather, physical activity thermogenesis was markedly higher with
breakfast than with fasting (442 kcal/d; 95% CI: 34, 851 kcal/d).
Body mass and adiposity did not differ between treatments at
baseline or follow-up and neither did adipose tissue glucose uptake
or systemic indexes of cardiovascular health. Continuously measured glycemia was more variable during the afternoon and evening with fasting than with breakfast by the final week of the
intervention (CV: 3.9%; 95% CI: 0.1%, 7.8%).
Conclusions: Daily breakfast is causally linked to higher physical
activity thermogenesis in lean adults, with greater overall dietary
energy intake but no change in resting metabolism. Cardiovascular
health indexes were unaffected by either of the treatments, but breakfast
maintained more stable afternoon and evening glycemia than did fasting.
This trial was registered at www.isrctn.org as ISRCTN31521726.
Am J Clin Nutr 2014;100:539–47.
INTRODUCTION

As recently identified in this and other journals, the belief that
breakfast benefits health remains merely a presumption, with an
outstanding need for causal data (1, 2). Epidemiology has consistently
associated infrequent breakfast consumption with increased risk of
adiposity, diabetes, and cardiovascular disease (3–7); yet, these
findings do not infer causality because habitual breakfast consumers
Am J Clin Nutr 2014;100:539–47. Printed in USA.

also tend to be nonsmokers, consume less fat and alcohol but more
fiber and micronutrients, and critically, are more physically active (6,
8–10). It therefore remains to be established whether daily breakfast
is a cause, an effect, or simply a marker of a healthy lifestyle.
Although much is known about the acute metabolic response over
the hours after a prescribed morning meal (11–18), longer-term
studies until now lacked measurement tools capable of accurately
monitoring all relevant metabolic and behavioral responses in freeliving humans. Moreover, previous experiments examined diets of
varied meal size, composition, and/or frequency (12–24), rather than
contrasting daily breakfast and extended morning fasting.
Physical activity thermogenesis is undoubtedly the most malleable component of energy expenditure, yet the few studies that
specifically contrasted the relative presence or absence of regular
daily breakfast consumption were either not designed to measure
physical activity levels (25, 26) or were unable to detect changes in
heart rate or movement/step counts extrapolated from partial daily
records (8–11 h) by using wrist- or hip-worn monitors (23, 27).
Such indirect estimates of energy expenditure lack reliability when
applied to free-living conditions (28); neither do they provide the
necessary sensitivity to detect subtle or temporal alterations
in spontaneous low-to-moderate-intensity activities (29). We hypothesized that activities of precisely this nature are most responsive
to modified eating patterns, and so provide novel insight by combining in-depth laboratory tests [hematology, tissue biopsies, and
dual-energy X-ray absorptiometry (DXA)] with recent technological advances in continuous monitoring of physical activity thermogenesis and metabolic control in free-living humans (30).
SUBJECTS AND METHODS

Experimental design
The Bath Breakfast Project is a randomized controlled trial
comparing the effects of daily breakfast consumption relative to
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extended morning fasting on energy balance and human
health. This trial is registered with Current Controlled Trials
(ISRCTN31521726), and the procedures followed were in accordance with the protocol approved by the National Health
Service South-West 3 Research Ethics Committee (10/H0106/
13). This protocol has since been published in full (30), with trial
enrollment, baseline/eligibility testing, allocation, and follow-up
all conducted in accordance with Consolidated Standards of
Reporting Trials (CONSORT) guidelines (31). A CONSORT
flow diagram (Supplemental Figure 1 under “Supplemental data”
in the online issue), along with precise details of this protocol
and the rationale for our approach/methods (Supplemental
Figures 2 and 3 under “Supplemental data” in the online issue),
are provided as online supplementary materials with this article.
Here we report data for the lean cohort from the Bath Breakfast
Project, classified according to DXA-derived fat mass indexes
#11 kg/m2 for women and #7.5 kg/m2 for men (32), for whom
recruitment and follow-up spanned dates from 10 June 2010
until 16 May 2013. These individuals all met the following inclusion criteria: aged 21–60 y, record of regular menstrual cycle/
contraceptive use (if relevant), no anticipated changes in diet
and/or physical activity habits during the study period, weight
stable (within 1 kg over past 6 mo), non–shift workers, not
pregnant or breastfeeding, and free from any other condition or
behavior deemed either to pose undue personal risk or introduce
bias into the experiment.

Baseline demographic and anthropometric characteristics of
those who completed the trial are presented in Table 1. This
cohort completed intensive laboratory-based assessments at
baseline to determine their resting metabolic rate (via indirect
calorimetry from gaseous exchange) and anthropometric
characteristics, ie, DXA (Hologic Discovery W), waist and hip
circumference (ie, midpoint between lowest rib and iliac crest
and widest gluteal girth, respectively), and sagittal abdominal
diameter (by using an abdominal caliper at the iliac crest;
Holtain Limited). While participants remained in a 10-h
overnight fasted state (ie, 0900 6 1 h), a 15-mL blood sample
was drawn from an antecubital vein via an indwelling cannula
to determine the concentrations of key systemic metabolites/
hormones via commercially available spectrophotometric assays (HDL/LDL cholesterol, triacylglycerol, nonesterified fatty
acids, glucose, C-reactive protein; all from Randox Laboratories) and ELISAs [IL-6; R&D Systems; insulin; Mercodia;
triiodothyronine (free-T3); ALPCO Diagnostics; thyroxine
(free-T4); ALPCO Diagnostics; leptin; R&D Systems; total
ghrelin and acylated ghrelin; Bertin Pharma; peptide YY and
glucagon-like peptide-1; Millipore; adiponectin; R&D Systems]. A small (w1 g) subcutaneous adipose tissue biopsy
sample was then taken from the abdomen to provide estimates
of tissue-specific insulin action [ie, insulin-stimulated (U-14C)D-glucose uptake]. Participants then undertook an oral-glucosetolerance test, which involved ingesting 75 g of glucose polymer

