



[image: Find Your Food Voice by Julie Duffy Dillon]








How to use this eBook




You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.








Praise for Find Your Food Voice





“Find Your Food Voice by Julie Duffy Dillon is a compassionate and empowering guide for anyone struggling with their relationship with food. With her non-diet approach, Julie encourages readers to reconnect with their body’s innate wisdom and break free from the harmful cycle of dieting. Through heartfelt letters and real-life stories, this book offers tools for healing and prioritizing body autonomy, making it an invaluable resource for those seeking a more peaceful and joyful connection with food.”


Sam Abbott, MSEd, RD, LDN, Registered Dietitian Nutritionist


“Julie Duffy Dillon believes you! She believes every one of your words that describe the painful experiences that have kept you trapped in shame and suffering throughout your dieting life. With an engaging and readable manner, Find Your Food Voice will guide you back to your eating wisdom that has been confiscated by diet culture. Written with deep honesty and compassion, this book will challenge you to confront the lies that you’ve been fed by the diet and wellness industries. With renewed trust in your inner voice, you will build a joyful relationship with food, that embraces you with the safety and freedom that you’ve been missing.”


Elyse Resch, MS, RDN, CEDS-C, Co-author and creator of Intuitive Eating







Find Your Food Voice


JULIE DUFFY DILLON


[image: ]




For Corrina and Oliver




Acknowledgments


I have wanted to write a book since my sixth-grade teacher, Miss Mosconi, had me read aloud (while I was probably in full-on panic attack mode and blushing in embarrassment) an essay about a rooster sitting on a pile of eggs. In the essay, in my shaky 12-year-old voice, I explored feminism and men doing the heavy lifting of breaking apart the patriarchy. Miss Mosconi pulled me aside later and said she wanted to read my book someday. I still remember how she looked me in the eye and said, “I mean it.” Thank you, Miss Mosconi, for believing in me even then. Thank you, Rachel Landes from Sheldon Press and the entire Sheldon team, for taking a risk on me and helping me make writing a book a reality for me.


My heart fills with gratitude as I think about every person supporting me as I wrote this book. My constant cheerleaders have been my children. Corrina, you are my biggest fan and I love you so much. Thank you for encouraging me even when times are tough. Please know you teach me more than you’ll ever know just by being you. I am grateful you are you. Oliver, you have helped me better understand how to notice, name, and accept feelings even when they clash. You are better at feeling than most adults; this is your strength. I love you. I am so grateful you are you.


To my parents and my brothers and their families, thank you for supporting me and cheering me on. Thank you to my children’s father, Kevin Dillon, for always supporting my work and encouraging me to write this book. Thank you to my girls—Kelly Kocher, Anne Smith, Katie McCrone, Lori Brecht, and Julie Brown—our text thread always makes me laugh until I cry. I love you.


In January 2020, I joined a neighborhood book club. I was yearning for new friends and laughter, even though I wasn’t the biggest reader. We all know what happened over the next few months, and this book club became my survival alliance. Tammy Shaney-Grubbs, Lauren Shaney-Grubbs, Stephanie Held, Jen Nixon, Jennifer Rogers, Kate Guthrie, Brandon Fox, Anna Martinek-Jenne, and Allison Walker—thank you for being my dependable do-or-die friends. Thank you for teaching me community and that I am worthy of support. You were the first people I told about this book and your cheers kept me going. I know I am never alone because you are just a text away.


Around Chapter 5, you may notice a subtle flair enter my writing because that is when I met Jorge Gutiérrez-Marmolejo. Thank you, my love, for being my loudest listener. Your kindness and conversations helped me get through every step of this. Our time together has made this book much more me, and I look forward to sharing countless meals and sobremesas with you.


I couldn’t have written this book without the support from my work colleagues who are also dear friends. I leave you a desperate Voxer message or lengthy text and you always know how to help me pick up the pieces and get back moving forward with compassion. Lindsay Stenovec, Jennifer McGurk, and Sumner Brooks—thank you for listening to my too long Voxers and helping me visualize the Voice Finder Cord and so many other important aspects of Find Your Food Voice. Christie Hunter—you’re my dietitian cheerleader and always there to lift me up when I am down. Thank you for being such a great friend. To my local non-diet colleagues—Megan Hadley, Laura Watson, Deb Benfield, Jessie Spence, Donetta Floyd, Heather Kitchen, April Forsbrey, and Brett Debney—thank you for all the conversations and encouragement over the years. Thank you, Kimmie Singh, for striking up a conversation at UNCG after class. I have learned much from you since then, and you have made the nutrition and non-diet space better, safer, and more inclusive.


Thank you, Beth Rosen, my HAES bestie, for being a supportive and patient listener in work and life. Thank you, Laura Burns, for trusting me to help you build a PCOS support community. I miss our craft hangouts and conversations!


