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AUTHOR’S NOTE


I like cupcakes.


Cake is fine. Ice cream is not my thing. Whoopie pies just don’t bring it, and cheesecake is damp and squishy and reminds me of the “M” word (moist, ew). My favorite go-to yummy treat is, very specifically, a cupcake. It’s the frosting-to-cake ratio that seals the deal, and there has to be a generous heap of dense, gritty, so-sweet-it-hurts-my-teeth frosting on top. Like, inches of it.


Maybe I should have just said, “I like frosting.”


Every year on my birthday, I eat a cupcake (or two). It’s been a tradition for as many years as I can remember. This year, on a gorgeous late-winter Saturday, I rode my motorcycle over to my favorite cupcake shop, fully intent on taking something (maybe two things) home with me. I got there, practically skipped inside, gazed at the huge variety of cake and frosting combinations, and … meh. I stood there debating every sugary-sweet option with the intention of celebrating my favorite day of the year with my favorite decadent food, but when I really thought about it, I just didn’t want one.


So I went home.


Turns out, my birthday was just as awesome as usual. I celebrated just as hard. I didn’t feel deprived, because it was my decision. I knew that if I wanted a cupcake the day after my birthday, or the day after that, or every day for a week the following month, I would just have one. Because adult, money, motorcycle, and free will.


That is food freedom.


Not the part where I scrounged up every ounce of willpower just to deny myself a cupcake on my birthday. That didn’t happen. Not the part where I walked away just to prove how “strong” I was, or because I was terrified of the calories rocketing toward my waistline. None of that happened. Not the part where I raided the pantry later that night because it was my birthday and damn it, I deserved a treat. That didn’t happen either.


Food freedom happened when I took the time to ask myself what I really wanted and made a conscious, deliberate decision in the moment. I wasn’t swayed by the false promises of sugar, salt, and fat; held hostage by the tradition of birthday cupcakes; or enslaved to a Sugar Dragon who started roaring the minute I told myself I could have a treat on my birthday. I just thought about it, happily made my choice, and got on with my life. The end.


Food freedom is realizing I can have anything I want, any time I want it … and in the moment, simply honoring whether or not I really want it.


Fast-forward to Easter, a few weeks later. If you follow me on social media, you know I have a passionate love for the processed, food-like products that are chocolate crème eggs. I LOVE them. They’re not “special” in the sense that you can pick them up in any old convenience store or pharmacy, but they’re special to me. Growing up, my mom would make me and my sister these amazing Easter baskets, overflowing with the usual suspects—marshmallow chicks, ankle socks, jelly beans, dental floss (See: jelly beans)—and tucked away at the bottom, one glorious chocolate crème egg. Candy was a big deal in our house, reserved only for very special occasions, so this egg was my most prized possession. I always saved it until everything else was gone, and ate it in the tiniest bites to make it last.


To this day, my mom sends me a pack of three crème eggs before Easter every year. It almost makes me want to heart emoji. Almost.*


This year, on a random Thursday at 2:30 in the afternoon, I decided I wanted one. I unwrapped it, sat down on the couch, sighed contentedly, and savored every tiny bite. I made that egg last a solid 20 minutes, then I texted my mom to say thank you. (“I knew U couldn’t wait 4 Easter!” was her response.) It’s the least healthy food I’ll eat all year, but it was 100% worth it in that moment. And I didn’t need it to be Easter Sunday to relive that warm childhood experience.


I only ate one, because that’s all I wanted. In fact, as of the time of this writing, the others are still sitting on my kitchen counter, not because I’m strengthening my resolve or proving to myself I have willpower. I’ve just been too lazy to move them to my pantry.


Guys, if I wanted another one, I’d just eat it.


This is also food freedom: The realization that eating something that makes me happy is what makes the occasion special, and that “because it’s delicious” is a good enough reason to indulge all by itself. I’m the one who gets to decide what’s worth it, special, or delicious. I get to make that choice on a moment-to-moment basis. I can think I want one, then decide to pass. I can take one bite, then abandon the rest. I can reach for one, then choose to eat two. I can indulge three days in a row, or not at all for a week.


I get to decide.


