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Foreword


A New Application of Cognitive Therapy


There is a serious and growing health crisis in the United States. Nearly two-thirds of adults, and an ever-increasing number of children and adolescents, are overweight. And research continues to show that people who are significantly overweight are at higher risk for a number of diseases and medical conditions. Most individuals who lose weight on a diet start to gain it back within a year. Few medical treatments have been developed to ameliorate this problem, and the treatments that do exist have significant drawbacks. Medication can be effective in the short run but is accompanied by undesirable side effects. It’s also short-lived: People tend to gain weight once they stop taking it. Bariatric surgery for severe obesity, as with any operation, carries risk and requires that patients eat drastically reduced portions of food (usually tablespoons at a time).


The Beck Diet Solution was developed to help provide an answer to this health issue. It contains the missing ingredient lacking in other weight-loss programs. Based on the techniques of Cognitive Therapy, it helps you learn to think differently so you can change your eating behavior—not just in the short run, but for the rest of your life.


Research shows that people can learn to change their behavior and, importantly, maintain the change. Battling spouses, for example, can learn how to communicate more effectively. Shy people can learn how to be more assertive. But unless they also change their thinking, they generally revert to their old behavioral habits sooner or later. The same kind of relapse is true in dieting. Unless you change your thinking, you won’t be able to sustain new eating habits.


Dr. Judith Beck has created a novel step-by-step program that has a dual focus on changing both behavior and thinking. Most dieters know that they need to eat nutritiously, lose weight slowly, make dieting a priority, use good eating habits, be assertive with food pushers, tolerate hunger and craving, exercise, refrain from emotional eating, and motivate themselves continually. But they either don’t know how to do these things or they don’t know how to consistently get themselves to do these things.


When I first developed Cognitive Therapy as a treatment for depression, I had no idea that a whole new generation of psychologists and psychiatrists would apply this treatment to a wide range of psychiatric disorders, psychological difficulties, and behavioral health problems. Although the specific techniques vary somewhat from one problem to another, what remains constant across treatments is a focus on helping people to change their self-defeating thinking and beliefs. When people learn to think more realistically, they feel better and can achieve their realistic goals. Depressed patients, for example, have negative thoughts about themselves, their worlds, and their futures, which not only make them feel miserable but interfere with their daily living. Anxious patients overestimate the danger in various situations and, thus, feel nervous much of the time.


Dr. Judith Beck has identified the key distortions in the negative thoughts of dieters that prevent them from reaching and maintaining their desired weight. She has identified the crucial “sabotaging thoughts” of dieters. Examples are: Rationalizations (It’s okay to eat this because ...); underestimation of consequences (It won’t matter if I eat this); self-deluding thinking (Since I cheated a little, I might as well eat whatever I want for the rest of the day); arbitrary rules (I can’t waste food); mind-reading (My friend will think I’m rude if I don’t eat her cake); and exaggeration (I can’t stand being hungry).


Learning how to correct these distortions, learning how to solve diet- and non-diet-related problems, and learning how to motivate oneself to adopt helpful eating behaviors is what distinguishes Dr. Judith Beck’s program from all others. She developed the Beck Diet Solution over two decades, learning from her psychiatric patients who wanted to lose weight—and from her own experience as well.


It is with great pride that I wholeheartedly endorse this book. My pride is both professional and personal, since Judith is my daughter. I speak objectively, however, when I say that she is not only a world expert in Cognitive Therapy, but also a gifted therapist, supervisor, and teacher. In addition to writing more than 50 articles and chapters on a variety of applications of Cognitive Therapy, she has also written several books, including the basic textbook in our field that has been translated into 18 languages and is used worldwide. She has presented hundreds of workshops and trained thousands of people in Cognitive Therapy, both nationally and internationally. I predict that her latest contribution to the field, The Beck Diet Solution, will have a profound impact on people who wish to lose weight.


Aaron T. Beck, M.D.
University Professor of Psychiatry
University of Pennsylvania
School of Medicine





Introduction


I’m so glad that you’ve chosen The Beck Diet Solution to help you lose weight and keep it off. I developed and fine-tuned this program during the many years I’ve worked as a Cognitive Therapist.


It’s been wonderful working with dieters during the past 20 years. It’s been so gratifying to see how their lives have improved; how losing weight built their confidence; and how their confidence helped them to form new relationships, get better jobs, and engage in more enriching activities. Equally important, losing weight has helped them improve their health, feel better physically, and improve their quality of life.


Although each dieter I’ve counseled had a slightly different story, all of them had struggled to lose weight, sometimes since their teen years. But it hadn’t been for lack of trying. They had all lost some weight—but every one of them had gained back most, if not all, of that lost weight. Why had they been so unsuccessful?


