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INTRODUCTION


———




What do you want to eat? Close your eyes for a second and just let that question sit with you. What did you pick out? Is it something that you usually eat? Is it something you have rules around? Is it something on your food shit list? You know that place that all ‘bad’ foods get relegated to, apart from at Christmas time when you’re in full ‘fuck-it’ mode and they get a free pass but go straight back in the ‘Things I Don’t Eat’ category on 1 January.


When was the last time you even asked yourself what you’d like instead of what you ‘can’ or ‘should’ eat?


I work with people like this, every day. People who spend 90% of their day worrying about what to eat. People who have spent an egregious amount of time thinking about if their fruit salad was too high in sugar, or anxious about whether Paleo or plant-based is better. People who conceive elaborate rules about what, when, and how much to eat. People who need a PhD in maths to figure out how much they have to work out in order to ‘earn’ a cookie based on what they’ve already eaten that day, and how much carbs and protein are in their other meals. People who have dedicated enormous amounts of time, money, energy and other precious resources to solving the problem of what to eat. People who are fearful and anxious about feeding their bodies. People who don’t know how to understand and interpret their hunger and fullness cues and don’t trust themselves around food. People who hate their bodies with the fire of a thousand suns. People who punish their bodies with extreme exercise and deploy elaborate systems of hunger avoidance (Diet Coke, anyone?). People who feel guilty for feeding their bodies. An essential and fundamental requirement for living has become so fraught and stressful that we delegate the responsibility to an app on our phones. WE TRUST OUR PHONES MORE THAN WE TRUST OUR BODIES.


This shit is exhausting.


I know because I have been this person. Despite having a PhD in nutritional sciences, I have experienced being in a weird, strained, and troubled relationship with food: calorie-tracking, juice-cleanses, gluten-free-plant-based-no-oil-whole-foods-‘eighty-ten-ten’. Check. Check. And check. I even went through a raw vegan phase (I shit you not). Compulsive exercise, only allowing myself to eat half a plate of food, or chewing gum and downing glasses of water to silence hunger – you name it, I’ve been there. In fact, I’d go so far as to say, the more I learned about nutrition, the weirder it got.


I have two degrees in nutrition. I’ve done research at an Ivy League university. I read scientific journals for fun. But I still had a really messed-up relationship with food.


I’m not telling you this for sympathy or pity, or because I’ve come out the other end and have all the secrets and answers; I’m telling you so that you know I’ve been there too. I get it. I’m laying all my shit out on the table, because at no point in this book do I ever want anyone to feel shamed or judged; so many of us have problems with food, but rarely do we talk about it.


Having an education in nutritional sciences doesn’t immunize you against being weird around food. In fact, often the more you know, the worse you get. Studies have shown than nutritionists and dietitians have the highest incidence of orthorexia and rigid eating. I mean, no shit, right? More on that in a second, let’s get back to my sob story first.


Having had a pretty turbulent childhood – divorce and moving and more divorce and new schools – food was a constant in my life. It’s no wonder that I became a chubby kid. Food was comfort, food was soothing.


But because kids are dicks I soon got nicknames like Thunder Thighs, and was subject to constant, relentless, teasing at school, especially from boys. This just made me sadder, and hungrier, and I used food to deal with difficult emotions. One summer, when I was around thirteen or fourteen, I went to Summer Camp in America. I loved it. I made friends, got a tan, played, swam, and did fun kid stuff. When I went back to school that fall, it felt like the whole school was talking about my summer at ‘fat camp’. It wasn’t a fat camp, I was drinking ‘real’ Coke and eating peanut butter and jelly sandwiches all summer. But I was also more active than usual and actually had fun playing games and dancing, and doing kid shit away from the school bullies. It was also 40°C and we walked for miles a day back and forth to the Fillin’ Station (seriously) on the other side of camp. I inevitably lost a few pounds, but, unsurprisingly, put it straight back on when I got home.


Layer on well-meaning but painful comments from parents and family (‘can’t you just have a piece of fruit or some chewing gum?’, ‘your skirt is riding up at the back, you’re too big for it’, ‘it’s just puppy fat, she’ll grow out of it’) plus dieting talk all around me, messages that fat was bad, and a tall, athletic brother, and what do you get? A recipe for food fucked-upness.


At around sixteen I started restricting what I ate, and intentionally got very active. I lost a lot of weight. My new thinness was congratulated and reinforced. Boys were suddenly interested (the same ones who had called me Thunder Thighs).


This carried on through university, but my eating got weirder. I started reading books on nutrition; not academic texts, which would have been great, but fear-mongering, spirulina-peddling-type books. I told you I was laying out all my shit. Now, instead of just limiting how much I ate, I started cutting out more and more food groups until I was left with a salad and some tofu. This coincidentally was around the time I decided to go vegan, which was largely due to ethical reasons, but I also got it in my head that milk caused breast cancer (it doesn’t), so then there was nothing left to eat.1 This restriction would almost inevitably lead to me sneaking out to get a Dairy Milk hit like a chocolate junkie. As we’ll learn, deprivation often leads to bingeing. Fortunately, I snapped out of that phase pretty quickly; tofu salads don’t have anything on cold pizza on a drunken walk home with friends after a night out.


But when shit hit the fan in my final year of uni, I gained a lot of weight. Stress eating was my thing. A few months later I moved to the US to do my PhD and this, combined with not walking anywhere and comfort eating (in Texas, anyone from not-Texas is super foreign and it took a while to make friends), meant I was the biggest I’d ever been and I hated myself deeply.


The binge/restrict cycle went on all through my PhD (remember I was studying nutrition, what the hell was I thinking?). Break-ups? Didn’t eat. PhD exam stress? Ate too much. New cities and new jobs meant fluctuations in my weight. I hated my body, I hated tracking everything I was eating only to ultimately faceplant into a jar of peanut butter at night. Remember, this is all confounded by being around nutrition and dietetics students who on the surface of things have it all figured out, but many of whom were also struggling. Calorie-counting, portion control, food rules and a vendetta on bad carbs are not only normal, that’s literally what we’re taught and many of us dutifully played the part. Underneath it all though, the struggle was so real.


Good thing then that I came across the concepts of Intuitive Eating, and the anti-diet movement. At first I was sceptical but after doing some research I was like ‘holy shit, this is genius’. I started reading blogs, books, and published research, and over time I began to chill. I started eating what I wanted, when I was hungry (wow, eating when you’re hungry; revolutionary, but you’d be surprised at how many people straight up ignore it), I exercised because it felt good, not because I needed to burn off my food. I stopped seeing food as a problem. My weight stabilized. OK, I wasn’t a size 8, but after years of restriction and over-eating, and beating myself up, this felt good. I didn’t have to micro-manage what I was eating, and it gave me the time and energy to do more interesting and important things.


Look, I don’t want this book to be all about me. It’s not about me; it’s about helping you feel less weird around food. But I just need you to know that I know what it’s like to be in that place where your life revolves around food and weight and being hungry, and eating thirty rice crackers to try and fill yourself up.


And this isn’t everyone’s experience of studying nutrition, of course. I have a bunch of friends from my nutrition programmes who have a totally uncomplicated relationship with food. But I’d say they’re in the minority. I remember going out to lunch with some faculty to a Mexican restaurant while I was working on my PhD; their salsa and guac were next level. But instead of getting down with the house nachos chips, one faculty member was so careful about her eating that she brought along her own rice crackers to dip in the salsa (no guac, duh). At the time I remember thinking, ‘huh, that’s weird’. I had my own shit going on though, so it didn’t really occur to me how messed up that was until way later. When we consider that this was the behaviour of someone influencing and educating cohort after cohort of nutrition and dietetics students, hundreds or even thousands of future dietitians and nutritionists, it’s a pretty scary thought, and an indictment on our attitudes towards health and nutrition.


