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To my JSHealth community. I am so proud of you for continuing this journey with me and living the healthy life. It’s not always easy, but I am here supporting you every step of the way.
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HI THERE!


I’m Jessica Sepel – a nutritionist, health blogger and author.


While I’ve been officially studying health for over five years, it’s always been my world. I grew up in South Africa, with an incredibly healthy family as my role models. My mum and dad were active, dedicated to wellbeing, and only served wholesome, nourishing food at home.


My grandmother was another huge healthy influence. I have vivid memories of her starting each day with lemon water and papaya (before that was a trend), taking supplements, walking and meditating. She took me to a health retreat at a young age, and I remember listening to the nutritionist’s presentation and thinking, ‘This is what I want to do’.


While processed foods weren’t part of my upbringing, neither was deprivation. My family was all about balance. We were allowed treats in moderation. We were taught that food should be enjoyed. Living a healthy lifestyle was just the way it was, and I will be forever grateful for that. But somewhere along the way, that healthy life, and healthy relationship with food, was broken.


When I was 14, my family moved to Australia. I was going through puberty and insecure about my changing body. Then I discovered dieting. Food started ruling my life in an unhealthy way. I had low self-esteem and a negative body image, and this triggered me to severely restrict my food intake. I lost a lot of weight in a short period of time, and I was on the verge of an eating disorder. I thought being thin meant I would be more loveable. How wrong I was. It didn’t make me feel any happier or any more loved – but that didn’t stop me.


This was the beginning of years and years of dieting, weight obsession and food control. It was stressful and exhausting. I felt sad and alone and like I was never good enough. I lost sight of the blessings in my life, and I totally forgot about what my family had taught me about living with balance.


So, what changed? After school, I decided to study health and nutrition to better understand how the body works. I realised I had the knowledge (and power!) to heal my mind, heal my body, and, ultimately, change my life. I began experimenting in the kitchen and, slowly but surely, I started healing my broken relationship with food.


It wasn’t long before I needed an outlet for my learning. I needed to share my experiences and journey with others, and that’s when I launched my blog. I wrote honestly and candidly about fighting diets and finding balance, and people responded in a BIG way.


Fast forward to now, and the JSHealth community is one I feel so close to and so incredibly proud of. They motivate and inspire me to be the best version of myself.


We all struggle sometimes, myself included. I believe in journeys, not just outcomes. And I wear my heart on my sleeve. I’m not afraid to be vulnerable and speak my truth, and I encourage others to do the same. There’s no reason why we should be ashamed. We’re all figuring things out as we go – and finding answers is one of the most beautiful parts of life!


In 2015 I released my first book, The Healthy Life. In that book, I highlighted the steps I took to overhaul my life and bring it back into balance. Since the book has come out, I’ve noticed a few things. People are really starting to embrace the healthy life. They’re excited about health, and that makes me smile. They’re realising that healthy food can be delicious. But they’re also feeling overwhelmed – the health world is absolutely buzzing right now, and it can be information overload. People are confused, and I get it!


While The Healthy Life is a handy bible for health and nutrition, now we’re going deeper. This book is about resetting your body and finding the solutions to the health challenges you are still facing. Firstly, this book will give you the background information for living a healthy life and help you to understand your body in a new way. Then we connect the dots and lay out an 8-week action plan for you to be your best self ever. To support you on your journey, I’ve included over 160 of my most delicious, simple recipes.


I’ll also be revealing the health issue I’ve been battling recently. It’s been an incredibly difficult time for me, but now that I’m out of the woods, I feel I can speak about it openly – and hopefully you will learn something from my experience.


We’ll be delving into the issues that are affecting so many women today: sky-high stress levels; food addiction, bingeing and emotional eating; and uncontrollable sugar cravings. This book also shines the spotlight on dieting, and how it affects everything from your hormones and thyroid function to your self-esteem. Because enough is enough. Guilt is out, balance is in. We’re going to take things one week at a time, one step at a time, with a unique plan that’s just right for you.