These dieters thought they hadn’t been able to lose weight or keep it off because they were weak or didn’t have enough willpower. But these explanations just weren’t true. They hadn’t lost weight or kept it off because they didn’t know how. They didn’t know how to motivate themselves continually. They didn’t know what to do when they were tempted to cheat. They didn’t know how to view their slips as temporary mistakes, not as signs to give up. They didn’t know what to do when they felt overwhelmed, hopeless, or unable to keep going. They didn’t realize that they could learn how to diet successfully, just as they had once learned to drive a car or to use a computer.


They also didn’t know that dieting has many natural ups and downs. For many people, dieting is relatively easy at the beginning. And then, at some point, they meet their first challenge, and dieting gets hard. This happens to everyone. Yet, once the dieters I’ve counseled learned to expect these rough patches—and to plan for them ahead of time—they were able to persevere and get through these temporary difficulties. I equip the dieters I counsel with many preparatory tasks and skills—before they ever start dieting. This preparation teaches them exactly what to do when dieting gets hard.


The Beck Diet Solution prepares you in the same way. You’ll be able to face challenges with confidence because you’ll know exactly how to get through them, and each time you do, dieting will become easier and easier. The difficulty and frequency of these challenges will gradually diminish until eating differently is just a way of life.


I’d like to start you off on your weight-loss journey with some wisdom from people who have faced rough patches in dieting and gotten through them. I recently asked dieters I’m working with to list what they know now about dieting that they wish they’d known years ago. This is what they said:


I now know ...


• I can control my eating if I plan in advance what I need to do and if I practice what I need to say over and over to myself.


• when I’m tempted to eat something I shouldn’t, I need to pull out my list that contains all the reasons I want to lose weight.


• just because I’m hungry doesn’t necessarily mean I should eat.


• cravings always go away, and there are things I can do to make them go away faster. I don’t have to give in to them.


• eating a reasonable breakfast and lunch is important so I won’t overeat at night.


• if I don’t follow a nutritious diet, I’m more likely to cheat.


• I have to make time for dieting and exercise.


• I have to prepare in advance for sabotaging thinking.


• I need to sit down and eat slowly and notice every bite—every time I eat.


• if I eat something I shouldn’t, it’s just a mistake. It doesn’t mean I’m hopeless or bad. I don’t have to make it a bigger mistake by continuing to eat whatever I want for the rest of the day.


• I have to put my needs first sometimes.


• it’s okay to say no to people who offer me food.


• I have to watch out for fooling myself. Every single time I put food in my mouth, it matters.


• I need to give myself credit every time I do what I’m supposed to do.


• if I regain weight, I can go back to using the skills I learned to lose it—every time.


• I can do it! I have the skills now. I know how to do it, and I’ll have these skills forever.


If I’d told these dieters—at our first sessions—that they would one day make these statements, they wouldn’t have believed me. You, too, might not believe it at first, but one day soon you will. Slowly, step-by-step, the Beck Diet Solution will build your confidence. When you finish the program, six weeks from now, revisit this page and look at this list of bulleted statements. You’ll realize that you agree with every one of them. And you’ll also realize that—this time—your weight loss will be permanent.
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chapter 1


The Key to Success


If you’ve had difficulty losing weight or have lost weight in the past only to gain it back, did you blame yourself (I’m too weak ... I’m not motivated enough), your body (There’s something wrong with me ... I just can’t lose weight), or your diet (This just didn’t work for me)?


I’m happy to tell you that there’s a completely different reason that you haven’t been successful. You just didn’t know how to diet. Once you know how to diet, you’ll step on the scale and see a lower number reflected week after week after week. You’ll drop clothing sizes. You’ll experience all the wonderful benefits that come along with a slimmer body: more energy, more confidence, better health, and improved self-esteem, as well as fewer aches and pains. You can have all of this—and continue to have it for a lifetime. It doesn’t ever have to slip away from you as it may have in the past. You can end the weight loss–regain cycle—permanently.


You can do all this once you learn how to continually follow a diet. The Beck Diet Solution teaches you how to avoid cheating; how to resist tempting food, even if it’s on the table right in front of you; and how to cope with hunger, cravings, stress, and strong negative emotions without turning to food for comfort. You’ll also learn how to motivate yourself to exercise, even if you’re not naturally inclined to do so. You’ll discover how to do all the things you need to do to diet successfully—by changing the way you think.


Most dieters who end up in my office have been on and off diets for years. They all have one thing in common: They don’t know how to think like a thin person. People who struggle with weight loss have a mindset that sabotages their efforts. For example, they often have such thoughts as:


• I know I shouldn’t eat this, but I don’t care.


