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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


RECLAIMING YOURSELF FROM BINGE EATING


Leora Fulvio takes the mystery out of binge eating in her wonderful new book. Reclaiming Yourself from Binge Eating is readable, engaging and eye opening. Ms. Fulvio obviously cares about people who binge eat and knows how to help them stop, heal and reclaim personhood through health and freedom. I highly recommend this book.


Joanna Poppink, MFT, author of Healing Your Hungry Heart: Recovering from Your Eating Disorder


This book is a gift to people with Binge Eating Disorder and other forms of disordered eating. Leora Fulvio provides step-by-step practical, compassionate advice that by its nature will help the reader slow down, gain self-understanding and ultimately the self-acceptance necessary to make positive change. I will recommend this book enthusiastically to patients and friends alike.


Avril Swan, MD


Ms. Fulvio’s voice is clear and comprehensive enough to replace the voice of the eating disorder. There are nuggets of wisdom in every paragraph.


Sheira Kahn, MFT, co-author of The Erasing ED Treatment Manual







[image: ]








First published by Ayni Books, 2013


Ayni Books is an imprint of John Hunt Publishing Ltd., Laurel House, Station Approach,


Alresford, Hants, SO24 9JH, UK


office1@jhpbooks.net


www.johnhuntpublishing.com


www.ayni-books.com


For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.


Text copyright: Leora Fulvio 2012


ISBN: 978 1 78099 680 6


All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers.


The rights of Leora Fulvio as author have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


Design: Lee Nash


Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY


We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.








Medical Disclaimer


The information provided in this book is intended to educate you about Binge Eating Disorder and discusses different methods of healing. It is not a substitute for examination, diagnosis, and medical care provided by a licensed and qualified health professional. If you are suffering from an eating disorder, please do make an appointment to talk to your health care provider as well as a licensed Therapist or Psychologist.
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Part One



All About Binge Eating









Introduction


It started with the bread. It always started with the bread.


It was a Wednesday evening after work. Dusk was falling and the city streets were twinkling with that pre-holiday excitement. People were in and out of bars and restaurants, enjoying happy hour, enjoying each other and enjoying their lives.


But not me.


I blended in as I dragged myself home from work just trying to make it through the home stretch to my apartment. The smells from the corner bakery wafted up into my nose triggering intense grumblings from my stomach.


“Shut up, you,” I grumbled back. “You’re too big and fat to complain, get over yourself.”


I had worked so hard all day. I just had to get past the bakery without stopping. Other than some wilted lettuce, a six-pack of Diet Coke and about 5 cups of coffee, I hadn’t eaten anything at all. I held my breath as I walked past the bakery. I was on an all lettuce and tofu diet for the next 30 days. Bread was out. Cupcakes were out. Even fruit was out. But as I approached the bakery, I saw that they were taking the baguettes out of the oven. I looked away. Stupid bread, with its hard crust on the outside and soft, white, warm evil on the inside. I held my breath and walked right past the bakery.


Back at my apartment, I was greeted by a refrigerator that was mostly empty – I usually kept it that way. But I had gone shopping so there were several pouches of firm tofu and a head of lettuce. There was also half a bottle of chardonnay. The tofu seemed unappetizing, and I was absolutely bored of lettuce.


“Wine has no carbs,” I thought. “Maybe I’ll just have one glass to help me relax and perhaps sleep so that I don’t have to think about food.”


I poured myself a glass and settled in front of the television to watch some sitcoms and shake off the day. As I gulped the wine, my stomach grumbled. “Shut up, you,” I said. I was starving. I sucked down the rest of the bottle and waited for sleep to set in. But drunkenness beat sleep and I stumbled aimlessly down to the corner store. I thought that I’d buy a pack of sleeping pills so that I could just pass out and defeat hunger.


Hunger was loud and strong – very, very loud. But I knew that if I could beat it tonight, tomorrow would be easier and eventually I would be in control. That was the game that I played with myself, or against myself. My hunger would fight with my self-control and discipline. The problem was, there were no winners in that game. If my self-control won, there I was – starving as my body ate itself. If my hunger won, I’d find myself stuffed in a corner, surrounded by food as I tried to eat my way out. It didn’t really matter who won or who lost. I was losing the battle between a healthy mind and body, and a horrible eating disorder – sick body and sick mind.


How many women and men are fighting this battle constantly? We think it’s a battle of wills, our self-control, our best disciplined self vs. our wild out of control glutton self. But that’s not the battle we fight. Those of us who have been living with disordered eating are holding a place for healthy thoughts, bodies and self-esteems to duke it out with this pervasive sickness that seems to be a virus in this society. The “There is something very wrong with me” virus.