In a sample of 2,500 Registered Dietitians in the US, 12.9% were found to be at risk for an eating disorder, and almost 50% were at risk for orthorexia nervosa, a mental illness that manifests as an unhealthy obsession with healthy eating, to the point where it has serious physical ramifications. Nutrition students have been shown to have a twofold risk of eating disorders compared to students in other disciplines like biology. It’s not clear if studying nutrition causes disordered eating, or whether people with eating problems are drawn towards these courses to sort out their issues. A third possibility is that people with disordered eating are attracted to nutrition as a way of legitimizing their behaviours; some preliminary research suggests that students are attracted to dietetics because of a pre-existing interest in food and nutrition that may become more restrictive during their degrees. However, research is ongoing to try and get answers to these questions.


It’s not just nutrition and dietetics students who are at risk of having problems with food, though; it’s estimated that 45.5% of medical professionals exhibited symptoms of orthorexia2 and in a small study of Ashtanga yoga teachers, 86% were found to have symptoms consistent with orthorexia, particularly in yogis who were vegetarian.3 Male students enrolled in sports science courses have been shown to have a ten-times greater risk of muscle dysmorphia (a type of body dysmorphia characterized by thinking that one isn’t sufficiently muscled, and a compulsion to exercise) than the general student body. And while we don’t have much information about the general population, bodybuilders and weightlifters are another group at risk of muscle dysmorphia.4


I have provided red flags for eating disorders in the resources section, but for now I want to talk about eating problems more generally. I want to differentiate between clinical eating disorders, which have diagnostic criteria and which, although being incredibly serious, are thankfully relatively rare in the population, in contrast to disordered eating, which is common. Too common.


THE CONTINUUM OF EATING


———


Our eating behaviours lie on a continuum between intuitive eating and clinical eating disorders. We’ll talk more specifically about what intuitive eating really means in a second, but for now, let’s define it as just regular eating without any hang-ups. We all have a different ‘normal’, so it looks slightly different on everyone. Having said that, in general it means:


●   not having food rules


●   not excluding things from your diet (unless you have an allergy/ethical/religious reason)


●   not feeling stressed or anxious about food


●   not feeling guilty about eating cakes or crisps or other foods you enjoy


●   having flexibility in your eating


●   enjoying food


●   tuning in to your hunger and fullness signals (most of the time)


●   eating foods that make you feel energized and well (most of the time)
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When I started my clinical practice, I noticed that a lot of my clients were eating balanced and nutritious foods, but that their relationship with food was disordered. They had been chronic dieters or had sub-clinical disordered eating. They had arbitrary rules and restrictions and were caught in a pattern of binge/restrict, binge/restrict. When clients first come to see me, they sit towards the middle-right of the chart on the previous page; my goal with them is to get them to have more days towards the left, and fewer days towards the right. Take a moment to think about where you sit. How would it feel to have more days where food feels uncomplicated and you can eat without feeling stressed about food? Sounds pretty good, right?


DISORDERED EATING


———


Let’s take a look at what we mean by disordered eating. Here’s the academic definition:




Disordered Eating describes abnormal eating behaviours that may include skipping meals, binge eating, restricting certain food types, or fasting. These eating patterns are deviations from the cultural standard of three meals a day, which is often found in Western cultures. Disordered Eating indicates any deviation from these cultural norms, including food restriction, skipping meals and over-eating. These deviations from cultural norms may be related to later development of an eating disorder but they do not necessarily indicate that an eating disorder is present.5




Yeah . . . that’s pretty vague, and while this definition is helpful, I also think it’s limited because it only talks about behaviours. But we know that eating isn’t purely a physical experience; it’s an emotional one too. Therefore, I propose we add an emotional dimension to this definition that includes:




disordered eating behaviours that may include skipping meals, binge eating, restricting certain food types, or fasting, which represent a deviation from the cultural norm, accompanied by a sense of shame, guilt, or anxiety, or other negative mood state in relation to eating food.




Essentially, what I’m concerned about is whether you feel distressed about eating. So, raise your hand if you currently have, or have ever had disordered eating. *All raise hands*. Yup. Disordered eating is the norm in Western society. Robust estimates of disordered eating are hard to come by, but it’s thought to affect between 50% and 75% of women.6,7 Whichever way you slice it, that’s an enormous number of people. Think of your three closest friends. According to these statistics, between two and three of you have a level of disordered eating. In a sample of over 1,600 adolescents, 61% of females and 28% of males reported disordered eating behaviours (e.g., fasting or skipping meals, consuming very little food, smoking cigarettes to lose weight).8 And in a more recent study of adolescents in the UK from 2018, amongst the fourteen-year-old sample surveyed, 17.9% had significant concerns about their shape and weight, and in the sixteen-year-old sample, 40.7% had some form of disordered eating behaviour (fasting, purging, or binge eating), 11.3% of those were concordant with an eating disorder diagnostic criteria.9 If over 40% of adolescents have disordered eating behaviours, do we for a second believe that number doesn’t gain compound interest as women get older, their bodies change, they join the workforce, have babies, get diseases and injuries, and cycle through diet, after diet, after diet, leaving us even more screwed up about food, exercise, and body image?


Most weight-loss diets are, by definition, disordered eating – whether it’s Weight Watchers, intermittent fasting, the alkaline diet, or keto. I don’t think that comes as a huge surprise to anyone. And 35% of ‘normal’ dieters progress to pathological dieting. Of those, 20–25% progress to partial or full-syndrome eating disorders.10 What’s perhaps even more problematic, because it’s so insidious and normalized, is the list of arbitrary food rules we build up in our heads, even when we’re not on an official diet, that still make us stressed about food. The tips we pick up from women’s magazines, the remnants of diets past, weird shit our mums said to us when we were kids, plus the advent of calorie- and movement-tracking apps that take us away from the internal regulation of our eating. Or maybe it’s just restricting certain food groups you perceive to be ‘bad’, either being fully on or spectacularly falling off the bandwagon, or simply going to bed every night promising yourself that ‘tomorrow I will be good’. All of these things can make us feel weird about food and can easily manifest as disordered eating or emotional distress around food or body image.


I want to be careful and thoughtful here though. I don’t want to suggest that just because you sometimes sleep past breakfast on the weekend, or because you’re not a big fan of chicken, that you have disordered eating. Although my clinical experience teaches me that disordered eating is common, I don’t want to suggest problems that don’t exist. It’s important to take individual lived experiences into consideration here too. In other words, what I’m interested in is whether food and eating are causing you problems, or whether you’re just kind of fussy. If you are engaging in disordered eating behaviours and they are causing you emotional distress, that’s when the real problems begin. If you’ve ever felt kind of weird or freaky around food, then this book is intended for you.


Not only is disordered eating incredibly common, but it has been so deeply ingrained in us, that we think it’s normal. In fact, for some of you reading now, this might be the first time it’s occurring to you how much time and energy you’ve been devoting to this stuff. That realization, in and of itself, can feel pretty intense. But don’t worry, I’ve got you! The framework I use with my clients who have lost their way with food and eating is called intuitive eating. It’s a systematic approach to deconstructing food rules, wiping out food worry and anxiety, and gently relearning how to eat, from the ground up, using your own internal signals of hunger, fullness, pleasure, satisfaction, stamina, and a sense of well-being. In these pages I’ll share with you my approach to intuitive eating. However, it’s not intended to be a rigid or prescriptive plan. These are guidelines for helping you figure out a way of relating to food that feels right for you. In fact, by the end of the book, I actually hope you’ll think a lot less about food. Of course, food plays a really important role in our lives, but it shouldn’t be all-consuming, and it shouldn’t be the least bit distressing.


And even if you’ve been protected from our society’s weird obsession with dieting, and you’ve never had body-image issues or a funky relationship with food (you lucky thing, you), this book can still help you approach food and nutrition in a way that won’t totally mess you up.