• It’s okay if I eat [this food] just this one time.


• I’ve had such a hard day. I deserve to eat this.


• I can’t resist this food.


• I’m upset. I have to eat.


• I ate something I shouldn’t. I may as well blow my diet for the rest of the day.


• This is hard. I don’t want to keep dieting.


• I’ll never lose weight.


If any of these thoughts sound familiar to you, you’re the perfect candidate for the Beck Diet Solution. This program teaches you how to talk back to your sabotaging thoughts in a convincing way. When you hear that little voice in your head say, Oh, just eat it ... It won’t matter, you’ll be able to tell yourself, Yes, it does matter ... I want to be thin ... Every time I eat something I’m not supposed to, it makes it more likely that I’ll give in again in the future ... It matters every single time ... I’m just trying to fool myself ... If I eat it, I’ll get a few seconds of pleasure, but then I’ll feel bad ... I can resist this ... I want to lose weight much more than I want a few seconds of pleasure.


no more “cheating”




The word cheat doesn’t appear again in this book outside of this box. I’ve omitted it intentionally because too many unsuccessful dieters have all-or-nothing thoughts about their eating: Either I’m perfect on this diet or I’ve cheated ... If I’ve cheated, I’ve blown it—I may as well continue to cheat for the rest of the [day/week/month/year]. I’ve found that people who view themselves as having cheated usually feel demoralized and even “bad,” which makes it even more difficult for them to get back on track.


Instead of cheat, I’ve used the words unplanned eating and overeating. These terms are less negatively charged. People who use them are able to take a more benign view and say, Okay, so I ate something I didn’t plan to eat or I ate more than I was supposed to. But they’re also able to then add, It was just a mistake, no big deal ... I’ll get back on track for the rest of the day.





why weight matters—for everyone




If you’re ambivalent about starting the Beck Diet Solution, consider this: Many people gain a few pounds every year due to a natural age-related slowing of the metabolism. Add to this the fact that it takes only 20 or so extra calories a day to gain 2 pounds a year. This means that if you’re 10 pounds overweight today and do nothing about it, a year from now you may be 12 or 13 pounds overweight ... the year after that, perhaps 14 or 15 pounds ... and so on and so on. But instead of gaining, you can lose weight and maintain your weight loss by practicing the principles you’ll learn in The Beck Diet Solution.






Any reasonable diet will work for you if you have the right mindset.



The Beck Diet Solution is a psychological program, not a food plan. It doesn’t tell you what to eat—you can choose any nutritious diet you want. That’s because any reasonable diet will work for you if you have the right mindset. The Beck Diet Solution teaches you how to get yourself to eat the way you’re supposed to eat. It shows you how to talk back to the I don’t want to, I don’t have to, or I can’t voice in your head.


To choose appropriate foods and to use appropriate eating behaviors consistently and permanently, you have to learn how to make permanent changes in your thinking. With the comprehensive, step-by-step program in this book, you’ll be able to stay on your diet, lose weight, and maintain your weight loss for life.


The Power of Cognitive Therapy


The Beck Diet Solution is based on the principles of Cognitive Therapy (also known as Cognitive Behavior Therapy, or CBT), the most highly researched and effective form of talk therapy in the world. My father, Aaron T. Beck, M.D., spurred a revolution in the field of mental health when, in the late 1950s and early 1960s, his research challenged the theories of Sigmund Freud. Freud and his followers believed that depression and other types of mental illness stemmed from a patient’s repressed fears and conflicts, and they kept patients in daily psychoanalytic sessions over a period of years.


My father discovered, however, that depressed patients could get better quickly—often with just 10 or 12 sessions of therapy. When he helped his patients set goals, solve problems, and change their depressed thinking, their depression quickly abated. Because a major component of the treatment focused on correcting people’s distorted thinking, he called this new form of treatment “Cognitive Therapy.” The word cognitive refers to thinking.


In the ensuing years, my father and researchers all over the world adapted Cognitive Therapy for many different psychological disorders and problems. Hundreds and hundreds of research studies have demonstrated that it helps people with a wide range of difficulties, including depression, anxiety, eating disorders, obesity, smoking, and addictions. Even more impressive, people not only get better, but also they stay better. They learn how to change their inaccurate, unhelpful thinking in order to feel better emotionally and behave in more productive ways to reach their goals.


A recent study in Sweden demonstrated the effectiveness of Cognitive Therapy for weight loss. People enrolled in the Cognitive Therapy program lost an average of 18 pounds over 10 weeks of treatment. (Meanwhile, people on a waiting list to get into the program didn’t lose any weight.) But here’s the truly impressive part: When the study participants were evaluated a year and a half after their treatment, nearly all of them—92 percent—had not only maintained their weight loss, but also most had lost even more weight. This is what sets Cognitive Therapy apart from other types of therapy and other types of weight-loss programs.