Thank you to all the dietitian podcasters, content creators, and conference connectors who have taught me and made me laugh. I live for the opportunities to chat with you in person over a meal. Marci Evans, Fiona Sutherland, Christy Harrison, Christyna Johnson, Nancy Clark, Dawn Clifford, Jessica Setnick, Glenys Oyston, Aaron Flores and so many others—let’s do this soon! Thank you, Elyse Resch and Evelyn Tribole, for writing the Intuitive Eating book—your work saved me from quitting dietetics, and I have always felt supported by you as I make my way into non-diet work.


At my first Binge Eating Disorder Conference in the early 2000s, I met Marilyn Wann and Deb Burgard. From their suggestion, I started to learn more about body liberation from fat activists, many of whom held multiple identities where naming diet industry harms put them in harm’s way. Without the heroic work of Black queer body liberation activists in the 1960s, I wouldn’t have been rescued from diet harm and learned how to help people navigate I-Should-Eat recovery. I appreciate I will never know the names of many of the people who helped me write this book and I am grateful for their continued impact on my life. A big thank-you to present-day body liberation activists who have impacted my life and helped me write this book. Thank you in particular to Ragen Chastain, SJ Belmonte, Jessica Wilson, Lindley Ashline, Bri Campos, Da’Shaun L. Harrison, Elizabeth Armstrong, Marilyn Wann, Sabrina Strings, Roxanne Gay, Alishia McCullough, Dani Adriana, Jes Baker, and many others—your work has impacted my life and work. Thank you for putting yourself out there and taking the risk. If you are reading this and don’t know one or more of these folks, buy their books, support their Patreon, and pay them to learn more about how to help fellow Voice Finders access life without another I-Should-Eat script!


Getting through writing a book is its own full-time job—on top of another one! I couldn’t have gotten through this without the support of Rachel Popik, Coleen Bremner, Yeli Cruz, and Tabitha Andrews—people who have worked behind the scenes in my business over the past few years. I am a mess constantly and grateful they have helped me get out of my own way to get things turned in on time.


Thank you to my supervisors over the years—all who have guided me while I bawled my eyes out. Thank you, Deb Benfield, Deb Burgard, Lisa Pearl, Tammy Beasley, Linda Makinson, Ann White, Shawn Spurgeon, and many others for leading me and helping me to trust my process. Thank you to any colleague or client who has given me feedback. Thank you for believing in me enough to tell me the things I needed to hear. You have helped me grow to be a kinder human.


Thank you to those who have let me supervise them. What a privilege watching you become the clinician the world needs.


I would never recommend writing a book without individual psychotherapy. Thank you to all my therapists, especially Helen Campbell, who have helped me heal my voice. I couldn’t have written a word without your belief in me. Thank you for showing me how brave I can be.


Lastly, thank you to all of you who have sat on my green office couch as a client. You were a part of this book, and you floated through my mind as I typed. I could not have done any of this if you didn’t trust me with your vulnerabilities. It was a privilege to hold space with you and witness your process to finding your Food Voice. When we pass each other in the grocery store or in a restaurant, know I am rooting for you. Even though we probably don’t speak in these moments, I am proud of you. You are still very brave.




Prologue


Voice Finders


Throughout this book I have drawn upon the voices, lived experiences, and wisdom from 25 years of clinical practice. Here I introduce you to these courageous Voice Finders, together with the first Dear Food letter they wrote. Please note each client described here is not based on any one person and purely fictional.


Matilda


Pronouns: she/her


Identities: 20-year-old college student at a prestigious private university. She was adopted at birth and, unaware of ethnic identity, raised by white parents. She has recently been diagnosed with polycystic ovary syndrome (PCOS) and has identified as plus size since middle school.




Dear Food,


I have tried cutting out carbs, sugar, pasta, and anything white flour–based for years and my weight is still going up. When I ask doctors for a solution, I can tell on their face they don’t believe how little I eat. Should I look into surgery? I don’t think I can cut any more foods out or exercise more. I feel stuck and alone.


Love,


Matilda





Rae


Pronouns: they/them


Identities: 43-year-old white, trans-masculine, nonbinary accountant with PCOS. They identify as superfat.




Dear Food,


We have had a long twisted road together, and I can’t remember a time when I wasn’t stressing myself out about how much to eat. Even as a kid, food was a fight. Will I ever enjoy eating?


Yours truly,


Rae





Paul


Pronouns: he/him


Identities: 37-year-old cisgender, heterosexual lawyer married to Gene (she/they). Paul identifies as neurodivergent and as a food addict.




Dear Food,


I fucking hate you. I know I have to be with you sometimes, yet it is always a struggle. I can’t trust myself around you and can only manage my job if you are behind lock and key. Literally.


Best,


Paul





Elena


Pronouns: she/her


Identities: 24-year-old cisgender new teacher. She identifies as Mexican-American and her parents immigrated to the United States from Mexico before she was born. She lives with pre-diabetes.




Dear Food,


I am a mess. I have worked so hard to get through school only now to be a failure with my weight gain and diabetes diagnosis. My parents have lived with it, too, and they are constantly nagging me to cut out more foods. Food feels pointless but I feel like it can be more.