So, let’s find out what’s ‘broken’ – whether it’s your relationship with food, energy, sleep, or a mind that doesn’t switch off. Then, let’s fix it with my 8-week action plan that you can start today!


I learned to heal my body and my life. And you can do the same.


Welcome to Living the Healthy Life.
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Recently, I’ve realised that the connection between food and weight is the filter through which many of my readers and clients view their health. This is a mindset that needs to change. Let’s focus on healing your relationship with food, as it is the very foundation of good health and an important step in your healing journey.


MY STRUGGLE WITH FOOD


My passion in life is helping women to heal their relationship with food. Because it wasn’t so long ago that my own relationship with food was broken and complicated.


There’s a moment I remember so vividly. I was just 18 years old and standing in the kitchen one afternoon following my weekly visit to the dietician. She had told me I’d put on 400 grams. Not kilos or pounds, but grams.


She wasn’t impressed and the interrogation that had followed made me feel like a total failure. She’d put me on a strict diet, which I’d followed to the letter (thank you, A-type personality), but I’d gained weight instead of losing it. ‘Didn’t you stick to what I told you to do?!’ she’d said.


I wasn’t overweight. I was trying to be ‘perfect’. Losing those last three kilos meant the world to me. Oh, and seeing a dietician was a trend – a cool luxury – amongst my friends. It became a game of sorts. If I lost weight, I was ‘succeeding’. If I gained it, I wasn’t good enough. It was a toxic cycle.


I came home feeling betrayed by my own body. I was so disappointed with myself. I was studying health and experimenting with different fad diets, yet I couldn’t even ‘fix’ myself. To manage my weight (and, if I’m honest, punish myself), I’d restrict my eating even further to the point of obsession – like so many teenagers today. But the more I deprived myself, the harder my weight was to control.


I was so focused on that stupid number that I’d completely lost sight of the importance of how I was feeling in my own body. I felt terrible. I had low energy, low moods and shattered self-esteem. And, of course, this had an incredibly negative impact on my relationship with food and my body.


Then, while I was standing in my kitchen, I had a lightbulb moment. I realised just how ridiculous it was that a few hundred grams (which could have been PMS fluid) could affect my life so much. I realised that my focus on weight was starting to impact my ability to enjoy life. It had to stop.


This was the moment when I decided to heal my broken relationship with food for good. The moment I decided to start jotting down my thoughts and feelings in a blog to show people how I wanted to fight this desire to be perfect. The moment I decided to kick off my journey to a healthy mind and body.


And, slowly, food became my friend. I began to heal my body and shift my attitude. I tuned in to my body for the first time in a long time and figured out which foods worked for me. Key word: me. (We’ll go into this later on.)


I said ‘no’ to diets. I’d had enough. I vowed to never give into them again. I told myself I’d rather live with those couple of kilos than suffer through one more diet. Life is too short. I became an intuitive eater – someone who listens to the signals their body gives them, then responds to them. I began eating mindfully and with gratitude. I immersed myself in studying and understanding the powerful healing nature of food.


I also realised that today’s health and fitness standards are just that – standardised. They assume we are all the same. They don’t reflect who we are: beautiful, unique and worthy individuals, both physically and emotionally.


I finally realised that no one diet fits all. It was then, and only then, that everything changed for me.


Why do we strive to be skinny?


Skinny is everywhere – in our magazines, on our TV screens and our news feeds, and walking the runways. It’s no wonder we feel immense pressure to be skinny. In the past, being skinny and underweight helped me to feel in control. It gave me a (false) sense of confidence. I thought skinny meant healthy. But now I realise that there is a difference between being health-conscious and being weight-conscious.


Being weight-conscious, I had never felt more lifeless. I was a controlling person, to the point where my own friends and family didn’t want to be around me.


Now, I strive to be strong and healthy. I have arrived at a balanced, sustainable weight. I am flexible with myself about my weight. If I gain two kilos, I know that a small fluctuation is normal and healthy. Being health-conscious is my way of making my body happy. I urge you to adopt this attitude. Skinny is out; healthy and strong is in.