Compare this result with people who diet but don’t receive Cognitive Therapy treatment. Research completed at Tufts University found that between 50 to 70 percent of people who started one of four widely used diets were unable to stay on their diets and continue to lose weight for a year. Even more discouraging, other studies that track how people fare after they lose weight reveal a sobering trend: Most people who lose weight on any given diet regain most of the lost weight within a year.


How Cognitive Therapy Works


Cognitive Therapy is based on the concept that the way people think affects how they feel and what they do. For example, let’s say you have the thought I’m hungry. If you then have “sabotaging thoughts”—such as,



Cognitive Therapy helps you identify your sabotaging thinking and effectively respond to it, so you feel better and can behave in helpful ways.



This is terrible ... I can’t stand it ... I have to eat!—you’ll feel panicky and grab some food. On the other hand, if you counter your thought with “helpful responses”—But it’s all right ... I’m going to eat in a couple more hours ... I can wait—you’ll feel in control and get involved in an activity. Cognitive Therapy helps you identify your sabotaging thinking and effectively respond to it, so you feel better and can behave in helpful ways.


Cognitive Therapy teaches people how to solve problems, and dieters can have lots of problems. For example, have you ever strayed from a diet for any of the following reasons:


• You finished all of the food on your plate but didn’t feel satisfied.


• You felt upset and thought that eating would make you feel better.


• You were too tempted by the sight of food when shopping at the supermarket.


• You were too tired to cook, so you opted for fast food instead.


• You were too polite to turn down the dessert that your friend baked.


• You were at a party and felt like treating yourself.


To successfully lose weight and keep it off, you need to solve these kinds of practical problems. You’ll also need to solve some psychological problems, such as:


• Feeling overwhelmed by the requirements of your diet


• Feeling deprived


• Feeling discouraged when you don’t lose weight consistently or lose as much weight as you had hoped


• Feeling stressed by other life problems


Cognitive Therapy helps you solve both practical and psychological problems and learn new thinking and behavioral skills—skills you’ll be able to use for the rest of your life. You’ll not only overcome your current problems, but also learn how to use your new skills to overcome future problems.


Are You Like Sue?


For more than 20 years, I’ve used Cognitive Therapy to help many people resolve many different problems, including struggling to lose weight. Sue* is typical of these dieters. Before Sue came to treatment, she’d tried many diets, off and on, ever since high school, only to become mired in a familiar cycle: During the first few weeks or months of each diet, she’d confidently lose weight and feel in control; eventually, however, something would make her stray.


*The names of all dieters in this book have been changed.


The reasons varied. One day her boss asked her to work late, which, she said, “caused” her to pick up a pizza on the way home. Another time, after an argument with her husband, she was upset and “found” herself eating a pint of chocolate ice cream. Yet another time she “lost control” at a holiday party while at a buffet table covered with one tempting dish after another.


Whenever Sue gave herself an excuse to deviate from her diet, her resolve quickly diminished. She’d continue to eat out of control. Then she’d feel like a failure, decide she’d never be able to lose weight, and give up entirely, eventually gaining back all the weight she’d lost—and sometimes more.


Sue began yet another diet soon after her first session with me. The first two or three weeks of her new diet went smoothly, but then she had a setback. She was so upset by a situation at work that she began “to eat everything in sight.” Fortunately, Sue came to see me the next day. When we examined what Sue had eaten, it became apparent that she had not “totally blown” her diet. I helped her see that if she just got right back on her diet, she would likely gain, at most, a half pound for the week—not a major setback. By changing her thinking from, I’m such a failure ... I’ll never be able to lose weight, to I can start again right this moment, she was able to get back on track.


Sue continued to have some mild setbacks along the way, but she learned how to keep these setbacks in perspective. She also learned how to prepare in advance for stressful times. She got to the point where she was able to stick to her plan, no matter what was going on in her life. She broke out of her yo-yo dieting cycle, lost more than 55 pounds, and has kept it off for more than 12 years.


Sue’s story is typical of the dieters I work with now and have worked with over the years. It can be your story as well.



Whether you’re depressed or content, a stay-at-home or working parent, a binge eater or social eater, a dieting novice or dieting pro, the Beck Diet Solution can help you.



No Lost Causes


The Beck Diet Solution is based on the same plan that I use with my patients who want to lose weight. It works, regardless of your unique psychological makeup, lifestyle, and family circumstances. Whether you’re depressed or content, a stay-at-home or working parent, a binge eater or social eater, a dieting novice or dieting pro, this program can help you.


