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Dr. Jose Aleman is director of the NY-MOVE! Endocrinology Weight Management Clinic at VA NY-
Harbor Healthcare System. He is pictured with a medical student, Ms. Laetitia Zhang. (Photo by
Michael Drake, VA NY-Harbor.)

One-two punch helps Veterans with weight loss

Medication plus lifestyle changes often mean successful weight loss

July 23, 2021
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SEE BELOW
Keys to Weight Management
Success

Read more

"I tell my Veteran patients that
even though 10 pounds doesn't
sound like a large amount of
weight, it is the type of weight
loss that tends to be
sustainable."
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Study of nearly 2 million Veterans
confirms links between weight
and pain

Bariatric surgery may not lead to
lower health care costs

You've tried to do everything right. You've passed on the Buffalo
chicken wings on poker night. You've cut back on alcohol and
switched to light beer. You've even joined the local gym. Nothing
seems to work—those extra 50 lbs. won't budge.

Well, you are not alone.

Obesity is a chronic disease where the pathways that control how much we eat can lead us to take in
too many calories and accumulate excess fat that promotes health complications, says Dr. Jose O.
Aleman, an endocrinologist at the VA New York Harbor Healthcare System, Manhattan Campus. When
coupled with easy access to poorly nutritious food, individuals with obesity often struggle with their
weight loss goals.

Aleman is the director of the NY-MOVE! Endocrinology Weight
Management Clinic at the NY-Harbor VA. He also leads clinical
research to find the best ways to help Veterans reach a healthier
weight.

Aleman and his team published a study in the journal Obesity that
examined the effectiveness of pharmacotherapy—weight-loss
medication—when combined with lifestyle changes. The study confirmed the benefits of medication,
but noted significant variability among individual patients. The researchers found the most effective
weight-loss agents were phentermine/topiramate (Qsymia), followed by liraglutide (Saxenda),and
orlistat (Alli).

"Both at the local and national level, we found obesity pharmacotherapy is  effective in changing the
trajectory of weight in Veterans in addition to lifestyle changes, said Aleman.

The study examined data for 43 local Veterans who were enrolled in the NY-MOVE! weight-loss
program and who were prescribed an obesity medication. The most commonly prescribed medications
at the local level were metformin (Glucophage), liraglutide, and phentermine/topiramate.

The research team wanted to know how well the local group of
Veterans were doing in comparison to the larger VA population.
Aleman's team reviewed nearly 578,000 VA health records
nationwide for Veterans who had an obesity diagnosis or
metformin prescription in their VA health record. Metformin is a
commonly prescribed diabetes drug that can help with weight loss.

In comparison to the New York group, the national group of
Veterans had greater numbers of men, were less racially diverse,
and were later in their disease progression—86% had type 2
diabetes, compared with 44% of the local group.

On average the New York group lost 8.8 pounds over the initial six-
month period. Over a one-year period, 75% of the national group
lost between 5.5 to 11 pounds after starting weight-loss
medication.

Don't do it alone

Diet and exercise are typically first-line treatments for weight loss.
In the case of Veterans, Aleman says excess weight may be
related to the lack of structure they encounter after their military
service is over. That is why the VA-MOVE! Weight Management
Program is designed to reintroduce structure for Veterans.

VA-MOVE! makes use of behavioral interventions, like group
counseling, with lifestyle guidance and nutritional education. The
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Omega-3s: Are they really good
for your heart?

Study: Online program helps
Veterans lose weight, potentially
prevent diabetes
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program offers Veterans a range of tools—for example, food
journals, a mobile app to track diet and exercise, and, in some
cases, access to gyms.

Studies have shown that participants in VA-MOVE! typically
achieve modest, short-term weight loss—with an average of 0.28
lbs. to 7.3 lbs. at the one-year mark. Aleman says a typical weight-
loss goal might be losing 5% of your baseline weight within 3 to 6
months. For a 200-pound Veteran, that would be 10 pounds.

