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What is the 
Cambridge Diet?

The term ‘Cambridge Diet’ is synonymous 
in the minds of many health care 
practitioners with very low calorie diets 
(VLCDs).  The Cambridge Diet was 
developed by Dr Alan Howard as a 
formula VLCD and indeed this remains 
the greater part of its present day usage.

About ten years ago it evolved into a more 
flexible series of dietary energy intake levels 
(1500, 1200, 1000, 810, 615, 415 kcal/d) allowing 
titration of energy intake against the client or 
patient’s response.  This is interesting historically 
because, in the late nineteenth century, a step-wise 
titration upwards of dietary energy was offered to 
people with diabetes following a fast to clear the 
urine of reducing sugars.  Now, this remarkably 
precise titration process (precise because it 
includes formula food products rather than non-
formula foods alone) can be applied with a step-
wise reduction or increase of energy intake 
according to need. 

Very low calorie diets [400 to 800kcal/d] give the 
most effective weight losses but sometimes a part-
formula and part-food diet can achieve remarkable 
weight loss.  Dietary adherence does not tend to 
be as good at the higher energy intake levels and 
patients tend to be more hungry, but nevertheless 
energy intake levels above 800kcal/d can give 
good results.  The client or patient’s weight-loss 
progress is supported by the Cambridge 
Counsellor who is available to see him or her 
weekly, a frequency which cannot usually be 
provided within NHS services. 

The gradually accumulating scientific literature on 
the efficacy of VLCDs indicates that it is highly 
likely that the potential applications of VLCDs 
and part-food, part formula-food low calorie diets. 

[LCDs above 800kcal/d] will be more widely 
appreciated.

Cambridge weight loss programmes are thus 

  FLEXIBLE, 
  PROVIDE SUPPORT, and are 
  EVIDENCE BASED. 

There will be increased surgical treatment of 
obesity over the coming decade but there will also 
be an increased use of formula VLCDs and LCDs 
and part-food part-formula diets for weight 
reduction and weight maintenance. 
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