On that particular night, my eating disorder won again. It didn’t matter if I chose to go to the store and binge or if I wound up falling asleep into a subtle coma of sleeping pills, wine and hunger; the eating disorder won.


If it hadn’t, perhaps I would have broken out of this cycle, this coma, and chosen health. Perhaps I would have put the wine down, prepared a healthy and satisfying meal and gotten over it. But that’s not what happened. That night, I walked down to the store, bought a pack of over-the-counter sleeping pills which I took while I was still in the store; I bought another bottle of wine and gave in and grabbed one of those baguettes. I told myself that I’d only have one small piece of the bread. But I began eating it in the store as I walked through and ate much more than my allotment of one small piece. That’s it. My night was already ruined. So I went ahead and grabbed a box of pasta, some sauce, brie, and a packet of Oreos. At home, behind closed doors, I drank another glass of wine as I prepared a giant pot of spaghetti. After I finished off a whole box of spaghetti and the warm, crusty bread and the pack of Oreos, I fell into an uncomfortable but deep sleep. I woke up in the morning hungover and hating myself, vowing that today would be different. And the cycle continued. Not every night ended with me bingeing and passing out. There were some nights when I’d chase my meals with some ex-lax and wait for the food to pass, and many nights when I didn’t eat a thing and passed out hungrily, waking up the next morning feeling empty and proud of myself. That could go on for days. But eventually I would get hungry. This cycle lasted for years longer than I wish it had. Sometimes I mourn for the years I lost to food and food games and wars against my body.


My story begins before my eating disorder ever began.


I was four years old when I attended my first Weight Watchers® meeting with my mom. We weren’t there for me; we were there for her. I don’t remember what happened at the meeting, I was too fixated on the TAB® Cola machines. I lay on the floor in the back of the meeting room and stared up at the machine, longing and fantasizing. My mom didn’t let me have soda and the bounty above was hypnotic. There was every flavor of TAB® imaginable. Orange Tab®, Lemon Lime Tab®, Root Beer Tab®, even Cherry Tab®. Before the meeting started, my mom would purchase one to sip throughout the meeting, usually root beer. It was the only time she let herself drink soda. My mother was thin. Not stick thin, but she was a small woman. She had a tiny waist and small bones, but she had strong, solid thighs and amazing childbearing hips, which, fortunately for my son, I inherited. She dieted and dieted and dieted. She got bonier and thinner all over her body except for in her hips and thighs, and disparaged herself for it. This was not what she, an aspiring ballerina, desired for herself.


As I began to develop a body, my mother noticed that I too had thighs like her own – strong, short, and thick. These were good for the things I liked to do, like run, swim, do gymnastics and generally be sporty. But my mother, because of her own body hatred, felt compelled to make them stop before they started. She was appalled when we went shopping at Wanamaker’s to find that, at 11 years old, she had to buy me a junior size seven pants. “That’s a woman’s size! Not a little girl’s size!”


I attended my first Weight Watchers® meeting as a participant at the age of 11. I was 95 pounds and my mother was determined to get me to 85. It worked. That’s how I learned about calories, restricting and bingeing. By the time I was 13, I was back at Weight Watchers®. But this time I was a little older, had a little more independence and was not going to fall prey to my mother’s dry tuna, cottage cheese and cantaloupe regime. I realized that if I went the whole day without eating, I would have enough “exchanges” left by the end of the day for a Three Musketeers and a Snickers. Breakfast and lunch were skipped, and I would tell my mom that I was having dinner at a friend’s or out at the diner. Instead, I’d binge on candy bars. And it worked. I seemed to lose weight that way. At school, I gravitated toward the skinny fashionable mean girls and wanted to do whatever I could to fit in with them. I wanted to be thin. I wanted to wear the best jeans. I wanted acceptance and love. I certainly wasn’t giving it to myself.


I managed my weight by adopting a vegetarian diet, which eventually became a vegan diet. Yet, it wasn’t enough for me to control myself; and so at fourteen years old, I began smoking cigarettes to decrease my appetite and control my eating. This was the late 1980s. There was no misinformation about smoking. I knew it was deadly. But it didn’t matter. Being thin was all that mattered. This began a binge-restrict cycle that lasted for years.