TABLE 1
Baseline demographic and anthropometric characteristics and changes at follow-up1
All participants (n = 33)

Age (y)
Women [n (%)]
Frequent habitual breakfast
consumer3 [n (%)]
Anthropometric measurements
Height (m)
BMI (kg/m2)
DXA4
Fat mass index (kg/m2)
All
Women
Men
Percentage body fat
All
Women
Men
Waist circumference (cm)
Waist:hip ratio
Sagittal abdominal diameter (cm)
Body mass (kg)
DXA (kg)
Lean tissue mass5
Adipose tissue mass

Breakfast group (n = 16)

Fasting group (n = 17)

Baseline

Change from
baseline (95% CI)

Baseline

Change from
baseline (95% CI)

Baseline

Change from
baseline (95% CI)

36 6 112
21 (64)
26 (79)

—
—
—

36 6 11
10 (63)
11 (69)

—
—
—

36 6 11
11 (65)
15 (88)

—
—
—

1.73 6 0.08
22.4 6 2.2

—
20.10 (20.21, 0.02)

1.75 6 0.09
22.0 6 2.2

—
20.04 (20.24, 0.16)

1.71 6 0.07
22.8 6 2.3

—
20.15 (20.27, 20.02)

5.7 6 2.2
6.7 6 2.0
3.9 6 1.3

20.07 (20.21, 0.08)
20.10 (20.30, 0.10)
20.004 (20.24, 0.23)

5.4 6 2.2
6.5 6 2.1
3.6 6 1.0

20.06 (20.25, 0.12)
20.05 (20.30, 0.21)
20.09 (20.49, 0.31)

5.9 6 2.3
6.8 6 2.0
4.1 6 1.6

25.1
29.7
17.2
76
0.78
18.4
66.7

6
6
6
6
6
6
6

8.5
6.6
4.7
6
0.07
1.5
7.9

47.1 6 8.7
16.6 6 5.9

20.2
20.3
20.02
20.7
20.01
20.5
20.3

(20.8, 0.3)
(21.1, 0.4)
(21.1, 1.0)
(21.4, 20.1)*
(20.02, 0.001)
(20.8, 20.2)*
(20.6, 0.02)

20.08 (20.48, 0.33)
20.21 (20.63, 0.22)

24.6
29.5
16.3
75
0.77
18.3
67.0

6
6
6
6
6
6
6

8.7
7.0
3.5
6
0.06
1.7
8.3

47.7 6 9.4
16.2 6 5.7

20.3
20.3
20.4
20.9
20.01
20.5
20.2

(21.1, 0.4)
(21.2, 0.6)
(22.1, 1.3)
(21.7, 20.05)
(20.02, 0.003)
(21.0, 20.01)
(20.8, 0.4)

20.08 (20.72, 0.57)
20.21 (20.76, 0.34)

25.6
29.8
18.0
78
0.80
18.6
66.5

6
6
6
6
6
6
6

8.5
6.6
5.8
7
0.07
1.4
7.8

46.4 6 8.1
16.9 6 6.2

20.07 (20.31, 0.17)
20.15 (20.49, 0.19)
0.08 (20.32, 0.48)
20.1
20.4
0.4
20.6
20.01
20.5
20.4

(21.1, 0.8)
(21.7, 0.9)
(21.4, 2.1)
(21.7, 0.4)
(20.02, 0.002)
(20.9, 20.01)
(20.8, 20.1)

20.08 (20.65, 0.49)
20.21 (20.91, 0.49)

1
No variable differed significantly between groups at baseline, and there were no significant treatment 3 time interactions. *P # 0.05. DXA, dual-energy
X-ray absorptiometry.
2
Mean 6 SD (all such values).
3
Defined as the ingestion of $50 kcal within 2 h of waking on most days of the week.
4
DXA-derived fat mass index normal ranges = 5–9 kg/m2 (women) and 3–6 kg/m2 (men).
5
Lean tissue mass excludes bone mineral content.
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in solution (Polycal; Nutricia) with 5-mL blood samples drawn
every 15 min for 2 h.
All the above measures were followed up 6 wk later, with freeliving assessments of energy intake (estimated from directly
weighed food diaries) and energy expenditure (combined heart
rate/accelerometry, Actiheart; CamNtech) monitored throughout
the first and last week of intervention, along with continuous
(5-min sampling interval) monitoring of interstitial glucose
concentrations via a subcutaneous abdominal catheter (iPro;
Medtronic) both to document chronic glycemic responses and to
verify compliance. Eumenorrheic women provided baseline
samples 2 wk before the start of the 6-wk intervention so that
follow-up samples could be acquired 3–10 d after the onset of
menses (ie, follicular phase). During the 6-wk intervention,
participants were randomly assigned (1:1 allocation ratio) to
either a group prescribed an energy intake of $700 kcal before
1100 daily, with at least half consumed within 2 h of waking
(breakfast group) or a group that extended their overnight fast by
abstaining from ingestion of energy-providing nutrients (ie,
plain water only) until 1200 each day (fasting group). The
randomization scheme was generated by the principal investigator (JAB) by using a computer-based random-number
generator and was stratified according to baseline breakfast
habits (block size = 4), with frequent breakfast consumption
defined as the ingestion of $50 kcal within 2 h of waking on
most days of the week. Investigators who enrolled participants
(JDR and EAC) were unaware of these details and independently requested group assignments to prevent deciphering
of the allocation sequence. Because of the self-administered
nature of the treatments, it was impossible to blind participants
to group allocation and neither was it possible to blind investigators for many outcomes that either required direct interaction with unblinded participants (eg, anthropometric
measurements and metabolic rate) or where treatment allocation
is immediately evident in the data (eg, diet records and continuous glucose monitoring). These same investigators then also
shared responsibility for completing various aspects of tissue
and data analysis. The intervention was applied under free-living
conditions, and all other lifestyle choices were allowed to vary
naturally. Compliance was confirmed via self-report and verified
via continuous glucose monitoring; one participant was excluded before follow-up for noncompliance, and 4 withdrew
before baseline measurements, but none attributed their withdrawal to treatment allocation (Supplemental Figure 1 under
“Supplemental data” in the online issue); data reported herein
are therefore only for those individuals for whom baseline and
follow-up measurements were available (ie, a completers-only
analysis).
Data analysis
The primary outcome measures were a comprehensive assessment of components of energy balance under free-living
conditions, which were averaged from the first and last week of
intervention and therefore expressed as simple summary statistics, analyzed by using either paired or independent t tests for
contrasts within and between groups, respectively. Secondary
outcomes included regulatory/mechanistic data and markers of
cardiovascular health and metabolic control at baseline and
follow-up, for which treatment 3 time interactions were ex-
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plored by using a mixed-model ANOVA with baseline breakfast
habits included as a covariate. Most variables in this experiment
therefore involved a single comparison between 2-level scores
and so were not adjusted for multiple comparisons across the
different variables reported here. However, in cases in which
multiple comparisons were made within a given variable (ie,
physical activity thermogenesis was partitioned according to
intensity and time), a Holm-Bonferroni stepwise adjustment was
applied to prevent inflation of type I error rate (33). Statistical
analyses were performed by using IBM SPSS (version 21), with
significance accepted at an a level of P # 0.05. Values are
means with SDs in text and with SE bars in figures, with effects
expressed as change scores with 95% CIs.