Sincerely,


Elena





Keisha


Pronouns: she/her


Identities: 53-year-old Black technology company executive. She identifies as fat and is mom to Traci.




Dear Food,


I see how little Traci eats and worry it is because of me. Well, not really me, but how the world sees me. I desperately want to find a way to help her not starve herself and be safe. Is there a way?


Love,


Keisha





Traci


Pronouns: she/her


Identities: 15-year-old mixed-race high-school student recently diagnosed with anorexia nervosa.




Dear Food,


What’s the point of you? You will just make me overweight like my mom, and I see how the world treats her. My mom worries about me, yet I want her to understand I will do everything I can to eat less and less of food until I am no longer able to be harmed.


XOXO,


Traci
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Start Here




Dear Food,


When I was a new mom struggling with sleep-deprivation and thoughts of inadequacy, I got a chance to travel to Europe with a friend. I hadn’t had a moment to myself in 18 months, and then I flew to Paris. Paris felt like the opposite of my then current reality: a romantic, eclectic, energizing, adult place. I didn’t have to change a diaper, and no screaming baby needed me. The sights, smells, and sounds all fed me.


Food, high five for that amazing banana-and-Nutella crepe when I got lost in Paris’s Latin Quarter.


Do you remember how I was crying? Not because of my constant feelings of failure that came with motherhood. This time I was so happy! So happy to be lost and alone, and no one could find me. I was so grateful for the moment and myself. I was literally blissful being me, and strangely, eating such a lovely iconic item of French street food helped deliver that experience.


We haven’t been properly introduced, Food. My name is Julie, and I’m a registered dietitian.


Thank you for avocados, olives, and French fries. Thank you for energizing me with calories after I gave birth, which, let me tell you, felt like a marathon. Do you remember the giggles my husband and I had while we took our first bites of wedding cake? Who was the first to smash it into whose face? Or the soothing texture and temperature of tomato soup with grilled cheese as our marriage ended? I have continued to be thankful to this day for the leftover spaghetti and meatballs I ate early in the morning after learning the 2016 US presidential election results. As I cried for all who would be impacted, that warm emotional eating got me through that moment.


Food, you have brought me a connection to joy. You’re a vessel to experiencing life in its most important and mundane moments. You soothe in just one bite.


You may be wondering why I’m writing … so here it goes. I have studied food and eating behavior for over 20 years. I am fascinated with how and why we eat and the emotional complexity of our individual and collective relationship with food.


Ellyn Satter says: “When we take the joy out of eating, nutrition suffers.”


And we are suffering, Food.


Have you heard about all these diets? All the diets? We have keto, low-calorie, low-fat, low-carb, paleo, and intermittent fasting. We also have this weird one called “clean eating.” So, if I’m not clean eating, does that mean I’m dirty? We have hidden ones, like “lifestyle change” and “just eating healthily.” Or injections of medications designed for diabetes yet used as an instrument for thin compliance.


I believe these ideas start out being about health, but things are getting bad … really bad.


The first few years I was a dietitian, I worked with adults trying to lose weight. I also worked with higher-weight kids. I saw people trying desperately to lose weight in any way possible. I also saw them beat themselves up, only to witness healthcare providers pushing them when they were down.


Literally, higher-weight people are given less care and treated differently.


For a long time, I was sucked into this way of thinking, too. We pushed folks to try harder, persuaded them that dieting would make them healthier. When people, some of them children, got weighed in, and we saw they had gained weight, our eyes communicated our disappointment. Many never came back. I never understood why.


I feel much shame today, knowing what I know now.


Eventually, I started to notice the mind-fuck that dieting brings to the participant. It’s a seductive fantasy initially… the first days are good and feel like a success. Dieters hear encouraging words and, as they start to lose weight, they describe feeling seen for the first time. As the diet—and it never matters which one—continues, just about everyone hits a roadblock. Maybe a week in, or six months, or a year, yet eventually, they all hit something that makes all the weight come back, plus more.


Food, I thought I was going crazy. Then I did some research and looked into the statistics. Three to 5 percent of dieters keep the weight off two to five years post-diet. This was the first time I realized it wasn’t me; it wasn’t my clients; and it wasn’t your fault either, Food.


Who or what was to blame? Diets.


Food, you’d be proud of me. I don’t teach diets anymore, and I’m teaching other healthcare providers to do the same. I have found other fat-positive practitioners, and they’ve supported and supervised me to help people heal their relationship with you!


I know it sounds weird to think of a relationship with food, but there are many reasons to do this. First, we make over 200 eating decisions a day. We think about you a lot. Second, I have found that the way that we experience food mirrors how we relate to others and ourselves. Having a safe and stable way of eating that includes pleasure and promotes health helps us in every other area of life. This may not at first seem to make much sense, yet I hope, over time, it will.


Here’s the main reason I’m writing, Food: I’m worried about us. Everyone is so fatphobic and diet-obsessed that we’ve disconnected from ourselves. Higher-weight people are more than just teased for their body size; they are blocked from accessing dignified healthcare and quality of life. Disordered eating is now considered normal eating. More are sick and feeling ashamed from all of the rigid food rules. People literally blame themselves for these diet failures when it’s really the diet’s fault all along.