In high school, I wouldn’t eat anything all day long. Then I’d get home and binge on chips, brownies, milkshakes, French fries, and candy. Often I’d buy food out and about, and find a deserted place in my neighborhood where I could sit alone and eat. Sometimes I would take laxatives, other times I’d exercise compulsively and yet other times after eating furiously, I would just go home, climb into bed and pass out without any compensation at all and vow to start a diet the next day. This behavior continued well into college, and even into my 20s. Eventually, food was replaced with wine. No food all day, then in the evenings, to prevent bingeing, I just drank wine and snacked on chips and salsa. Obsession with food, exercise, and the constant pursuit of thinness took over my life. I wasn’t interested in much else and I based my happiness on how thin I was and what kind of clothes I could fit into. It was quite a miserable existence. Sure I was doing other things, I had a life outside of my eating issues, I had hobbies, I dated and even had relationships – albeit not successful or even functional ones. I had my education and my work and my friends, but I was pretty good at keeping my issues to myself. I didn’t discuss food or bingeing with anyone. And even though I pretended to be engaged in life, my brain was just wrapped around food and how to get thin. I had a secret life inside my head. I’d be out with friends and outwardly we’d be discussing something deeply important but in my head, I’d be plotting and calculating: “1/2 bagel with inside scooped out – 125 calories, light cream cheese – 50 calories, milk in my coffee – 25 calories…” I spent my time smoking cigarettes, concentrating on not eating, running on a treadmill, and drunk. And all those hours running, all those meals rejected, all of those laxatives, cigarettes, bottles of wine, and still – I had my mother’s thighs.


The strong, thick thighs I was predestined to have.


I’m not tall. I’m barely 5’2”. I can’t change my height. I know that. But trying to would have been as insane as trying to change the shape of my body. No matter how thin I got, my body would retain the same shape. Yet, somehow, I thought that if I were just disciplined enough, I could have the body of Elle Macpherson. It was crazy-making.


Why did I waste all that time? Aren’t there so many other things I could have been thinking about or doing? Aren’t there so many relationships I could have been cultivating? Couldn’t I have been on a career trajectory?


Obsessing about food and my body kept me from living my life. But it was safe in a strange way. I always believed that my life would start when I lost the weight that I wanted to lose. The truth is though, that my life had started a long time ago and I was actively choosing not to be a part of it. I was afraid and I was shutting down with food, alcohol, cigarettes and exercise.


My recovery came in four parts.


First, I had to relearn how to eat regular meals. Eventually, I even began to eat an omnivore diet. That might not be the right thing for everyone, but I felt better physically. I began to eat three meals each day. I learned to eat when I was hungry and stop when I was satisfied. No foods were off limits; however, I had to learn how to use boundaries with food to allow myself what I wanted without going overboard and hurting myself with it. Although I was not even close to being perfect, I had to learn to accept that and remember that I always had the next meal to try again. I practiced giving my body what it needed and tried to honor it most of the time with healthy whole foods.


Second, I learned how to distinguish real hunger from boredom, sadness, loneliness and anxiety. Then, I had to learn how to sit with these feelings without judgment and to allow myself to feel what I needed to feel. Understanding that feelings, all of them, were okay was what really helped me to cope with them without food and without avoiding.


Third, I began to use mindfulness and meditation to learn how to stop myself and interrupt the compulsive behavior. I began by just watching. I took a step back and didn’t get in my own way. I watched myself make choices to do things that were either good for me or bad for me. As I learned how to take a step back and just be aware of what I was doing, I was in a better position to actually make choices about my behavior and not allow the compulsion to make them for me.


Fourth, I had to learn how to accept my body the way it is, thighs and all. I began to see that I was more than a body. I was a mind, a spirit, a soul, a being, and I had a lot to offer – my value wasn’t tied up in the size of my jeans. After having my son, I felt even more in awe of my body. It didn’t seem like a showpiece anymore. It was a real, utilitarian piece of machinery. It not only created and grew a whole human being, it continued to make food to keep him alive and help him thrive for a very long time. In fact, I began to wonder why women’s bodies were objectified when they are such workhorses. I mused that men’s nipples were vestigial – why weren’t they all over magazines trying to sell items?