Fear of the scales


Many of my clients and friends are absolutely terrified by the number on the scales. It’s a very real fear, and it was for me, too. I would go as far as to say I’m scarred by scales. I’d see that silly number as a reflection of my self-esteem and self-worth. And all that worry didn’t do me any good – in fact, it was a huge stressor.




LIFE TIP


Say your affirmations


Stand in front of a mirror and say this out loud: ‘I am enough just as I am. I am beautiful just as I am. I am worthy just as I am.’





On this healing journey, I want you to give up the scales for at least three months and focus on how you feel instead. Of course, it’s important to keep track of your health, but there are other ways to do this that don’t involve an arbitrary number, like how you feel in your clothes. When you make a decision to live a balanced, active life, your weight will naturally even out and it will be much more consistent. It may go up and down by about two kilos due to fluid, hormonal changes, and dehydration, but this is normal.


Go on, then: give up the scales. I guarantee it’ll make a difference to your stress levels and help to bring you balance.


YOU ARE NOT DEFINED BY YOUR WEIGHT. NOT NOW, NOT EVER.


HOW TO EMBRACE A POSITIVE FOOD VOICE


Your ‘food voice’ is what I like to call your healing food friend – that little voice in your head that makes you see sense when you’re eating. It guides you to eat wholesome food with balance and kindness. It helps you in times of food anxiety, and it’s there to relieve guilt.


Tune in to your food voice when guilt, panic or restrictive thoughts pop up, or when a diet becomes tempting. Your food voice will remind you that your body can handle the foods you eat. It will encourage you to eat mindfully and slowly. Your food voice does not believe in diets or guilt around food. It will never be afraid there won’t be enough food.


Your food voice is there – it’s up to you to turn up the volume.


Call on your food voice when anxiety rears its ugly head. It will bring reason to the table.


Have you taken the obsession with food and weight too far?


Do you view food as the enemy? Is it on your mind all the time? Do you feel anxious and guilty after eating? Do you refuse to eat anything ‘bad’?


If so, you’ve developed a complicated relationship with food and you may have disordered eating to some degree. When taken to the extreme, this is called ‘orthorexia’, and it’s far too common for my liking. Orthorexia is an obsessive way of eating that involves only eating foods that one considers healthy. It’s a medical condition in which the sufferer avoids specific foods with the belief they are harmful.


Thanks to social media and the amount of information available to us, many young people I meet suffer from orthorexia. It’s a relatively new term that I think is the next big concern in the health world – especially amongst teenagers. It seems like every second conversation I have or overhear is about food and fitness.


Yes, we’re becoming more health-conscious, and that’s great. I’m a proud nutritionist, after all! But some people are taking it to the extreme. I used to be one of them, so I recognise the signs. It’s easy to fall into the trap of being obsessive with food, being too careful, and literally being scared to eat unhealthy food. We need to think of food as fuel and nourishment – that’s all. It’s not the driver of our thoughts. There is so much more to life than worrying about what we’re eating all the time.


Is guilt getting in the way of your healing?


Ah, guilt. It’s not fun, is it? Recently, I caught myself having guilty thoughts about food. I was in LA and I woke up feeling guilty about what I’d eaten for dinner the night before. I berated myself for not eating as well as I ‘should have’. That word ‘should’ can haunt you. I think it’s a good thing these old thoughts of guilt popped up – they reminded me how overpowering this emotion can be. Guilt makes things seem harder and more exhausting. Feeling guilty about food after you’ve eaten it prevents healing.


For a healthy relationship with food, you have to give yourself a little freedom and leeway. Some days, you’ll eat super cleanly and exercise, and on others, you’ll indulge a little and find you’re not feeling up to exercise. That’s why the 80/20 approach is so important. You have to tune in to your body and listen to what it needs. A night out with your girlfriends and a few glasses of vino or some gelato is good for the soul – so why kick yourself the next morning? A sleep-in or a day on the couch could be just what your body needs to restore – so why beat yourself up about it? Be kind to yourself.


WHAT TO DO WHEN YOU FEEL GUILTY ABOUT FOOD


Close your eyes, take a big, deep breath, and then let it go slowly.