RESULTS

Components of energy balance
Physical activity thermogenesis
The major component of energy balance that responded to
treatment was physical activity thermogenesis (breakfast compared with fasting group: 1449 6 666 compared with 1007 6
370 kcal/d; P = 0.04). This overall treatment effect is apparent in
Figure 1 and partitioned in Figure 2 to show how and when
physical activity was accumulated, with a significant difference
between groups before 1200 daily (breakfast compared with
fasting group: 492 6 227 compared with 311 6 124 kcal/d; P =
0.01). Once classified according to accepted thresholds for the
intensity of physical activities (expressed as multiples of typical
resting metabolic rate, ie, a metabolic equivalent), the breakfast
group consistently engaged in more “light”-intensity physical
activity during the morning than did the fasting group (P =
0.03). There was no difference between treatment groups in
daily recordings of median (range) waking times [breakfast
compared with fasting group: 0727 (0625–0837) compared with
0708 (0630–0834) h] or sleeping times [breakfast compared
with fasting group: 2246 (2119–2329) compared with 2247
(2132–2334) h], such that mean sleep duration was very similar
between the breakfast group (483 6 39 min/night) and the
fasting group (476 6 44 min/night).
Resting metabolic rate
Baseline assessments of resting metabolic rate were closely
matched between the breakfast and fasting groups (ie, 1453 6
209 compared with 1452 6 179 kcal/d, respectively). The left
side of Figure 1 presents follow-up data for these respective
groups (ie, 1451 6 210 compared with 1462 6 146 kcal/d).
Resting metabolic rate was therefore stable within 11 kcal/d from
baseline to follow-up, with no difference between groups at
follow-up (11 kcal/d; 95% CI: 2120, 143 kcal/d).
Diet-induced thermogenesis
On the basis of established constants for the thermogenic effect
of each macronutrient reportedly ingested according to food
diaries (34), a small but consistent difference in diet-induced
thermogenesis was apparent between groups (Figure 1). Specifically, the greater energy intake reported by the breakfast group
led to an estimated proportionate difference in diet-induced
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FIGURE 1. Components of energy balance under free-living conditions with either ingestion of $700 kcal before 1100 daily (breakfast group) or
abstinence from all energy-providing nutrients until at least 1200 daily (fasting group). Values are means 6 SEs. Estimated energy intake values for
comparison of relative differences between groups are the average of the first [breakfast (n = 16) compared with fasting (n = 17): 2715 6 565 compared
with 2169 6 490 kcal/d; P = 0.01] and last [breakfast (n = 16) compared with fasting (n = 17): 2745 6 658 compared with 2214 6 584 kcal/d; P = 0.02] week
of intervention. Resting metabolic rate values (breakfast group, n = 16; fasting group, n = 16) were recorded at follow-up; diet-induced thermogenesis values
(breakfast group, n = 16; fasting group, n = 17) were estimated from reported energy intake; physical activity values are the average of the first [breakfast (n =
15) compared with fasting (n = 15): 1455 6 676 compared with 1015 6 433 kcal/d; P = 0.04] and last [breakfast (n = 15) compared with fasting (n = 15): 1443
6 705 compared with 998 6 423 kcal/d; P = 0.05] week of intervention. The P value above the bar pertains to the overall comparison between groups;
P values between the bars pertain to the specific comparison for the relevant component.

thermogenesis (221 6 49 kcal/d) relative to the fasting group
(180 6 39 kcal/d; P = 0.01).
Energy intake
The breakfast group reported ingesting 2730 6 573 kcal/d relative to 2191 6 494 kcal/d reported by the fasting group (P = 0.007).
The right side of Figure 1 shows that the breakfast group
reported ingesting most of this additional energy in the
form of carbohydrate (337 6 94 compared with 249 6 58 g/d;

P = 0.004), particularly in the form of sugar (149 6 51 compared with 96 6 38 g/d; P = 0.002). Analysis of the timing, type,
and quantity of foods consumed at given eating occasions
showed that overall daily eating patterns were unaffected by the
relative consumption or omission of a daily breakfast. Specifically, once unrestricted food intake was permitted (ie, 1200
onward each day), the breakfast and fasting groups exhibited
a similar frequency of consumption occasions defined as
“meals” (2.2 6 0.5 compared with 2.4 6 0.3 meals/d; P = 0.2)
and as “snacks” (2.1 6 0.7 compared with 2.1 6 0.8 snacks/d;