As I learned to like myself, my life got much, much better. My mother had been so concerned with what other people thought of her that everything she did was for the benefit of others to make them like her. She thought she could control what others thought of her by controlling her body. She thought that if she had a certain type of body people would think of her in a certain way. When she saw that I had a similar body to her, she thought that she was helping me by starting me on a diet so early. She thought that if I didn’t get her thighs, I wouldn’t have to go through what she went through; I wouldn’t have to worry about whether or not people liked me if I was thin or beautiful. The problem, though, was that I never got time to think about whether or not I liked me. I didn’t get to know myself. As I let go of my eating issues and began to focus on me, I became so much more solid. There were little things that I did that helped me to have boundaries and to have parameters so that my life felt in control. I made sure that I made my bed every morning. I ate breakfast, lunch and dinner every single day. I flossed my teeth at night and I went to bed before midnight. As long as I kept those boundaries, I had something to fall back on in order to rein it in when I felt out of control with food. These little things helped me to feel solid and grounded. They gave me the containment to pursue other interests. Within this containment I was able to recover from my eating disorder, go to graduate school for psychology and counsel women at an intensive outpatient treatment center for eating disorders recovery. I was able to travel, write, read, form and maintain fulfilling friendships and find an amazing person to share my life with. Life opened up for me once I let go of the eating disorder and let myself into my life.








Chapter One


Using This Book


This is not a diet book, nor is this a weight loss book, though weight loss may be an incidental part of the healing process as you let go of binge eating. This is a mind, body and spirit book, that utilizes mindfulness and self-acceptance in order to help you heal on every level.


The book has an action plan, specific external steps that you should take to help yourself stop binge eating, and it also has more internal steps to help you increase your awareness and understand why you binge eat. Finally, it has exercises and meditations that will completely change the way you think and behave around food.


In addition to this book, make sure to have a notebook or journal on hand. During the course of the book, when it is advisable to write through the steps, you will see the phrase Journal Opportunity. If you would prefer to go through the book and go back to do your steps after you’ve read it, you can do that too. You can also find a journal with all the writing prompts at www.reclaimingyourselffrombingeeating.com. There is no prescribed formula. Just find what works for you. You might find that just one or two steps click for you and help you to completely give up binge eating, and you might find that different chapters resonate for you at different times in your life. You can return to things at certain times in your life when they have more relevance and learn something different from them then.


Throughout the book, you will also see the phrase Meditation Time. At this time, you can read the meditation, then close your eyes and focus on the specific meditation that is relevant to the chapter. Each of these meditations is also available for download at the website if you would prefer to be guided through the meditations.


Besides a journal, I also recommend having a support person on hand while you are working through this book. You can use this book with a therapist, a friend, a 12-step sponsor, you can create a Reclaiming Yourself from Binge Eating group, or you can just use it by yourself. It’s encouraged to have at least one support person on hand so that you don’t have to do certain exercises alone. You might feel that some of the chapters or the exercises don’t resonate with you or are not relevant to your situation. That’s okay. You don’t have to do every step. Some might just feel that they are not for you. Just do what makes you comfortable and what your wise mind (more on that in Chapter Eight) tells you is right for you. This is about finding yourself and learning to meet your needs without food. You might find that you come back to certain exercises later and notice that they resonate with you more than they did when you first looked at them.


I do not recommend reading this book all in one sitting. You could do a step every few days, once a week, once a month or even more. Take time to metabolize it, to be with it, to think about it, to discuss it with your support people, or just spend time thinking or journaling about what’s coming up for you. There is no urgency when it comes to recovery. It’s about slowly coming back to yourself, getting to know you in a deep meaningful way.


The book is divided into two sections. The first section is about understanding Binge Eating Disorder. The next section is a step-by-step guide on exactly how to stop binge eating. The first steps are action steps. They give you very specific actions to change your behaviors. The next steps are internal steps. They are meant to help you think about your relationship to food, your body, the people around you and how they all relate to binge eating issues. At the end, there are appendixes with all your tools. These are your worksheets, your meditations and some quick references for you.


Letting go of Binge Eating Disorder is usually not a quick fix. It is a rich process of increasing awareness at the same time as you change behaviors, a glorious exercise in patience and self-acceptance. The great news is that you begin to have insight into who you are and why you do what you do, and gain new and different behaviors that help you to feel better and like yourself more. These changes are lifelong because they come from within.


Healing from Binge Eating Disorder is like breaking up with someone who you have been in a dysfunctional relationship with. In some ways, food has been your best friend or your lover. It has always been there for you, has always comforted you, and unlike people, food consistently made you feel better when you were down. But then comes the letdown. The after-binge feeling, when you feel worse than you did before you binged. Just like leaving that dysfunctional relationship, you might experience sadness or grief after letting go of the disorder. However, the freedom that you experience when you are out of this relationship with food will give you strength, health, and a more fulfilling life. Imagine yourself being who you want to be, in the body you want to be in, feeling the way you want to feel, looking forward to things other than eating, enjoying other parts of life, having the confidence that you want to have. It can all be yours. Of course, this doesn’t come magically by reading a book, going to a seminar, listening to a recording, or taking a pill. You have habits and coping mechanisms that have been ingrained into your psyche since early childhood. These coping mechanisms are behaviors that used to work beautifully, but no longer serve you.