You can have this, too, with whatever foods you decide are worth it, special, and taste as good to your mouth as they do to your soul. You can have it without punishing yourself after you eat them, feeling guilt or shame for your indulgence, or spiraling out of control once your brain registers the first hit of sweet, salty, fatty reward. You can feel confident in your decisions, satisfied with your choices, and in control of your own health and happiness. You can free up all that energy you used to spend obsessing over food to focus on more productive things. Like how you’ll celebrate your birthday this year: the first year of your food freedom journey.


This is your forever lifestyle.


You can have this. I’ll show you how.


Welcome to food freedom.


    —MELISSA HARTWIG


March 28, 2016




PREFACE


If you came here from the Whole30 program, you’re in the right place. The very phrase “food freedom” was born from your post-Whole30 testimonials, in which you reported feeling happy, confident, and in control of your food for the first time in a long time. You said it felt like freedom; the freedom to eat a cookie and not beat yourself up, to enjoy your vacation or holiday without starving yourself when you got home, to say no to something that used to hold power over you, but no longer does.


I wrote this book for you.


For all the times you expressed frustration in finding balance after your Whole30. For all the times you told me you slipped and couldn’t regain your footing. For all the times you asked me for help. This book—a compilation of all the ways I’ve wanted to support you, my community, in your own personal journey to lifelong food freedom—is for you.


If you have never heard of my Whole30 program, you’re also in the right place—but I should explain it really quick, just to catch you up. The Whole30 is a 30-day dietary “reset” designed to change your health, habits, and relationship with food. It’s a nutrition program unlike any other; an “anti-diet” that doesn’t require calorie restriction; pills, powders, or shakes; or weighing, measuring, or tracking your food. It’s been around since 2009 and has proven to be an incredibly effective, life-changing protocol for the millions of people who have completed the program.


But it’s not for everyone.


It requires that you eat at least some form of animal protein. The rules are rigid. It demands a good deal of planning and preparation. For 30 days, you eliminate a lot of foods you probably really like—even stuff you’ve been told is healthy. While our famous Whole30 tough love says, “This is not hard,” in lots of ways, it’s pretty hard.


But the Whole30 program isn’t the price of admission for food freedom.


Anyone can attain this sense of self-confidence, this place of balance, the feeling of being in control of your food for the first time in a long time. And I explain exactly how to do this here, even if you never do the Whole30.* I want you to feel just as welcomed as my Whole30ers, and just as supported in your food freedom journey. I’ve included an entire chapter dedicated to helping you create your own perfect reset, based on your goals and specific dietary preferences. Use it to change your own health, habits, and relationship with food; then use the tools I’ll provide to achieve and sustain your own food freedom.


You’ve been waiting your whole life for this, whether you realize it or not. And I’m very happy you’re here.






SECTION 1


WELCOME TO FOOD FREEDOM









CHAPTER 1


THE FOOD FREEDOM PLAN


 


The idea of “food freedom” means different things to different people. Maybe it’s eating whatever you want without negative consequences to your health or waistline. (Good luck with that.) Maybe it’s giving up your obsession with calorie counting, food restriction, and the scale. (Now we’re getting somewhere.) If you ask me, I’d say it means finally feeling in control of food, instead of food controlling you. It means indulging when you decide it’s worth it, savoring the experience without guilt or shame, and then returning to your regularly scheduled healthy habits. That’s real food freedom.





But getting there is hard. Holding on to it is even harder. And creating the kind of balance, sustainability, and control that sticks with you for the rest of your life has always been the diet industry’s unicorn—amazing to believe in, but impossible to obtain.


Until now.


I’m going to show you exactly how to discover food freedom for yourself, no matter how out of control you feel right now. I’ll point you down a self-directed path that keeps you in control, satisfied, and looking and feeling your best, without requiring that you obsess about food, count calories, or starve yourself. I’ll teach you how to cultivate a healthy relationship with food for the rest of your life. And at no point will you have to be a perfect eater, because being held to a standard of perfection goes against the very definition of “food freedom.”


The plan is outlined in three simple steps: engaging your reset, finding your balance, and recovering from slips. It’s designed to run in a cycle, one step feeding the next, empowering you to create the perfect eating plan for you—one that feels satisfying and sustainable while still delivering the health benefits you want. Here is the plan:


THE FOOD FREEDOM 3-STEP PLAN




STEP 1:   Reset your health, habits, and relationship with food.