In the past, you may have been able to make short-term changes in your eating habits to help you lose weight. But when the going got tough, you abandoned those changes because you didn’t know how to talk back to such sabotaging thoughts as:


• Dieting is too hard!


• I have to eat this. I have no self-control.


• I don’t want to hurt her feelings, so I’ll eat what she made.


• I can’t diet when I’m stressed.


The set of psychological strategies in this book will help you in many ways. You’ll learn how to resist the urge to overeat when you’re confronted with cravings, hunger, stress, social pressures, and myriad other problems. You’ll learn how to follow your diet and exercise programs no matter what happens. You’ll learn how to think like a thin person. These strategies take practice, but in time they’ll become automatic.


My Story


I personally can understand the challenges that dieters face, and I also can attest to the success of using Cognitive Therapy to overcome them. I started dieting as a teenager and went on and off diets for many years. I, too, had lots of sabotaging thoughts, such as:


• I should eat as little as possible.


• If others don’t see me eating, it doesn’t really count.


• If I give in to temptation, it’s my fault for being weak.


• If I eat something I hadn’t planned to eat, I may as well abandon my diet for the whole day.


How did I finally succeed at losing weight and keeping it off? I learned from patients I counseled. One of the first people I worked with when I became a psychologist was a woman who suffered from depression and anxiety. After several weeks of therapy, she began to feel better and told me she had a new goal: She wanted to lose weight. Well, it was easy for me to see how unrealistic and inaccurate her thoughts were when it came to eating and dieting. I could readily see how she needed to change her thinking so she could change her eating behavior. I learned a lot from her and from many subsequent patients who also wanted to lose weight. Then I applied what I had learned to myself, and I lost 15 pounds. That was many years ago, and I’ve kept it off ever since.


During the past 20 years, I’ve learned through trial and error what works and what doesn’t. During this time, I discovered a number of crucial factors. For example, I’ve found that to lose excess weight and keep it off, it’s important to do the following:


• Choose a nutritious diet.


• Create time and energy for dieting.


• Plan what and when you’re going to eat.


• Seek support.


• Deal with disappointment.


• View overeating as a temporary problem that you can solve.


• Cope with hunger and cravings.


• Eliminate emotional eating.


• Give yourself credit.


You don’t yet know how to do all these things—or how to get yourself to continually do these things—but you will.


With the Beck Diet Solution, you’ll learn one new skill every day. By the end of six weeks, you’ll have learned everything you need to continue losing weight and to be on your way to keeping it off—permanently.



You’ll get to the point where you react differently when you see food you know you shouldn’t eat.



The New You


You’ll probably find that dieting and weight loss follow a predictable cycle: During the first week or two, you might find that dieting is relatively easy. Then things likely become somewhat more difficult. Cravings set in or intensify. Life intervenes. Your schedule gets busy. You feel emotionally stressed. And you might come up with any number of reasons to stray from your diet.


If you just keep practicing the skills described in this program, however, you’ll do fine. Dieting will become easier. Cravings and hunger will diminish. You’ll learn better ways to deal with stress. Your thinking will change. In fact, you’ll get to the point where you’ll react differently when you see food you know you shouldn’t eat. Instead of saying, I wish I could eat this, and feeling sad, or It’s unfair that I can’t eat this, and feeling unhappy, you’ll automatically say, I’m so glad I’m not eating that. At some point, you’ll shift from, I hate depriving myself, to I’m happy I didn’t overeat! Just take it one day at a time, as this book suggests. You’ll get there!




the solution at a glance


• Cognitive Therapy is a psychological treatment that will help you successfully lose excess weight and keep it off.


• The way you think about food, eating, and dieting affects your behavior and how you feel emotionally.


• Certain ways of thinking make it difficult to follow a diet and to maintain weight loss.


• The Beck Diet Solution takes you through a six-week process to change sabotaging thoughts (that cause you to stray from your diet) to helpful thinking (that will lead to success).








chapter 2


What Really Makes You Eat


Do you ever feel as if you eat automatically, that eating is somehow out of your conscious control? Many of the dieters I’ve worked with certainly have felt this way at times.


Well, the good news is that your eating is not automatic. Automatic processes are involuntary, such as the beating of your heart or the digestion of your food. You don’t decide to let your heart beat or to set off your digestive processes. You do decide to eat, however. And here’s the other good news: You can learn how to take better control of your eating decisions.


The Thought Comes First


You may not be conscious of it, but you always have a thought before you eat. Let’s say you see an open package of peanut butter crackers on the counter. You don’t just automatically reach for a cracker and put it in your mouth. Your thoughts influence what you do. If you think, I really want to eat that ... It won’t matter if I take one, and you don’t respond to those thoughts, you’ll go ahead and eat the cracker. On the other hand, if you think, I really want to eat it, but I shouldn’t because it’s not on my diet ... I have to get better at resisting food between meals, then you won’t eat it.


