
You've been working out regularly, making sure you're putting in the effort. Now, it's time to get 
on the scale and witness how your efforts have paid off, only to see these efforts reciprocated 
by increasing numbers. It can be frustrating, but don’t be quick to judge what’s happening with 
your body and perceive this as a setback. 

The scale doesn't always tell the whole story, and weight gain during exercise isn't always bad 
news. It may be a sign that your body is changing in positive ways. Understanding the reasons 
behind this weight gain can change your outlook, as it's natural that our motivation stems from 
reaping the results of our efforts. 

 

Is it normal to gain weight while working out? 

Exercise tends to challenge your body in new and unfamiliar ways. Research shows that your 
body, in turn, responds by adapting and is programmed to undergo certain processes whenever 
exposed to an unfamiliar environment. 

This adaptation can often introduce itself as weight gain, which you may perceive as a 
contradiction to the intended purpose of why you started working out. 

However, that weight gain doesn't necessarily tell the whole story. Working out brings more 
complex changes than you can easily see or feel. It's rooted in how your body adjusts, 
reshapes, and strengthens in ways that don’t always follow a straight line. Of course, our 
bodies, no matter how similar they are, are influenced by countless factors that should be 
considered regarding body weight. 

 

Common reasons for weight gain while exercising 

As your body adapts to exercise, it undergoes internal transformations that may seem 
confusing. Understanding what’s going on beneath the surface can help you reframe weight 
gain as a possible positive change, and you may start recognizing it as a sign of growth and 
progress rather than failure. 

Let's take a closer look at what takes place in these initial phases. 

1. Building lean muscle mass 

Ample research explains how resistance training and weight-bearing workouts build muscle 
fibers in your body through hypertrophy. Post-exercise, your muscles experience micro-tears, 
and the healing process of these tears results in your muscles growing larger and stronger. 

Muscle weight gain is a strong indicator that your workouts are having an impact. It sounds 
counterintuitive when your whole purpose is to lose weight or become fitter, but maximizing 
muscle hypertrophy research demonstrates that this signifies your body is getting stronger and 
leaner. 
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Muscle vs. fat 

You must understand the core difference between muscle and fat to grasp what happens to 
your body during regular exercise. While a pound of muscle and fat weigh the same (just like a 
pound of feathers weighs the same as a pound of bricks), the difference lies in density. 
Muscle is much denser and more compact, meaning it takes up less space. 

So, even when the scale doesn't budge, studies show that you can have a body composition of 
more muscle and less fat that gets you that leaner, more toned look. 

What makes muscle even better? It revs up your metabolism, which means you burn more 
calories even when not doing anything in particular. Don't be too concerned about the number 
on the scale; consider how your body feels and how well it functions. That's where the real 
progress shows up. 

2. Increased water retention and improved glycogen storage 

Studies show that muscles retain more water while recovering from micro-tears, especially after 
weight training or high-intensity exercises. How does the body heal? Through an inflammatory 
process that holds onto water in the muscles, contributing to a temporary water weight gain, you 
notice when you begin this journey. 

How does the body provide energy for exercise? This energy is gathered when your body 
converts glycogen into glucose, the main energy-supply compound. As you exercise more 
regularly, your muscles will also need more glycogen to function as well as recover. 

For each gram of glycogen, the body stores 3 grams of water through a normal adaptation 
process as your body becomes more efficient at storing energy for future workouts. This further 
contributes to fluid retention and temporary initial weight gain. 

3. Changes in appetite and diet 

It's only reasonable that you'll need more energy to function and recover when your physical 
activity increases. So, your body’s demand for calories rises, increasing your appetite. 

Sometimes, when you first start a new workout routine, you may unintentionally consume more 
calories than you need. This is because you’re still in the exploratory phase and slowly figuring 
out your body’s needs. 

Nonetheless, it’s worth remembering that calories are indeed burned through exercise, but your 
calorie intake may well be higher than what you're actually burning. Always consider whether 
you are balancing your activity level with your food intake so you may avoid unwanted weight 
gain. 