STEP 2:   Enjoy your food freedom.


STEP 3:   Acknowledge when you’re starting to slip.


Repeat as needed.





Um, yep. That’s it. (Told you it was simple.) It’s an ever-improving cycle; get in control [image: image] strengthen your new healthy habits and find your balance [image: image] lose control [image: image] get back in control.


Yes, I did say “lose control.”


One of the reasons most other diet programs don’t actually work in the long term is their promise that once you complete the program—poof!—you’ll be changed forever. No more cravings, no more unhealthy habits, no more dieting. Ever.


That is incredibly unrealistic.


No short-term dietary intervention—not even the Whole30—has the power to completely and permanently overwrite decades of less-than-stellar health habits and a dysfunctional relationship with food. And even if it did, when stress enters the picture, those cravings, bad habits, and dependence on comfort foods inevitably return with a vengeance.


So yes, part of the Food Freedom plan includes you falling off the wagon, because you will, and I want to prepare you for that. What you are embarking upon is a constant cycle of progression, but it’s not linear. You’ll do well, then stumble. You’ll be in control, then fall back into old habits. You’ll have weeks of effortless balance, followed by (surprise!) a week of Carb-a-Palooza.


This is all totally okay.


Because unlike all those times you dieted and failed, this time it’s not failure; it’s just part of the process. This time, you’ll see slips as a valuable learning experience. This time, you will have a plan to recover. And because of that, you won’t beat yourself up about it—you’ll simply acknowledge where you are, reactivate your reset, and regain control.


The best part about this plan is that each time you run through the cycle (reset, achieve food freedom, start to slip, reset again), your time spent off the rails will be shorter, and the time you’re able to stay in control, enjoying the benefits of food freedom, will extend. Until eventually, ideally, you won’t need a reset at all; you’ll just be living each day according to your definition of food freedom.


I’ve been successfully following this food freedom strategy, fueled by periodic Whole30 resets, for more than seven years. If a holiday, vacation, or stressful event throws me off my healthy eating game for too long, I simply acknowledge that my habits have slipped, and come back to the Whole30 as my chosen method of reset. I no longer experience guilt when eating less-healthy food, and I no longer beat myself up for my “transgressions.” Even when I do slip or purposefully go off-plan, I never stray too far, my out-of-balance times are short, and the amount of time I need to reset is just a few days. The rest of the year, I’m totally in balance, indulging when it’s worth it and savoring every bite, but still feeling confident, healthy, and in control.


Yes, I still eat French fries. And my mom’s chocolate chip walnut cake. And yes, even those decidedly un-food-like chocolate crème eggs, because they remind me of home, and eating one makes me really happy. These foods are all part of my own self-created Food Freedom plan, and I’ve figured out how to work them into my life in a way that feels healthy and satisfying, but still lets me meet every single one of my health and fitness goals. The takeaway:


Food freedom doesn’t demand that you always eat perfectly.


In fact, just the opposite. Food freedom understands that you won’t eat perfectly all the time; that you’ll make poor choices in the excitement of a party, overindulge while on vacation in Italy, and fall off your healthy eating wagon at Thanksgiving. In fact, possibly for the first time in the history of a “diet,” those expectations are built right in. Which means you’re committing to a plan that actually makes sense, because I’m not afraid to acknowledge what you already know:


You will not always make good choices. Your healthy habits will eventually slip. You will, at some point, once again find yourself not entirely in control of your food. So let’s just work with that idea instead of against it.


Doesn’t that feel better?


Your Food Freedom Journey


Here’s a more detailed preview of how the Food Freedom plan works:


I’ll give you various options for your reset—the short-term eating plan that will catalyze and support new, healthy habits. Your reset will show you exactly how food affects your unique body and mind, change your relationship with food, and allow you to settle into an effortless new normal. For some people, this reset will be the Whole30; for others, it will be a customized program, tailored to your specific goals, health conditions, or dietary needs.


I’ll offer strategies for dealing with temptation, creating awareness around your habits, and spotting your specific “I ate the whole bag of chips” triggers before they’re pulled. You’ll learn a new language around food, banishing guilt and shame from your food vocabulary and taking the morality (“This food is good, but I’m bad when I eat this”) out of your choices. I’ll also outline the five reasons you’re likely to fall off the rails and back into old unhealthy habits, and give you a plan for managing special occasions, social pressures, and stress.