FIGURE 2. Physical activity thermogenesis under free-living conditions with either ingestion of $700 kcal before 1100 daily (breakfast group, n = 15) or
abstinence from all energy-providing nutrients until at least 1200 daily (fasting group, n = 15). Values are means 6 SEs partitioned by the time of day and
intensity of energy expenditure. The P value above the bar pertains to the overall comparison between groups; P values between the bars pertain to the specific
comparison for the relevant component. MET, metabolic equivalent.
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P = 0.8), with no difference in the macronutrient composition of
these defined eating occasions (35) between groups.
Energy balance regulatory hormones
Thyroid hormones that regulate resting metabolic rate were
unresponsive to either of the treatments, with systemic concentrations of triiodothyronine (free-T3) and thyroxine (free-T4)
closely matched between treatments at baseline and follow-up
(Table 2). Similarly, a range of hormones implicated in the
regulation of appetite and energy balance also did not differ in
response between treatments. Fasted concentrations of leptin,
total ghrelin, acylated ghrelin, peptide YY, glucagon-like peptide 1, and adiponectin are presented in Table 2, all of which
were equivalent at baseline between treatment groups and
showed no significant treatment 3 time interactions, such that
concentrations remained similar between treatments at followup (although for adiponectin a significant effect of time was
apparent).

Health risk factors
Anthropometric measurements
Relative and absolute indexes of body mass and both wholebody and central adiposity did not differ between treatments at
baseline or follow-up; therefore, there was no significant difference in the response over time between treatments (Table 1).
Cardiovascular health
The blood lipid profiles presented in Table 2 all approximate the
normal healthy range for each subfraction and for C-reactive protein
concentrations, with the exception of LDL cholesterol at follow-up
(ie, 131.3 6 27.0 mg/dL), which may be considered borderline
high for risk of cardiovascular disease events according to established classifications (ie, .130 mg/dL) endorsed by the American
Heart Association (37). However, other than a small increase in
HDL cholesterol from baseline to follow-up in both groups, these
variables were unresponsive to either of the treatments.

TABLE 2
Baseline cardiovascular health, metabolic control and regulatory hormones, and changes at follow-up1
All participants (n = 33)

Baseline
Cardiovascular health2
Total cholesterol (mg/dL)
HDL cholesterol (mg/dL)
LDL cholesterol4 (mg/dL)
Triacylglycerols (mg/dL)
NEFAs (mg/dL)
IL-6 (pg/mL)
CRP (mg/L)
Metabolic control
Glucose (mg/dL)
Insulin (mIU/mL)
HOMA-IR5
C-ISI Matsuda index5
Index of adipose insulin
sensitivity6 (%)
Regulatory hormones
Triiodothyronine (free-T3)
(pg/mL)
Thyroxine (free-T4) (ng/dL)
Leptin (mg/L)
Total ghrelin (pg/mL)
Acylated ghrelin (pg/mL)
Peptide YY (pg/mL)
GLP-1 (pg/mL)
Adiponectin (mg/L)

Change from
baseline (95% CI)

Breakfast group (n = 16)

Baseline

Change from
baseline (95% CI)

Fasting group (n = 17)

Baseline

Change from
baseline (95% CI)

193.1
50.2
127.4
75.2
16.33
2.18
0.65

6
6
6
6
6
6
6

34.73
11.6
30.9
25.7
7.04
1.30
0.67

7.7
3.9
3.9
23.5
20.28
20.07
20.11

(21.5, 15.1)
(2.3, 7.7)*
(23.9, 7.7)
(210.6, 3.5)
(22.82, 2.54)
(21.10, 0.97)
(20.31, 0.08)

193.1
54.1
123.6
76.1
15.49
2.25
0.79

6
6
6
6
6
6
6

46.3
11.6
34.7
32.7
5.35
1.31
0.82

3.9
3.9
0.4
20.88
1.69
20.53
20.13

(27.7, 19.3)
(1.2, 7.7)
(211.6, 11.6)
(212.4, 9.7)
(22.25, 5.35)
(21.21, 0.15)
(20.46, 0.21)

193.1
50.2
127.4
74.3
17.18
2.11
0.53

6
6
6
6
6
6
6

23.2
11.6
23.2
16.8
8.45
1.33
0.50

7.7
3.9
3.9
25.3
21.97
0.37
20.10

(23.9, 19.3)
(1.9, 7.7)
(23.9, 15.4)
(215.9, 5.3)
(26.20, 1.97)
(21.63, 2.37)
(20.36, 0.16)

95.5
3.40
0.81
11.5
79.1

6
6
6
6
6

5.4
1.77
0.43
7.3
13.3

1.1
0.33
0.10
20.22
6.2

(21.1, 3.4)
(20.23, 0.90)
(20.05, 0.25)
(21.66, 1.22)
(0.2, 12.3)*

95.5
3.37
0.79
12.1
79.2

6
6
6
6
6

5.4
2.15
0.52
6.6
12.9

1.1
0.35
0.10
20.97
9.9

(23.6, 5.4)
(20.32, 1.00)
(20.06, 0.26)
(23.70, 1.77)
(0.8, 19.0)

97.3
3.43
0.83
11.1
79.1

6
6
6
6
6

5.4
1.43
0.36
8.0
14.1

1.3
0.32
0.10
0.38
3.3

(21.8, 3.6)
(20.67, 1.30)
(20.16, 0.36)
(21.29, 2.05)
(25.5, 12.1)

2.90 6 0.53
1.23
8.3
405
137
73.8
16.50
8.9

6
6
6
6
6
6
6

0.16
7.5
163
70
31.9
14.19
3.4

0.04 (20.10, 0.18)
0.04
0.4
27
5
20.5
3.96
0.8

(20.02, 0.10)
(21.0, 1.8)
(236, 22)
(22, 13)
(27.8, 6.7)
(21.98, 9.90)
(0.2, 1.5)*