HOW IT’S GOING TO GO DOWN


———


I figured that it’s helpful for you to have a sense of where we’re going with this; I’ve structured the book much like I would when working through these concepts with a client. Although the concepts all bleed together and overlap when I’m going through them with clients, I’ve tried to present them in a way that makes the most sense. We’ll begin by unsubscribing from diet culture, then develop some self-compassion; something that will be critical in allowing the process to run its course while allowing you to remain curious instead of beating yourself up for not doing it ‘right’ – remember that intuitive eating will look slightly different on everyone. We’ll then spend some time working on body image before I teach you how to tune in to sensations of hunger; sounds easy, but it’s perhaps not as simple as you think. After that, we’ll work on developing unconditional permission to eat via the process of food neutrality. We’ll explore mindful eating and reconnecting with the pleasure in food. We’ll discuss how to find your fullness level and how to build your emotional coping toolkit so that food isn’t the only thing in there. Finally, we’ll talk about intuitive, joyful movement and gentle nutrition – how to apply nutrition information without turning it into another rigid set of rules. Before we get to the nuts and bolts though, I’ll discuss some of the reasons why we become disconnected from our innate ability to feed ourselves in the first place.


I’m conscious of this becoming another ‘this worked for me, so it will work for you too’ book. I’m not promising you the earth. For a lot of the people I work with, intuitive eating and non-diet approaches aren’t miracle cures; they’re tools to help you get your shit together around food. Whatever that looks like for you. Whatever that means to you. There are parts of this book that will resonate with you, there are parts that won’t. I’m not here to tell you what to do; I’m here to help you figure out what’s best for you, your body, and your health. Think of it as a collaboration. You already know so much about your body, and I can help you draw out that knowledge and apply it in a new way, backing up the rationale with nutritional science. If a tool or concept resonates with you, use it. If not, can it. My intention is that it will challenge some of the BS that has been drilled into us for generations about how we should look, eat, and behave, to give us the space and freedom to live fuller lives and be of service to our families, friends, and communities and to accomplish our own goals and dreams. What could we achieve if we weren’t obsessing about food and our bodies? Could we be better friends, parents, children, partners, or volunteers? Could we get that project off the ground or take up learning a new language or skill? Intuitive eating isn’t a means to an end like a diet, but a set of tools and skills to give you freedom from food and to open up the rest of your life outside of food and body worry.


KEEPING AN INTUITIVE EATING JOURNAL


———


I know, I know, a journal, just another thing to add to the to-do list. But seriously, if you can, I want you to consider keeping a journal about your experiences with intuitive eating. I get that it’s kind of a pain, so if it’s easier, just start a note on your phone, but if you can, get yourself a physical notebook. Here’s why: keeping a journal can help you reflect back on all the progress and changes you’ve made, so even when you feel like ‘nothing’s happening’, or you’re ‘doing it wrong’, you have something to go back to and reflect on. It can help put progress and changes into perspective (and we’ll discuss what ‘progress’ looks like through a non-diet lens soon). It’s a place to answer the questions and do the exercises and activities dotted throughout the book. It can also act as a place to record your thoughts, attitudes, and beliefs around food and see how they change over time.


You’re going to want to split your journal into two parts.


Part 1 – exercises and activities: this is where you’ll answer questions, do activities and exercises from each of the chapters in the book, and do the bulk of ‘the work’. I’d recommend putting a date and title on each entry, and if it’s helpful write out the question you’re answering so you know what it was in reference to when you look back over it. Be as creative as you like in your journal – use coloured pens and pencils, cut-outs from magazines, redraw images from the book or write out quotes that resonate with you, add stickers, highlight things. Own it in whatever way you like and make it yours.


Part 2 – food and eating: the second part will follow more of a template that we will build on. We’ll start after chapter 4 to begin to chart our hunger levels. The intention here is that you can build up a picture of hunger, fullness, satisfaction, and work on chipping away at judgements about food. It can help you connect the dots as you learn to trust your body (there are some examples below). However, if writing down your food feels a lot like keeping a food diary or tracking . . . don’t do it. Just ditch it. An intuitive eating journal can be enormously positive and helpful, or it can trigger diet mentality. Please only do it if you feel like you can approach it from a place of curiosity and non-judgement. Alternatively, you could journal every now and then if that feels like a good compromise for you. Here’s what it looks like. If approached with a non-diet mentality, a journal can give you clues as to why things played out the way they did (for instance, if you let yourself get too hungry or didn’t eat enough in the morning, did it cause you to eat past the point of comfortable fullness in the evening?).
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ARE YOU AN INTUITIVE EATER?


———


Before we go any further, it might be helpful to do a quick assessment of your own eating behaviours – take this quiz to get a sense of whether or not you’re an intuitive eater. Don’t worry, this isn’t to freak you out, and if you get a high score it doesn’t necessarily mean you have an eating disorder. It’s just an indication of where you’re at right now. My hope is that by working through this book your eating behaviours normalize, becoming progressively less disordered.


The following is an adaption of the Intuitive Eating Scale – 2 (IES-2) developed by Tracy Tylka, a psychologist and researcher, and her team at the Ohio State University to objectively measure intuitive eating.11 It has been shown to be inversely associated with disordered eating, meaning the more you are an intuitive eater, the less you display symptoms of disordered eating.12


In this adapted version, the lower your IES-2 score, the more of an intuitive eater you are.


How many of the following do you agree with?


Unconditional permission to eat




●   I try to avoid certain foods high in fat, carbs, sugar, or kcals


●   I have forbidden foods that I don’t let myself eat


●   I get mad at myself for eating something unhealthy


●   If I crave a certain food, I don’t allow myself to have it


●   I follow rules that dictate what/when/how much to eat




Eating for physical rather than emotional reasons


I eat when I’m feeling:




●   Emotional (anxious, depressed, sad . . .)


●   Lonely


●   Bored


●   Stressed out . . . even though I’m not physically hungry


●   I use food to help me soothe negative emotions




Reliance on hunger and satiety cues




●   I don’t trust my body to tell me when to eat


●   I don’t trust my body to tell me what to eat


●   I don’t trust my body to tell me how much to eat


●   I don’t trust my body to tell me when to stop eating


●   I can’t tell when I’m slightly hungry


●   I can’t tell when I’m slightly full




Body–food choice congruence




●   Most of the time, I don’t want to eat nutritious foods


●   I don’t often eat foods that make my body perform well


●   I don’t often eat foods that give my body energy and stamina




For each statement you agree with, give yourself one point and calculate your total score. If you scored . . .


15–19 ➔ OK, first of all, don’t worry; you may have some problems with disordered eating but this isn’t unusual and there are lots of things that can help you develop a healthier relationship to food. If you frequently feel overwhelmed, anxious, or unnecessarily worried about food, or are preoccupied with what you eat and your body image, you might consider seeking professional help – see the resources section at the end of the book. Ask your healthcare professional if this book is appropriate for you to use alongside any other tools or therapies they recommend.




ACTIVITY


In your journal – write out your score. In which sub-sections did you agree with most of the statements? This can help you determine which areas you might need most work in. You can refer back to this quiz periodically to check in and see how you’re doing and figure out which area you may need to focus on. One little note though: sometimes your score can go up initially; don’t worry about this – it’s not unusual for this to happen. It’s also important not to get caught up on this number – it can be a nice way to measure progress, but I rarely work with people who get a ‘perfect’ score, and that’s not really the objective here. The point in going through the intuitive eating process is to help you get your shit together.




10–14 ➔ Food rules dictate a large portion of your eating behaviour; you might feel stressed out about what, when, and how much to eat a lot of the time, or be reliant on apps, calorie trackers, rules, and meal or diet plans to guide your eating. This book will give you the tools and confidence to move away from disordered eating towards intuitive eating.


5–9 ➔ You may not be on an official diet, but there may still be some areas that you want to work on to help you become more in tune with your body.


0–4 ➔ You’re in a pretty good place with food! You may have a few small areas to work on to make sure you are 100% solid in your relationship to food, but overall, you’re doing great.


A FEW TIPS BEFORE WE GET STARTED


———


Before we get started, I want to share a few tips to help make the process easier. It’s worth writing these out in your journal to refer back to as a reminder in case of a wobble.


