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>> BY Peter Carvell, owner of sixpackfactory.com

MEAL TIMING 

DO THE 
FREQUENCY OF 
YOUR MEALS 
INFLUENCE HOW 
RIPPED YOU 
GET? OR DOES 
PERFECTING 
YOUR MEAL 
COMPOSITION 
LEAD TO 
SUPERIOR 
RESULTS? OR 
PERHAPS THESE 
ARE JUST SURE-
FIRE WAYS TO 
NEEDLESSLY 
STRESS 
YOURSELF 
OUT? ARE YOU 
GETTING BOGGED 
DOWN BY THE 
DETAILS?  

VS MEAL 
FREQUENCY

Once you’ve advanced from the 
realm of a beginner, where 
you’re generally preoccupied 
with simply figuring out how 
many calories you need to 
consume each day to reach 
your desired body composition 
goals, it pays to start focusing 
on the other, often finer details 
that influence the magnitude of 
the results you experience. 

Two nutritional concepts 
that professionals seem 
to constantly change their 
viewpoints on are meal timing 
and meal frequency. But do 
they really matter, and do they 
hold the secret to getting  
really lean? 

For instance, conventional 
wisdom in previous years 
dictated that to burn fat faster 

we needed to eat six meals a 
day. It was the gold standard in 
the body building and physique 
industry. However, today many 
people are proving otherwise. 
In fact, many individuals are 
eating just two to three meals 
per day and are seeing results. 
So what gives? Are many 
of these old notions simply 
incorrect? 

DETERMINING WHICH  
IS MORE IMPORTANT 
FOR BODY COMPOSITION
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CRITICAL THINKING
In terms of meal frequency, should the six-
meals-a-day approach be considered superior? 
Many people claim that by eating this regularly 
you can significantly boost your metabolism, 
which aids fat loss. As it turns out, however, 
studies have yet to prove this as true. 

Each time you eat a meal you'll get a ‘thermic 
boost’, where your body will basically expend 
calories simply breaking down and digesting 
the food you've eaten. The number of calories 
your body burns through this digestive process 
depends on the type and amount of food you 
consume.  Protein and fibre both deliver a higher 
‘thermic effect of food’ (TEF) value, which means 
these macronutrients require more energy to 
process. Simple carbs and fats are easier to 
process so require less energy. 

The key thing to note though is that a small 
meal will create a corresponding small boost in 
calorie consumption through TEF.  A large meal, 
on the other hand, will create a larger boost. 

At the end of the day, one diet using six meals 
and one using three, if all other things are equal 
(total calories and food choices), the total calorie 
burn from digestion will be the same.   

This was proven in a study published in 
1997, in the British Journal of Nutrition, where 
researchers conducted a meta-analysis where 
they compared a number of different studies 
that reviewed the influence of meal frequency 
and the resultant changes in body weight. The 
researchers noted that there was no significant 
relationship between nibbling meal patterns or 
gorging meal patterns on body weight changes 
(assuming equal calories). Instead, they noted 
any changes seen are more likely to be due to 
changes in the calorie balance equation. 

Keep in mind, if you move from a three meal 
pattern to a six meal pattern, but don’t halve the 
size of your meals, you will consume more total 
calories, which will lead to weight gain as you're 
no longer in an energy deficit. 

Similarly, another study published in the 
British Journal of Nutrition, this one in 2010, 
assessed two groups; a three-meal-frequency 
group and a six-meal-frequency group. In the 
study both groups consumed a diet that created 
a calorie deficit for an eight week period. The 
results showed that there was no difference 
in total body weight and fat lost between the 
groups, which meant that meal frequency 
did nothing to boost energy consumption. In 
addition, there was also no change in the levels 
of gut peptides, including peptide YY and ghrelin. 

At the other end of the spectrum, you can 
look at a more extreme approach known as 
intermittent fasting (IF), which is rapidly rising 
in popularity. There are a number of different 
IF protocols currently in use, but the most 
popular version requires adherents to typically 
fast for either an entire 24 hour period, while 
eating during the subsequent 24 hours, which 
is commonly known as the 'every other day 
method'. The other popular option is to fast 
for about 16 hours each day, which means 
adherents eat all their daily meals within an 
eight hour window. Proponents of this protocol 
claim it’s easier to stick with their diet since they 
can eat larger sized meals within that eight hour 
window, which makes them feel more satisfied. 
They also claim hunger is virtually non-existent 
during the fast (once the body adapts) and, as 
such, they can maintain a reduced calorie intake 
with ease. It is, however, important to note that 
this is not the same for all individuals, as many 
people also report the opposite – that their body 
never adapts, and that hunger is always an 
issue. 