2.84 6 0.63
1.24
7.8
409
149
66.5
17.49
9.8

6
6
6
6
6
6
6

0.16
7.5
156
83
28.6
17.16
3.4

0.04 (20.20, 0.28)
0.04
0.7
13
6
22.8
2.31
0.4

(20.05, 0.13)
(21.5, 2.9)
(233, 59)
(25, 18)
(212.4, 6.8)
(22.97, 7.59)
(20.5, 1.3)

2.97 6 0.43
1.21
8.8
400
126
81.1
15.18
8.1

6
6
6
6
6
6
6

0.16
7.6
174
55
34.2
10.56
3.4

0.04 (20.15, 0.23)
0.04
0.2
229
4
1.9
5.61
1.3

(20.05, 0.13)
(21.9, 2.2)
(264, 7)
(26, 15)
(210.4, 14.1)
(26.27, 17.49)
(0.3, 2.2)

1
No variable differed significantly between groups at baseline, and there were no significant treatment 3 time interactions. *P # 0.05. C-ISI, CompositeInsulin Sensitivity Index; CRP, C-reactive protein; GLP-1, glucagon-like peptide 1; NEFA, nonesterified fatty acid; OGTT, oral-glucose-tolerance test; T3,
triiodothyronine; T4, thyroxine.
2
SI conversions: cholesterols 3 0.0259 = mmol/L; triacylglycerol 3 0.0113 = mmol/L; NEFA 3 0.0355 = mmol/L; IL-6 3 0.131 = IU/mL; CRP 3
9.524 = nmol/L; glucose 3 0.0555 = mmol/L; insulin 3 6.0 = pmol/L; free-T3 3 1.54 = pmol/L; free-T4 3 12.87 = pmol/L; leptin 3 0.0625 = nmol/L;
ghrelin 3 0.296 = pmol/L; peptide YY 3 4.31 = pmol/L; GLP-1 3 0.303 = pmol/L.
3
Mean 6 SD (all such values).
4
Calculated by using the Friedewald equation: LDL cholesterol = total cholesterol 2 HDL cholesterol 2 (triacylglycerol/2.2).
5
HOMA-IR = [fasted insulin (mIU/mL) 3 fasted glucose (mmol/L)]/22.5; C-ISI Matsuda index = 10,000/O[fasted glucose (mg/dL) 3 fasted insulin
(mIU/mL)] 3 [mean glucose over 120-min OGTT (mg/dL) 3 mean insulin over 120-min OGTT (mIU/mL)].
6
Based on insulin-stimulated adipose tissue [U-14C]-D-glucose uptake in cells treated with 50 pmol insulin/L expressed as a percentage of maximal/
supraphysiologic stimulation with 20 nmol insulin/L [as used previously (36)].
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Metabolic control
Fasted plasma glucose and serum insulin concentrations were
unaffected by 6 wk of either daily breakfast or extended morning
fasting (Table 2). Similarly, the HOMA-IR and Matsuda indexes
did not show any impact of either of the treatments on pancreatic
b cell function or whole-body insulin sensitivity. Similarly, the
index of insulin sensitivity specific to adipose tissue presented in
Table 2 showed no significant treatment 3 time interaction, nor
any significant difference between groups at follow-up. This
index is derived from the rates of tissue-specific glucose uptake
presented in Figure 3.
Subcutaneous glucose was monitored continuously throughout
the first and last week of intervention. Peak glucose concentrations from waking until 1200 were consistently higher with
breakfast (7.6 6 1.2 mmol/L) than with fasting (6.5 6 1.0
mmol/L) throughout the first and last week (treatment effect:
F = 9.6, P , 0.01) with no treatment 3 time interaction.
Similarly, mean glucose concentrations during the morning did
not respond differently between treatments over time but were
significantly higher with breakfast (5.4 6 0.5 mmol/L) than with
fasting (5.1 6 0.5 mmol/L) when considered across both weeks
(treatment effect: F = 4.3, P = 0.05).
The CV (SD corrected for mean) is the preferred method for
expressing glucose variability (accumulated hyper-/hypoglycemic
episodes) when continuously monitored glucose data are available for individual patients (38). This measure is shown in Figure 4,
both from waking until 1200 (left side) and from 1200 until
sleep (right side). There was a nonsignificant trend across weeks
1 and 6 toward greater glucose variability before 1200 in the
breakfast group compared with the fasting group (treatment
effect: F = 3.9, P = 0.06). Conversely, the fasting group exhibited greater glucose variability across weeks 1 and 6 from
1200 onward (treatment effect: F = 6.2, P = 0.02), with a nonsignificant tendency to increase over the course of intervention
(treatment 3 time interaction: F = 3.6, P = 0.07) such that the

greatest group difference was apparent during week 6 (3.9%;
95% CI: 0.1%, 7.8%). Beyond the above effects, continuous
glucose monitoring showed similar peak, mean, and variability
values between groups during sleep, from 1200 until sleep, and
over the full 24-h period.

DISCUSSION

Here we provide the first report, to our knowledge, of all
components of energy balance with regular daily breakfast
relative to extended morning fasting measured under otherwise
free-living conditions. Contrary to popular belief, there was no
metabolic adaptation (ie, increased resting metabolism) to 6 wk of
daily breakfast nor any meaningful suppression of energy intake
later in the day. Rather, the major factor that compensated for the
prescribed difference in morning eating patterns was that regular
daily breakfast resulted in significantly higher physical activity
thermogenesis than occurred with extended morning fasting. This
difference in the energy expended via daily physical activities was
partially attributable to a significant difference in light-intensity
activities performed during the morning and has never previously
been objectively measured. Although fasting until 1200 every day
for 6 wk presented no negative cardiovascular effects as reflected
by the concentration of blood metabolites under fed and fasted
conditions, there was a 10% increase in adipose tissue insulin
sensitivity within the breakfast group. Conversely, those in the
fasting group exhibited no such effect on adipose tissue insulin
sensitivity (although this did not significantly differ from the
breakfast group at follow-up) but instead experienced progressively more variable interstitial glucose concentrations during
the afternoon/evening, with significantly less tightly regulated
glucose control than the breakfast group by the final week of the
intervention. Further research is required to establish whether
similar responses would be apparent in more overweight, less
healthy, and/or less physically active individuals.