For instance, a young patient of mine, Liz, remembers that as a child her mother and father would fight incessantly. In order to escape their wrath, she would sit in her room and eat cookies and listen to music to drown out the noise and distract herself. She became so anxious when they fought, fearing that her parents would divorce and she’d be without one of them. The cookies made her feel better. She described it as completely calming the tension inside of her. However, now, as a 25-year-old woman, whenever there is any conflict around her, she instantly turns to food. So, at work, when her boss says something that she doesn’t like, she feels unable to speak up for herself and runs to the cafe downstairs for a latté and a pastry. If her boyfriend does something like spend the night with his friends instead of her, rather than discuss it with him, she binges on cookies. This reaction was for a long time not conscious. However, through awareness, mindfulness exercises, and tracking, she was able to understand what was causing these binges.


“But I had a great day!” she once told me. “I have no idea why I ate a whole box of cookies by myself, I just wanted them. Everything was fine before that.” We went through the day in a very detailed way. She did mention offhandedly that she put her headphones on at one point because her officemate was loudly arguing with her boyfriend on the phone.


“How did that make you feel?” I asked her.


“It didn’t make me feel anything,” she said, “but I didn’t want to hear that. I just put my headphones on and drowned out the noise of the arguing.”


“Like the way you used to sit in your room with the music turned up to drown out the sound of your parents fighting?”


“It’s completely different,” she told me. “I don’t care one bit if Charlotte is fighting with her boyfriend. I don’t even like Charlotte, she’s very annoying.”


“So, when you hear Charlotte fighting with her boyfriend, you feel…”


“Annoyed.”


“Anything else?”


“Angry.”


“What else?”


“I just don’t want to hear it.”


“You just don’t want to hear it. But Charlotte’s relationship with her boyfriend has nothing to do with you.”


“It’s distracting. I had to hear enough of that with my mom and dad. I don’t want to hear it in my workplace.”


“Ah, so you cope with it in the same way as you did when you were a little girl.”


“I guess I do.”


Liz had found a way to deal with the fear of her parents divorcing as a child by listening to music, bingeing and tuning out. As an adult, she found that she repeated the same behavior.


Liz began to carefully track her binges and identify what happened on the days that she would binge. Using mindfulness, she began to understand when she was being triggered. She also understood that this was old information and no longer useful to her. She began to learn how to have healthy confrontations and boundaries, which enriched her relationships and helped her binges to subside completely. She didn’t give up cookies; however, she found that she was able to eat one or two rather than 30–40 in a sitting.


Usually, there is more than one simple reason for people to binge. They are complicated and compounded by several different issues often rooted in family, self-esteem, body image, the fear or inability to sit with uncomfortable feelings, physical issues, biological, chemical and genetic reasons. It takes work to conquer all of these, but it is completely possible. I know that people who do the work are handsomely rewarded with a feeling of calmness and peace around food, and an overall feeling of emotional well-being.








Chapter Two


What is Mindfulness and How Will It Help Me Heal?


Buddhist teachings consider mindfulness a path toward enlightenment. This means a daily conscious awareness of your thoughts, feelings, physical sensations, bodily functions, movements, actions, reactions, beliefs, fears, anxieties and drives.


When you are mindful, you are present and aware. You are aware of your feelings and your bodily sensations, your emotional and your physical needs. When you are mindless, you are multitasking, you are drinking coffee and eating a bagel while driving the kids to school, you are fiddling with your iPhone, watching television, and eating lunch all at once. You are browsing the Internet while talking to your mom or checking your e-mail while nursing your baby. While we live in a society where multitasking is rewarded and often necessary, it seems that we can lose sight of who we are and what we are doing when there is just too much happening. When you are mindless, you are not present, and you don’t notice what you need and why you are doing what you are doing. Your current task takes on momentum and then you follow the ‘doing’ rather than making active choices about what you need. When you do not integrate any mindfulness at all into your tasks, you might find that you move through your day almost automatically, driving to and from work and completing your daily tasks without noticing how you got there. All of a sudden, you’re at the office; all of a sudden, you’ve eaten lunch; all of a sudden, it’s 10pm; you’ve come home from work, eaten, watched three hours of television and it’s time for bed. Your life passes without you being an active participant in it. Without mindfulness, bingeing chooses you rather than you choosing it. Because you are not actively engaged in your choices, you barely have time to make the decision not to binge. You barely have a moment to notice what you are feeling.