The thoughts that lead you to act in unhelpful ways are sabotaging thoughts. The thoughts that lead you to act in more productive ways are helpful thoughts.


Here is how Jim’s thoughts influenced his eating behavior. Before I started working with him, Jim often frequented an Italian restaurant that served really great bread. Even though he was trying to diet, he would invariably have such thoughts as, The bread smells so good ... I know I shouldn’t eat it, but I just can’t resist. So, of course, he would end up eating a piece. Then he would have the thought, I’ve blown it ... Oh, well, I might as well start again tomorrow. And he would overeat for the rest of the meal.


A few weeks after we began working together, Jim had plans to go to the same restaurant. But this time, he was prepared to answer his sabotaging thoughts. Before he went, he wrote and read a card that said:


[image: image]


Jim, indeed, was tempted to eat the bread. He did have the thought, That smells so good, I really want it. But this time he was able to respond to his sabotaging thought. He didn’t give himself the choice to take any bread. He was really pleased by this accomplishment.


You can learn to do what Jim did.


How Thoughts Can Sabotage Your Diet


Sabotaging thoughts make dieting more difficult in many ways:


Sabotaging thoughts encourage you to eat. You’ll probably notice that you have a number of “permission-giving” thoughts that allow you to rationalize what you eat. These thoughts often start with the phrase, I know I shouldn’t eat this, but it’s okay because.... They end with any number of excuses, such as, I had a hard day ... This is a celebration ... It will just go to waste ... I really want it ... It won’t matter. And so on, and so on, and so on.


Sabotaging thoughts undermine your confidence. These are the thoughts you have after you’ve eaten something that you think you shouldn’t. For example, instead of just saying to yourself, Okay, I made a mistake ... I shouldn’t have eaten that, but I can start eating in a better way right now, you say, It’s so terrible that I ate that ... I’m so weak ... I’m just not going to be able to lose weight.


These are also the kind of thoughts you might have when you see the scale go up, even though you’ve been eating properly. Instead of saying to yourself, Okay, no big deal ... I should just keep on doing what I’ve been doing and the scale will probably go down next week—and if it doesn’t, I can solve the problem then, you say to yourself, This is terrible ... This is never going to work ... I may as well give up now.


Sabotaging thoughts allow you to disregard the advice in this book. As you read various parts of The Beck Diet Solution, instead of thinking, I should really carry out every task in the program so I’ll have the greatest chance of success, you might think, I don’t really have to do [this task]. For example, you might think, I don’t have to write down what I’m eating ... I can remember without writing it down. Or, I don’t have to sit down when I eat ... I like eating while I’m standing up.


Sabotaging thoughts increase your general level of stress. Dieting takes time and energy, so it’s important to reduce your overall stress whenever you can. The way you think about non-dieting-related situations can either increase or decrease your stress. For example, instead of thinking, I’m just human ... It’s okay to have strengths and weaknesses, you might think, I should always do things perfectly. This kind of thinking increases your general level of stress because perfection is not attainable. Instead of thinking, I should generally try to be a nice person if I reasonably can, you might think, I should always make everyone happy. This is another highly stressful idea because it also represents an impossible goal.


Throughout The Beck Diet Solution, you’ll learn how to identify and respond to all of these kinds of sabotaging thoughts.



If you can identify the triggers that evoke sabotaging thoughts and lead you to eat in unhelpful ways, you can minimize your exposure to them or change your response to them.



which muscle are you strengthening?




Throughout the pages of The Beck Diet Solution, you’ll find that I often refer to two “muscles”: your resistance muscle and your giving-in muscle. I’m actually talking about your tendency to think and act in certain ways.


Every time you resist eating something you shouldn’t, you’re strengthening your tendency to resist in the future. However, each time you give in and eat something you shouldn’t, you’re strengthening your tendency to give in.


So whenever you feel the urge to eat something you’re not supposed to, think about which muscle you really want to strengthen. If you want to lose weight and keep it off permanently, you need to take every opportunity to strengthen your resistance muscle and to weaken your giving-in muscle.





Eating Begins with a Trigger


Sabotaging thoughts arise when you’re confronted with a trigger, a situation that stimulates your thinking. You’re probably most aware of environmental triggers, such as seeing or smelling food. You can also experience biological triggers, such as hunger, thirst, or cravings (intense urges to eat).


There are also mental triggers: thinking about food, reading a description of food, recalling something you enjoyed eating (or a situation in which you didn’t eat and felt deprived), or imagining eating food in the future.