Most important, I’ll tell you how to gracefully recover from slips and reactivate your reset, keeping you on track with your health goals and feeling in control.


There’s also an entire section devoted to communicating with friends and family about your new, healthy lifestyle, because changing the food you put on your plate often changes your relationships (and not always for the better).


YOUR NEW WAY OF EATING




I’ll hammer this home again and again: The Food Freedom plan is not a diet, it’s a re-education. You’ll be conducting your own research, applying what you’ve learned, and holding yourself accountable every single day. Unlike other dietary crash courses, you’ll actually learn this material, and you (and your body) will retain it for the rest of your life. If food freedom had a Twitter account, its bio would read: “@FoodFreedomForever: Teaching you to be in control of the food you eat. No: Calorie counting; deprivation; ice-cream-as-therapist. Yes: Health, satisfaction, sustainability. And still sometimes ice cream.” However, you’ll notice that I sometimes refer to the Food Freedom plan as a “diet.” When that happens, I’m simply using it as a synonym for “your new way of eating.” In fact, once you adopt the food freedom plan, “diet” will take on a whole new meaning—one that doesn’t make you anxious, irritable, or hungry.





By the last page of this book, you’ll have a detailed map for creating a short-term protocol that’s maximally effective, helping you to discover the perfect diet for you, find your own form of balance, and maintain control in a world full of stress and temptation. Sound too good to be true? I promise it’s not. But that’s where this book differs from all the other diet books you’ve read. You know, the ones that toss around words like “effortless” and “fast” and swear that all your undesirable stuff (sugar cravings, extra weight, bad habits) will simply “melt away”? They promise that if we only buy the right book/try the right program/find the right expert, we won’t have to work that hard at all.


You and I both know that’s not true.


Here’s a not-so-secret secret: There are no shortcuts. Quick fixes don’t exist. There is no 7-Day Get Skinnier Than Your Friends Diet that will magically translate into truly good-for-you habits that last a lifetime. Which brings us to the first piece of tough love you’ll encounter in this book.


This will be hard.


While you go through the process, you’ll feel like your decisions around food are taking up too much of your time, your energy, your emotional capacity.


They are. It’s temporary.


You’ll wonder if you’re going to have to pay this much attention to what you eat for the rest of your life.


You won’t. It gets easier.


You’ll fear that you won’t be able to retain the amazing results of your reset once you’re back in the real world.


You can. You’ll find your balance.


You’ll be nervous that family and friends won’t understand that your relationship with food is truly different now.


They may not. I’ll help you here.


So yes, it requires some effort, as all good things do. And it will take time, as all good things do. Which bring us to Tough Love #2:


It’s not going to happen overnight.


Or in a month. Or maybe even a year. Discovering food freedom is a lifelong journey of purposeful evaluation, increased self-awareness, and commitment to the process. You can’t completely erase decades of bad habits and emotional relationships with food with one 30-day reset. You will spend many months on this path taking three steps forward and two steps back. The important thing is recognizing you’re always a step ahead of where you were, and acknowledging that even one step is progress.


THE FOOD FREEDOM CYCLE




Here’s a real-life example of the cycle in action: Your goal is to tame your Sugar Dragon (the one who breathes fire in the form of uncontrollable cravings), so you take on the Craving-Buster Reset. You spend 30 days resetting your health, habits, and relationship with food, and end the reintroduction period feeling confident and in control, your Sugar Dragon lulled to sleep in his cave. Then you go on vacation. By the end of your trip, your energy is nonexistent, your belly is puffy, and your Sugar Dragon has awoken with a vengeance. When you get home, you admit that your healthy habits are in serious jeopardy, so you return to your reset until you regain your energy, lose the bloat, and feel back in control. You mentally log what you’ve learned from the experience (“Wine + sugar = a vicious combination”; “I should still be making conscientious food decisions even if I am on vacation”; “I feel much better without bread in my life, even in the Bahamas”) and go on with your food freedom self. I see no failure here, do you?





