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Introduction 

Overweight and obesity remain significant issues in Australia.  The majority of the Australian adult 

population are considered to be overweight or obese (ABS, 2012), and the direct costs of obesity 

total more than 20 billion dollars (Colagiuri et al, 2010).  Data from the 2011-13 Australian Health 

Survey suggests that over 2.3 million Australians were on a diet of some kind (ABS, 2014), which 

represents about 13% of the population.   

The Total Wellbeing Diet (TWD) is a 12 week weight loss program which has been developed and 

substantiated by CSIRO over many years of clinical research.  In 2005, CSIRO launched the TWD 

books which were hugely popular with the Australian public.  It has been estimated that the TWD 

was adopted by around 10 per cent of Australian households and delivered weight loss benefits to 

290,700 Australians (Wyld et al 2010).  Then in 2015, CSIRO partnered with SP Health to launch 

TWD Online which provides a digital version of the weight loss program, with a number of 

enhancements made possible through the technology platform.  For example, TWD Online 

provides a personalised eating plan, customised meal plans, and a handy shopping list.  The online 

program costs individuals $149 for the 12 week program (recently increased to $199 from July 

2018), and to date, over 50,000 people have joined the program. 

A unique feature of TWD Online is the full refund offer for eligible members who successfully 

complete the 12 week program.  To be eligible for the refund members need to record their 

weight in the online diary at least once per week, upload a photo each week, consent to use their 

story to inspire others, achieve any level of weight loss over the 12 week program, and complete a 

program completion survey.  We believe this offer is unique in the Australian weight loss market, 

and we are interested to explore the characteristics of people claiming the refund and whether 

claiming the refund is associated with greater success on the program and different motivational 

factors.   

The refund offer is a form of economic incentive.  Other research into economic incentive based 

approaches to weight loss has found that economic incentives can provide significant weight loss 

and may keep participants engaged in a program for longer periods; however the longer term 

impacts of such strategies need to be explored further (Volpp et al 2008, Halpern et al 2012).   

Determining the impact of TWD Online is important to optimise how the program is offered, and 

to improve the program in the future.  In particular, an exploration of what motivates members to 

lose weight, including this unique refund offer, can contribute to program improvements.   

 

Therefore the aim of this study was: 

Part I: To understand whether weight loss differed between members completing at least 12 

weeks of the program and who did and did not claim the TWD refund; and 

Part II: To understand members’ attitudes towards the TWD refund offer, and whether being 

eligible to receive the refund is associated with motivation and perceived success. 
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Method 

Part I: Weight loss success of TWD members 

This study was a secondary analysis of TWD Online website data downloaded in July 2018.  De-

identified data files were provided to CSIRO containing information on the demographic 

characteristics of members, height and weight at program set up, refund status, weekly weigh in 

data recorded in the system, and summaries of website activity.  Data was provided from all 

members who had joined the program since its inception in late 2014.  Weight change was defined 

as the final weight available minus the initial weight at program set up.  

Extreme values of height (<1m and >3m), weight (<13kg and >250kg), BMI (<13 and >97) and age 

(<18 and >100) were removed from the analysis using a standardised data cleaning protocol 

established by CSIRO.   

The aim of this analysis was to compare the weight loss of members who had completed at least 

12 weeks in the program, therefore members without any weigh in data and those with less than 

12 weeks (or <84 days) between program setup and their last weigh in entry were excluded.  As a 

result 13,733 members were included in this analysis.  A comparison was made, using 

Independent Samples t-tests, between members who did and did not claim the refund – this 

characteristic was identified using membership ID. 

Part II: TWD Member follow-up survey 

The design of this study was a single web-based survey of active and past TWD members.  CSIRO 

designed the TWD member survey asking about motivations for weight loss, commitment to the 

program, and perceived success while on the program.   

Members on the TWD database were invited to participate in this study via email.  The email 

contained information about the study and a link to the survey if they chose to participate.  The 

survey was open for 5 days only and a total of 1,249 past and present members completed the 

survey. The study was approved by the CSIRO Low-Risk Ethics Committee (LR: 19/2018) 

Participants were asked, “In total, about how much weight did you lose on the Total Wellbeing 

Diet Online?”.  From this question, participants were classified as having lost weight or not while 

on the program.  Refund status and weeks on the program were determined using their 

membership ID and de-identified data from the TWD online system.  The significance of the 

differences between these groups were assessed using One Way Analysis of Variance.    

Four groups of members were created for comparison, including those who:  

• Lost weight, logged into the system for 12 weeks or more, and claimed the refund; 

• Lost weight, logged into the system for 12 weeks or more, without claiming the refund; 

• Lost weight, but did not use the system for 12 weeks or more; and  

• Did not lose weight 
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Summary of findings 

Over 50,000 people have joined TWD Online since its launch in late 2014.  The Online platform 

provides meal plans, recipes and tools to monitor weight, food intake and exercise.  A unique 

feature of TWD Online is the full refund offer for eligible members who successfully complete the 

12 week program.  We believe this offer is unique in the Australian weight loss market, and this 

report examined the characteristics of those who received the refund and whether claiming the 

refund was associated with greater success on the program and different motivational factors.   