Accordingly, based on the results of the 
studies cited, and the experience of those 
adopting an IF approach, there’s no need to 
use this protocol to lose weight, and for certain 
individuals there is no advantage to doing so. 

However, having said that, there may be 

DEFINING THE 
CONCEPTS 
To determine the relevance of meal  
timing and meal frequency in a rapidly 
changing health and fitness landscape  
it is pertinent to first fully define what 
these two terms mean.
• MEAL TIMING: Meal 
timing refers to the time 
of day when you eat your 
meals. For instance, eating 
breakfast immediately upon 
waking, feasting on a pre-bed time meal, 
consuming all your carbs after an exercise 
session, or eating your last meal at 20h00 
and avoiding food until breakfast. These 
are all basic examples of meal timing. 

• MEAL FREQUENCY: Meal 
frequency describes how 
often you eat throughout 
the day, and subsequently 
determines how many 
meals you consume each 

day. For example, eating every 2-3 hours, 
or consuming three meals per day, one 
every 5-6 hours. 

Both of these concepts refer less to 
what you’re eating and focus more on how 
you consume your diet. As such, they’re 
advanced concepts that should only be 
considered once you have the basics of 
meal composition down, such as how 
many calories you eat at each meal, and 
in total, your macronutrient splits, and the 
specific food choices you make. 

“KEEP IN MIND, IF YOU MOVE FROM A THREE MEAL 
PATTERN TO A SIX MEAL PATTERN, BUT DON’T HALVE 
THE SIZE OF YOUR MEALS, YOU WILL CONSUME MORE 
TOTAL CALORIES, WHICH WILL LEAD TO WEIGHT GAIN 
AS YOU’RE NO LONGER IN AN ENERGY DEFICIT.” 

various health benefits to an IF dieting protocol 
as various studies have shown that it can help to 
normalise insulin and leptin sensitivity, increase 
the release of growth hormone in the body, which 
may stimulate greater muscle mass and reduce 
the signs of ageing, and can reduce the risk of 
myocardial infarction and stroke. 

Another touted benefit of eating more 
frequently throughout the day is greater control 
over hunger.  Eating every three hours may help 
to stabilise blood glucose levels better than other 
meal frequency protocols, resulting in fewer 
blood sugar crashes and the ravenous hunger 
that often follows. 

So, how does this notion stack up? Well, it 
turns out that the results are variable. Certain 
studies, such as the study titled “The influence 
of higher protein intake and greater eating 
frequency on appetite control in overweight 
and obese men”, published in Obesity in 2010, 
illustrate that subjects are more satisfied after a 
lower meal frequency pattern. 

However, there are other studies that show 
the opposite effect. For instance, a local study 
conducted by Speechly et al, at the Department 
of Physiology, University of the Witwatersrand 
Medical School, on controlling appetite with 
greater meal frequency, concluded that “when 
the nutrient load was spread into equal amounts 
and consumed evenly through the day in lean 
healthy males, there was an enhanced control 
of appetite. This greater control of satiety when 
consuming smaller multiple meals may possibly 
be linked to an attenuation in insulin response 
although clearly both other physical (gastric 
stretch) and physiological (release of gastric 
hormones) factors may also be affected by the 
periodicity of eating.”

Based on this evidence, determining the ideal 
meal frequency for your physique and body 
composition goals should be based on personal 
preference. When it comes to health, available 
evidence suggests some degree of IF may be 
more beneficial, otherwise eating at least 3-4 
times per day will help curb your hunger. >>

INTERMITTENT FASTING 
(IF) IS RAPIDLY RISING IN 
POPULARITY. THE MOST 
POPULAR VERSIONS ARE 
FASTING FOR EITHER AN 
ENTIRE 24 HOUR PERIOD, 
WHILE EATING DURING THE 
SUBSEQUENT 24 HOURS, 
OR TO FAST FOR ABOUT 16 
HOURS EACH DAY, WHICH 
MEANS ADHERENTS EAT ALL 
THEIR DAILY MEALS WITHIN 
AN EIGHT HOUR WINDOW.
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CRACKING THE TIMING CODE
Once you’ve established your optimal meal frequency, meal timing must be considered. The time 
at which you eat each of your meals can influence how effectively your body is able to utilise the 
foods you eat for energy and, subsequently, how much is stored as fat. 

Accordingly, if you get this element right you could end up much leaner. The four key times of the 
day when you really want to focus on meal timing should be breakfast, the pre- and post-workout 
period, and your pre-bed meal. 