But as I’ll continue to remind you, this plan is different from every diet you’ve tried. You don’t run through this program once and “graduate” with no idea of what happens next. There isn’t a “start” and a “stop.” This three-step plan runs on an ever-evolving cycle. You’ll reset, find your balance, experience what it feels like to go off-balance, and reset again … but even though you’ll keep returning to the reset whenever you need it, the difference here is that going back to the start is not indicative of failure—it’s just part of the process (and progress).


Each repeat of this cycle brings you even more awareness, even more ease in making conscious decisions; an even better plan for managing stressful situations and identifying your triggers before they’re pulled. You’ll spend more time experiencing food freedom, and return to your reset less and less frequently—spending the majority of your days just living, fully in control of the foods you are eating. It’s a cycle of continuous improvement that brings you legitimate food freedom every day you follow the plan.


It works if you work it. Here’s how I know.






CHAPTER 2


MY STORY


 


Confession: I have never been overweight. Now you’re rolling your eyes, about to text the friend who recommended this book, “OMG what could this lady POSSIBLY know about feeling out of control and desperate for freedom?” Please don’t, not yet. Trust me when I say I have fought my fair share of battles.





We All Have Our Baggage


Hi. My name is Melissa, and I am a drug addict. (“Hi, Melissa.”)


You probably weren’t expecting that, were you?


I started using drugs my freshman year of college; a year later, I was legitimately addicted. For the next five years, I hung out with a bad crowd and made bad decisions; I lived on coffee, sugar, and desperation. I wasn’t sleeping, I wasn’t eating, my behavior became increasingly erratic, and it wasn’t long before family and friends were officially fed up.


Eventually, so was I. And thanks to the support of people who loved me, counseling, and therapy, I got clean. But I knew that in order to stay that way, I’d need to change every aspect of my day-to-day existence—friends, clothing, music, hangouts, and habits—and most important, change the way I thought about myself.


I adopted a growth mind-set: an optimistic outlook in which I believed that my personal traits were transformable, not fixed. (More on this on page 104.) I mantra’d nonstop that I was a good person, a worthy person, a healthy person. I began running and going to the gym. I changed my diet to include more low-fat health foods, salads, and protein shakes. I made like-minded friends who didn’t use drugs or drink excessively. I found a new job, and was quickly promoted to manager of a small department. I tentatively started rebuilding trust with my family.


It wasn’t all sunshine, rainbows, and ponies, however. Underneath it all, I still struggled … just not with drugs.


I was eating a healthier diet overall, but subconsciously using food to distract, numb, or punish myself. I lived alone: the perfect breeding ground for weighing, measuring, and tracking every bite that went into my mouth, all in the virtuous pursuit of health. I would ruthlessly restrict all sweets when I needed an extra sense of control, yet turn around and secretly reward myself with junk food I told myself I had earned after a few “good” days. I bounced between these two places for years, never quite settling into a healthy balance or questioning my belief that when I ate well, I was “good” and when I didn’t, I was “bad.” I overtrained, replacing my total commitment to drugs with total commitment to exercise. I got pretty skinny and was tired all the time, totally obsessed with every perceived ounce of fat on my body. But everyone told me I looked amazing and applauded my dedication, so I high-fived myself for turning my life around and swore I’d tighten up my diet even more.


I wasn’t using, but this wasn’t healthy. I just didn’t realize it.


In April 2009, after yet another grueling training session, I was eating lunch with Dallas (who eventually became my Whole30 cofounder). He had been considering the idea of taking on a short-term, squeaky-clean diet as a challenge and asked if I wanted to try it with him for 30 days, just to see what would happen.


I was crushing some Thin Mints at the time, because we had just finished exercising, and I deserved them.


“Yeah, yeah, sure,” I mumbled through a mouthful of cookies. “When should we start?”


“How about right now?” he said, part question, part dare. I rolled my eyes, handed the rest of my Thin Mints to a friend, and began. I agreed only to see if changing my diet would help my athletic performance. Never in a million years did I suspect that the experience would completely transform how I felt about food and my body. That self-created 30-day diet experiment turned out to be the very first Whole30.