1 Set nutrition to the side for the short term – I realize this sounds totally bizarre coming from a Registered Nutritionist, but trust me on this. Putting nutrition on the bench in the short term allows you to make food choices based on preference and satisfaction rather than on what you think you know about nutrition. It allows you to explore how different foods make you feel and to be curious about what you eat, rather than feeling guilty for eating less than perfectly. Focusing on nutrition too early undermines the IE process. Setting nutrition aside in the short term won’t affect long-term health!


2 Stick a pin in the idea of weight loss – many of you will pick up this book with a sense that it will help you lose weight, and that’s OK. There’s a lot of pressure on people to lose weight, so I totally understand this. But, I invite you to set that goal aside for the time being, you can always return to diets and weight loss down the line if that’s something you still want to pursue. But intuitive eating is not about dieting or weight loss – if you are making food choices based on achieving a goal weight, then it’s all too easy to turn IE into ‘the hunger and fullness diet’. This comes with an omnipresent threat of restriction and deprivation that can drive the scarcity mindset – a feeling that you can have the rug pulled out from underneath you at any second and be forced back to restrictive dieting. I’ll give you specific tools for body acceptance and ditching the diet mentality soon, but for now, just let the idea sit with you. Besides, dieting and the pursuit of weight loss are usually part of the reason we have a screwed-up relationship to food in the first place, so it’s unlikely to be the way out! Think about it; the things that break us cannot heal us.


3 Be kind to yourself – we will talk a lot about self-compassion, but it’s worth reiterating that this stuff is hard, for many of us we are undoing years and years of conditioning. Beating yourself up when things don’t feel like plain sailing will only make it harder. Go easy, be gentle. It will help you cultivate a sense of curiosity instead of perfectionism.


4 Be patient – IE is an iterative process and it’s not perfect. In fact, it’s really messy, nuanced, and there are loads of caveats. There’s no prize for rushing to the end, so take your time. There’s a lot of deprogramming and relearning that needs to be done – the more you try and rush through the process without it running its course, the more likely you are to feel bananas. Slow down, take your time, and try and enjoy the process. Just because you have decided you’re ready to give up diets and give yourself unconditional permission to eat, doesn’t mean you’ll automatically become an intuitive eater; if you try and race to the end without putting in the work, it will bite you in the butt!


5 No mistakes – only learning opportunities. In IE there are no mistakes, fuck-ups, or failures, only learning opportunities. Clients always tell me that they’ve ‘screwed up’ or that they’re failing. You can see how this sounds a lot like being mean to yourself. Instead of berating yourself, ask what you can learn from this experience, what information is it giving me?


And just so you know, although in the long term the goal is to think a lot less about food, exercise, and your body, in the short term you might feel hyper-focused. This is totally normal, and will eventually subside (how long it takes somewhat depends on how long you’ve had a complicated relationship with food), but if at any point it ever feels like too much, don’t be afraid to reach out for help. Talk to a therapist or a Registered Nutritionist or Dietitian who specializes in intuitive eating.


ONE MORE NOTE: WHO IS THIS BOOK FOR?


———


I am writing from my perspective as a cis-het, straight-sized, able-bodied white woman; that’s my experience, and I can’t claim to know other experiences. I am aware of, and care deeply about, the experiences of and issues around food, body image, and self-acceptance faced by marginalized groups and communities, and I don’t want to imply for a second that these issues do not deserve attention, they absolutely do. But because those are not my experiences, I cannot, and wouldn’t want to, speak for those groups. I do, however, want to make it clear that absolutely everyone is welcome here, unconditionally. If there is something here for you, please take it. I want to add too that the concept of intuitive eating and intuitive movement are inherently ableist, directed at those of us who are neurotypical; please adapt concepts where you can, and disregard ones that don’t apply or are not useful to you (working with an Intuitive Eating specialist, Registered Nutritionist or Registered Dietitian can help circumnavigate some of these problems). This book is aimed at women with eating problems, as they have historically been at the receiving end of diet culture and patriarchal oppression, but I recognize that they are not the only group who have suffered, and that problem is compounded by intersecting identities. Please know that I’m constantly learning and evolving my approach to be more inclusive. I also acknowledge the privilege tied up in my body, my socio-economic position and my education. My intention here is to leverage it into helping empower people to throw off the constraints of diet culture, so we can focus on the real issues of justice and equality.




1


WHY IS OUR RELATIONSHIP WITH FOOD SO MESSED UP IN THE FIRST PLACE?


———




The reasons our relationship with food becomes messy and complicated aren’t straightforward. Body dissatisfaction, diet rules that get lodged in our heads, being on the receiving end of body shaming or weight-related teasing, genetic factors, trauma and abuse, and our personality types can all lead to disordered eating, and in extreme cases to eating disorders. But all of these individual variables are compounded by a society that prizes thinness and reinforces a narrow standard of beauty: diet culture.


There has been constant, relentless scrutiny on our bodies since the advent of media and advertising, but in the age of social media, where we are bombarded with images of ‘perfect’ bodies and adverts for skinny teas and waist-trainers, this pressure has reached a critical mass. Here’s the thing though, in a world where ‘diet’ has become such a dirty word that even Weight Watchers have dropped it, pursuit of weight loss has become passé and people have ditched diets in favour of the more rarefied and esoteric (read: trendy) ‘lifestyle’ movements like clean eating, wellness and even veganism. In an attempt to distance ourselves from overt dieting, we have developed new, creative ways to engage in disordered eating behaviours. These trends have provided us with a socially acceptable way to micro-manage food intake and manipulate our bodies into conforming to a standard that is unrealistic for most.


On the surface of it, trends like clean eating seem fairly innocuous and many have argued if they’re helping inspire people to eat more fruit and vegetables, then what’s the harm? But these movements are not harmless, and as we’ll see, a lot of people who got caught up in these trends are now trying to piece their relationship with food back together. And while not everyone who got on board with these trends has come out the other end with disordered eating, for so many of my clients ‘wellness’ has produced anything but. As a result clinicians are reporting an increase in people with orthorexia nervosa, an eating disorder characterized by an unhealthy obsession with healthy eating.1


Anecdotally, I see a lot of women (and some men!) who have been misled by irresponsible influencers and pseudo-nutritionists who trade in fear-mongering and peddle their #nutribollocks at the expense of people’s relationship to food. We’ll talk more about nutrition myths born out of the clean-eating era in chapter 7 but I know many of you will hold concerns about the purity or cleanliness of your food, so I’m sharing some information here about the characteristics of orthorexia. There is more information about other eating disorders in the resources section at the back of the book. As well as orthorexia, we’re going to explore some of the socio-cultural structures that perturb our relationship to food; I don’t pretend for a second that this is an exhaustive exploration, but I hope it can help you begin to piece together your own history and narrative and begin to allow yourself to heal and repair that relationship.




What is orthorexia?


Orthorexia nervosa (ON) was first described in the 1990s by Steve Bratman, a US physician, and is a type of disordered eating that in some cases can morph into a full-blown eating disorder. It isn’t officially recognized as an eating disorder in either the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) or the International Classification of Diseases (ICD), but it is becoming increasingly recognized amongst nutrition professionals and eating disorder campaigners as a problematic way of eating that’s associated with a lower quality of life, nutrient deficiencies and social isolation.2,3,4,5,6 ON is defined as an unhealthy obsession with eating healthy, ‘pure’, or ‘clean’ food.7 The term is derived from the Greek ‘orthos’, meaning ‘correct’. The proposed diagnostic criteria for ON is listed below in two parts: 1 mental preoccupation and compulsive behaviour leading to 2 clinically significant impairments/outcomes.


There is some overlap between ON, anorexia nervosa (AN) and obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD). Both AN and ON share traits of perfectionism, cognitive rigidity, and guilt over food transgressions, while OCD and ON share intrusive thoughts and ritualized food preparation. Whereas AN and bulimia nervosa and binge eating disorder are often concerned with quantity of food, people who suffer with ON are generally concerned with the quality of the food they eat.