1.  BREAKFAST

2. PRE-WORKOUT

If you’ve been doing some reading, you’ve likely heard both 
sides of the story. Some people firmly believe that it’s best to 
skip breakfast and wait until lunch to eat. Others believe that 
eating a morning meal will help prevent overeating later in 
the day and keep your hunger under control. But what does 
the research say? Studies have illustrated that those who 
consume a high protein, high fibre breakfast have greater 
appetite control, blood sugar control, and an improved mood 
throughout the day, and also maintain a lower BMI. Keep in 
mind that this isn’t a direct influence on your ability to burn fat, 
however. Rather, the simple combination of stabilised blood 
glucose levels may prevent overeating later in the day, which 
would lead to a calorie surplus. 

TOTAL CARBS SHOULD 
AMOUNT TO ABOUT 25-75G, 
AND SHOULD CONSIST OF 
PREDOMINANTLY SLOW-
BURNING (LOW GI) SOURCES.

•  MEAL COMPOSITION:  
As noted above, the high-
protein, high-fibre combo is 
best. The remaining macros 
(fats and carbs) will depend 
on your goals at the time. 
Someone who is building 
muscle may add a hearty 
bowl of oatmeal and some 
nut butter, while those who 

are looking to lose fat may 
stick to a few berries and 
almonds. Likewise, also 
take your workout schedule 
into account. If your 
breakfast meal happens to 
be your post-workout meal, 
you’ll need to follow proper 
post-workout guidelines, 
as mentioned below. Macro 

recommendations are never 
a one-size fits all deal, so 
look at your own individual 
situation very carefully. 

•  FINAL THOUGHTS: There’s 
little research that either 
proves or disproves that 
eating breakfast boosts 
fat burning, but it does 
seem that those who do, 
demonstrate superior 
control over their food 
choices for the rest of the 
day. This, in turn, could yield 
better weight loss results. 
With that said, if you know 
that you feel best after 
skipping breakfast, then do 
so. Just ensure that your 
choice doesn’t negatively 
impact your ability to hit 
your daily target calorie and 
macro counts. 

(the body’s preferred source of fuel for intense 
exercise), along with adequate protein, 1-3 
hours prior to the session. Portion sizes 
should be sufficient to energise, but shouldn’t 
leave you feeling weighed down, or work to the 
detriment of optimal fat burning, if that’s your 
main aim. Protein intake of around 25-40g, and 
total carbs should amount to about 25-75g, 
and should consist of predominantly slow-
burning (low GI) sources. However, someone 
hoping to build muscle will consume far more 
carbs than someone looking to burn fat. Even 
when fat loss is the goal however, don’t skip 
over carbs entirely if you have a high intensity 
session planned. A low blood glucose level 
due to insufficient carb intake is the fastest 
way to derail your workout intensity. Aim 
for a minimum of 10-15g in this instance. If 
cutting back this low, you might also consider 
bumping up your dietary fat intake slightly to 
increase energy during the workout, which 
also keeps insulin low to improve the rate of 
fatty acid breakdown in the body.  

•  FINAL THOUGHTS: When it comes to meal 
timing, the pre-workout period is one of the 
most important ones to consider. Always 
consider your goals, the type of workout you 
are doing, and what the rest of your diet looks 
like when planning this meal. Any time you cut 
carbohydrates prior to your workout, your top-
end performance will suffer, but the trade-off 
is often increased fat metabolism. 

Think of pre-workout nutrition as your fuel. 
Accordingly, consider this: If you were to take 
your car out for a long drive to another city, 
would you gas up first? You’d want a full tank 
to start out with as a half empty tank wouldn’t 
get you very far. The same applies to your food 
intake; if you want to maximise your workout 
performance you’ll need to fuel up in advance.
•  MEAL COMPOSITION: Pre-workout macro 

recommendations depend on your goal and the 
type of workout you have planned. Generally, 
this means consuming both carbohydrates 

THE EXCEPTION 
TO THE RULE?
Fasted training. While you should never 
attempt an intense weight lifting workout in a 
fasted state, those cardio sessions can certainly 
be performed this way. Your body will have 
very low baseline levels of insulin at this time, 
which help to ramp up the degree to which 
fat breakdown occurs. This protocol is also 
useful when trying to target stubborn body fat 
cells, as the fasted-state exercise will increase 
blood flow to the areas of the body where the 
stubborn body fat is located, distributing more 
catecholamines, which then help to boost the 
rate of overall fat burning through increased fat 
cell lipolysis and oxidation. A study published in 
the scientific journal Acta Physiologica (Oxford), 
in 2007, titled “Effects of a 3-day fast on 
regional lipid and glucose metabolism in human 
skeletal muscle and adipose tissue”, supports 
these effects.
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IN CONCLUSION
MEAL FREQUENCY IS LESS OF AN ISSUE TO WORRY 
ABOUT THAN MEAL TIMING. HOWEVER, BOTH OF THESE 
ARE COMPLETELY UNIMPORTANT IF YOU HAVEN’T 
PERFECTED THE CONCEPTS OF MEAL COMPOSITION AND 
TOTAL CALORIE INTAKE. GET THAT RIGHT FIRST THEN 
START TWEAKING WHEN YOU CONSUME YOUR FOOD.  ■

4. BEFORE BED

3. POST-WORKOUT

Before going to bed you want a decent 
sized meal about 2-3 hours before 
you sleep, that’s rich in slow digesting 
protein, and moderate in healthy fat.