In those 30 days, I became aware of how often I was using food as punishment or reward. Without access to the carb-dense processed foods I had relied on, I was forced to find other ways to self-soothe, comfort myself, and relieve anxiety. I learned how some of the “healthy” foods I’d been eating were having an adverse impact on my health, mood, and self-confidence. (Hello, midmorning snack of low-fat yogurt, eight almonds, and half a whole-grain blueberry muffin.) And I finally acknowledged the subtle ways I had replaced drugs with food, using sugar and treats to numb or distract myself instead of acknowledging and working through my feelings.


The Whole30 changed my life and brought me to a truly healthy relationship with food and my body—a relationship I’ve been able to maintain ever since. As of today, I’ve been clean for over 16 years and living in food freedom for more than seven.


Pizza, Heroin, Sugar, Cigarettes


My guess is that if you chose this book for yourself, you fall into one of two relationships with food. The first is a serious love-hate connection: You’re stuck in a cycle of overconsumption, momentary relief, self-loathing, and shame, followed by (inexplicably) craving more of the very thing that’s destroying your health, relationships, and self-worth. You hide your behaviors, lie to yourself and others about your habits, and believe you are alone in your struggles. You feel powerless over food.


But maybe this isn’t your context. Maybe you aren’t overly preoccupied with food, and don’t consider your pantry a war zone. People in the second category may read this and think, “I’m not that bad. This program isn’t for me.” I assure you, it is. Here’s the thing: You don’t have to hit rock bottom to want to improve your health, habits, or relationship with food. Do you have some food habits you’d rather not continue? Do your food choices sometimes slip so far away from you that you feel embarrassed? Do you yo-yo between eating “pretty healthy” and “not so healthy,” unable to find a middle ground? (I won’t even bother asking you if you’re happy with your waistline, because that’s not the point.)


Food freedom isn’t just for those who need rescuing from the throes of sugar addiction. It’s for anyone who wants to create a truly healthy relationship with food, built on habits that last a lifetime. And you certainly don’t have to be locked in a bathroom with a box of powdered donuts to want that.


And don’t forget, I’m right there with you.


I’ve had Whole30ers comment on advice I’ve posted on social media, “Please. Look at you. It’s easy for you to say, you have no idea what it’s like.” But I do, because I’ve been where you are. My history, combined with my personal experience with the Whole30 program, has given me a unique understanding of addictions, fixations, and unhealthy relationships with food; something you can’t see when you look at my photo on the back of this book. Of course, drugs and food aren’t exactly the same—most people’s soda habit wouldn’t require a rehabilitation clinic to kick. But the consequences of feeling out of control, whether it’s with drugs or food, are actually quite similar.


Like many Whole30 followers, I’d also attempted just about every diet out there before finding a program that actually fit, so we have that in common, too. I tried Atkins, the Zone, one that involved a horrid concoction of “detox” ingredients three times a day, and a few bodybuilding diets that demanded I prioritize shakes and pills over real food. I never needed to lose weight, but once I started exercising, I was forever trying to “lean out,” and when you have a dysfunctional relationship with food, eating too much one day often leads to calorie restriction the next. (Paying penance for my dietary sins, as if my food choices were a moral failing. This was what I used to believe.) My relationships with food and my body were unhealthy, counterproductive, and could basically be summed up with the sad face + thumbs-down emojis.


That’s how I know that diets don’t work—well, that, and the dozens of scientific studies that definitively conclude that dieting (calorie restriction) doesn’t succeed in the long term for either weight loss or getting healthier. Every time I tried a new diet, I’d stick to it for a while, then fall off the wagon hard. I’d come out the other side feeling like a failure for my lack of willpower, then go eat some comfort food just to make myself feel better.


It wasn’t my fault—and if this sounds like your story, it isn’t your fault, either. Dieting is not the answer, yet we continue to fall victim to the cycle, seeking quick fix after quick fix because it is the only thing we know how to do.


Maybe that’s the problem.


It’s time to develop a healthy relationship with the very thing holding you hostage. It’s time to turn cravings, addictions, and yo-yo patterns into a healthy, balanced relationship; staying happy, healthy, and in-control while allowing yourself the pleasure and reward of worth-it foods. It’s time to lose the guilt, lose the powerlessness, lose the idea of food (or you) being “good” or “bad” based on what’s on your plate or the number that shows up on your scale.


The Food Freedom plan is not based on a diet at all, because diets can’t give you freedom.






