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I dedicate this book to my patients who courageously shared their stories with me and who allowed me to help them create new ones.

—Janice

For everyone who needs proof that they are not an exception—it’s absolutely possible for you, too.

—Jae





Preface

We are an older gynecologist and a younger badass anthropology PhD student who each lost a lot of weight in a healthy way and never gained it back. That’s an achievement, and we’ll show you what we learned in order to make that a reality.

But there’s something even more important that we discovered and want to share with you in this book. We each learned, in our own ways, that self-loathing is a dead end and that kindness toward oneself is the starting point, not just the endpoint, of changing your relationship with food.

Please believe in yourself. Believe that you can do this, and believe that you deserve to do this.

You are not a happy, thin person stuck inside a sad, fat person. You are a person of value already. You will enhance your happiness by taking care of yourself physically and mentally. And when you do that, the weight loss will follow. We can help.
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Jae, after © Tim Lee
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Janice, before
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Janice, after © Tim Lee






INTRODUCTION

Hitting Bottom
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I am Jae.

It is the summer after my high school graduation, and I’m working at the local Pizza Hut. I’m physically exhausted, even though I’ve done very little physically. It’s time to go, and I start to head out the door, but the manager stops me. Someone named Karen had ordered six pizzas, two orders of breadsticks, and a dessert stick, but she never bothered to show up, and they’re mine if I want them. I’ve never met Karen, but at this moment, she is my new favorite person. I can’t wait to drive home, descend to the basement, turn on Netflix, and eat myself happy.

I get home and check the freezer in the mudroom before entering the house. There’s a half-gallon of ice cream, and better yet it’s mint chocolate chip. I’ve just hit the trifecta—carbs, melted cheese, and ice cream. I stop only to tell my mom that I am home, avoiding the concern in her eyes. I imagine that she’s holding herself back from saying anything. I know she wants what’s best for me, but I wonder if maybe she thinks I’m just a lost cause. I go down the stairs and turn on the next episode of America’s Next Top Model. The irony is completely lost on me as I open the containers and start eating mindlessly. In the next two hours, I consume ten breadsticks, four slices of pizza, and half of a half-gallon of ice cream. I see nothing wrong with this.

When I started college, I weighed 270 pounds. In my sophomore and junior years of college, I lost 142 pounds—52 percent of my body weight—through uncomplicated diet and exercise. I have successfully kept the weight off for over four years by evaluating and reevaluating my relationship with food and my body every day. If freshman Jae could see college graduate Jae today, she wouldn’t believe her eyes.

I want to preface the rest of my experience by telling you that I am a scientist and an academic. It is my dream to become an expert in the field of human skeletal analysis. I want to be defined by my research and my friendships and relationships. I recognize that it’s important for me to share my story so that you will know you are not alone and that you are capable of what you may think is impossible. Writing this book has been challenging for me, in that I learned it’s hard for me to talk about my weight loss; not because I’m ashamed or embarrassed of myself or my body, but because it is not the focus of my life or a defining characteristic of my identity. I hope my experiences inspire you to make the choice to take care of your body and to love yourself.
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I am Janice.

I am on a stepladder, trying to reach into the back of the cabinet over the refrigerator. I am foraging for some old Halloween candy or anything else that’s chocolate. I know that it will be uncomfortable coming down off the ladder because my knees hurt. I know that my knees hurt in part because I have gained weight—a lot of weight—and now weigh exactly what I had weighed when I was nine months pregnant. Just baby fat, right? Except that the baby is now twenty-three years old.

A single thought floats into my mind: You are pathetic. And then, thank goodness, another thought replaces it: This stops now. And it did. That’s the story I want to share with you.

I am a gynecologist who lost 30 pounds. Thirty pounds—big deal, you say. Well, it is a big deal. It’s a big deal because I’m in my sixties and had flunked every diet I’d ever been on. It’s a big deal because I’ve kept the weight off for more than five years, which is something only a small fraction of people who lose weight can say.

It’s a big deal because even though poor nutrition is the major cause of so many preventable diseases, I never learned much at all about healthy eating in medical school. So I had to develop my own strategies by reading all the recent medical research and by personal trial and error. The strategies I used—and continue to use—have been helpful to many of my patients, and that’s incredibly gratifying to me. Most of all, it’s a big deal because I’m really proud of myself and happy to be living a life with less pain and more joy.

This is not a typical diet book. This book will not help you fit into those skinny pants in ten days. This is not a book about losing a certain amount of weight. Let us be clear: our ultimate goal is not about weight loss per se. Our ultimate goal is to help you to stop feeling shame about your body and to live a healthier life. We will provide you with tools for eating in a physically and emotionally healthy way, and we promise that the ultimate result will be sustainable weight loss.

The essence of this book is to help you redefine what it means to take care of yourself. Hating yourself is over. Hating your body is over. Saying mean things to yourself is over. The war between you and food is over.