"I tell my Veteran patients that even though it doesn't sound like a
large amount of weight, it is the type of weight loss that tends to be
sustainable. It will also help with health complications, which is
really the goal."

The NY-MOVE! weight management clinic uses a team-centered
approach to care that includes access to psychologists,
nutritionists, and physicians who are trained in obesity medicine
and endocrinology. The clinic provides individual or group
counseling and weight-centered management of type 2 diabetes.

Drugs, surgery are options for some patients

Many years ago it became clear to scientists that weight-loss therapies that used only lifestyle
interventions—like diet and exercise—would not work for everyone. That's where medications and
surgery come in.

Weight-loss medications work by decreasing appetite or increasing
a feeling of fullness in the stomach. They can also interfere with fat
absorption. Surgical options to induce weight loss include gastric
banding, gastric sleeve, or gastric bypass procedure, among
others.

If Veterans do not achieve clinically significant weight loss, the
VA/DOD clinical practice guidelines on overweight and obesity
recommend the addition of pharmacotherapy (medication) or bariatric surgery. However, there is little
guidance in terms of the order in which agents should be used or for which populations.

When indicated, clinicians at NY-Harbor VA prescribe weight-loss medications or surgery for their
patients. They also proactively treat conditions that may affect weight gain, like diabetes or prediabetes
—a slightly elevated blood sugar level. People who have prediabetes are at greater risk of developing
heart disease or type 2 diabetes.

Having obesity puts people at risk for developing a number of diseases, including type 2 diabetes.
Diabetes is a disease in which the body does not produce enough insulin, or the insulin it makes can't
effectively remove excess sugar from the blood. Aleman says it makes sense to treat obesity and
diabetes at the same time.

"If the patient has evidence of elevated blood sugar because of their weight, we tend to favor agents
that do not cause weight gain, but might encourage weight loss," he says. "We gather a somewhat
extensive patient history and use that to decide which medication is right for each patient."

Keys to Weight Management Success

As a group, Veterans are at greater risk of being overweight than the general population. Nearly
80% of Veterans in the VA health system had overweight or obesity in 2014. That puts them at
danger for metabolic diseases like type 2 diabetes, certain types of cancer, and heart disease.
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Veteran programs and
services

Homeless Veterans

Women Veterans

Minority Veterans

PTSD

Mental health

Adaptive sports and special events

More VA resources

Find a VA form

Get VA mobile apps

Careers at VA

Doing business with VA

VA claims accreditation

Find a VA health care provider

Veterans Service Organizations
(VSOs)

Get VA updates

VAntage Point blog

Email updates

Facebook

Instagram

Twitter

Flickr

YouTube

All VA social media

In crisis? Get help now

Veterans Crisis Line: 
1-800-273-8255 (Press 1)

Contact us

Find a VA location

Ask a question

Call MyVA411: 800-698-2411

(Photo from VA-MOVE! Workbook for
Veterans, Module 1)

The VA-MOVE! Weight Management Program helps Veterans
make healthy changes in eating, physical activity, and
behavior. There are several key strategies that can help
manage weight loss:

Make lifestyle changes that can be maintained
Eat wisely and cut extra calories
Be physically active to improve health
Set goals that are achievable
Keep a daily record of food intake and physical activity
Step on a scale at least weekly
Ask family, friends, and the MOVE! Team for support
Celebrate successes

In VA-MOVE!, Veterans learn skills like planning and preparing, problem solving, and stress
management. Most people who commit to VA-MOVE! can reach a healthier weight, feel better,
have more energy, and reduce health problems.

10 Health Gains from a 10% Weight Loss

1. Helps a person to feel better
2. Reduces blood pressure
3. Reduces the risk of diabetes
4. Improves ability to move and be active
5. Lowers the risk of heart disease, heart attacks, and stroke
6. Puts less stress on bones and joints
7. Reduces the risk of some types of cancer
8. Lowers the risk of congestive heart failure
9. Lowers the risk of sleep apnea

10. Lowers the risk of gallbladder disease

(From the VA-MOVE! Weight Management Program, Workbook for Veterans, Module 1)
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