CHAPTER 3


DIETS DON’T WORK


 


Here’s how every diet you’ve ever tried has turned out. (You could write this section as well as I did, I’m guessing.) You white-knuckle your way through the diet, forced to expend precious willpower making hard decisions dozens of times a day, because you’re not being supported and you weren’t given a plan to actually change your habits, your tastes, or the way you think about food. As your willpower dips lower and lower, you have a harder time resisting temptation, and find yourself daydreaming about the day it’s over, when you can finally give in and eat all the things you’ve been missing.





You spend the entirety of the diet paying attention to nothing but the rules, consciously overriding your body’s natural signals (Hey, I’m kind of hungry. Yeah, so, definitely hungry … REALLY FREAKIN’ HUNGRY OVER HERE.) to adhere to the plan and ignoring anything that might be suffering as a result. Like your energy, cravings, sleep, mood, relationship with food, or general likeability as rated by your significant other, best friend, and co-workers. You just step on that scale every morning crossing your fingers, your self-confidence hanging in the balance.


And yes, you lose weight—but let’s not celebrate just yet. The fact is, your metabolism is actually slower than it used to be, because the stress of the diet changed both your hormones (which regulate your blood sugar, body fat levels, and appetite), and how effectively you burn calories. You’re hungrier than you were before the diet, and your cravings are stronger than ever because you’ve been deprived of energy and forced to overdraw your willpower bank. For weeks now, you’ve been cranky, less motivated to exercise, and maybe, if truth be told, a little bit depressed … but hey, at least you’re skinnier! (Oh, but also softer, since crash diets tend to burn muscle mass as well as fat.) And once the diet is over, you’re left wondering, “Now what?”


But WAIT.


First, because you succeeded and lost weight, you deserve a treat, and surely you can afford to relax a little because you’ve been so good, right? And since you didn’t change your habits or learn how to comfort or treat yourself in a new way, you go right back to rewarding yourself with the unhealthy food your brain has been demanding … the same stuff that got you into trouble in the first place. The same stuff that made you gain weight before and will make you gain weight even faster now because your body sucks at burning calories and wants to replenish your fat stores fast, post-“starvation.”


And slowly but surely, you slide right back into your old habits and regain all the weight (and then some), feeling like a failure and eating even more to compensate for the stress, guilt, and shame. Essentially, your diet has left you heavier, sadder, and even less healthy than before.


Thanks for nothing, diet. Let’s not do that again.


Dieting: Just (Don’t) Do It


What do we all want out of a “diet?” Surprisingly, “weight loss” is no longer the most common answer. According to a November 2015 Gallup poll, the number of Americans who want to lose weight is on the decline, despite the increase in obesity rates seen over the last decade. Why the disconnect? With more than 1 in 3 U.S. adults in the “obese” category, perhaps your extra 20 pounds of fluff seems normal when you look around. Or maybe after doing fad diet upon fad diet without lasting results, you’re so demoralized that you’ve simply accepted where you are, afraid to try something new and fail yet again.


You know what I think?


I think it’s because you actually want more out of a diet than just weight loss, and the diet industry has its fingers in its ears, saying, “La la la la la.” It wants to sell books, powders, pills, and shakes, and the promise of fast and easy weight loss is the flashiest marketing technique. It banks on you feeling bad about yourself, because a lack of confidence ensures repeat customers. It’s uninterested in connecting with you as a person, unwilling to guide you through the examination of your emotional relationship with food and how that factors into your health goals. It takes for granted (because it’s convenient) that the only thing you care about is your body composition—that improving your energy, sleep quality, chronic pain, medical condition, and quality of life aren’t as important as how much you weigh.


That’s rude, and it’s assumptive. The diet industry is not giving you anywhere near enough credit.


You don’t want quick fixes that won’t last. You don’t want to lose the same 10 pounds over and over again. You don’t want to be a slave to the scale, allowing it to dictate your self-esteem or self-worth. And you’re tired of feeling like a failure when yet another diet doesn’t stick (leading you to eat even more junk food to make yourself feel better).


You want more.


You want to use a new diet as a springboard; a jump-start to healthy habits that will last a lifetime. You want more energy, more restful sleep, fewer cravings, better digestion, resolution of aches and pains, and happier checkups with your doctor. Would you be psyched if you also dropped a pant size or two? Absolutely. But that’s not all you want.