This book is about eating without shame.






CHAPTER 1

Jae & Janice—We’ve Walked the Walk

I thought to myself that I needed to lose just one pound, and then I could move on to the next one. If I started that day and lost one pound per week, then in a hundred weeks, I could be a hundred pounds lighter.

Jae’s Story

In July of 2012, I went to see my physician for a routine physical before starting college the following month. The nurse led me down the hallway and asked me to remove my shoes and step on the scale. After a few moments, she announced “270,” and I’m sure I didn’t even bat an eye. Then, I went to the exam room, where the doctor told me she was concerned that I was class II morbidly obese and prediabetic. I was eighteen years old, and I wore size twenty pants, and I couldn’t walk for more than a mile without my legs and feet hurting.

A month later, I packed my bags and said goodbye to my home for my new life at the University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia. I had absolutely no idea what to expect about my time on the east coast—my hometown was small, rural, and anything but exciting. Now, I was about to land in the middle of one of the biggest cities in America. I was excited, but scared out of my mind.

Since my parents are teachers, they had to take me to Philadelphia well before the official move-in date so they could return home in time to start their own school year. This meant I had five days ahead of me when I could have explored the campus and the city, when I could have made friends with the other students who had also moved in before school started. Instead, I shut myself in my room, binge-watched nine seasons of Grey’s Anatomy, and finished off a week’s worth of food in three days.

Once new student orientation started, I had to leave my room. I went to a few school events, and it was immediately apparent to me that I did not look like anyone else at Penn. I felt embarrassed by the way people looked at me. I isolated myself. I tried not to eat in public or take extra food like everyone else did. I didn’t want to be “that fat girl.” Instead, I ate in secret or at night, once everyone else had gone out to parties.

You’re supposed to have fun at college—go out, meet new people, make lifelong friends. I so much wanted to be the person who fearlessly introduces herself to everyone who crosses her path, but the reality was that I was not outgoing, and I was not confident. I was sure that no one looked past my looks.

Once classes started, I fell into a pretty solid routine, especially when it came to food. Before my 9:00 a.m. Spanish class, I ate two bagels loaded with cream cheese. Lunch was a chicken sandwich with cheese and bacon and a side of fries. Dinner in the dining hall was several pieces of pizza; no vegetables and no fruit. My real downfall was the unlimited access to the dessert tables and ice cream bar. I doubt there was a meal at the dining hall, including breakfast, that didn’t end with ice cream.

I really could not have cared less about the “Freshman Fifteen”—those extra pounds that so many college students gain during their first year. I started college with ten times that much extra weight on my body, so what further damage could fifteen pounds do? In my mind, I had already lost the battle. My many past attempts at dieting and losing weight had failed. I was defeated, and I had accepted that I was never going to change. How could I even begin to motivate myself when I already constantly told myself that I was going to fail, just as I had done for what felt like two million times before?

Two moments during my first semester at Penn challenged this feeling of pessimism. When I started school, I ordered bright teal jeans in a size twenty, the color choice a part of my strategy to distract attention away from my body by redirecting it to the clothing itself. When I put these jeans on for the first time, they would not zip. I had gone past a size twenty, and I felt horrible.

The second and most powerful turning point for me was during an anthropology class. The professor showed a slide of two women’s body scans (these scans take a picture of a “slice” of the person so doctors can visualize the internal structures). One woman was five-foot-six and weighed 120 pounds. The other woman was the same height, but she weighed 250 pounds. I remember how striking it was to see the body composition right there in front of me. I couldn’t ignore it. I heard my classmates’ shocked reactions to the picture, and all I could think about was the fact that I weighed twenty pounds more than the woman on the left. I couldn’t believe I was doing this to my body.

I decided I was finally ready to change. Starting now.

I began by doing research on the online forum Reddit to learn more about weight loss. Through this, I found reddit.com/r/progresspics, where people post pictures of their transformations and tell their stories about how they approached weight loss. There were so many people who looked like me—people my age or my weight—who were losing twenty, forty, or a hundred-plus pounds! They shared the same thoughts and concerns about their bodies, weight loss, societal pressures, and other struggles (like binge eating) that I experienced. Provided with all these examples of people who were successful, I felt part of a community that understood my mental and physical struggles. I found a glimmer of hope.

That one glimmer was all I needed.

Now I knew that I wanted to look different, feel different, and move differently—but I had zero idea of how to get there. One night, I sat down at my desk and opened my yearly planner. I thought to myself that I needed to lose just one pound, and then I could move on to the next one. If I started that day and lost one pound per week, then in a hundred weeks, I could be a hundred pounds lighter. Of course, by then, I would be in my junior year of college. But I was going to be a junior in college no matter what, so did I want to stay the way I was, or did I want to change so I could have at least a year and a half left of a normal college experience, not to mention the rest of my life?