I think you can help us out, Food. I want people to be able to write you a letter detailing what makes eating so tough. I would appreciate it if you could get back to us on some solutions: how to help us get back to enjoying food; how to reconnect us to our own innate wisdom regarding our health. Most importantly, we need help prioritizing healing and a renewed sense of body autonomy. I speak for my fellow humans—we are out of touch with our most precious and innate knowing: our Food Voice.


Warmly,


A concerned dietitian





When I started to see diet’s harm


When my boss knocked on my office door, I was expecting her to be disappointed and angry, but I was not expecting to cry. Unfortunately, it was not one of those easy-to-cover-up cries with a tear just rolling gently down my face.


No, this cry was a sob. This was a snotty, out-of-breath cry. One that I had held inside of me for years and held so much shame. I was not expecting to cry, and I was not expecting to make one of the biggest decisions of my life.


I could give you sentence after sentence as to why I am against diets and the pursuit of weight loss. I could examine the abundant critical research on the harm of diets and how they promote high blood pressure, high cholesterol, high insulin levels, high blood sugar, and depression. I could go into how diets predict weight gain. Even if I did go through all of this, I appreciate that you, the reader, might still think I was putting my head in the sand or turning a blind eye to the obesity research. Along those same lines, you might also begin to wonder whether I believed the world was flat!


I appreciate a registered dietitian taking a non-diet approach may appear bizarre. From the outside looking in, non-diet nutrition can look a lot like someone who is ignoring research or doesn’t think it’s important.


Please know that Find Your Food Voice is not about ignoring research but rather using it.


As you are holding this book reading its words, I am assuming a few things: Your relationship with food is complicated. You have tried many different ways to eat less but something keeps you from succeeding. When you start a diet, your weight may go down at first, yet every diet seems to come to the same troubling conclusions, such as obsessing over every bite, feelings of shame that follow every should that doesn’t fix it, and hating your body that won’t adhere to the diets everyone else seems to get right.


While I don’t think you owe me or anyone the pursuit of health, we can agree on some level we got tangled up with diets because we are seeking health. We want to live longer, and we are told eating properly will help us extend our life. That’s why I became a dietitian: I wanted to help clients reach their goals, to thrive, and know that I was rooting for them along the way.


Listening to food experiences showed me the dangers of dieting


One of my favorite parts of being a dietitian is getting to know people. I remember getting in trouble during my dietitian training years because I was spending too much time sitting and talking with patients.


I loved listening to a patient’s rich lived experience. I could walk into a hospital room or a training room or clinic or office, and just sit and let someone know I was listening. I seemed to be able to provide space to let people explore, to open up and be real.


I found early on in my career that I felt at home working with people in the throes of the eating disorder continuum. It’s something that I found fascinating and which I really enjoyed learning more about. But I didn’t always feel that way. Instead, early on I specialized in working with higher-weight kids and their families.


In those years, while working with kids and their families, I noticed that they were not getting compassionate, comprehensive care. I noticed, too, that thin people who had anorexia and bulimia got a lot of sympathy from the medical community while higher-weight clients did not. When reporting on the types of bullying they’d been subjected to, higher-weight kids said they were encouraged to diet, lose weight, and exercise more to prevent the harassment. I witnessed higher-weight people treated like dirt everywhere even in the healthcare setting.


As I listened to the diverse lived experiences coming from higher-weight kids, I picked up on a theme. They were all working so hard! They worked hard to cut out fat or carbs or sugar or calories and they were exercising more. Most were not losing weight or enough weight or they weren’t coming back to see me.


I constantly heard: “Julie, you don’t understand.”


On the outside, I just nodded my head to show that I was emphatically listening. Inside, I thought, “What do you mean I don’t understand? I have sat with literally hundreds of kids and families going through the same thing as you, and there are so many common themes, similar struggles, and experiences, feelings of shame, disappointment, fear, loneliness, sadness, and I’ve felt all those things. I totally understand. I totally get it.”


A few times, I told people that I did understand, and it only took a few times for me to realize that was not the right way to go. They told me I didn’t get it. I didn’t.


I have always had a straight-sized body. I have never had to go to a special store to find clothes that fit me. If you lined up every one of my family, you would notice they all look like me.


Because I appreciate diet culture doesn’t lift up only thin bodies, let me tell you about all of my identities. I am white, specifically European-American, cisgender, heterosexual, divorced, and raised as a Christian yet no longer practicing. I manage two chronic health conditions: migraine and insulin resistance.


While my life has ups and downs, I was born into a life of privilege. I’ve had lots of hard things happen in my life yet most have been easier for me because of my earth suit—the body you were born into.


I began connecting with my privileges as a pediatric dietitian. It was tough for me to make sense of them and continue to help people with different identities, so I pursued a master’s degree in mental health counseling. I hoped this education would give me better tools to finally help people lose weight, get healthier, and feel better about themselves all along the way.