Then there are emotional triggers. These are unpleasant feelings, such as anger, sadness, anxiety, frustration, or boredom. You eat to comfort or distract yourself. Emotional triggers can also be pleasant feelings. You might think that if you eat or keep eating, you can keep that good feeling going. Or you might eat because you think your good feeling will go away if you restrict yourself.


Finally, there are social triggers. Examples include people who urge you to eat or situations in which you want to be able to eat like everyone else.


If you can identify the triggers that evoke sabotaging thoughts and lead you to eat in unhelpful ways, you can minimize your exposure to them or change your response to them. The Beck Diet Solution shows you how to deal with triggers by learning how to do the following:


• Modify your eating environment.


• Tolerate hunger and craving.


• Think differently about food.


• Deal with your emotions in a productive way.


• Make eating healthfully a higher priority than pleasing other people or satisfying a momentary desire.


beyond hunger




Many people who struggle to lose weight think they’re hungry when they’re not.


There are differences between hunger and other sensations that masquerade as hunger. The Beck Diet Solution shows you how to differentiate between the triggers described below so that you can make appropriate decisions about eating.


Hunger: You experience an empty sensation in your stomach, which is often accompanied by stomach rumblings.


Thirst: You feel a dry sensation in your mouth when you have a need to take in liquid.


Desire: You want to eat because of another trigger (frequently environmental), even if you’ve just eaten.


Cravings: You have a strong urge to eat a certain kind of food, which is accompanied by tension and an unpleasant yearning sensation in your mouth, throat, or body.





From Trigger to Eating


Sometimes, the chain of events that ends in eating is straightforward:


 






	You encounter a trigger:


	Someone offers you a piece of cake.







	[image: image]

	 







	You have a thought:


	That cake looks good.







	[image: image]

	 







	You make a decision:


	I think I’ll have it.







	[image: image]

	 







	You act:


	You eat the cake.








 


At other times, the chain of events that ends in eating is a little more complicated. You strongly argue with yourself before you make the decision to eat. You think to yourself, I think I’ll have it ... No, I really shouldn’t ... But I really want it ... It’s not on my diet ... It looks so good ... But I’m not supposed to eat it. Depending on where this inner argument ends, you either make the decision to eat it or you make the decision not to eat it.


This inner argument between your sabotaging and helpful thoughts can make you feel tense. The tension is unpleasant. Often, you’ll try to alleviate that tension by deciding to eat. But before you eat, take note: Interestingly, what usually happens is that you find your tension abating as you reach for the food—before you put it in your mouth. However, just as the decision to eat can reduce tension, the decision not to eat can also reduce tension.


The Beck Diet Solution teaches you how to effectively respond to the sabotaging thoughts that lead to inappropriate eating. It’s a skill you’ll need not only to lose weight, but also to keep excess weight off permanently. If you’ve never been taught this skill, it’s no wonder you either had trouble losing weight or always regained it in the past. You’ll use this skill into the future, whenever you have sabotaging thoughts, as Emma’s story illustrates below.



Just as the decision to eat can reduce tension, the decision not to eat can also reduce tension.



A Great Example of Helpful Thinking


Emma had lost more than 40 pounds when I counseled her many years ago. I hadn’t heard from her in more than 10 years when she called to say hello. She told me that she had maintained her weight loss with comparative ease. I asked her if she still had sabotaging thoughts and, if so, what she did about them. Emma thought for a moment and gave me the following example: About two weeks prior to the phone call, Emma was tempted by sticky buns that someone had left on the counter in the office kitchenette. Most days, she would have ignored them completely, but she was particularly hungry that day. She knew if she tried to eat just a small piece of this high-fat, high-carbohydrate food, she would want more. During the next few hours, she had lots of thoughts: I’m hungry. They look so good. I’d really like to have one. Fortunately, she was well equipped to answer these thoughts each time one occurred:


• No, I don’t need to eat them. I’m having lunch in two hours. Leave the kitchenette.


• No, I don’t need to eat them. I just had lunch a couple of hours ago. If I hadn’t come in here to get a cup of coffee, I wouldn’t even have thought about them. Get my coffee and leave.


• No, I don’t need to eat them now. I’m avoiding making a phone call. Go do it or find something else to do.


• No, I don’t need to eat a sticky bun, even though I’m really hungry. This hunger will go away soon if I concentrate on my work. And, besides, it’s not that long until dinner.


Emma also positively reinforced herself every time she refrained from eating the sticky buns. She didn’t say, Darn, I wish I could eat them. She said, That’s great that I didn’t eat them. In this way, she strengthened her resistance muscle and weakened her giving-in muscle.