I chose the latter option. I wrote a large “1” in the top-right corner on the page for the week ahead. Then I wrote a “2” on the next page for the following week, and for each successive week, I increased the number by one until I hit a total of a hundred weeks. This was my benchmark for how I was going to keep myself focused on my ultimate goal.

What was important for me about this strategy was that it was a long-term approach, and it was not dramatic. I was not trying to crash diet. I was not trying to starve myself. But I also wanted my college years to be a time when I could feel pretty and confident, and go to parties if I wanted to. For me, this approach was the most realistic way to achieve my goals.

How was this different from the other times that I’d tried to lose weight? What changed was that my motivation and decision to lose weight had come from my own thought process. It was my own decision, instead of being a result of external pressure. I was motivated by wanting to fit into those teal pants and by the photo of the body scans from my anthropology class—and by a deeply rooted need to rid myself of the angry and hurtful thoughts that I carried with me at every moment.


I went back to Reddit for advice, tools, and suggestions to prepare myself to follow through on the commitment I had made. When I first started making changes in how I ate, I knew absolutely nothing about nutrition and fitness. Many people on /r/progresspics used an app called MyFitnessPal to track and count their calorie intake. I downloaded it to begin to understand how many calories I was actually consuming. This was one of the most important points in my journey—I am a very visual person, and MyFitnessPal showed me why I was gaining weight so rapidly (about twenty pounds per year throughout high school). It was clear that I could not lose weight by eating over three thousand calories a day. That first semester, I made small changes, taking apples from the dining hall instead of ice cream or making a turkey sandwich instead of eating a huge burger and fries. It was a slow start, but I was determined to change my eating patterns in a way that was right for me.

During the summer after my freshman year in 2013, I lived in an apartment with four other students, one of whom was an avid bicyclist and enthusiastic Philadelphia explorer. I got my own bike and began to see the city with him. This made it hard to make my nightly trips to the local convenience store. Instead of eating whenever I wanted for emotional reasons, I began to learn how to eat in intervals and in realistic portion sizes. I constantly reminded myself that it had taken years to put on all this weight, and that it was going to take some time to get it back off.

Everyone in my apartment that summer was a vegetarian, and I decided to give it a try. Honestly, meat was expensive and I didn’t mind an excuse to save money. Up until then, I was a big fan of fast and convenient food, and the only vegetables I would touch were peas, carrots, corn, and cauliflower (and even then, only if they were drowned in melted cheese). Being vegetarian meant that eating from fast-food restaurants just did not work anymore. During that time, healthy fast-casual restaurants and healthy options on fast-food menus were not yet widely available. I was forced to try new foods, and I learned to love all vegetables. I remember so vividly the first time I tried Brussels sprouts at lunch in the Penn Museum cafe. They were roasted with garlic and rosemary and were unforgettable. My housemates and I celebrated my first meat-free week with vegetarian falafel, and I loved it!

I soon ordered my first pair of jean shorts from Old Navy and wore them in public. They were a size sixteen, and I was so proud. I went from an XL shirt down to a large. I finally had tangible proof that I was taking steps in a positive direction. This was for real; I was actually doing this. That first summer, I lost only 20 of the 142 pounds that I would eventually lose, but I wanted to keep the good changes going. MyFitnessPal became my primary tool for weight loss. I was committed to conscientiously logging calories and had learned about portion sizes in the process. I learned to calculate how many calories I needed daily to maintain weight, and thus how many calories I could eat daily to lose weight each week. I was confident I could stick with this because I was approaching weight loss in a healthy way.

At some point in the fall of my sophomore year, my roommate asked me to join her at the gym and I thought, “Why not? What do I have to lose?” I barely lasted twenty minutes on the elliptical machine. It felt like hell, and I didn’t go back, but I remember feeling so proud of myself for trying. In January 2014, I was ready to start something new. Many people in /r/progresspics often talked about how running had changed their lives. Specifically, I noticed that they mentioned a program called “C25K” or “Couch to 5K.” The eight-week program uses interval training to help a person who typically cannot run for more than a minute at a time to eventually run an entire five-kilometer (3.1 mile) stretch. I decided to go for it.

My friend Sarah decided to try it, too, and I honestly couldn’t have done it without her. She kept me accountable, which made a huge impact on my ability to succeed. We went to the gym together and ran at the same time. I knew I would feel guilty if I wasn’t doing my part, so I had more motivation to show up to our runs. If we weren’t able to go to the gym together, we had to send a picture of our feet on the treadmill to each other as proof that we were still doing the workout! Despite having an accountability partner, it was still hard for me. Going to the gym as a fat person is incredibly intimidating, something I talk about in more detail in Chapter 19.