Guilt manifests itself as heaviness and stress in the body. I believe that when we fill our minds with these ‘heavy’ thoughts, they weigh us down. The mind is so powerful, and we need to monitor our thoughts.


Let. It. Go. Say ‘I trust my body’. Guilt and anxiety come from a lack of trust within your own body.


If this doesn’t work, try writing down what you’re feeling anxious or guilty about. Transfer the thoughts onto paper and get them out of your head. Alternatively, practise yoga or meditation, this has really helped me.


OUR BROKEN RELATIONSHIP WITH FOOD


Emotional eating


This is the practice of consuming large quantities of food – usually ‘comfort’ or junk food – in response to feelings besides hunger. Experts estimate about 75 per cent of overeating is tied to emotions. Have you ever noticed people reaching for food when an uncomfortable topic of conversation comes up? Or do you find yourself turning to food when you’re feeling sad? Food isn’t there to solve our emotional problems. It’s there to nourish us. As babies, we eat intuitively; we fuss when we’re hungry and stop eating when we’re full. Then, as we grow up, many of us lose touch with our true hunger signals.


To combat emotional eating, the first step is identifying the underlying emotional issues affecting our relationship with food. The next time you reach for a chocolate bar or order a plate of fries, ask yourself if you’re actually hungry, or if there is something else at play. When it comes to emotions, food isn’t the answer. Self-love is. Food is food. Why do we give it so much emotional power?


Here’s why I believe so many of us develop a complicated relationship with food:


* Fear of rejection, of not being enough, not being accepted, appreciated or loved.


* Lack of trust. When you lack trust in your body, anxiety is the natural result.


* A need for control. Food control is so often anxiety-based. Because food is such an integral paid of our lives, controlling it allows us to cope with anxiety around family relationships, social groups, our weight and body image. Food brings comfort – in choosing to eat or avoid certain foods, you feel like you have gained control.


* Societal pressure to look a certain way.


* Losing perspective of what really matters.


* Guilt and the belief that we are not enough.


* Low self-esteem.You don’t feel worthy.


Is your family contributing to your weight obsession?


Does your family comment on your weight? Or do they diet and constantly worry about their own food or weight? If so, you’re likely to start stressing about it too.


When I was six years old one of my family members said to me, ‘Wow, you’re a big eater!’ This comment was repeated many times while I was growing up. I ultimately developed a very complex relationship with food in later years. While I can’t blame these comments, they definitely didn’t do any good to a vulnerable little girl. Here’s what to do if your family is commenting on what you’re eating:


* Have a conversation. You can be assertive without being aggressive and let them know how you feel.


* Stand up for yourself. Politely tell them you don’t need to know their thoughts.


* Let it go and remember everyone is entitled to an opinion, but you don’t have to agree.


* Be honest about your legitimate dietary requirements. Most people will respect them and want to ensure you’re taken care of.


* Learn to say ‘no, thanks’ if you don’t want to eat something. Don’t worry about pleasing them or meeting their needs.


* Figure out what makes you feel good. You may find what you’ve been told growing up is not the best formula for you.


Bingeing – the new epidemic


Bingeing: it’s a dirty word for many people. Binge eating can be a truly scary experience, and I believe it has become an epidemic. For those of us who binge, food takes over. They eat more than they know they need. They eat until they feel sickeningly full. And they feel like they can’t control it.


Often women fall into patterns of bingeing without realising what they’re doing. There can be many causes: stress, anger, fear of not enough food, dieting, deprivation and even happiness. In my opinion, it’s the result of having a complicated relationship with food as well as not feeling good enough.


Here’s what a typical binge looks like: you start a diet; you fear or deny yourself certain foods. You start missing those foods. One day, you crack. You eat as much as you possibly can until you feel ill. You literally can’t stop. The guilt and self-loathing kick in. Then you repeat out of anger at yourself. It really is a horrible, vicious cycle.


The guilt we feel after that binge is worse for our health than any ‘bad’ food. And it needs to stop.


How do you break the cycle?


You have to relieve the pressure and stop punishing yourself when it comes to food and build up your self-esteem. See here for more support on doing this.