The proposed criteria for ON include


CRITERION A


Obsessive focus on ‘healthy’ eating, as defined by a dietary theory or set of beliefs whose specific details may vary; marked by exaggerated emotional distress in relationship to food choices perceived as unhealthy; weight loss may ensue as a result of dietary choices, but this is not the primary goal. As evidenced by the following:


1   Compulsive behaviour and/or mental preoccupation regarding affirmative and restrictive dietary practices* believed by the individual to promote optimum health.**


2   Violation of self-imposed dietary rules causes exaggerated fear of disease, sense of personal impurity and/or negative physical sensations, accompanied by anxiety and shame.


3   Dietary restrictions escalate over time and may come to include elimination of entire food groups and involve progressively more frequent and/or severe ‘cleanses’ (partial fasts) regarded as purifying or detoxifying. This escalation commonly leads to weight loss, but the desire to lose weight is absent, hidden or subordinated to ideation about healthy eating.


CRITERION B


The compulsive behaviour and mental preoccupation becomes clinically impairing by any of the following:


1   Malnutrition, severe weight loss or other medical complications from restricted diet.


2   Intrapersonal distress or impairment of social, academic or vocational functioning secondary to beliefs or behaviours about healthy diet.


3   Positive body image, self-worth, identity and/or satisfaction excessively dependent on compliance with self-defined ‘healthy’ eating behaviour.




DIET CULTURE


———


Diet culture is probably the biggest culprit in terms of fucking up our relationship to food, our bodies, and ourselves. Defining diet culture is tricky; it’s pervasive and ubiquitous, yet really stealthy and sneaky. It demands thinness no matter what the cost on our mental or physical health. A simple way of thinking about it is the culture that upholds the thin ideal as the standard of beauty. Sometimes it’s obvious: an advert for a slimming club. Sometimes it’s more insidious: an absence of body diversity in the media, a diet masquerading as a healthy ‘lifestyle’, even the ‘war on obesity’.


I think the best way to illustrate it is with some examples of just how normalized diet culture is. I took these examples from the Women’s Health UK website in May 2017 from an article about smoothies. The tagline of the piece went like this:


‘Up your nutrient intake, aid your fat loss mission and taste some delicious blends with these healthy smoothie recipes.’


Diet culture makes it our mission, our life’s work, to be thin. It keeps women in the pursuit of the thin ideal, no matter what the cost – our physical and mental health, our relationships, or the drain on our time, money and other resources. Another example:


‘Yes, this healthy smoothie recipe is fairly high in calories and fat but sometimes you’ve earned it!’


OK, two things here: 1 FOOD IS SUPPOSED TO HAVE CALORIES. That’s the whole point in food, it gives us energy and keeps us alive. The sentiment that food should have no calories is quintessential diet culture, duping and deluding us into being fearful of the very thing that keeps us alive. And 2 You never, ever, ever have to ‘earn’ food; it’s a fundamental requirement for life. It’s not contingent on how much you’ve worked out, or how ‘good’ you’ve been. You always deserve to eat. And finally:


‘Your chocolate protein shake just got a clean and lean detox upgrade.’


We’ll discuss the concept of ‘clean’ food later, but this begs the question, why should your smoothie be lean? IT’S A FUCKING SMOOTHIE, not the recession budget. It’s a bunch of fruits and milk blended up, but it’s treated as though it will either be the making of your thin self, or your undoing. The connotation, once again, is that you should be fearful of food and of fat; an essential nutrient that serves an important biological role.


The language of diet culture is common parlance; we don’t stop to question or critique the subtext, which is essentially: this is a strategy to help you achieve the thin ideal when all your problems will be solved, and you will be thin and life will be perfect. But as we’ll see, this couldn’t be further from the reality; diets usually fail, make us miserable, and fuck up our relationship to food, our bodies and ourselves.


In her book Body Positive Power, Megan Crabbe describes diet culture like this:




It is so deeply ingrained in us that we barely even notice it’s there, it’s just the way things are, nothing to be questioned. Diet culture is why we hate our bodies. Not because we’re hideously flawed, and not because of some unchanging truth about what it means to be beautiful, but because we have been taught to. We have been taught to hate our bodies by the culture we live in. A culture that has convinced over half of us that shrinking ourselves is a worthwhile and necessary pursuit. How diet culture has been created is simple: people realized that a lot of money can be made from teaching us that our bodies are a problem, and selling us the solution.




The problem is that we become so obsessed with reaching this arbitrary ideal that we put our lives on hold until we get ‘there’. How many times have you thought, I’ll wear the bikini once I lose weight. I’ll start dating once I lose weight. I’ll run around with the kids once I lose weight. I’ll start living my life once I lose weight.


Diet culture keeps women suppressed, both financially and emotionally, by seducing them with claims that they will be happy once they reach a certain weight. But the reality is that you can change how you feel about yourself without losing weight, whereas dieting may exacerbate body-image issues.




ACTIVITY


Diet culture forces us to compare ourselves with other people. Think back to how many times you have walked into a room, a party or a meeting or whatever, and the first thing you did was size yourself up against the other women in the room? Am I the thinnest? Most attractive? Youngest? We mentally rank ourselves relative to everyone else in the room, and as long as we’re doing that, we will never consider ourselves good enough, because there will always be someone thinner, hotter, younger, and prettier. Notice the next time you do this; see if you can check yourself. Can you change the narrative in your head? Perhaps coming up with your own personal mantra might help: ‘we are more than bodies’ or ‘our worth isn’t reflected in our bodies’. Come up with two to three phrases you can whip out when you find yourself body-checking other people, and write them down in your journal – feel free to Google some ideas if you’re stuck. ‘Body-positive quotes’ is a good starting place.




Diet culture is omnipresent; it is the predominant culture. It’s the air we breathe. It’s all around us. And it’s not just the blatant juice fasts, detox teas, skinny coffees, and the magic ‘fat blasting’ pills. It’s woven into the fabric of everyday life so seamlessly we barely notice it’s there at all; in advertising, TV shows, movies, anti-cellulite products, diet-talk in the office, being ‘good’, being ‘naughty’, #fitspo, #cleaneating, and ‘health’ magazines.


Diet culture normalizes disordered eating, which in and of itself is an issue. But disordered eating can be a slippery slope to a full-blown eating disorder in people who are predisposed or at risk. Of course, not everyone who goes on a diet will develop an eating disorder, but almost everyone who has an eating disorder has been on a diet.8,9 It’s estimated that 35% of people who embark on ‘normal’ diets will go on to develop pathological dieting, and of those 20–25% will progress to clinical eating disorders.10 Given the number of people who attempt dieting, this isn’t inconsequential. In the same period that ‘clean eating’ and wellness culture were at their peak in the UK (2010–2016) hospital admissions from eating disorders doubled.11 And in the same time frame, male hospital admission for eating disorders rose by 70%.12 Now, we definitely can’t claim cause and effect here, and these numbers may reflect growing awareness of eating disorders, but experts also acknowledge the role that unrealistic body standards play in the development of low self-esteem and eating disorders.


BLOGS AND SOCIAL MEDIA


———


We’ve all heard the advice to ‘clean up’ our social media feeds. I tell my clients to get rid of things that make them feel like garbage. Usually in one of our first sessions I’ll make them whip out their phone and justify why they’re following certain people or accounts. This isn’t just me being nosy (although that’s def part of it) but because I want to understand the type of content they’re consuming every day and get real about whether it’s helpful or harmful to their body image and self-esteem. When I’m looking through their feeds, I’m thinking about what proportion of the accounts they follow are devoted to health, nutrition, ‘healthy’ or ‘clean’ food, and fitness. Are they following pseudo-nutritionists without legitimate credentials who are sprouting nutribollocks that makes people fearful of food? Are there messages of punishing yourself with exercise or around ‘earning’ foods? Are there people pushing restrictive diets and food rules? For a lot of people, their social media feeds have disproportionate levels of fitspo or healthspo; they’re not reflective of our overall interests. If you think about it, we might spend a few hours at the gym or at a yoga class every week, max, and a relatively small proportion of our days actually eating. So why are our social feeds 90% salads and people doing handstands on the beach? Where are the Rupi Kaur quotes? Where are the ‘who’s a good boy?’ memes. Where are the intersectional feminists? Where are your favourite musicians and authors? Comediennes? Where are the BoPo babes and the ‘all bodies are good bodies’ inspirational quotes? Where are your actual friends and the people whose lives you’re invested in?