Completing the C25K program was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. It was not only physically, but also mentally, challenging. I had to keep running even when I could see the fat jiggle up and down in my stomach and legs. It was embarrassing enough to run by myself, and now other people could see me, too? Damn, it was so emotionally tough! The important thing, though, is that even though there were times when I felt like crap, I did it. And was I aware with each training run that I was truly instituting an entire lifestyle change? Hell, no! I was taking it just one run or one workout at a time.

By July 2014, I had lost a hundred pounds. I left to study abroad in Australia, and I made another pivotal decision on the plane. I realized that I was susceptible to the common “study abroad” experience of gaining ten pounds or so, and that if I did, I would have to restart my weight loss plan all over again when I returned home. Or, I could just stay aware and focused enough while abroad to maintain my weight. At that moment, I also saw a third option: I could take the next six months to keep on my weight loss path and come back to America a lighter, fitter person. I chose the third option.

I lost another twenty-five pounds in Australia. I continued my healthy habits when I returned to the University of Pennsylvania and completed the rest of my junior year. In the summer of 2015, I stepped on the scale and read the numbers. I had lost 142 pounds—52 percent of what I had weighed when I had started at Penn three years before!

I had done it. In the span of just two years, I had transformed my life.


Jae—in Janice’s Words

Like all my patients, Jae was a student at the University of Pennsylvania, where I was the director of Women’s Health at the Student Health Service. She sat across from me, so quiet and soft-spoken but clearly incredibly intelligent. I did a double take when I looked at her chart and saw that she’d lost more than fifty pounds in the last year. Then I learned that she’d lost almost a hundred pounds before that.

“How did you lose all that weight?” I asked.

“Diet and exercise,” she replied.

That’s all she said, as though it were a simple answer to a simple question. I pressed for more details, telling her that I was personally and professionally interested in the subject. “I decided that I needed to change, and I found a way to do it, so I did,” Jae told me. “And if I can do it, I think I can help other people do it, too.” She added that she was thinking about writing a book about her experience.

“I’m also thinking about writing a book about healthy weight loss,” I told her. “After you graduate, would you like to write one together?” And so began our collaboration.

Since then, I’ve come to be even more impressed by Jae’s intelligence and modesty. When Jae invited me to attend her graduation ceremony in the Department of Anthropology, I found out for the first times at the ceremony that Jae had 1) graduated magna cum laude and Phi Beta Kappa, and 2) won the prize for the best senior thesis. Even then, she didn’t mention that her thesis was more than 150 pages long!

Jae will never tell you how special she is—so that honor falls to me. I am thrilled to be sharing authorship of this book with such an amazing young woman.


Janice’s Story

My story is much shorter and less dramatic than Jae’s. I didn’t really have a weight problem until I was forty, after the birth of my second baby.

Even as I write that, I remember that I’d always thought I was a little overweight, or at least flabby—certainly “imperfect,” as I thought at the time—even when I was a size six or eight. I had always had a sweet tooth and ate large portions, though I managed to get away with it when I was younger. My mother was a fabulous baker, and Friday was her baking day. When I’d come home from school every Friday, there would be two pies sitting on the counter: one for the family and one just for me. My pie was smaller—but not that small! I’d eat the whole thing right there and then.

I never enjoyed exercise, either. When I was a teenager, girls didn’t have to participate in gym if we had our period. My gym teachers never seemed to notice (or maybe pretended not to notice, since I was so pathetic at sports) that I seemed to have my period just about every week.

Somehow, I got away with these habits. Until I didn’t. My second baby was a year old and I still couldn’t fit into anything except my maternity clothes. My age and my changing metabolism had caught up with me, and I had no idea what to do. Don’t get me wrong—I knew full well what I “should” eat. I would try one diet or another, and it would work for a while. Until it didn’t.

I’ve been a gynecologist for forty years, and in that time, I’ve taken care of thousands of women. I would estimate that I have met fewer than a dozen who were happy with their bodies. That’s crazy—but it’s also true. And it was true of me, too. I hated my body, and I felt like a total hypocrite: I would spend all day counseling patients about the importance of healthy eating and regular exercise—and most of all, about the importance of stopping this body-shaming nonsense. Then, I would go home and eat chocolate and cookies and end up feeling disgusted with how I felt and embarrassed by how I looked. Whatever words I was saying about food and exercise weren’t helping me, and they weren’t helping my patients, either. What good does it do to tell someone that “calories-in/calories-out” is a simple equation? What good does it do to tell someone that they should exercise? How do those words help someone with motivation, optimism, strategies, and changes in behavior that can be sustained? The answer is, they don’t.

Then I had that moment on the stepladder, and something within me clicked: it was the realization that being angry with myself was not going to motivate me to change in a sustainable way, but that wanting to take good care of my body would help with the weight. I decided to shift my thinking. I would think about being more active with my daughters and with my future grandchildren. I would think about being able to live an independent and vigorous life as an old lady. I was going to make more space in my brain by not playing the endless loop in my head about what I wanted to eat but shouldn’t eat—or shouldn’t have eaten that now made me feel ashamed and undisciplined and hopeless.