It starts with forgiving yourself. Forgive yourself for past behaviours. You fell off the wagon, but you’re only human. It’s time to get up and remind yourself that we all fall sometimes. Give yourself permission to enjoy the foods you love in moderation.


Let go of the ‘I blew it’ mentality. I see this all the time: clients have high standards when it comes to their eating, so when they eat something that doesn’t align with their ‘perfect’ diet plan, they punish themselves with a binge. It’s really important to stop classifying food as good or bad, so that in turn, you can stop describing your eating as perfect or imperfect. This is why you need to eat wholefoods for life and give up dieting.


Crank up the self-love. Instead of berating yourself, do something that’ll boost your spirits. Perhaps take a walk along the beach or a long, hot bath followed by a few episodes of your favourite TV show? Or indulge by going to bed a little earlier?


Don’t eat as soon as you get home after a busy day. Shower first. Take a few deep breaths. Go to the kitchen and think about your next step by actually putting your food on a plate. Make each meal pleasurable by always sitting down with your plate of food.


Try to analyse the binge. Write in a diary what you were thinking about or feeling before and after it happened. Tune in to your appetite. Connect the dots. For some people, seeing their actions and emotions in black and white can help them to get perspective. Think carefully about your definition of beautiful. For me, it used to be skinny. But now, beauty means waking up healthy, having glowing skin, clear eyes, thick hair, lots of energy and feeling comfortable in my own body. What is your definition of beautiful? Does it need to change? See a therapist if it will help you.


Along with the emotional factor, bingeing can stem from physical needs. To keep your hunger and appetite in check, you need to ensure you’re eating enough of the right macronutrients (fats and protein) at breakfast, lunch and dinner, as well as protein-rich snacks. (See here to guide you.) Steer clear of all sugar (even fruit) in the afternoon and have no more than one coffee per day. These are all important parts of reducing the urge to overeat or binge.




THE 4 PM SNACK


Planning a protein-rich snack at around 4 pm is crucial to balance blood-sugar levels and avoid overeating at dinner.


I treat this snack as a mini meal.


I commit to sitting down for 10 minutes in a calm state and eating slowly and mindfully. This has changed my health.


Find my favourite blood-sugar control snacks here.





When you skip meals, or eat non-nutritious meals, you’re likely to overeat later in the day because your body is crying out for food. This is why I believe in the importance of the 4 pm snack.


The bottom line is this: when you commit to eating wholefoods with balance, you can give yourself permission to enjoy treats in moderation and without guilt. You’ll see how the pressure of being on a restrictive diet will start to decrease. This leads to being in control of food which will result in less bingeing and overeating, and your weight will start to balance out.


Why do I keep eating even though I’m full?


Being painfully full feels terrible. So why do we eat until we can’t fit anything else in? There are several reasons, but it boils down to this – we are disconnected to our bodies. We don’t listen to our bodies’ needs, or we don’t love them enough to listen. Either way, it’s not healthy. Overeating can be an emotional or physical reaction.


Emotional


Something is missing in your life, so you use food to fill the gap. Or something’s making you feel uncomfortable or upset, so you use food as a distraction or balm. How to fix it:


* Fall back in love with yourself. See here for tips on building your self-esteem.


* Uncover old pain in your life. Don’t run from it. It’s okay to feel sad, angry or down sometimes. See a good therapist – it’s a great first step. This really helped me!




I HAVE POWER OVER FOOD. IT DOES NOT HAVE POWER OVER ME.





Physical


You haven’t eaten enough during the day, or you’re on a restrictive diet, or your blood sugar is unbalanced due to eating irregular meals or sugary/processed foods. How to fix it:


* Eat regular meals. Aim for five small meals a day, including two snacks to keep your blood sugar in check.


* Consume protein and good fats. These are the two most satiating macronutrients, so eat them with every meal. (See here for more.)


* Give up dieting for life. The goal is to tune in to your hunger and satiety signals.