 

The role of diet in weight management 

Even if you have a 'perfect' workout strategy, research shows that you won't witness the 
results you had hoped for without a proper diet. Your diet has a drastic impact, and it can 
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either be a supportive ally in your fitness goals or seriously pull you back. The key player — 
calories. 

When you’re in a caloric deficit, you burn more calories than you’re taking in. Your body doesn't 
get enough fuel from the food it receives. Therefore, your body will tap into stored fat for that 
energy, contributing to weight loss. If weight loss goals prompted you to start exercising, this is 
the state of caloric intake you should be in. 

Conversely, when you’re in a caloric surplus, you consume too many calories than your body 
needs or is burning. These extras get stashed as visceral fat for a person who does not exercise 
regularly, or consumes the right calories. 

It’s essential to point out that it’s not just about the number of calories; what comprises them 
matters too, if not more. Macronutrients — proteins, carbohydrates, and fats — are the trifecta 
that can support your weight management goals. The protein repairs muscle tissue and 
supports growth, carbohydrates fuel your workouts and assist in recovery, while fats support 
hormone regulation and give you long-term energy. 

Eating for muscle gain without excess fat 

How you handle your nutrients will determine whether you're feeding your muscles or simply 
storing extra weight. The secret is in smart eating. 

Protein is your muscle’s best friend, helping it recover and grow stronger after each workout. 
For muscle gain and bulking, research recommends aiming for 1.4 to 2 grams per kilogram of 
your body weight to supply muscle cells with the necessary fuel. This quantity, however, 
should be adjusted if your main goal is to lose weight. 

Good sources of proteins include: 

 Lean meats like chicken and turkey 
 Eggs for a versatile, high-quality protein 
 Legumes for plant-based strength 
 Fish for omega-3 benefits 

After your workout, timing matters. Refuel with the appropriate protein and carbs to align with 
your weight goals. It's also important not to neglect hydration to support muscle repair and 
reload glycogen stores for energy recovery. 

Additionally, don’t let healthy fats slip through the cracks; they’re essential but calorie-dense, so 
moderation is vital to avoid undesired weight gain. For some smart healthy diet additions, 
avocados and almonds are great in controlled amounts. Olive oil and chia seeds add flavor and 
good fats without overloading calories. 

Keep your food intake and eating pattern consistent; smaller, well-timed meals every 3–4 hours 
will keep your energy flowing. 
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Workouts that impact weight goals 

Muscle gain is all about intentional, focused strength training. Movements like squats, deadlifts, 
and bench presses aren’t just about pushing weights — they’re about challenging your entire 
body. 

These compound exercises work for several muscle groups simultaneously, letting your body 
understand how to work as one unit. With progressive overload (gradually increasing the 
difficulty), you tell your muscles it's time to level up and grow bigger and stronger. 

It's important to emphasize that although such workouts are essential for muscle 
building, muscle gain can manifest as weight gain. If losing weight is your primary goal rather 
than gaining muscles, it's best to incorporate a combination of resistance 
training, cardiovascular exercise, and high-intensity interval training (HIIT). 

 

Why the scale isn’t always the best indicator 

The scale can be deceiving when tracking the progress of your exercise program. It doesn't 
account for body composition — the balance between muscle and fat in your body. Don't let 
the scale be your judge or make the error of deciding progress over a number. 

Instead, track muscle gain, or even weight loss efforts, with body measurements or take 
progress photos. These give a clearer picture of your transformation. Look at your body fat 
percentage and muscle mass as accurate progress indicators. These can provide a more 
accurate reflection of your hard work; even your clothes might tell you more than the scale ever 
will. 

 

Tips for effective weight management through exercise 

It's not just about how much weight you lift or how many hours you spend on the treadmill. It's 
more about the quality of training, food, and recovery. Here’s what experts suggest: 

1. Couple strength training with functional movements. Your strength training 
program should include high-frequency strength training with compound exercises 
like squats and deadlifts in addition to functional movements that mimic real-life 
activities. This balance helps build a healthy body that’s both strong and functional. 