FIGURE 3. Rates of [U-14C]-D-glucose uptake in adipocytes under basal, physiologic (50 pmol insulin/L), and supraphysiologic (20 nmol insulin/L)
conditions, measured at baseline and after 6-wk ingestion of $700 kcal before 1100 daily (breakfast group; n = 13) or abstinence from all energy-providing
nutrients until at least 1200 daily (fasting group; n = 16). Values are means 6 SEs. Three-factor ANOVA (treatment 3 time 3 insulin) showed a significant
effect of treatment (F = 4.2, P = 0.05) and insulin (F = 17.3, P , 0.001) with no significant effect of time nor any interaction of these factors. Ins, insulin.
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FIGURE 4. Glucose variability before and after 1200 (expressed as CVs) derived from subcutaneous glucose concentrations continuously monitored during
the first and last week of either ingesting $700 kcal before 1100 daily (breakfast group; n = 16) or abstaining from all energy-providing nutrients until
at least 1200 daily (fasting group; n = 16). Values are means 6 SEs. Two-factor ANOVA (treatment 3 time) showed a nonsignificant trend for treatment
(F = 3.9, P = 0.06) with no significant effect of time nor any interaction of these factors during the morning (left side of panel) and a significant effect of
treatment (F = 6.2, P = 0.02) with nonsignificant trends for time (F = 3.8, P = 0.06) and treatment 3 time (F = 3.6, P = 0.07) during the afternoon/evening
(right side of panel).

Because physical activity thermogenesis differed significantly
between treatments in light-intensity activities, this suggests that
breakfast may have affected spontaneous behaviors as opposed to
conscious decisions to participate in structured physical activity
or exercise. This reasoning may explain why attempts to explore
the causal effects of breakfast on energy expenditure by using
physical activity records/diaries would not be sensitive to such an
effect. Nonetheless, cross-sectional studies have detected slightly
higher self-reported overall physical activity levels among
breakfast eaters (39), and several recent cross-sectional studies
using accelerometry reported correlations between habitual
breakfast consumption and physical activity levels, particularly
during the morning (40, 41). The present study therefore shows
for the first time to our knowledge that these interesting correlations do indeed have a causal component. In addition, the present
study shows the value of combined heart rate/accelerometry in
revealing not only total 24-h physical activity thermogenic responses but also temporal changes in physical activity patterns (ie,
when and how overall energy expenditure is accumulated).
The overall difference in physical activity thermogenesis
between the breakfast and fasting groups reported in this study
(Figure 2) was equally apparent whether considering the first
(1455 6 676 compared with 1015 6 433 kcal/d; P = 0.04) or
last (1443 6 705 compared with 998 6 423 kcal/d; P = 0.05)
week of intervention. This indicates that the effect of morning
eating patterns on physical activity levels may be direct and
immediate rather than secondary to accumulated physiologic
adaptations with sustained exposure to the presence or absence
of daily breakfast. One possible immediate mechanism is that an
increase in glucose availability may directly signal the transition
from the fasted to fed state and thus enable nonessential physical
activity energy expenditure above basal levels (40). Despite the
widespread belief that an extended period of fasting and/or
hypoglycemia can result in lethargy, this hypothesis has never
been empirically tested. Transient periods of reactive hypoglycemia (#3.3 mmol/L) between meals certainly do not explain

the general fatigue often attributed to “low blood sugar” (43),
yet no previous study has examined the effects of a more prolonged but less pronounced period of reduced glucose availability on physical activity levels in humans. The present study
therefore provides tentative evidence that skipping a morning
meal altogether and thus delaying the transition to fed-state
glucose availability may impose a limit on the amount of energy
expended via physical activities.
Overall reported dietary energy intake was 539 kcal/d lower
when fasting until 1200 than when consuming a breakfast of
$700 kcal before 1100 daily, with no difference between
treatments in terms of the frequency, timing, or composition of
meals consumed from 1200 onward. This reflects minimal dietary compensation for the energy deficit imposed by morning
fasting but also indicates that the treatment effect for afternoon/
evening glucose variability is not attributable to group differences in eating patterns during that period. Although it could be
contended that the higher afternoon/evening glucose variability
in the fasting group might simply reflect an initial transition
from a lower starting (ie, still fasted) value, this effect would be
apparent in the first week as well as in the last. The group difference in afternoon-evening glucose variability may instead
therefore be explained by the Staub-Traugott (or “second meal”)
effect, which describes how an initial meal can reduce the acute
glycemic response to subsequent feedings within hours of the
first (44). The present findings suggest that regularly skipping
breakfast may elicit adaptations to progressively increase systemic glucose appearance and/or impair glucose disposal when
the overnight fast remains unbroken until after 1200.
On the basis of the distinct free-living responses of the
treatment groups reported here, it would clearly be informative to
have data characterizing participants’ habitual lifestyles in the
absence of intervention (particularly in terms of diet and physical activity habits). Given the already intensive nature of this
trial [including measures beyond those reported here (30)], additional prolonged lifestyle monitoring was not deemed feasible
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because this could negatively affect recruitment/attrition rates
while also increasing the risk of measurement fatigue. However,
our main finding with regard to physical activity thermogenesis
is most likely a genuine response to treatment because of the
following 3 key interrelated reasons: 1) it is highly unlikely that
randomization of a group this size would generate such a marked
and consistent difference in this variable (442 kcal/d; 95% CI: 34,
851 kcal/d); 2) this difference was most consistently observed
during the morning, thus coincident with the time of day at which
treatments were applied; and 3) all of the other laboratory-based
variables that could be measured acutely before intervention were
equivalent between groups (ie, resting metabolic rate and all other
variables presented in Tables 1 and 2).
This study was designed to examine mechanisms linking daily
breakfast and components of energy balance in free-living
humans and not the long-term impact of breakfast habits on
weight change. Therefore, whereas we detected no significant
difference in weight loss between treatments (Table 1), longerterm clinical trials are needed to examine the effects of continued
exposure to extended morning fasting. However, what can be
confidently concluded from the current data is that daily morning
fasting clearly did not cause weight gain in this population, as
might be hypothesized in view of epidemiologic evidence
showing positive associations between regularly skipping
breakfast and weight gain/status (3–6).
We conclude that daily breakfast is causally linked to higher
physical activity thermogenesis in lean adults, with limited evidence of any dietary compensation later in the day nor any change
in resting metabolism. Blood metabolites indicative of cardiovascular health and metabolic control were not significantly affected by breakfast or fasting and neither was there any difference
in adipose tissue glucose uptake between these treatments. However,
regular daily breakfast maintained more stable glucose responses
during the afternoon and evening.
We acknowledge the contributions of Matthew Jeans in developing the dietary analysis strategy, Kerry Iveston for analyzing temporal feeding patterns,
and Tom Byers for preparing data for archiving; we thank those who participated in the trial for their time and commitment. Supporting data are openly
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The authors’ responsibilities were as follows—JAB, GDH, KT, and DT:
designed the research; JAB, JDR, EAC, and DT: conducted the research;
GDH and KT: provided essential reagents and materials; JAB, EAC, and
JDR: analyzed data and performed statistical analysis; and JAB: wrote the
manuscript and has primary responsibility for final content. All authors read,
edited, and approved the final manuscript. The authors declared no conflicts of
interest.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