Body dysmorphia


Body dysmorphia, when a person obsesses about their body image, is a mental illness. The sufferer believes they have a flaw – minor or major – and that flaw causes them significant distress. They feel ashamed of their appearance to the point that it affects their ability to function in day-to-day life. In severe cases, sufferers will undergo cosmetic surgery or excessively exercise to ‘fix’ their flaw. I used to be obsessed about my weight and the way I looked. Imperfections were not acceptable. I’d look in the mirror 100 times a day and would never be satisfied with my reflection. This had a domino effect on my life, especially my stress levels. I believe having heavy thoughts may lead to a heavier body. We need to feel light in our bodies. If you are at the point of depriving or starving yourself it may be because you are denying yourself the ability to enjoy life because you feel unworthy. I felt this way too so I get your pain. Remember that you are worthy of the most beautiful and abundant life. Try these steps that I used to help heal body dysmorphia or a bad body moment:


* Let go of the desire to have a perfect body – it does not exist. Change your focus from weight to health.


* See a psychologist or cognitive behavioural therapist to help retrain your mind and deal with underlying emotional issues.


* Write down the parts of your body you feel grateful for.


* Stop comparing yourself to others. We are all biochemically unique.


* Try swimming, doing yoga or meditating for 10 minutes to clear your mind. Focus on your breathing. Visualise lightness and goodness flowing into your body.


* Replace negative thoughts with positive affirmations. For example, swap ‘I look fat’ to ‘I am light and I trust my body’. This has really made a difference for me. It may take time to get the hang of it, but keep practising.




LIFE TIP


Try my mirror exercise. Every time you see your reflection in a mirror you probably say something negative or critical about yourself Agree? Perhaps you’re not even aware of it.


My darling husband taught me this tip: never ever step away from a mirror without giving yourself a compliment. It changes your thoughts, body and life. It has really helped me heal my relationship with my body.







WHAT TO DO WHEN THE SHAMING STRIKES


If you’re not feeling great about yourself, steer clear of mirrors and go into a forward fold right away. To do this, sit on the floor and lean over your body. Breathe deeply and give thanks for your health and the body parts you like. If you can’t think of any, thank your legs for carrying you every day or your heart for beating life into your body. Keep breathing deeply until the feeling passes. Avoid photos, modelling channels and diet books while you’re feeling this way.





HEALING YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH FOOD


Dieting stops now


I don’t like fad diets one bit. They’re not sustainable. How many people do you know who have stuck to a diet for a long time? And by that, I mean more than a few weeks. Whether it’s the Dukan Diet or the 5:2 way of eating, diets DO. NOT. WORK. Perhaps you see short-term results, but my concern is that people cannot stick to them. All diets do is complicate your relationship with food, and cause body hatred, stress and feelings of failure, which can be disastrous, not to mention dangerous, in the long term.


Free yourself from dieting and embrace a wholesome way of eating. This is the key to long-lasting health and happiness – and a balanced weight.


Here’s how to give up diets forever:


* Throw out any books/magazines/DVDs that promise to help you lose five kilos in seven days. They offer false hope and make me mad! And unfollow those Instagram accounts that spruik the latest diet trends and products.


* If you find yourself being tempted by a diet, remind yourself that the results won’t last and you won’t be giving your body the love it deserves.


* Make a commitment to eat a wholesome, balanced range of food forever. It’s the only way of eating that serves you and it’s not a passing fad. (See here for more.)


* Add ‘balance’ and ‘moderation’ to your vocabulary, and delete ‘deprivation’ and ‘restriction’. They’ve got to go.


* Allow yourself small indulgences from time to time. Follow the 80/20 approach – eat well 80 per cent of the time, and eat what you like the other 20 per cent of the time. It’s good for your soul and your body will be able to handle it. If you don’t give in a little, you’ll end up overeating or bingeing. (See here for more on this.)


* Listen to your food voice (see here).


* Bin the scales and stop counting calories. Numbers do not define you. They only add stress to your body.


* Finally, subscribe to the idea that your body is your temple. Why on earth would you want to put it through the torment of dieting? It deserves better. Your life is too precious to be consumed by dieting.