Ultimately, you want to end the program feeling in control of your food, able to use the tools you’ve learned to maintain that control long after the “diet” part is technically over. If you could only achieve that one thing—lasting food freedom—wouldn’t your other goals (improved health, better self-confidence, and yes, a trimmer waistline) be that much easier to achieve?


Unfortunately, every diet you’ve tried in the past has failed to bring you long-term results because they do everything you don’t want them to do, and very little of what you actually need. First, they offer only a temporary quick fix, promising you’ll lose weight fast without any plan to help you keep it off. As a result, the scale is your only metric for success, which discourages you from focusing on the other potentially life-changing benefits of improving your diet and making yourself healthier.


In addition, diets almost always depend on calorie restriction, which often requires counting, measuring, or tracking your food: a tedious, unsustainable practice. And because they often don’t delve into the why of the program, connecting with you intellectually and emotionally and providing you with internal motivation to stick with it, you’re forced to rely on sheer willpower to survive the program.


WILLPOWER




Did you know that willpower is a finite resource? This means that, despite your diet’s encouragement to “buckle down” and “stay strong,” you will, at some point, run out. Lots of things tap our willpower bank, like biting your tongue when your boss says something stupid, ignoring the ping of a new e-mail, or resisting the candy on your co-worker’s desk. Willpower is highest in the morning, but quickly runs low throughout the day when you’re dieting, as you’re forced to resist the signals your body is sending you in favor of sticking to the plan. Is it any wonder that we tend to impulse shop, gamble, or binge-watch Netflix more when we’re on a diet? This may explain why, once the diet is over, you simply can’t resist the reward of sugary, fatty, salty treats: Your willpower has been gutted. The diet will tell you that it’s your fault you regained all that weight—but any plan that expects you to change emotional attachments and physiological responses like pleasure, reward, and habit through sheer willpower is doomed from the start.





Diets also don’t address your habits or your relationship with food, only your current intake. They don’t teach you how to reward yourself in different ways, how to untangle your emotional ties to food, how to build healthy food habits (or break existing bad habits), or how to change your tastes to favor fresh, nutritious food. In fact, most encourage pre-packaged meals, bars, shakes, or powders, all of which move you even further away from a healthy relationship with food.


Finally, most quick-fix diets offer little to no structured support, motivation, or accountability while you’re on the program—just a list of “Dos and Don’ts”—and no preparation for reentering the real world when the diet is over. But they’ll promise you this is the one that will work, and you’ll never have to diet ever again—as if once you lose 10 pounds, your tastes, dietary habits, and emotional relationship with food will be so completely transformed that you’ll never go back to the foods you’ve been eating for decades: the same highly rewarding, comforting, familiar foods that made you overweight and unhealthy in the first place.


It must be magic.


So if the first step toward food freedom isn’t a diet, what is it?


It’s called a reset.


Push the reset button with your health, habits, and relationship with food, wipe the slate clean, and create a new foundation on which to build the perfect balanced, sustainable, healthy diet for you.


Now, maybe that sounds a little intimidating. We can all figure out how to diet (cut calories; restrict carbs or fat; replace meals with pills, powders, or shakes) in an effort to lose some weight. But designing a true dietary reset, one that reconnects you with your body, frees you from overpowering cravings, puts you in control of the food you eat, and leaves you feeling better than you have in years (or maybe ever)?


Yeah, that’s hard.


RESET VS. DIET




How does a reset differ from a diet? First, a reset focuses on improving your overall health, not just on losing weight. Second, it encourages the formation of new habits, overwriting the old unhealthy habits that got you into trouble in the first place. Third, it helps you address and redefine your relationship with food, and find other ways to reward or comfort yourself and relieve stress. Finally, a true “reset” will change your physiology (your taste buds, blood sugar regulation, energy regulation, hormonal balance, digestion, and immune system) such that your new healthy habits are supported from the inside out.









CHAPTER 4


THE RESET (ELIMINATION)


 


Welcome to the first step in the Food Freedom plan: a reset of your health, habits, and relationship with food.





STEP 1:
THE RESET




•   Completely eliminate foods that may have a negative impact.
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