12.
13.

14.

15.

16.

17.
18.
19.

20.

21.

22.

REFERENCES
1. Casazza K, Fontaine KR, Astrup A, Birch LL, Brown AW, Bohan
Brown MM, Durant N, Dutton G, Foster EM, Heymsfield SB, et al.
Myths, presumptions, and facts about obesity. N Engl J Med 2013;368:
446–54.
2. Brown AW, Bohan Brown MM, Allison DB. Belief beyond the evidence: using the proposed effect of breakfast on obesity to show 2
practices that distort scientific evidence. Am J Clin Nutr 2013;98:
1298–08.
3. Fabry P, Hejl Z, Fodor J, Braun T, Zvolankova K. The frequency of
meals. Its relation to overweight, hypercholesterolaemia, and decreased
glucose-tolerance. Lancet 1964;2:614–5.
4. Barton BA, Eldridge AL, Thompson D, Affenito SG, Striegel-Moore
RH, Franko DL, Albertson AM, Crockett SJ. The relationship of
breakfast and cereal consumption to nutrient intake and body mass

23.

24.

25.

26.

index: the National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute Growth and
Health Study. J Am Diet Assoc 2005;105:1383–9.
Kant AK, Schatzkin A, Graubard BI, Ballard-Barbash R. Frequency
of eating occasions and weight change in the NHANES I Epidemiologic Follow-up Study. Int J Obes Relat Metab Disord 1995;19:468–
74.
Smith KJ, Gall SL, McNaughton SA, Blizzard L, Dwyer T, Venn AJ.
Skipping breakfast: longitudinal associations with cardiometabolic risk
factors in the Childhood Determinants of Adult Health Study. Am J
Clin Nutr 2010;92:1316–25.
Cahill LE, Chiuve SE, Mekary RA, Jensen MK, Flint AJ, Hu FB,
Rimm EB. prospective study of breakfast eating and incident coronary
heart disease in a cohort of male US health professionals. Circulation
2013;128:337–43.
Duval K, Strychar I, Cyr MJ, Prud’homme D, Rabasa-Lhoret R,
Doucet E. Physical activity is a confounding factor of the relation
between eating frequency and body composition. Am J Clin Nutr 2008;
88:1200–5.
Keski-Rahkonen A, Kaprio J, Rissanen A, Virkkunen M, Rose RJ.
Breakfast skipping and health-compromising behaviors in adolescents
and adults. Eur J Clin Nutr 2003;57:842–53.
Ruxton CH, Kirk TR. Breakfast: a review of associations with measures of dietary intake, physiology and biochemistry. Br J Nutr 1997;
78:199–213.
Astbury NM, Taylor MA, Macdonald IA. Breakfast consumption affects
appetite, energy intake, and the metabolic and endocrine responses to
foods consumed later in the day in male habitual breakfast eaters. J Nutr
2011;141:1381–9.
Dallosso HM, Murgatroyd PR, James WP. Feeding frequency and
energy balance in adult males. Hum Nutr Clin Nutr 1982;36C:25–39.
Smeets AJ, Westerterp-Plantenga MS. Acute effects on metabolism
and appetite profile of one meal difference in the lower range of meal
frequency. Br J Nutr 2008;99:1316–21.
Taylor MA, Garrow JS. Compared with nibbling, neither gorging nor
a morning fast affect short-term energy balance in obese patients in
a chamber calorimeter. Int J Obes Relat Metab Disord 2001;25:519–28.
Verboeket-van de Venne WP, Westerterp KR, Kester AD. Effect of the
pattern of food intake on human energy metabolism. Br J Nutr 1993;
70:103–15.
Martin A, Normand S, Sothier M, Peyrat J, Louche-Pelissier C, Laville
M. Is advice for breakfast consumption justified? Results from a shortterm dietary and metabolic experiment in young healthy men. Br J Nutr
2000;84:337–44.
Tai MM, Castillo P, Pi-Sunyer FX. Meal size and frequency: effect on
the thermic effect of food. Am J Clin Nutr 1991;54:783–7.
Belko A, Barbieri T. Effect of meal size and frequency on the thermic
effect of food. Nutr Res 1987;7:237–42.
Arnold LM, Ball MJ, Duncan AW, Mann J. Effect of isoenergetic intake of three or nine meals on plasma lipoproteins and glucose metabolism. Am J Clin Nutr 1993;57:446–51.
Farshchi HR, Taylor MA, Macdonald IA. Decreased thermic effect of
food after an irregular compared with a regular meal pattern in healthy
lean women. Int J Obes Relat Metab Disord 2004;28:653–60.
Farshchi HR, Taylor MA, Macdonald IA. Regular meal frequency
creates more appropriate insulin sensitivity and lipid profiles compared
with irregular meal frequency in healthy lean women. Eur J Clin Nutr
2004;58:1071–7.
Keim NL, Van Loan MD, Horn WF, Barbieri TF, Mayclin PL. Weight
loss is greater with consumption of large morning meals and fat-free
mass is preserved with large evening meals in women on a controlled
weight reduction regimen. J Nutr 1997;127:75–82.
Stote KS, Baer DJ, Spears K, Paul DR, Harris GK, Rumpler WV,
Strycula P, Najjar SS, Ferrucci L, Ingram DK, et al. A controlled trial
of reduced meal frequency without caloric restriction in healthy,
normal-weight, middle-aged adults. Am J Clin Nutr 2007;85:981–8.
Verboeket-van de Venne WP, Westerterp KR. Frequency of feeding,
weight reduction and energy metabolism. Int J Obes Relat Metab
Disord 1993;17:31–6.
Farshchi HR, Taylor MA, Macdonald IA. Deleterious effects of
omitting breakfast on insulin sensitivity and fasting lipid profiles in
healthy lean women. Am J Clin Nutr 2005;81:388–96.
Schlundt DG, Hill JO, Sbrocco T, Pope-Cordle J, Sharp T. The role of
breakfast in the treatment of obesity: a randomized clinical trial. Am J
Clin Nutr 1992;55:645–51.