LIFE TIP


You’ve eaten, but you’re still hungry – now what? Wait 20 minutes before reaching for more food. That’s how long it takes for your body to register digestion. Most of the time, you’ll realise you’re actually full. If you’re not, eat a small, nutritious snack.





Be a mindful eater


Dieting requires willpower and is characterised by restriction and deprivation. Dieters are always looking for a quick fix, and food is the enemy. They count calories (numbers!) and succumb to societal pressure to look perfect. But guess what? Perfection doesn’t exist.


On the other hand, mindful eaters see food as nourishment. They’re flexible with food and trust that their body can convert it into fuel. They eat nutrient-dense, REAL food until they’re satisfied, and then they stop. They are able to indulge with moderation, which you will learn how to do. Mindful eaters don’t even think about dieting or bingeing because they know neither option is worth the fallout. How good does that sound? My mum is the best example of this!


Healthy living is meant to be simple, not complicated. Food is here to take care of our bodies’ needs. Too many people view food as ‘good’ or ‘bad’, asking: ‘Will this make me thin or fat?’ This is not healthy and creates so much stress within the body. I’m passionate about putting an end to this extreme and obsessive mentality around food and weight. Help me to spread the message.


Mindful eating means eating with awareness. Here’s how to do it:


* Choose nourishing foods most of the time but also give yourself room for indulgence. (See here for more.)


* Make each meal a pleasurable experience. Slow down, sit down and eat away from distractions. Take a big breath before you start your meal. Put your fork down in between each bite, and chew, chew, chew! Really savour every morsel before swallowing. Food is meant to be enjoyed.


* Stop the vicious cycle of all or nothing. If you make a ‘bad’ food choice, let it go. Don’t write the rest of the day off.


* Say positive affirmations when you eat. These will help to release negative thoughts and overcome anxiety around food. My favourites are: ‘My body is about to be nourished with so much goodness’, ‘This plate of food is so good for me’ and ‘I trust that my body can break this down’.


* Keep a symptoms diary. This is like a food diary, except you write down how you feel before and after each meal. Are you genuinely hungry, or are you eating out of boredom or habit?




THE ART OF STRESS-FREE EATING


1  Take three long deep breaths and relax your entire body.


2  Remove distractions from your environment including phones, TVs or computers.


3  Look at the food and simply say: ‘Thank you for this plate of goodness’. Feel how lucky you are to have access to foods that help you thrive.


4  Try your best to remove all judgement about what you are about to eat – instead, focus on slowly enjoying each mouthful. Let go of the negative self-talk: ‘This food isn’t healthy’, ‘This food will make me fat’. Replace this with positive affirmations, ‘It’s okay to indulge. My body can handle it.’


5  Pay attention to your food and how you feel during and after eating it – this is the best guide to knowing which foods make you feel good. When you start to be present with food, you taste and enjoy it more, which will make you feel much more satiated after eating. Remember, food is to be enjoyed.


6  After your meal, state: ‘Thank you for nourishing my body’.





Find a unique eating plan that works for you


We’ve been led to believe there is a certain diet that works for all of us. It’s absurd! We’re biochemically unique. Your nutritional needs are very different to that of your friend, sister, cousin and mother. On top of that, we compare our diet to everyone else around us. Sadly, this has caused many women to damage their relationships with their bodies. It needs to end! We need to tune in to our own bodies and what we need as individuals.


I’ve found that when I eat what I like in moderation, my body responds with good health. So listen to your body and give it exactly what it needs. For example, I’ve realised gluten makes me tired, so I choose not to eat it. I’ve also discovered that eating five small, balanced meals a day works best for my metabolism, energy levels and mental clarity. To find your unique eating plan, follow these steps:


* Forget what your friend, mum and Instagram are telling you.


* Educate yourself about food and nutrition, with the help of reputable sources.


* Design your own lifestyle and experiment until you find what works for your body. How often do you need to eat? When are your energy levels highest? Adjust your eating and exercise habits accordingly. Take note of how you feel about each meal. If you’re tired or bloated every time you eat lentils, cut them out for two weeks and see if you feel any different. I also suggest eliminating gluten, refined sugar and processed dairy for a trial period. Most people feel better when they do this.