The key findings for weight loss success of refunded members were: 

 Almost 3,000 members who completed the program claimed the refund – this equates to 

about 1 in 5 members. 

 Refunded members were on average a few years younger and had a slightly lower BMI 

than non-refunded members when starting the program, but the majority were still obese 

at the time of signing up.   

 Refunded members lost significantly more weight than non-refunded members. On 

average refunded members lost 5.6kg (or 6.2% of their body weight) compared to 3.7kg (or 

4% body weight) for non-refunded members. 

 Obese members who received the refund lost 54% more weight than obese members who 

didn’t receive the refund.  Furthermore, 6 out of 10 lost a clinically relevant amount of 

weight (>5% of starting body weight), compared to 4 out of 10 non-refunded obese 

members. 

The key motivational differences for refunded members were: 

 59.4% of those who claimed the refund reported that this offer motivated them while they 

were on the program. 

 Those who claimed the refund were more likely to report meeting their weight loss goal 

compared to other groups. They also reported feeling as though they were more 

successful, put more effort into the program and were, overall, more satisfied with the 

program than all other groups.  

 The refund group reported higher levels of externally focussed motivations than other 

groups.  

The criteria to claim the refund are designed to promote behaviours that are associated with more 

successful weight loss.  Self-monitoring is one of these behaviours which is associated with 

positive behaviour change.  Consistent with this, we found that:   

 Refunded members logged into the system and used the online weight, food and exercise 

self-monitoring tools more than non-refunded members.   

 Greater usage of these tools was associated with greater weight loss on the TWD program.  
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Conclusions 

The refund offer is a form of economic incentive.  It has previously been reported that economic 

incentive based approaches to weight loss can provide significant weight loss and may keep 

participants engaged in a program for longer periods of time (Volpp et al 2008, Halpern et al 

2012).  The weight loss results for the TWD members support these previous findings.     

The refund offer is designed to help members succeed with their weight loss.  How well it has 

done this can be summarised by five points (Halpern et al 2012). 

 

1. How efficacious is the refund offer – has it promoted healthy behaviour (Efficacy)? 

The refunded members used the online system more often than non-refunded members, 

and they were more likely to keep track of their weight, food intake and exercise habits.  

These behaviours have been associated with greater weight loss. 

 

2. How acceptable is the refund offer – what proportion of members have claimed the refund 

(Acceptability)?  

One in five members who finished the 12 week program claimed the refund. Of those who 

claimed the refund, 64.5% felt that the eligibility criteria were easy to satisfy.  

 

3. How effective is the refund offer – what are the differences in weight loss, and 

achievement of weight loss goal (Effectiveness)? 

In the short-term, the refunded members lost significantly more weight than non-refunded 

members, were more likely to report achieving their weight loss goal, and reported higher 

success and satisfaction with the program than other members.     

 

4. How cost effective is the refund offer – how does the cost of the refund compare to other 

approaches to weight loss (Cost effectiveness)?  

Participants have the opportunity to spend a net cost of no money while having full access 

to a scientifically validated 12-week program and online support tools. We know of no 

other equivalent program which can be accessed for ‘free’.  

 

5. What is the target population for the refund – what characteristics of people are likely to 

claim the refund (Target population)?  

Overall, 80% of TWD online members were female, 93% were overweight or obese and the 

average age of members was 52 years.  Members who claimed the refund tended to be 
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younger than non-refunded members, and while still considered obese, refunded members 

had a slightly lower BMI when starting the program.   

 

While the general findings of this refund offer are positive, the longer term impacts of such 

economic incentive based strategies need to be explored further (Volpp et al 2008, Halpern et al 

2012).  There are a number of considerations that should be taken into account when generalising 

these findings.  The member survey was retrospective and while the sample size was adequate the 

response rate to the survey was relatively low – albeit the survey was only open for members to 

complete for a short period of time.  Despite this, the respondents were fairly typical of the 

broader membership profile – being majority female, of a similar age, and refunded status.  One in 

five members who stay on the program for 12 weeks or more claim the refund.  It would be 

interesting to explore in more detail why 80% of people do not claim the refund.   

Refunded members were more likely to report external motivations and inspirations for starting 

the program.  Furthermore, their self-reported current weight relative to starting weight was not 

different to the non-refunded members who had also completed the program.  While the refund 

has motivated these members to lose weight in the short term, it is important that the program 

evolves to develop their internal motivations, and that we find ways to continue to support and 

motivate members to achieve their longer term weight loss goals.    
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