Once I reframed “wanting to lose weight” into a new paradigm of “wanting to take care of myself,” the day-to-day strategies fell into place. I gave myself constant, gushy, positive feedback. I got rid of all the chocolate I had in the house. I weighed myself every day. I started every meal with vegetables. I planned ahead for what I was going to eat at the next snack and at the next meal. I share these strategies in greater detail in the pages ahead.

I also tried out my ideas with patients who were struggling with being overweight and who were open to trying something new. Together, we would devise short-term and long-term goals that were achievable and sustainable. These were emotional goals as much as they were behavioral. It had to be a positive experience! I was moved and excited by how many of these young women were able to make significant changes, not just in their weight, but more importantly in how they thought about themselves and their bodies.


Along with a nutritionist and a therapist at the Student Health Service, I started an education/support group for students who were struggling with issues related to being heavy. We never talked about actual weights or calorie counts. Instead, we talked about changing our relationship with food. Every week for six weeks, these students shared their frustrations, their struggles, and their shame. But by the end of those six weeks, their mindsets had shifted dramatically. They began to learn that feeling good about themselves would result in, not result from, weight loss. They began to learn and create their own strategies, which I also share in the course of this book.

Then, Jae came to see me; and the rest, as they say, is history. Since that time, our relationship has vastly deepened. Jae and I are now close friends and cowriters. She has launched herself into a career as an anthropologist, and we relate to each other as trusted and valued colleagues. She has enriched my life immeasurably.

Janice—in Jae’s Words

Have you ever just walked into a room and felt safe? That there’s a shield around you and that nothing bad can touch you? It’s as if the walls you’ve spent your whole life constructing suddenly have no purpose, and you can put aside your baseline anxiety for the moment.

I’ve rarely felt that kind of safety, but I did the moment Janice walked into the exam room. It was like the air had changed. She asked me many questions, but I never felt judged. She treated me like someone she had cared about her whole life, even though she had just met me.

Janice asked me about my weight loss, which I had brought up only because I thought it might be related to the reason I was sitting in front of her that day. “It was just diet and exercise,” I answered, because that’s really just what it was. I saw my weight loss as something that had happened because it needed to happen, but Janice saw something different.


Her reaction inspired me to reconsider my view of what I had accomplished. She mentioned she wanted to write a book about weight loss and asked if I was interested in writing it with her after I graduated. I was in disbelief that she would even be interested in my story. I didn’t think the obstacles I’d overcome were special compared to what so many people out there had achieved.

From then on, every time I spoke to Janice about my weight loss or the things I faced in my life, she responded with encouragement and love. This was new to me. For so long, I had felt like I was in an uphill battle. People praised me for my academic achievements, but those nagging voices in the back of my head always urged me to brush them off. But Janice didn’t let me off the hook. She drilled it into me, over and over: I had accomplished something worth celebrating; I had earned the praise. She made me feel that I deserved to feel proud of myself.

Janice is made of love that is stitched together with kindness. When you stand next to her, it’s impossible not to see and feel her love for others, for her kids, and for just about anyone who brings positivity and kindness into the world.






STEP ONE:

Appreciate Your Body before You Lose Even a Single Ounce







CHAPTER 2

Your Goals Are within Reach—But Not in the Way You’ve Been Told

The key to sustainable weight loss is not “willpower” and deprivation—it’s kindness toward yourself and letting go of shame.

The Shame Stops Today

Diet books, weight loss promoters, and other “experts” will tell you that self-discipline and even deprivation are the keys to weight loss success. They claim that once you lose weight, you’ll live happily ever after and never, ever regain the weight or feel ashamed of your body. Of course, that’s not true. What actually happens is that most people tend to reach their maximum weight loss after six months or so1 and then gradually regain the weight (and often end up weighing more than they did in the first place) over a period of one to five years.2

Why does this happen? There are many explanations, based largely on the body’s adaptation to weight loss—and not on all the reasons people give for blaming others and blaming themselves for regaining the weight.

The two of us are among only 20 percent of people who have successfully achieved long-term weight loss,3 and we want to help you join our club. We’ll share with you our strategies that are backed up by actual science rather than marketing ploys, and we’ll also share our personal secrets to success.

We disagree with the so-called experts. The key to sustainable weight loss is not “willpower” and deprivation—it’s kindness toward yourself and letting go of shame. You want to lose weight and keep it off? You want to change your emotional relationship with food? If that’s what you want, the shame stops today. No, not when you lose weight. Today.

We suggest that your mother, your doctor, and the sponsors of those ads showing smiling skinny people holding up the waistbands of their fat jeans have it exactly backward. We suggest you need to start with letting go of the shame about your eating and your body. If you do that, then you will be able to carry out a strategy that will result in weight loss that can be sustained for the rest of your life.