EXTENDED MORNING FASTING, ENERGY BALANCE, AND HEALTH
27. Halsey LG, Huber JW, Low T, Ibeawuchi C, Woodruff P, Reeves S.
Does consuming breakfast influence activity levels? An experiment
into the effect of breakfast consumption on eating habits and energy
expenditure. Health Nutr 2012;15:238–45.
28. Corder K, Brage S, Mattocks C, Ness A, Riddoch C, Wareham NJ,
Ekelund U. Comparison of two methods to assess PAEE during six
activities in children. Med Sci Sports Exerc 2007;39:2180–8.
29. Thompson D, Batterham AM, Bock S, Robson C, Stokes K. Assessment of low-to-moderate intensity physical activity thermogenesis in
young adults using synchronized heart rate and accelerometry with
branched-equation modeling. J Nutr 2006;136:1037–42.
30. Betts JA, Thompson D, Richardson JD, Chowdhury EA, Jeans M,
Holman GD, Tsintzas K. Bath Breakfast Project (BBP)—examining
the role of extended daily fasting in human energy balance and associated health outcomes: study protocol for a randomised controlled
trial. Trials 2011;12:172.
31. Schulz KF, Altman DG, Moher D. CONSORT 2010 statement: updated
guidelines for reporting parallel group randomised trials. Trials 2010;
11:32.
32. Kelly TL, Wilson KE, Heymsfield SB. Dual energy X-ray absorptiometry body composition reference values from NHANES. PLoS ONE
2009;4:e7038.
33. Ludbrook J. Multiple comparison procedures updated. Clin Exp
Pharmacol Physiol 1998;25:1032–7.
34. Westerterp KR. Diet induced thermogenesis. Nutr Metab (Lond) 2004;1:5.
35. de Castro JM. Accommodation of particular foods or beverages into
spontaneously ingested evening meals. Appetite 1994;23:57–66.
36. Expert Panel on Detection, Evaluation, and Treatment of High
Blood Cholesterol in Adults. Executive Summary of the Third Re-

37.
38.
39.
40.
41.

42.
43.
44.

547

port of The National Cholesterol Education Program (NCEP) Expert
Panel on Detection, Evaluation, and Treatment of High Blood
Cholesterol in Adults (Adult Treatment Panel III). JAMA 2001;285:
2486–97.
Fryer LG, Holness MJ, Sugden MC. Selective modification of insulin
action in adipose tissue by hyperthyroidism. J Endocrinol 1997;154:
513–22.
Siegelaar SE, Holleman F, Hoekstra JB, DeVries JH. Glucose variability; does it matter? Endocr Rev 2010;31:171–82.
Wyatt HR, Grunwald GK, Mosca CL, Klem ML, Wing RR, Hill JO.
Long-term weight loss and breakfast in subjects in the National Weight
Control Registry. Obes Res 2002;10:78–82.
Corder K, van Sluijs EM, Steele RM, Stephen AM, Dunn V, Bamber D,
Goodyer I, Griffin SJ, Ekelund U. Breakfast consumption and physical
activity in British adolescents. Br J Nutr 2011;105:316–21.
Schembre SM, Wen CK, Davis JN, Shen E, Nguyen-Rodriguez ST,
Belcher BR, Hsu YW, Weigensberg MJ, Goran MI, Spruijt-Metz D.
Eating breakfast more frequently is cross-sectionally associated
with greater physical activity and lower levels of adiposity in
overweight Latina and African American girls. Am J Clin Nutr
2013;98:275–81.
Levine JA, Eberhardt NL, Jensen MD. Role of nonexercise activity
thermogenesis in resistance to fat gain in humans. Science 1999;283:
212–4.
Simpson EJ, Holdsworth M, Macdonald IA. Interstitial glucose profile
associated with symptoms attributed to hypoglycemia by otherwise
healthy women. Am J Clin Nutr 2008;87:354–61.
Staub H. Examination of sugar metabolisms in humans. Z Klin Med
1921;91:44–8.