In my very first counseling class, I asked my professor, Dr. Spurgeon, “What do you say when a client says, ‘You don’t understand’?”


He instructed: “You tell them they are right. You don’t. And ask them to help you understand.”


Over the next few years, he also helped me understand my own life more. Understanding those privileges has helped me unpack my personal inherent and learned biases.


Since that master’s degree, I’ve been doing a lot of listening and learning and unlearning. All the years earlier as a dietitian, when I was listening to my clients, I was listening through a different set of ears. Those ears had yet to begin to understand the privileges I was given.


After my graduate program, I was listening with different types of ears and yet I still was in this place where I wanted to be better prepared to help people to be healthier, to fix them. I wanted to help people lose weight and to feel better about themselves at the same time.


In my first job out of graduate school, I was able to do counseling and work as a dietitian. I first worked as an eating disorder dietitian and continued working with higher-weight kids and their families. It also included helping people prepare for gastric bypass surgery (also known as stomach amputation surgery—a term I learned from Marilyn Wann) and teaching classes that were provided by an unnamed medically supervised liquid diet company.


As I dove into this new work with eating disorders, it felt oddly familiar. This surprised me. I realized it was so normal to me because my clients with eating disorders—while counting calories, cutting fat or carbs or sugar, and/or exercising more—were feeling that same guilt, sadness, shame, fear, loneliness as the higher-weight kids.


Clients with eating disorders were experiencing the same negative emotions yet I was helping them prioritize healing. We strategized ways with clients with eating disorders to help them reconnect with and repair their relationship with food.


But folks in a higher-weight body, whether they were prepping for surgery or doing those medically supervised diets or were those dieting higher-weight kids, the shame was the same. Instead of helping them move away from the shame, I was the one pushing it. I wasn’t prioritizing healing for everyone. I was distancing higher-weight people from their innate relationship with food and trying to teach them to distrust it.


Working with patients with eating disorders exposed me to countercultural philosophies that reject dieting, including intuitive eating, mindful eating, and Health at Every Size® approaches. I quickly devoured books on these non-diet topics. As I was learning, I would teach these healing practices to folks with eating disorders and then turn around and teach a weight-loss class.


I felt like such a fraud. My work suffered, and of course the boss noticed.


The moment everything changed


So this brings you and me to that Big Cry with my boss.


Before the cry, I recognized the world easily had sympathy for those with stereotypical lower-weight anorexia and bulimia and the torture they inflicted on their bodies. But my higher-weight clients, the children and their families, were being tortured by food, too. They ate the same restrictive food plans. They counted calories, cutting fat or carbs or sugar and exercising more. They categorized food as good or bad, they exercised a lot, or limited their intake to medically supervised diets.


Here’s the kicker: I told the higher-weight people to try harder. I praised their commitment. I failed to recognize that, because of my privilege and fatphobia, my higher-weight clients were being tortured too.


I really, really cared for my higher-weight clients, and I realized shortly before the Big Cry that I was expecting my higher-weight clients to practice the very behaviors I called pathological and diseased in my lower-weight clients. I wasn’t helping my clients. I was harming them.


I sat with people as they signed on the dotted line to amputate part of their stomach. I coached them how to say no to social invitations because of the food that was going to be served.


As I connected these dots, I couldn’t sleep and I couldn’t eat.


Alright, we finally get to the day of the Big Cry.


One of my first classes was a positive body image class for that unnamed diet company. And honestly, these classes were super easy to execute because there was an outline and script prepared for me. All I had to do was show up, push a mental play button, and go through the material. I didn’t even have to think.


It was supposed to be a 30-minute class. Standing at the front of the classroom—in my thin, white body—my job was to guide higher-weight people on how to love their marginalized bodies but also on how to torture those same marginalized bodies because they were wrong.


The cognitive dissonance I experienced in that moment, standing in front of the class, was intolerable. I trembled, turning the script pages back and forth. Words literally wouldn’t come out of my mouth. I was trying to hold together my values of helping without harming and helping people to lose weight. But they couldn’t reside together in my brain any longer.


So I stopped.


The entire lesson lasted three minutes.


When my boss met with me (I have to say this woman was such a compassionate, kind person, and bore no blame for doing her job), she was disappointed and angry. She let me know that I had got a number of complaints—people had paid for a 30-minute class and I had shortchanged them by 27 minutes.


I proceeded to let her know about my ethical dilemma. Through my sobs, I said I could no longer contribute to this harm and place people on diets because it felt immoral.


I wanted to help people repair their relationship with food yet I was only giving that option to a select few.


I wanted to promote health but could no longer contribute to the harm. I told her weight loss is not a behavior and expecting it was proof of my fatphobia. I wasn’t able to help put people on diets anymore.


Very kindly and firmly, she let me know I needed to do all of the different parts of my job as I was hired to do.


So I quit.


Before you give me any high fives, remember the privileges I experienced are not accessible to all. I had just gotten married and had this opportunity to join my husband’s healthcare plan. We had the financial stability and flexibility to give me time to open a private practice.