Let’s start with this premise: you are already worth taking care of. Your scale measures only your weight, not your worth. In our culture, heavy people are viewed as undisciplined or unmotivated. Please don’t be part of that appallingly cruel and wrong-headed kind of thinking. Fat-shaming other people is wrong; and fat-shaming yourself is wrong, too. Emotional eating and shame are tightly interconnected, and that connection can be broken. Let us be clear: breaking this connection does not happen by beating yourself up. Beating yourself up leads to one failed diet after another, as well as to the feeling that you’re the one who failed, not the poorly designed diet. Overcoming shame, on the other hand, happens when you change the way you think about yourself and talk to yourself. We propose to you a sustainable, permanent lifestyle change that results from kindness and knowledge. Let us explain.

How Eating Becomes Emotional

Before you can really grapple with emotional eating and your relationship with food, it’s good to understand where it begins. It starts early: food is love. Almost all of us have experience with that notion. You had a bad day at school? Your mom baked your favorite gooey brownies. What made holidays so special? The food, of course! Yes, you’re looking forward to getting together with your family, but what you may be thinking about the most is getting together with your grandmother’s pumpkin pie, the Christmas tamales and hot chocolate, the Chanukah potato pancakes. We could go on and on. From the beginning, we are taught that food is fun and happiness and stress relief and family and connection.

That was the start of emotional eating. But something more sinister followed in its path. Kids called you fat. Parents, probably unknowingly, said something insensitive or even cruel. Maybe you were told it was “just teasing.” Maybe it was a hurtful, critical comment that was made “for your own good.”

This is when you began to learn about shame.

This shame was only reinforced as you got older, as our fat-shaming society pressured you to be conscious and critical of your body and to measure your attractiveness by some arbitrary standard of beauty, where stick-thin models look like they’re starving. Now, as an adult, you no longer need anyone else to make you feel shame. You have learned all the lessons and can do it all by yourself. The damage has been done—no one can make you feel more awful about yourself than you can. It’s only natural that your response to the internalized shame is to want to comfort yourself. And what has your go-to comfort always been? We don’t need to tell you—here you are, reading this book.

We need to emphasize this point: You are not to blame for using emotional eating as a coping mechanism. There is no way that, as a child, you could have foreseen that eating in this way would have so many physical and emotional consequences. Now that you’re an adult, you still carry your childhood wounds and comfort-seeking responses within you. Unfortunately, emotional eating is an attempt to fill a hole that cannot be filled. You literally “swallow your pain.” But here’s the good news: you do not need to be defined by these wounds.

The Antidote to Shame is Kindness

If you want to move away from the shame that you’re feeling, you need to make a commitment to kindness. This commitment makes the process not only positive, but also permanent. If you’re willing to commit to kindness and compassion toward yourself, then we can show you how to commit to changing the way you eat and the way you think about food.

Yes, we know this may sound like a simplistic idea; but we swear, it is not. Being kind to yourself instead of berating yourself will help you get started and will also be the end result of the process. It does not mean that you attempt to turn your body into one that looks like a fashion model’s (which is likely to be dangerously thin, anyway). It doesn’t mean that you’re never going to backslide and eat a bunch of junk food when you’re feeling low. There will be times when it may seem like you are losing your way. A commitment to treating yourself with kindness simply means that even if you do veer from your path, that detour will be only temporary if you continue to live your life in a way in which you are compassionate toward yourself.

Let’s put it this way: losing weight will not make you love yourself, but loving yourself will certainly help you lose weight. That may sound sappy or even selfish, but it’s not—it’s just true.

Jae’s Path from Emotional Eating

Jae—I want to share my own personal experience with the effects of out-of-control eating. I hope to show you that your interaction with food does not make you weird or defective. It is what it is, and there are strategies to help you overcome your obstacles.

My mother was raised in a household where delicious food treats were emotional and financial indulgences. When she had her own kids, my mother was determined to do things differently. If I asked for a treat, like the chocolate-covered Rice Krispies bar from the local coffee shop, she would say yes because it represented emotional and financial freedom for her. “Indulgent” foods became routine parts of my diet, and they were associated with happy feelings and comfort. When things were tough for me, food became my emotional crutch. So, is it any surprise that once I started getting bullied in middle school and once the stress of high school studies kicked in, I turned to food as my coping mechanism?

When I think back to my time in high school. I honestly can’t remember any time I experienced hunger. I was eating at 7 a.m., 10 a.m., 11:30 a.m., 2:30 p.m., 5 p.m., and 8 p.m.—there was no time for my body to even digest what I had eaten a few hours before. I was on a constant cycle of putting food in my mouth, and it didn’t matter what it was. I would have had breakfast and a snack and lunch and a Subway Footlong after school, and I would still eat two servings of pasta and chips and dessert once I got home. My issue was that food was not for sustenance; it was for comfort, a way to fill a void that was utterly irrational.