2. Ideal workout split. A structured routine with strength training focusing on muscle 
groups and moderate-intensity exercise ensures you’re putting in the work without 
compromising your heart's health. 

3. Meal choices. Think big on nutrients. Focus on lean proteins like chicken and 
salmon with complex carbs like quinoa and sweet potatoes. Toss processed foods 
out the window and embrace meals that fuel long-term strength. 

4. Supplements to consider. Creatine boosts muscle strength, while protein powder 
helps hit daily protein goals when solid meals aren’t enough. Stick to well-
researched, trusted options. 

5. Quality sleep and clean nutrition. Don’t forget the power of enough quality sleep. 
There is a bidirectional relationship between sleep and exercise when your body 
truly grows, and sleep deprivation can be detrimental to your goals. Stick to 
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unprocessed, nutrient-rich foods to support recovery and weight management, 
avoiding the temptation of shortcuts. 

Other factors that may cause weight gain 

Weight gain isn’t always about what’s on your plate or your workout routine. At times, the body 
is playing its own game backstage. Thyroid issues, polycystic ovarian syndrome (PCOS), and 
other hormonal imbalances can affect your metabolic rate or change the way fat is stored in the 
body. 

Stress doesn’t help either, as research proves that it raises cortisol and can mess with your 
appetite and fat-storage mechanisms. 

Studies show that medications are yet another hidden culprit. 
Certain antidepressants, steroids, and even some diabetic medications can shift your 
metabolism or increase fluid retention. Let's also not forget sleep, specifically its lack. Studies 
also reveal that sleep apnea and other disorders disrupt hormones like ghrelin and leptin, which 
help regulate appetite and make you crave that extra snack. 
 
Sometimes, aging or hormonal changes, such as menopause, can shift how and where your 
body stores fat. Health conditions, like Cushing's syndrome or insulin resistance, can also make 
gaining weight an uphill battle. 

 

When to consult a professional 

Even with the best intentions, your body just doesn’t always respond as you had hoped for. 
You're working out but gaining weight, which can be frustrating. This is when it’s time to lean on 
a registered dietitian or an exercise physiologist. They can help you uncover possible obstacles 
like insulin resistance, the effects of certain medications, or any other factors that could be 
limiting your progress. 

Beyond workouts, working with a healthcare provider means you get a plan designed 
specifically for you, ensuring you manage your weight without setbacks like weight regain. It’s 
not just about following a generic plan but instead aims at charting a course that works with your 
body. 

 

Final note 

When aiming to maintain steady control over your weight when exercising, it's about maintaining 
the right balance between diet and training. Keep track of your progress with photos and 
measurements, not just the scale. Prioritize long-term health over quick fixes. And most 
importantly, celebrate progress, not perfection. 

 

 

FAQ 
 

How long does it take to see body changes with exercise? 
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There is no universal answer. It highly depends on genetics, diet, workout intensity, recovery, 
and several other factors. Some people will see changes pretty fast, while others may take 
some time. It's essential to focus on consistency and results, not the clock. 
 
Should I get a personal trainer to achieve my goals? 

It may be helpful to consult with a personal trainer if you need clarification or are trying to figure 
out how to adapt your workouts to reach the goals you have in mind. They can add structure 
and accountability when you need help knowing where to start or how to continue progressing. 
 
What are appetite-regulating hormones? 

Appetite-regulating hormones, like ghrelin (the hunger hormone) and leptin (the satiety 
hormone), control how hungry or full you feel. They aim to help you perceive when and how 
much to eat by acting like the internal signaling system within your body. 
 

Key takeaways: 

 Initial weight gain isn't a setback. Early on, weight gain often reflects muscle development, 

post-workout inflammation, water retention, and improved glycogen storage, all positive 

signs of progress. 

 Don't prioritize the scale. Track your progress through photos, measurements, and how you 

feel. Monitoring body composition and performance shows real change beyond just digits 

that don’t reflect the whole image. 

 If you believe that the weight gain you're experiencing extends beyond initial physiological 

mechanisms, consult a healthcare professional to better evaluate the factors that may be 

holding you back. 
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