* If you’re looking for guidance, visit an integrative health practitioner who views the body as a WHOLE and values the mind–body connection.


The good news is you don’t need to be regimented with your eating. When you discover the foods that work for you, you’ll understand that not every meal should be the same. And not every meal will be perfect.


The aim is to listen to your appetite and feed your body what it needs. Sometimes, you won’t have access to healthy foods (like when you’re travelling), and that’s okay. Just do your best with the choices available to you. Trust that your body can handle this.


In the same vein, you don’t need to be so rigid with food. Don’t be that person who pushes around the food on their plate at a dinner party or refuses to eat anything at a wedding. Be versatile. Be free. Be a flexible eater (a flexitarian).


Tune in to your emotional wellbeing and eat according to that. For example, did you wake up feeling teary today? Eat delicious, warming foods as opposed to cold, raw foods to heal. (See here for more on this.)


Indulgence and the 80/20 mindset


People often ask me, ‘Jess, do you ever indulge? Do you ever just eat an ice-cream?’ Of course I do! I actually go out of my way to eat imperfectly, because I believe being too regimented with your eating is unhealthy. As a nutritionist, my world is very health-focused and so I’m conscious not to be too strict or fussy. On the weekends, I indulge a little without the worry or guilt, and my body loves it. The key is indulging with mindfulness and moderation.


I can’t tell you how many people I meet who won’t eat something ‘naughty’ because they’re scared they’ll spiral out of control and binge. Think about little kids: as soon as they can’t have something, it’s all they want! We may think we’ve grown up, but we all have weak spots. It’s not a bad thing; it’s human nature. Playing the game of mental negotiation will get you nowhere and only make you more stressed in the long run.


Once or twice a week, I enjoy a scoop of good-quality gelato, a couple of glasses of red wine, a little frozen yoghurt or a few pieces of chocolate. I give myself permission to eat my treat without guilt. This is the trick as guilt adds stress to your body.


I can do this because I trust my body. Will one indulgent meal cause a skin breakout? Or significant weight gain? Will it derail my good habits? No. What matters is how I eat MOST of the time. This means eating cleanly 80 per cent of the time, and allowing myself to eat imperfectly for the remaining 20 per cent. This keeps me balanced and on track, and I never feel deprived so I rarely overeat.


Does this mean you can go crazy and eat all the junk food you crave? Nope, that’s not my point. Healthy indulgence means being able to eat these foods in moderate amounts, while still loving yourself. No stress, no guilt. Next time you want a treat, ask yourself if there’s a healthier alternative. My recipe section is a good place to start – honestly, the sweet treats in there taste better than the traditional versions!


If that doesn’t tickle your taste buds, sit down with your favourite treat. Eat it mindfully, and give thanks. Release the guilt. Trust that your body can handle it and take care of you.




THREE STEPS TO HEALTHY INDULGENCE


1  Plan to indulge. If you’re going to a birthday party or dinner with friends, there’s no need to restrict your eating that day so that you can go ‘all out’. Just be mindful. It’s important to eat satiating meals that day to keep your blood sugar stable. Also, if you’re prepared and excited about the indulgence, you’re less likely to feel guilty. Permission granted!


2  Watch your language. Avoid terms like ‘cheat meal’ or ‘giving in’. You’re not cheating on anything or anyone. You’re not giving in; you’re in control and have made a conscious decision to indulge. You’re just being human!


3  Eat your treats in moderation. Remember, this is not your only meal for the day, so don’t overdo it. You can have some more tomorrow if you wish because you are no longer depriving yourself.


Tag #JSHealthTreatYourself to be part of this gorgeous, one-of-a-kind community of healthy eaters!
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It’s time to put yourself first. To live a healthy life, you need to start by healing your relationship with yourself. You’re going to uncover the sources of tension, build your self-worth, become grounded and centred, and start living in a space of gratitude. You’ll also be reconnecting with yourself, as self-love is the foundation of health, wellbeing and healing your relationship with food and your body.
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