
A practice-and-iteration 
approach to behavior change 
holds promise for improved 
obesity treatment and 
weight loss maintenance in 
vulnerable populations.
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Introduction
• Obesity is a complex disease requiring significant, sustainable 
behavior change for successful treatment.1

• Most weight loss strategies employ rigid self-monitoring and 
performative methods (e.g. goal-setting, calorie-tracking) which 
increase the likelihood for repeated experiences of failure and 
relapse, especially in vulnerable populations.
• Recent research reveals the critical role of the habenula, the 
“anti-reward pathway”, that downregulates motivation in the face 
of repeated failures.2,3

• Performance-based weight loss programs may inadvertently 
activate the habenula causing personal attributions of failure, and 
diminished motivation for change.
• We theorize that vulnerable individuals who have been 
successful at weight loss maintenance may employ a less 
performative and more practice-and-iteration focused strategy 
that alters the meaning of and response to failure, therefore 
attenuating habenular activation and shortening relapse.

Methods
• We completed an observational study of socioeconomically 
vulnerable adults (n=2367) using a self-report survey design.
• Participants were segmented into 5 distinct groups by past 
experience with weight loss (WL): (a) Never tried (no previous 
WL attempts); (b) Struggler (no previous WL success despite ≥1 
attempts); (c) Relapser (regained weight after initial success); (d) 
Achiever (maintained WL ≤1 year); (e) Succeeder (maintained WL 
for ≥2 year).
• Participants’ use of a practice-and-iteration strategy for behavior 
change was defined and categorized through a novel Iterative 
Mindset Inventory (IMI). 
• A one-way ANOVA was conducted to determine if the IMI score 
was different for groups at different weight loss stages. 

Results
• Participants were classified into five groups: Succeeder (n = 
421), Achiever (n = 456), Relapser (n = 852), Struggler (n = 424) 
and those who Never Tried (n = 214). 
• The Iterative Mindset ability (ITM score) was statistically 
significantly different for different levels across the weight loss 
journey, F(4, 2354) = 31.4, p = .0001. 
• ITM scores remained the same from the never tried (23.4 ± 3.9), 
to struggler (23.4 ± 3.9), and increased from relapsers (23.8 ± 3.8) 
to achievers (25.3 ± 3.6) to succeeders (25.5 ± 3.7), in that order. 
• Individuals who used this practice-and-iteration mindset 
strategy were significantly more likely (p=.001) to be 
“succeeders”, those who maintained weight loss for > 2 years, 
and significantly less likely (p<.001) to be “relapsers”, those who 
experienced weight relapse on one or more occasions.
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Conclusions
• A neurobehavioral strategy of practice-and-iteration 
may protect vulnerable individuals against aversive 
learning experiences and the sequelae of downregulation 
of motivation caused by the habenula. 
• We theorize that this iterative neurobehavioral strategy 
potentiates lasting weight loss, while performance-based 
weight loss programs (e.g. goals- and calorie-, tracking-
based) may activate the habenula, causing individuals 
to unwittingly stop trying, thus explaining performative 
approaches’ high relapse rates.
• These findings hold promise for improved obesity 
treatment and weight loss maintenance in vulnerable 
populations.
• Further studies are underway to understand, test and 
validate the mechanism’s behavior change tool.
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