Following a narrow range of accounts can give the impression that you should be working out and eating açai bowls all day, every damn day. For instance, fitness trainers are notorious for posting daily workout pictures and aren’t always transparent about how often they really work out. They may have taken a whole bunch of pictures and video on the same day to stockpile content that they then drip feed to their followers. This gives a distorted picture of reality and reinforces a level of exercise that is likely to be unhealthy for most. (If you’re worried that you might be over exercising, check out the quiz in chapter 11.)


I’m going to get you to take a critical look at your social media feeds in a bit, but first I want to explore not only why social media can make us feel like shit, but how it can fuck up our relationship with food.


It isn’t clear whether following certain social media accounts can, in and of itself, cause problems with food and body image, if people who are predisposed to troubled eating and poor body image are drawn to these types of accounts, or if social media triggers these behaviours in people who may have a predisposition. Either way, we know that following majority #cleaneating and #fitspo can skew our sense of ‘normal’. Whereas in everyday life all kinds of foods exist, and there are a range of diverse body types, if you’re following certain types of accounts on social, it’s easy to believe the whole world is ripped, and they’re all eating perfectly curated smoothie bowls or porridge; we don’t see the cornflakes and the fry-ups, we don’t see the post-partum bodies or the disabled bodies. All we see are unrealistic standards and consumerism dressed up as unrealistic aspiration.


In 2014, American researchers published one of the first studies specifically looking at the types of messages on ‘healthy-living blogs’ in the International Journal of Eating Disorders; out of blogs which had won health blogging awards in the previous year, they selected the twenty-one blogs with the most page views. They found that 86% of the bloggers were runners, and that 14% were CrossFitters. The majority of bloggers shared pictures of themselves in the ‘about me’ section of their blogs, and of those 57% used self-objectifying language and 57% posed their pictures in a way that appeared to make themselves look thinner than they actually are (body angled at 45 degrees, hands on hips etc); 76% of bloggers were on a diet or had recently dieted and 52% included some form of negative or guilt-inducing message about food. More than half of the blogs analysed described fat or being in a bigger body in a negative way. The authors concluded that most of the content focused on appearance, especially promoting the thin ideal (which we’ll talk about soon), and disordered messages around food and nutrition. There are blogs that are devoted to promoting dysfunctional behaviours and attitudes towards food and exercise. These blogs are called ‘pro-ana’ (ana being short for anorexia), meaning that they detail strategies for maintaining a very low body weight, or ‘thinspo’ – messages that are intended to motivate or inspire people to maintain unhealthily low weights. Then there are blogs like the ones described in this study; blogs that are about healthy eating and healthy lifestyles on the surface, but are more closely related to the disordered and dysfunctional pro-ana blogs than they first appear.13 And although lots of people might find these types of blogs inspiring or a good source of information from a regular person (i.e. not a qualified healthcare professional), they can also, by normalizing disordered eating and extremes of exercise, be potentially damaging for people who are troubled eaters. Healthy-living blogs and their accompanying social media feeds are enormously popular and influential but many of them are promoting unhealthy attitudes to food, body image, and exercise.


Let’s talk about another influential trend: fitspo, short for ‘fitspiration’ – the hashtag was intended to help motivate people to reach their health or fitness goals, usually through exercise and dieting. At the time of writing, there are 54,798,330 photographs on Instagram tagged #fitspo. In 2016, a study published in the journal Body Image reviewed text and images from a total of fifty fitspiration websites and again found they promoted messages on ‘appearance, eating, and exercise similar to pro-ana sites’. Of the sample of fitspo sites, 92% of websites showed images of women – a vast majority of which (98.34%) met culturally defined standards of beauty ideal (clear, blemish-free skin, straight white teeth, shiny hair) and were thin (98%). In comparison, only 10% of websites showed images of women with a ‘curvy’ body. Almost 50% of the websites contained pictures of women in bathing suits/bikinis and 50% contained images of women in underwear; 45% of the sample contained images of women posing to appear thinner/smaller. And finally, sexually objectifying images were found on 85% of websites. In terms of the text on websites: 33% of messages were sexually objectifying (i.e. ‘one run closer to being sexy as fuck’) and 93% of messages connected exercise to appearance (i.e. ‘would you rather be covered in sweat at the gym or covered in clothes at the beach’). Almost half of the websites contained negative messages about fat, 20% of messages were promoting restrictive eating, and a further 26% contained guilt-inducing messages about food.


Undoubtedly, viewing these types of websites can make us feel bad about ourselves, but how does viewing #fitspo and healthy-living blogs influence our relationship to food? It’s not straightforward to measure these things in a research setting, but a 2017 study set out to get a better understanding of the relationship between social media use and orthorexia symptoms among young women in the UK. They surveyed over 700 women who were active members in ‘healthy food communities’ on various social media platforms about their food restrictions and social media habits. They found there was a strong relationship between Instagram use and orthorexia symptoms. If the researchers were using conservative estimates of orthorexia rates, they found that 49% of their sample would have been considered as having orthorexia; if they applied the more commonly used but slightly more lenient cut-off for orthorexia, the rate shot up to 90%. However you interpret these results, it’s a really troubling statistic. The authors of the paper said: ‘Because Instagram is an image-based platform, users may be more likely to follow advice or imitate the diets of Instagram “celebrities” as they feel a more personal connection than they would on a text-based platform. Although often not based on scientific evidence, individuals are encouraged to cut out various food groups from their diets, potentially leading to an unbalanced diet and deficiencies. Moreover, this advice may encourage psychological problems around food.’ No other platform showed this association; although Twitter users seemed to be slightly protected from orthorexia, probably because the focus is on text as opposed to images.14


Overall, research looking at the relationship between consuming media on the internet and body image shows it is associated with greater internalization of the thin ideal, appearance comparison, weight dissatisfaction, and drive for thinness. Over 3.2 billion new photographs are added to social media networks every day. That’s 3.2 billion opportunities for us to compare ourselves with the idealized versions of other people. Every. Single. Day. Images where people have found the perfect light, filter, outfit, pose, make-up and hair for their selfie.15


I spoke with Dr Amy Slater, a Senior Research Psychologist in the Centre for Appearance Research at the University of West of England and asked her about the role that social media plays in shaping how we feel about our bodies, and how it might influence our relationship with food.


‘In my research, I’ve been trying to look in more detail at what type of feedback young people are giving and getting on social media. We know they’re often about appearance: “Oh you look so great, you look so skinny here, you look so beautiful”. So even though those comments are positive I would propose that that would still have a negative influence on body image and eating. And we’ve found this in real life when I’ve asked girls to report on the types of comments that they get on their appearance; it’s not only negative comments but it’s also positive comments that are related to poorer outcomes. Social media is putting increased emphasis on our bodies. If people are constantly commenting on how you look, then you have to keep monitoring your body and keep performing appearance-based beauty ideals. And the quantification of the feedback is there, you know if you put something up today and you get a hundred likes and you put something up the next day and you only get twenty likes, what does that mean? Maybe you changed your hair or whatever, and now you’re thinking “oh I got fewer likes, fewer comments”, and you worry about what that means. To me, the dangerous part is it’s constant and it’s asking for evaluation on appearance; we’re putting ourselves out there, asking to be evaluated, aren’t we?’


The corollary of this, of course, is that our self-worth gets tangled up with how we look, and that’s a very precarious foundation on which to build a relationship with yourself.