If you’ve never had the experience of feeling proud of yourself for not eating, you’re in for a wonderful surprise. Keep reading and do all the tasks in the Beck Diet Solution program. You’ll not only lose weight, but also you’ll be so glad that you learned how to control your sabotaging thinking so you can permanently control your eating.




the solution at a glance


• Eating is not automatic. You can learn how to take control.


• Many situations trigger thoughts about eating, but there are techniques that you can learn to avoid or minimize these triggers.


• When you encounter a trigger, your thoughts determine whether you act in a productive way that strengthens your resistance muscle or in an unproductive way that strengthens your giving-in muscle.


• Responding to your sabotaging thoughts is a skill that you can use for your lifetime to keep off excess weight permanently.








chapter 3


How Thin People Think


Have you ever wondered why you can’t lose weight or keep off the weight you’ve lost? You certainly know many people who don’t struggle with eating the way you do. Are you different? You probably are, but not necessarily for the reasons you think. Consider the following questions:


• Do you sometimes eat even when you’re not really hungry? In other words, can you easily tell the difference between being hungry and just wanting to eat?


• Are you sometimes concerned that you might not have an opportunity to eat? Do you ever have such thoughts as, What if I get hungry later?


• Do you sometimes eat past the point of mild fullness?


• Do you fool yourself about your eating? In other words, do you sometimes tell yourself that it “won’t matter” if you eat a small piece of something you’re not supposed to eat?


• Do you comfort yourself with food?


• If the scale goes up, do you sometimes abandon your diet altogether?


• Do you sometimes eat because it doesn’t feel fair that you can’t eat just like everyone else?


• Do you stop dieting as soon as you’ve lost weight?


If you answered yes to any of these questions, then you possess characteristics that can make dieting difficult.



characteristic 1


You Confuse Hunger with the Desire to Eat


Naturally thin people are more easily able to differentiate between when they’re truly hungry because their stomachs are empty and when their stomachs aren’t empty but they have a desire to eat.


Thin people say to themselves, I know I’d like to eat [that food] ... But I just ate a little while ago ... I’m not going to have it. You, on the other hand, may label any desire to eat as hunger. You probably get the idea that you ought to eat whenever your stomach feels empty and you feel an urge to eat.


The Beck Diet Solution


To think like a thin person, you must learn to tell the difference between hunger and the desire to eat so that you can make better decisions about when it’s appropriate to eat and when it’s not. You’ll do so by paying attention to how your stomach feels before and after meals. You’ll also do such experiments as purposefully making yourself hungry so that you learn to recognize what true hunger feels like.


characteristic 2


You Have a Low Tolerance for Hunger and Cravings


Most thin people feel hungry and occasionally notice cravings, but they don’t dwell on these feelings. Generally, they don’t think that much about food at all. They figure they’ll always be able to find something when they’re hungry or be able to withstand the hunger if it’s not convenient to eat. Usually, they have no problem holding off until their next snack or meal.


When you’re hungry or have a craving, though, you might dwell on these feelings. You probably worry about when you’re going to have an opportunity to eat again. Maybe you even become preoccupied with thoughts of food. You’re likely to overestimate how strong your hunger and cravings will get and how long they’ll last. It’s likely you’ll try to get rid of them right away by eating. In fact, some people who struggle to lose weight experience hunger and cravings as emergencies: I must eat now!



To think like a thin person you must learn to tell the difference between hunger and the desire to eat.




The Beck Diet Solution


In this program, you’ll discover for yourself that hunger and cravings are not emergencies, and you’ll learn how to tolerate them. As you’re reading this, perhaps you’re thinking, I know I don’t have to eat when I’m hungry or having a craving ... I want to eat.


You’ve probably read about hunger strikes, so you know people can go for days without eating. If you’ve ever fasted for a religious observance or a medical procedure, you know firsthand that hunger waxes and wanes.


Yet at the moment you feel hungry or experience a craving, you might not be thinking rationally. You might feel that you have to do something about it immediately to satisfy your urge to eat. Perhaps this inaccurate thinking stems, in part, from our hunter-and-gatherer ancestors, who survived only if they developed the ability to focus their attention intently on eating when food was around so that they could gain weight to survive leaner times when food was scarce. Today, food is plentiful all the time, but our modern brains have not yet caught up to this modern reality.


I’m going to teach you how to effectively respond to the voice in your head that tries to convince you, I have to eat right now! You’ll learn many techniques to refocus your attention so that hunger and craving lose their persuasive power. You’ll learn to tell yourself, I’m just feeling hungry, or I’m just having a craving ... I don’t have to pay attention to it ... I can shift my focus to something else ... I don’t have to eat impulsively to get rid of this feeling ... In a few minutes, I’m going to be really glad that I didn’t eat.
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