Many healthcare providers right now are working a job with the same ethical dilemmas. They are still in the position, not because they don’t want to quit, but because it’s the only way to make ends meet or it’s the only job in the area, or they need to keep their health insurance. I’m sending compassion to anyone in that place.


Finding my way using intuitive eating


I started my private practice in January 2005, just days after quitting my job. I specialized in eating disorders as well as helping people recover from chronic dieting using an intuitive eating framework.


Evelyn Tribole and Elyse Resch wrote the revolutionary book Intuitive Eating in 1995.1 As the book evolved through several editions, it provided me with a framework to help clients quit dieting and make peace with food.


As the months turned to years, I was one of few dietitians in my small town offering non-diet nutrition. While I quickly felt competent in helping people recover from eating disorders, I felt less prepared to help people with chronic conditions move toward these non-diet approaches.


In particular, many clients with polycystic ovary syndrome (PCOS) contacted me at rock bottom. They described decades’ worth of diet attempts that brought only chaos, bingeing, and self-loathing. They were exhausted. They exercised more than anyone believed. They were gaining weight but eating such minuscule amounts that doctors thought they were lying.


Clients desperately wanted to heal their relationship with food, yet it felt out of reach because of their medical diagnosis. Healthcare providers led each person to believe they had to eat less (especially carbs and sugar) and move more because of these chronic conditions.


Have you felt that desperation, too? Have you heard of intuitive eating and thought, “It won’t work for me because I have to diet for my health”?


In these early stages of my private practice, I knew diets didn’t work for most people, so why would they work for most people with PCOS or another diagnosis?


Do you have to diet?


I still remember my first client with PCOS after the Big Cry. Sitting on my green couch, Matilda told me through tears about all the diets she had done only to feel like a failure. She did everything doctors told her to do to bring back regular menstrual cycles and lessen the classic PCOS intense carbohydrate cravings.


I jotted down all the diets she tried—low or no carb, WW, keto, paleo, low calorie—that overpromised on results yet underdelivered on outcomes.


Instead of feeling more energetic, she was painfully tired and constantly thinking about food. She brought old food records in case I didn’t believe how little she had eaten while on each diet.


Flipping through countless smudged and grease-stained pages, I saw how “compliant” Matilda was with each diet. Looking at each dated entry, I could feel the hope coming from the page as she began each diet. She meticulously recorded eating times, amounts, feelings, and events. I saw the math work as she calculated macros, eating times, or calories—whatever variable was in vogue when it came to a particular diet.


Looking closer, I could see the tear stains, too.


How heartbreaking to seek guidance on a medical condition only to be prescribed something that was just about guaranteed not to work?


I sat, holding all of Matilda’s journals, speechless. In the easy chair, I tried to take it all in. She had tried to manage her PCOS symptoms and lose weight for most of her life. What could I recommend that would be different?


Lost in my thoughts, Matilda squeaked out a barely audible question: “Do you believe me? I have tried all the diets and none has worked. I promise I was not doing anything wrong.”


It was easy for me to believe Matilda. She wasn’t the first person in a higher-weight body diet their life away with no outcomes to speak of except a complicated relationship with food and body shame. I paused before answering. Instead of enthusiastically yelling yes! I wanted to know more.


“What makes you ask, Matilda?”


What Matilda said next has been repeated now at least a thousand times on that same green couch. Healthcare providers told her there was no way she was actually eating that little or exercising that much—if she were doing all those things, she would’ve lost weight by now and her cycles would’ve normalized. Sometimes they didn’t even ask Matilda what diet she had been following and merely recommended higher calorie amounts or carb restrictions significantly looser than those Matilda was already torturing herself with.


Healthcare providers always assumed she was eating too much or spending her time too sedentarily. I have a feeling the word “noncompliance” was written in her chart notes because her weight loss wasn’t going as the provider planned.


I told Matilda what I want to tell you: I believe you and I am sorry others haven’t.


You have tried hard enough, even if you have dieted only once or are lucky enough never to have dieted before.


No matter what you weigh or what you have been diagnosed with—including but not limited to diabetes, PCOS, fatty liver disease, high cholesterol or any other chronic condition added to the Diet Cures It bucket—you are enough as you are.


When I met with Matilda, I was a new non-diet dietitian. I knew in every cell of my body that diets didn’t work, but my instinct was to prescribe a diet to someone with something like PCOS.


What about their high insulin levels? Their risk for diabetes? Heart disease?


Could I trust intuitive eating even then?


I walked over to my bookshelf stuffed with all my college texts and more recent self-help books. I pulled out what we dietitians often refer to as “The Krause Book,” the 6.5-pound tome that integrates human physiology, biochemistry, and dietetics.2 As a young professional, I often grabbed it to look up information that was not yet readily available. I hoped it would give me something to hang my new non-diet dietitian hat on.