SELF(IE) OBJECTIFICATION


———


Basing our self-worth on other people’s evaluations is one thing, but is the constant body scrutiny on social media contributing to a phenomenon where we begin to view ourselves as an observer? Does it encourage us to value our bodies in terms of how they look instead of what they can do? Abso-fucking-loutely. Self-objectification theory was developed in the nineties and posits that ‘in American Culture, girls and women tend to see themselves through a veil of sexism, measuring their self-worth by evaluating their physical appearance against our culture’s sexually objectifying and unrealistic standards of beauty’.16 The male-gaze is the tendency for women to be viewed by society through the eyes of heterosexual men, as objects of male pleasure, primarily there to fulfil men’s sexual desires. When we self-objectify, we turn the male-gaze in on ourselves and view ourselves as sexually desirable objects. This may not be conscious behaviour, but when we view our own image, we are thinking ‘would I fuck me?’ Self-objectification can manifest as body surveillance/checking and constant monitoring of body and appearance, as well as disordered eating.


Amy’s research sought to understand whether or not selfies could contribute to the phenomenon of self-objectification. The idea is that selfies encourage self-objectification by encouraging people to scrutinize and evaluate their own images from an outsider’s perspective. This scrutiny is then reinforced by others liking and commenting on the pictures after they are posted to social media sites in an effort to seek external validation. Over 1 million selfies are taken every day globally, with Australians reported to take the most on average. Amy and her team surveyed over 250 young female college students between the ages of eighteen and twenty-nine on their behaviours related to taking selfies; they also asked questions to determine if the women engaged in disordered eating, self-objectification, and whether or not they had body-image concerns. They found no relationship between how long the women spent on social media, or how many selfies were posted, and disordered eating or body-image concerns, but they did find that women who were heavily invested in selfie taking/editing had more body-image concerns and disordered eating. They also found that self-objectification explains the link in the relationship between how invested people were in their selfie taking – spending a lot of time picking and editing photos, or staging the photo in the first place – and body-related and eating concerns.17


Amy told me: ‘Self-objectification has some really serious implications for girls and women, in that even if you’re just thinking about the cognitive resources, the financial resources and the time resources thinking and worrying about your body . . . I argue (and it’s not just me; many argue), that that is something that is disproportionately experienced by women and girls in our society.’ I agree with Amy. Most of the clients I see identify as female; however, we know that males and trans people also suffer as a consequence of increasing pressure to look aesthetically appealing. A recent study showed that men who self-objectify were more likely to edit their photos and posted selfies more frequently than those who didn’t self-objectify.18


Similar studies have also shown that higher levels of body-related and eating concerns were found in twelve- to thirteen-year-old girls engaging in more social media-related selfie activities, including online photo sharing, and higher frequency of manipulation of photos (editing to cover spots or make themselves appear thinner) but body-image concerns were not related to how long the girls were online. They also found a relationship between higher investment in selfie activities and greater overvaluation of shape and weight, and body dissatisfaction, all of which are core features in disordered eating.19


So, what’s the big deal? Why should we be concerned with self-objectification? Scientist believe there are four major consequences of self-objectification.20


Body shame and negative affect: Negative affect simply refers to negative mood states, like anxiety, depression and sexual dysfunction. Body shame manifests in the intense desire to escape or hide from the gaze of others; often accompanied by feelings of aimlessness, powerlessness and a deep desire to want to manipulate body appearance through fashion, diets, exercise, beauty products and, in extreme cases, surgery or eating disorders.


Appearance anxiety: A culture that objectifies the female body presents women with a continuous stream of anxiety-provoking experiences, requiring them to maintain an almost chronic vigilance both to their physical appearance and to their physical safety (as, for example, women who more closely fit the cultural ideal are assigned greater blame for their own rape as compared to women who less closely fit the ideal).


Reduced or disrupted flow states: ‘Flow’ is the idea that you are totally in the zone with something; whether it’s a conversation, a good book (oh hey!), a piece of work, cooking, a painting or writing. Self-objectification, body-checking and being anxious about how we look can take us away from the moment, however transiently, to think about how our bodies look. This uses up precious cognitive resources, which could be spent on projects that better align with your values and relationships, or on fighting the goddamn patriarchy. Flow is considered to be an optimal state of being, but self-objectification takes us out of our flow.


Lack of interoceptive awareness: Interoceptive awareness is our ability to perceive sensations in our bodies, such as hunger and fullness. According to self-objectification theory, because women, in a culture that objectifies the female body, are vigilantly aware of their outer body appearance, they may be left with fewer perceptual resources available for recognizing, and responding to, internal cues like hunger and satiety, heartbeat, and perceived blood glucose levels. There’s also an argument that self-objectification encourages women to go on diets to try and control their weight, and therefore appearance, which also desensitizes them to physiological cues or interoceptive awareness. If you’re constantly thinking about your outward appearance you’ve got less internal awareness of what’s going on inside your body.


THE SWIMSUIT BECOMES YOU


———


In a classic experiment from 1998, ‘The Swimsuit Becomes You’, researchers wanted to induce self-objectification in men and women to see what effect it would have on the two groups. They first asked women to change into either a revealing swimsuit or a modest sweatshirt, and while wearing the clothes, answer questions about body image; the idea being that trying on the swimsuit would induce self-objectification, but not so for the sweatshirt. And they found the swimsuit wearers did self-objectify more than the sweatshirt wearers, leading to increased body shame, which in turn predicted restrained eating (a measure of disordered eating). The researchers wanted to know if they could replicate the experiment in men, so in a second experiment, they repeated the test with both men and women, and while they were trying on either the swimsuit or sweatshirt, they were asked to perform a maths test. Trying on swimwear led women to feel shame and disgust, whereas men felt shy and silly. They found that women self-objectified more than men, supporting the idea that society socializes women to internalize an objectifying observer’s position towards their own bodies. The researchers noted that the situation fostered a sense of being on display, despite the fact that both men and women were alone in the changing room. Inducing self-objectification decreased maths performance only for women, providing empirical evidence that self-objectification consumes mental resources. Let me say that again in case it was unclear. Self-objectification turns women into nescient airheads, rendering us incapable of fully participating in the world. The researchers also found that, as in experiment one, self-objectification led to feelings of body shame, which caused women to restrict their food intake.21 Women who wore the swimsuit felt reduced to feeling ‘I am my body’ – in effect, the swimsuit becomes you. What this experiment tells us is this: self-objectification leads to negative body image, which leads to disordered eating and uses up our brain power. Seems like a high price to pay for a cute selfie.


THE SWIMSUIT BECOMES US ALL


———


Since the original experiment in 1998, many researchers have been interested in replicating and expanding on the findings of the original study, which was limited only to white people (a big issue in body-image research). In 2014, researchers from Rice University induced self-objectification in 176 men and 224 women of Caucasian, African American, Hispanic, and Asian American descent who were required to wear a one-piece bathing suit as in the original experiment. And although they found that white women were more susceptible to negative experiences related to body image, men and members of other ethnic groups more typically considered to be resilient to these experiences can be negatively affected by situations that induce a state of self-objectification. All participants in this study (i.e. all ethnicities and all genders) performed worse on the maths test when they were in the swimsuit condition.22 The point here is that we all collectively suffer as a result of increased body-checking; what else could we accomplish if we weren’t constantly checking ourselves out? In yet another riff on the ‘Swimsuit Becomes You’ study, a study titled ‘Those Speedos Become Them’ found that gay men were more vulnerable to the effects of self-objectification than heterosexual men, with the gay men experiencing more body shame and dissatisfaction and disordered eating when in their Speedos compared to straight men.23