In college, when my nutritionist told me to just have one cookie at my college dorm’s cookie night, I felt so unheard and invalidated. How did she not understand that there was no way for me to just have just one when there were four hundred more waiting to be eaten? If my nutritionist didn’t understand my disordered relationship with food, neither did my therapist, who said, “If you’re going to have a cookie, have the best cookie you can find, in your favorite flavor, and make sure it counts so you can savor it.” The problem was she was still working under the assumption that I could limit myself to just one cookie. My nutritionist and therapist both focused on the concept of practicing self-restraint, as though I could be rational in those situations, but that’s not how my brain works. When I eat, my brain turns off and rational thinking is out the door. I am in pure primal brain—food to mouth, chew, swallow, repeat.

It took me a long time to accept that I am not a failure just because my brain and body don’t act in the same way as other people’s. I’m not broken; I just work differently.

A commitment to kindness is not the same as that ludicrously overused term, self-esteem. We’re not telling you to whisper sweet nothings in your own ear about what a goddess or god you are. We’re not pretending that discipline, perseverance, or even struggle are not part of the process. It’s going to be hard to forego the ice cream you want, to order salad instead of fries, or to put on your sneakers and go for a walk. This is hard! If it were as simple as “eat less, move more,” then two-thirds of the population in the United States would not be overweight or obese! Here’s our solemn promise to you: it won’t be as hard as listening to the self-critical voice in your head that harangues you all day long—sometimes softly in the background, sometimes front and center—but always there and always cruel.

What’s the problem with negative thoughts? Aren’t they useful? Sometimes, yes. Humankind has been able to survive as well as it has partly because people are hardwired to pay attention to negative experiences so they can quickly escape danger. This is perhaps one reason why negative thoughts and experiences tend to have a lasting impact on us in a way that positive ones seldom do. It takes far greater awareness and effort to focus on what is positive and then to sustain that focus.

Can’t negative thoughts motivate us to do better? Well, yes, they may have their function in the short term. You may need your inner boot camp sergeant to get you out of bed on a cold, rainy morning. Ultimately, though, negative thoughts are self-defeating. They end up making you feel even worse about yourself. And, as we’ve seen, how do you respond to feeling bad? By turning to your source of solace: food.

Don’t Believe Everything You Think

Here’s another thing about negative thoughts: usually, they’re not even true! The term “fake it ’til you make it” may be a huge asset for you in this journey. Instead of allowing your head to be filled with awful thoughts about all the things that are wrong or bad about yourself, you can learn to replace them with thoughts and statements that are positive. The more you practice this, the easier it becomes. The best part is when you realize that the positive statements are actually more credible than the negative ones, and that you’re not faking it at all.

Janice—For me, the most important and meaningful change has not been ridding myself of excess weight, but rather ridding myself of the self-loathing tape that was on a continuous loop inside my head. There is only one response to shame that makes any sense to me: kindness and compassion toward oneself. It is this change, and not just the weight loss, that has made me feel great—and that is why I have not gained back weight. I simply don’t want to go back to being so self-critical.

Let us explain what we mean by using pretending, or “faking it,” to change your thoughts from self-critical to kind. Imagine that you are with your best friend. We’re assuming you’re a good person, and you know how to be a good friend. When your best friend is feeling like crap because someone had given her “constructive criticism” that her dress was looking a bit tight, you’re not going to say, “Oh yes, I see what they mean—you’ve kind of let yourself go a bit.” Hell, no! If your other friend was “on a diet” or “on a cut” and ate three donuts, you wouldn’t try to make him feel even worse about it. Instead, you might say that he had a crazy, stressful moment and sought relief in a totally understandable way. It doesn’t mean that he’s a failure, or weak, or pathetic. Instead, you’re more likely to tell him that life can be tough and that donuts can taste awfully good.

When your friends are feeling sad and hurt, you intuitively know to speak kindly to emphasize their strengths and point out the things that make them valuable and that make the friendship valuable to you. So, why would you speak to yourself any differently? Why would you call yourself a failure or weak or pathetic? It’s time to drop the double standard. You have to live with yourself forever, so why not make sure you like—and respect—the company? When you say hurtful things to yourself, stop and think about it. Would you ever look someone in the eye and say those terrible things?

How about talking to yourself as you would talk to your good friend? When you get stuck, think of what you would say to your best friend—in essence, change the script. Scolding yourself and belittling yourself do not work. Hating yourself cannot be an option if you want to move forward. Expressions of self-negativity not only hurt you on an individual level, but they also hurt the other people in your life who you care about. Negativity is contagious; it makes others feel bad, sad, and more negative. Being around all that negativity just reinforces the cycle of feeling bad about yourself. Positivity, on the other hand, is also contagious, a gift that you will both give and receive. By opening your heart to yourself, it will become so much easier to open your heart to the world, with the result being an increase in compassion and optimism toward others. And that compassion will return to you as well.