Unfortunately, one little measly paragraph described nutrition interventions for people with PCOS. It was at the same time absolute and ambiguous. It read: “Treat [people] with PCOS like you would with diabetes. Teach carbohydrate counting and how to manage weight.”


I closed it with disgust and turned back to Matilda.


In that moment, I knew I was on my own. Before, I had relied on evidence-based practice written by my senior colleagues to direct my clinical practice. But this was when I realized that they had failed me. Instead of relying on just scholarly journal articles, I needed to also rely on Matilda.


I told her I had come to appreciate how diets harm most people and that her experiences were more the norm than the exception. Sadly, eating less and focusing on weight loss were the only nutrition interventions studied. We literally had nothing else to go on.


But we could still try something different.


I was frank about my novice non-diet skills and interest in finding another way with her to live with her chronic condition. Did Matilda want to try intuitive eating instead?


I am grateful she said yes.


Because of Matilda and thousands of others, I have witnessed people moving away from diets and towards improving their physical and emotional health. Gathering their outcomes and tools that helped, I can firmly say you too do not have to diet.


If you have tried to quit dieting, it may have felt impossible, especially if you live with diabetes or another chronic condition. We are brought up to believe that each bite can either kill us or cure us.3 What an impossible wedge for you! To have all that power and yet feel powerless when each diet ends in failure—you must be exhausted.


Most non-diet tools are misunderstood. All-or-nothing cultural food beliefs block access to your healing, to finding your Food Voice.




Your Food Voice is an internal system you were born with to communicate when to eat, how much, and what choices to consume based on what is available. This communication may be through body awareness like hunger, fullness, fatigue, mood, or satisfaction. This communication may also be through thoughts and feelings or guided by structured self-care techniques. Your Food Voice will be unique to the individual yet always flexible, kind, and nurturing. Its primary function is to help the person prioritize eating enough. It is a knowing with an unconditional permission for food yet compassionate when outside circumstances block access.





Finding your Food Voice will help you bring all of your food and body wishes together. Dump them on a table and lovingly sift through them all. As you read this book, I hope you give yourself the space to examine each and every one. There may be some that you decide you no longer want to keep, some you want to put on a figurative shelf as a maybe, and others you want to pull even closer.


This work will bring intense emotions including:




	joy


	happiness


	peace


	sadness


	grief


	anger


	comfort.





Some will feel expected yet others will surprise you. Many conflicting emotions will happen at the same time. None of them is wrong.


Reconnecting with your Food Voice is hard work and it is good work. It is messy and beautiful. It is concrete and a cluster. I cannot spell out exactly what your Food Voice is, and while that may be disappointing, it is on purpose.


I promise I will share with you why you haven’t been doing it wrong all along with food but have been given many distracting, harmful, and unnecessary eating instructions. Finding your Food Voice will help you identify what’s disconnecting you from knowing how to eat and will repair your dusty internal compass so you can stop dieting forever.


Here’s our plan


Our food culture has conflated health and worth with weight. What if you wrote a letter to Food? Put pen to paper and hash or thrash out your love/hate relationship and Food’s undeserving power. The details may go back years, to your first childhood diet as you tried to fit in. In this letter, examine your dusty Food beliefs and wonder which should go in the trash, which are for others, and which remain in your heart. What if you wrote this all down and Food wrote back to you?


I invite you to write as many letters to Food as you need. Each chapter in this book begins with a letter to Food and ends with a letter Food writes back. While recovering from dieting is messy and nonlinear, I hope each letter back from Food helps you decide your next steps.


Here is Food’s letter back to me:




Dear Concerned Dietitian,


Your letter is right on time. All of us—vegetables, fruits, proteins, carbs, sugars, fats, desserts, candy, and everyone else—we got together recently and talked about the smoother days … the days when we were all a normal part of a person’s life all together. We have a tough time keeping up with who’s in the “good” category and who is in the “bad.” Sometimes, one of us is both! Concerned Dietitian, we would love to give input and insight into this important topic of food for healing, health, and wellbeing. We are tired of the dieting industry confusing all of us, and keeping people from enjoying us. We will treat each Dear Food letter with kindness and respect. This will be tough work and important work for everyone. We look forward to these next steps.


Love,


Food
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Seduction




Dear Food,


It’s never been easy for you and me. I watched as my younger sisters growing up never thought twice about you, happily eating what they wanted, as much as they wanted, whenever they wanted. They grew into normal bodies, well fueled for taking on academic and athletic endeavors. Food was food.


You and I, though? Not so much. In third grade, when in an attempt to “help me,” my mom encouraged me to eat a plain baked potato with salsa. But, just me. Not my sisters, not the rest of the family. It was the first lesson that you and I couldn’t be friends, that our relationship was different—strained, fraught, always at odds.


One of the biggest problems is I was a “good girl.” I still am. I did what I was told to do—what my mom told me to eat or not eat, what was “appropriate” based on the food pyramid in school, or what the latest diet craze was.