THIN IDEAL INTERNALIZATION


———


Just about everywhere we look, from TV adverts, to magazine covers, to our favourite movies, we are bombarded with images of thin and attractive people, particularly women. In the West we have a narrow view of what’s deemed to be a ‘good’ body. Thin has become synonymous with attractive and we rarely see images of bodies that stray too far from this narrow standard of beauty. If we do see a fat body, it’s usually the ‘funny friend’ or a caricature of a fat person portrayed as lazy or stupid. Rarely is a fat person the hero or the love interest. Researchers believe that constant exposure to media makes it difficult for people to differentiate between media portrayals of the thin ideal and reality. This means that when there is greater exposure to thin ideals over other body types, an individual may internalize this as the societal definition of attractiveness.24 Think for a second about your commute to work, or next time you’re at the supermarket notice the diversity of body shapes and sizes. Now compare that with what you see in movies, on TV shows, and in magazines. For the most part, we only see one body type represented in the media: thin. Whereas out in the wild there’s a huge range of sizes. But because we are exposed to and have internalized thinness as the standard, we are always comparing ourselves against it, creating a disconnect between society’s demands on women, and normative female bodies. That is, just the average, non-supermodel, non-celebrity, non-athlete, regular woman. Women portrayed in the media are typically 15% below the average female weight, a thin ideal that is biogenetically difficult, if not impossible, for the majority of women.25


*


Worryingly, the thin ‘ideal’ has become thinner over time, increasing the discrepancy between media representation and the average woman, making the ideal even more difficult to achieve. The average body mass index (BMI) of Miss America winners has decreased from around 22 in the 1920s to 16.9 in the 2000s.26 Researchers have argued that this image, combined with our culture’s intense focus on dieting, has contributed to the current epidemic of eating disorders.


The weight of female models in the media is often much lower than the criteria for anorexia.27 A recent study looked at high-street mannequins in UK shops and found that 100% of the female mannequins would be considered underweight and too thin to menstruate, compared to only 8% of the male mannequins considered underweight (although they didn’t look specifically at how muscled the mannequins were, which may play into body-image concerns in men).28 Think about all the times something has looked sensational on the shop mannequin, but didn’t look so cute on you. Do you shrug it off as an unrealistically thin mannequin or do you beat yourself up for not fitting into bullshit beauty standards? My guess is it’s probably the latter.


The thin ideal is thought to influence eating behaviour in two main ways:




1   Social comparison leading to negative affect, or mood – in other words, you feel bad about yourself because you don’t measure up to others.


2   Over internalization of the thin ideal.




Women are socially conditioned to compare their bodies to other women’s bodies. We are comparing ourselves to images of ‘ideal femininity’ (aka thinness) in the media all day, every day, albeit subconsciously most of the time. And now with the advent of social media where we barely have any reprieve from these ideals, our relative ‘inadequacies’ are constantly, relentlessly reinforced. This isn’t exactly a recipe for self-acceptance; social comparison leads to negative affect (or mood states) like depression, anxiety, and insecurity, as well as negative self-appraisals and low self-esteem. Exposure to the thin ideal in the media has been shown to trigger food intake in people who are restrictive or restrained eaters.29


The second way that the thin ideal can lead to eating disturbances is through internalization of the ideal; women embody the message that the only way to be cooler/more popular/more successful/more lovable is by becoming thinner. Research has shown that women who internalize the thin ideal engage in disordered behaviours related to food and exercise, have heightened body dissatisfaction and set unrealistic body ‘goals’. Internalization of the thin ideal is a risk factor for the development of disordered eating and body dissatisfaction.30


A 2004 experiment studied how looking at photographs from three major women’s magazines (Glamour, Vogue and Cosmo) influenced the way women felt about their bodies, and how it affected their mood. Women were given either copies of adverts from the magazines that portrayed the thin ideal or control adverts – neutral images of cars, make-up and jewellery without any people in them. Just thirty minutes of looking at the thin-ideal images increased body dissatisfaction, negative mood states (anger, anxiety, depression, and confusion) and eating disorder symptoms and decreased self-esteem.31 If thirty minutes of this stuff can make us feel like that, imagine the cumulative effect over a lifetime.


But it’s not just psychological health that suffers from internalizing the thin ideal and body dissatisfaction: evidence suggests it can lead to physiological problems like a weakened immune system and poor sleep quality too.32


*


Pay attention next time you flip through a magazine or are watching TV. How many people fall outside the narrow range of socially ‘acceptable’ body types? More importantly, how do you feel after spending half an hour flicking through these magazines? If the research is anything to go by, I’m guessing you don’t feel too hot.




ACTIVITY


While you’re scrolling through social media or flipping through a mag, take a moment to notice all the examples of diet culture, the thin ideal and self-objectification. Notice how often people in the office engage in diet chat or body talk. Keep a note of some of these in your journal and reflect on how ubiquitous they are. How does it make you feel now you’re paying more attention?




FAT PHOBIA


———


Through its propagation of the thin ideal, diet culture perpetuates the status quo of stigma and prejudice against fat people. Just like prejudice based on the colour of someone’s skin, their sexual orientation, their age, gender, physical ability or their religion, it’s never OK to hate on someone because they have a bigger body than what we typically see in the media. You wouldn’t be mad at a dalmatian for being bigger than a pug. No way – you’d be up for snuggles with either.


Yet in diet culture fat bodies are demonized and ‘othered’; pushed to the margins and oppressed. We’ll talk more specifically about the health consequences of fat phobia and weight stigma in chapter 5 but for now let’s focus on some of the sociopolitical consequences. Weight stigma has been linked to:




●   lower educational attainment in children33


●   increased weight-related bullying and teasing in children (which may lead to disordered eating and eating disorders)34,35


●   being penalized in the workplace in terms of salary, employment opportunities and promotion decisions36


●   negative stereotypes such as lazy, undisciplined and gluttonous37




I try and distance myself from the word ‘obesity’ as I recognize that it can be painful for some people to be attached to this label (even if it’s used with ‘person first’ language, i.e. person with X). This is because it’s a medicalized label that reduces a person down to a number, flattens the experience of living as a fat person, and pathologizes body fatness. It breeds shame and stigma, and while I don’t claim to know the breadth of experience of living as a fat person, I did grow up as a fat child and teenager and know the pain caused by weight-based bullying and stigma. Now, as a nutrition professional, I’ve seen how weight stigma plays out in a health context with my clients; we’ll discuss that in more detail later, but suffice to say, it’s not pretty.38 Part of my intention with this book is to leverage my professional privilege to help raise awareness of weight stigma in nutrition and medicine and provide a non-shaming, non-stigmatizing resource for fat people who want to improve their relationship with food or learn more about nutrition without the assumption that they need to or should lose weight.


And a note on the word fat: I use fat here in the reappropriated sense, as an ally to the fat activist/fat positive movement; fatness is inherently political and I am fully aware that to most in my line of work, fat activism is professional heresy. I think about this a lot and I’ve decided I’m OK with that, because to me it’s the most ethical way to practise and prevents me from causing harm to my clients. I understand that for many people this word might be uncomfortable and I invite you to use whichever word is more fitting for you: ‘plus-size’, ‘curvy’ etc. However, I want to make it clear that when I say fat, I am using it as a neutral descriptor, just like ‘thin’ or ‘tall’, ‘blue’, ‘brunette’. If the word fat feels uncomfortable, try sitting with it until it sounds less scary.
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Journal Entry One

Date:

Meal: brunch

Hunger/fullness level before: 2
What | ate: avocado on
sourdough toast with a poached
egg

Hunger/fullness level after: 5
Feelings: tired, stressed, anxious
Notes: Really wanted the French
toast but freaked out about it not
being healthy enough. Left % of
my toast as it was white
sourdough, and felt this was too
many carbs. Worried there wasn't
enough veg, should have had a
side of greens. Ended up eating
really fast and feeling bloated
and guilty.

Journal Entry Two

Date:

Meal: dinner

Hunger/fullness level before: 3
What | ate: beef burger with
cheese on bun, side salad and
sweet potato fries
Hunger/fullness level after: 7.5
Feelings: calm, tired, excited to
eat

Notes: Satisfying meal; felt good.
Enjoyed the food and company.
Left a few fries and part of bun.
Would definitely eat that again!
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