Jae—It became so clear to me that I couldn’t perpetuate change with negativity. Negativity is what got me to a bad point; it’s what fueled the voices in my head and distorted my true sense of worth; it’s what surrounded me when I was among groups of people, or looking at myself in the mirror, or moving my hand for that third cupcake. I don’t make room for that negativity anymore. Positivity means I’ve made a conscious choice to accept myself in all forms, to make myself healthier, and to love who I am. I have post-it notes surrounding my mirror that are filled with positive affirmations and the aspects of myself that I’m proud of. The script has changed.

Ultimately, you have total control over only one thing: your thoughts. Some of these thoughts about yourself are unnecessarily cruel, and many of them are probably untrue. Challenge these negative thoughts! Then, replace them with kinder, more positive, and, most likely, more accurate thoughts!

You Deserve This

Please be clear that this is the decision you are making because you want to make it. Honestly, wanting it isn’t even enough on its own—you also need to acknowledge that this is a commitment to prioritizing your own needs. Does that sound selfish? It’s not. We are all responsible for caring for ourselves. If you’re healthier, more energetic, and happier, then you’re going to be way better at caring for others. The wonderful psychologist and meditation teacher Tara Brach writes, “This revolutionary act of treating ourselves tenderly can begin to undo the aversive messages of a lifetime.”4

You can choose to live in a space where you aren’t at war with food and your body. You deserve this, and so do the people in your life whom you love. You deserve to care enough about yourself to make this commitment. You cannot reach your best self with negativity, guilt, and shame. Your body deserves respect and compassion right now.

We would like to offer you this: starting now, food and shame will no longer live together. We will help you want to eat and move in a physically and emotionally healthy way. You will not say mean things to yourself. You will not call yourself a failure. You will not see yourself as weak. You will not think that you are lacking “willpower.”

The big question of this book is simple: Aren’t you tired of feeling bad about yourself?






CHAPTER 3

Transforming Your Wishes into Reality

Let’s be real: how has beating yourself up worked out for you so far?

Suppose you have a goal of losing fifty pounds. What does that goal actually mean? Unless you lay the groundwork, saying your goal is to lose fifty pounds is like a Miss America contestant saying her goal is for world peace. Neither “goal” reflects the strategies and behaviors that will help you achieve your objectives. Having said that, goals really are important. In fact, goal-setting is one of the key components in helping people achieve their desired outcomes. In this chapter, we will help you create your own personal strategies for achieving specific and meaningful goals.

From dream to reality—that’s what it’s all about, isn’t it? You go from wishing for weight loss to achieving the goal of actually losing—and sustaining—that loss. Sounds easy enough—but you know it isn’t that simple. If it was, then everyone would be slim and fit. But we promise that you can be slimmer, fitter, and more content with yourself and your relationship to food and your body. There is in fact a proven path to get positive results—the two of us have taken every step ourselves (along with a few detours!), and we’ll show you the way. Here are the three stops on your journey:

Thoughts −> Action −> Results

A study of overweight women found that participants were more successful at achieving their goal of losing weight when they strengthened the path that led from “cognition” (thoughts) to “behavior” (action) and then to “outcome” (results).1 This is different from the advice that many “experts” give overweight people, which is to focus only on the desired result: weight loss. The problem is that by focusing just on the end result, you leave out the really important stuff: the specific steps you need to take to achieve that goal and to stay there. We’re going to show you how to use thoughts to create the strategy for action. The impact of your actions will then be attaining the results you desire. In the remainder of this chapter, we’ll focus on laying the foundation for your success: your thoughts.

Your Thoughts: They’re All in Your Head

The first step is cognition—thoughts or awareness. In this context, cognition means thinking (and even writing) about the importance of changing your relationship with food, your strengths, your challenges, and your supports. At each step of the way, we’ll help you develop strategies to get you through a particular situation.

If you’re reading this book, then we can all agree that you’re unhappy about the way you eat and about the effect that unhealthy habits and patterns are having on your life. That’s the starting point. The next step is to think about—and write down—the reasons you want to change your relationship with food. In fact, we are going to ask you to write out several lists.


Why? When an idea is in your head, it often stops there. How many times have you solved one of the World’s Greatest Problems while washing your hair in the shower, only to forget that solution by the time you reach for the towel? Writing helps you transform thoughts, feelings, and ideas into something tangible. You can look back on the words you wrote and consider them, add to them, or reframe them. And then act on them.

List #1: The Reasons You Want to Lose Weight

In her book The Complete Beck Diet for Life,2 cognitive therapist Judith Beck suggests making a list of all the reasons you want to lose weight. We agree this is a great idea, and we urge you to write your own list, for several reasons:
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