After three decades of this battle, I’m covered in scars of damage seen and unseen. Stretch marks and depression, fat rolls and anxiety. Each time, I tried harder and harder, but it never worked. It wasn’t just my own disappointment that I was contending with—I saw it on my mom’s face, on my grandma’s face. Their own struggles with body size, now showing up in their tears and frustration and sadness for me, because I was not able to “achieve my goal.” But was it ever really my goal to begin with? Food, I didn’t start this mess. But I believed in it. And now, try as hard as I might, I can’t seem to shake that feeling.


Possibly the saddest thing? I look back at photos of that young girl, and I see how wrong they all were. Oh, but to have a time machine so I could go back and tell my younger self that she is beautiful and perfect and worthy of you, Food. To protect her from all that was stolen and end the war before it even started.


Alas, here we are, Food. I’m short a time travel machine and fucking tired of the constant battles, so I’m left to reconcile and grieve for what we’ve lost or what I wish could have been. Now, though, I see you were never the enemy. The battle is not with you—it never was. I could place the blame and anger on my mom, and her mom, and so on and so forth. But that still doesn’t seem fair—they didn’t choose this hurt either. Instead, I take on the arduous work to heal, to break the cycle, to choose peace. It may not come easy, but now I see our relationship is worth it. More importantly, I’m worth it.


Wishing you love and peace,


Your friend, Kim





How long have you been stuck trying different diets? How many have you been on? When was the first one?


Do you ever think back to the very first time the diet idea popped into your head? How did it get there?


I remember speaking with Rae (they/them) about their first diet that started in kindergarten. The pediatrician noted how their weight had jumped up from the year before and scolded Rae’s mom for not teaching mealtime discipline. She instructed Mom to stop giving Rae seconds. The pediatrician jokingly mentioned eating differently would make everyone jealous of Rae and want to be their friend.


Five-year-old Rae knew eating less would be hard, but the payoff was high. The doctor promised popularity in exchange for dieting. Dieting would even make Rae’s mom a better parent.


Forty years later, the seed planted in Rae’s mind became an orchard of shame, chaos, disconnection, desperation, and self-loathing. We charted Rae’s roller-coaster diet history spanning four decades; each life milestone Rae remembered their weight and the diet getting them there. There were common themes each time Rae started a diet: a renewed hopefulness that this was the one.


Rae told me in our first session they felt trapped in a diet trap and wanted to get out. But just like many people, dieting was the only way Rae knew how to take care of their eating decisions.


If you have been dieting a long time, too, not dieting may feel impossible or even immoral. How did dieting get to be ingrained as the only way to eat? After a long history of dieting, why is it hard to stop?


Consider this metaphor. If you have ever returned a rental car, you may recall the pointed spikes that allow you to move forward yet not back. Once you get to a certain point, there is a moment when you can no longer reverse out again. You are trapped moving in one direction. Diets have the same moving forward requirement.


If you are like Rae and can’t imagine a life without a set of food rules, you are in the Diet Trap. Your brain is stuck in the rental car garage and hit that place of no going back. The Diet Trap lays hold of people within just a few diets, and many stay stuck in this cycle for decades. Some never get out again and will always be ruled by what to eat and what not to eat. Food will always take up too much mental energy and they will be guilt-ridden. But it doesn’t have to be that way, and I will show you a way out.


Your Diet Trap resembles a never-ending roundabout that goes like this:


[image: The words ‘diet trap’ are in the middle of the diagram, surrounded by words in balloons reading: ‘prepare for the diet’, ‘start a diet’, ‘accept the blame’ and ‘quit the diet’.]


There are systems at play that push you into your first Diet Trap cycle, and even more systems that keep you stuck. My promise to you: understanding which systems keep you in the cycle will help you break away from your own personal Diet Trap.


Life in the Diet Trap can feel like a big failure. One woman once told me that, with each diet ending, she failed three times: she was a quitter, she didn’t lose weight, and she was still fat. The Diet Trap convinced her that losing weight and controlling food was the only way to live. The reality, though, is that, for many years now, you have been a successful human. You have managed all the eating decisions that have helped you stay alive since your very first breath. Even with all this practice, why do so many of us have doubts we can handle food decisions? Why does not dieting feel like breaking a commandment?


We live in a culture that trains us to distrust our bodies and leads us to believe we need to follow outside orders to decide every bite we put in our mouth. It doesn’t matter how long the weight loss takes, how ineffective the diet is, or how much pain it creates. Diets have been downloaded into our brains and bodies without our consent as the default eating setting. Which systems contribute to this cryptic computer virus download? This chapter will help you gain clarity on the specific systems impacting your food history. First of all, though, let’s learn a little more about Rae.


Like other chronic dieters before them, Rae explained to me the laundry list of what they could and could not eat. They said: “I should be eating more vegetables. I should not be eating as many processed foods. I must not eat after 7, or wait at least 12 hours between dinner and breakfast, or else… or else what I don’t know.”


All of Rae’s shoulds led them toward a learned shame, guilt, and distrust of their own ability to make food decisions. Rae was born knowing how and how much to eat through a system that was their own. Rae didn’t need these shoulds.
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