As you lay down to sleep, your metabolic 
rate will decrease, which means you won’t 
burn many calories. Accordingly, if you 
eat a big meal and climb into bed you’re 
laying the foundation for fat gain. Worse, 
if you spike insulin before bed, you may 
experience a resulting crash mid-sleep, 
causing you to wake up and disrupt the 
natural growth hormone release that could 
be taking place. 

Conversely, if you eat too little, or eat 
your last meal too early in the evening, you 
may run out of fuel during the night, and 
will transition into a catabolic state. The 
solution is to find the middle ground. 
•  MEAL COMPOSITION: You want a decent 

sized meal about 2-3 hours before bed 
that’s rich in slow digesting protein, and 
moderate in healthy fat. Don’t overload 
on the fat content or you'll experience a 
lengthy digestion process, which causes 
an increase in blood flow to the abdominal 
region – a sure way to make it challenging 
to sleep. Try some cottage cheese with 
almond butter or a small piece of lean 
grilled steak with a few almonds. Just 
remember, whatever you eat before bed 
still forms part of your daily calorie intake. 
Too much will take you out of the calorie 
deficit you created during the day, and fat 
loss will not occur. 

•  FINAL THOUGHTS: In general there is 
nothing wrong with eating before bed, even 
if your goal is fat loss, provided you account 
for the calories consumed, time the meal 
properly, and choose foods that will work 
with your body to accomplish its goals. 

WHAT YOU EAT 
AT THE POST-
WORKOUT STAGE 
WILL IMPACT THE 
EFFECTIVENESS 
OF YOUR 
WORKOUT.  
YOU HAVE ONE 
OF TWO CHOICES: 
•  IF YOUR GOAL 

IS TO BUILD 
MUSCLE, IT’S 
TIME TO REFUEL 
AS FAST AS 
POSSIBLE. 

•  IF YOUR GOAL 
IS FAT LOSS, 
YOU MAY WANT 
TO CONSIDER 
HOLDING OFF.

Once you've finished an intense session your 
damaged muscles need amino acids to start 
repairing themselves, and your muscle cells 
need glucose to replenish depleted glycogen 
stores. Accordingly, what you eat at this stage 
will impact the effectiveness of your workout. 
As far as body composition is concerned, you 
have one of two choices. If your goal is to build 
muscle, it’s time to refuel as fast as possible. 
You want to halt your catabolic state, and 
create an anabolic state as quickly as possible, 
which means boosting insulin levels. Do this 
with a fast-acting protein and a fast acting 
carbohydrate source. If your goal is fat loss, 
you may want to consider holding off.  The 
reason for this is because, during exercise 
you’re ramping up your body’s natural ‘fight or 
flight’ response, which causes your sympathetic 
nervous system to go into overdrive. This extra 
stimulation can help you to continue to burn fat 
long after your workout is done. If, on the other 
hand, you keep insulin low, the minute you put 
any type of carb, or even protein (protein still 
has a small impact), you will begin releasing 
insulin. As we saw earlier, insulin will shut 
down fat lipolysis, which slows fat loss. 
•  MEAL COMPOSITION: If muscle building is 

your goal, you want to spike insulin and provide 
the building blocks for more muscle growth. 
Protein plus carbs will do the trick. Fast acting 
sources are ideal here as they’ll help you 
accomplish the insulin spike you’re looking 
for. If fat loss is the goal, do the opposite: avoid 

eating in the post-workout period and, after 
about an hour, eat a meal that will keep insulin 
as low as possible. If you opt to go this route, 
just keep drinking filtered water. Then, once 
your 60 minute post-workout window is up, 
you can then proceed to eat. Slow digesting 
protein along with some healthy fats will do the 
trick nicely. If you start seeing recovery issues 
using this approach then try adding a 
few slow-release carbs into that meal as 
well. They’ll help restore muscle glycogen 
better, and may improve recovery. 

•  FINAL THOUGHTS: What you do in 
the post-workout period should be 
determined by your goal. For muscle 
building your approach is clear, but when 
it’s fat loss there’s more controversy. Just 
remember that whatever strategy you 
choose, you should still be recovering 
well enough to keep up with your workout 
sessions. If that starts to slip, whatever 
strategy you’re using needs to be altered. 