Mindfulness helps to decrease binge eating by helping you to fully experience all of your emotions, the joyful ones and the hard ones. By letting yourself feel your feelings, even the really difficult ones, you increase your capacity for sitting with painful and even distressing moods, thoughts and sensations. When you are more able to sit with these feelings, you don’t feel driven to do something about it. There is nothing to be done with feelings other than feel them.


Creating a mindfulness practice will give you the tools to pause, notice what you are feeling, notice what you want to do in reaction to that feeling, and allow you just a little bit of space to make that choice willingly. Being mindful gives you the opportunity to be more engaged in your life day-to-day, minute-by-minute. You don’t have to be hyperaware of what you are doing every second for the rest of your life. However, by increasing your awareness, just a little bit each day, you become an active participant in your life. You then can create some more choice as to whether or not you want to binge. You can begin to understand why you are bingeing; you can choose alternatives to bingeing.


It’s so easy to begin a mindfulness practice. Start slowly by setting an alarm on your phone to go off a few times a day. Each time the alarm goes off, stop whatever you are doing and take two deep breaths. Then ask yourself, “What am I feeling?” Simply name that feeling without any judgments attached to it, without labeling the feeling as good or bad. You might notice that you are feeling anxious. You don’t have to do anything to change the anxiety. Just quietly say to yourself, “Anxious,” and notice the feeling. That is a very basic way to begin creating mindfulness in your life. You might then go on to ask yourself, “Does this feeling put me at risk for a binge?” you have just increased your chance of being able to prevent a binge behavior. You might then sit and take a few moments (1–5 minutes) to do some very light meditation. You can close your eyes, or keep them open and unfocused, put your hand over your heart and tune in to your heartbeat, then just notice your breath. This simple act will bring you into the present moment. It connects you with yourself. Increasing mindfulness increases awareness; when you are aware of your actions, it decreases the chance that you will do something that will hurt you. This is because we often do things to make feelings go away. For instance, you might be at work and on a tight deadline which you have a great deal of stress about. You might then run to the kitchen and chow down on some cookies and coffee before you get started. If you were able to stop, acknowledge that you are stressed, take a few deliberate breaths into your belly and allow yourself to slow down, you might find that you don’t need to go into the kitchen at all. In fact, you might be able to calm yourself down just by taking space to breathe. When you feel stress, your nervous system goes into overdrive and you begin shallow breathing – or chest breathing. You can switch off the fight-or-flight response by voluntarily moving from chest breathing to belly breathing. When you do this, you switch off the fight/flight response by changing your breathing from fast and shallow chest breathing to slow, steady diaphragmatic breathing. This sends a signal to your brain that the threat is over and the parasympathetic part of the Autonomic Nervous system starts to reverse the biochemical and physiological changes brought about by the fight/flight response. Diaphragmatic breathing works quickly and effectively. In fact, by taking belly breaths, you can slow down your heart rate, increase your blood flow, and relax your mind and body in about 60 seconds. Try it now.




Meditation Time


Start by lying in a relaxed position. Place one hand on your belly and one hand on your chest. The goal here is to send your breath into your belly, not into your chest, so you should find that your belly expands but your chest remains relatively still. You don’t have to take deep uncomfortable breaths, just let yourself find the natural flow of your breathing. Allow your breathing to be comfortable and to settle into its own rhythm. Let yourself continue to just watch your breath as you breathe into your belly for a minute. You can stay there longer, but after a minute the relaxation response should kick in. Using breath to create tranquility is the simplest and most natural way to relax. Our breath is a gift to us, an internal mechanism that is part of our design for creating peace. If you can just sit and breathe, you’ve found meditation. When you create time to do this every day, you will change your life by giving yourself a tool inside of you to help you manage your emotions.





The exercises in this book are set up to help you look closely at why you might be making certain choices. They are designed to help you think about why you made the choices that you did in the past, and why you continue to make certain choices. They will help you to take control over your behaviors. Once you have consciousness, once you know why you are willingly doing something, you then have awareness and choice and you are no longer controlled by the binge.








Chapter Three


Understanding Binge Eating Disorder


Binge Eating Disorder is the most common eating disorder in both the United States and the United Kingdom. It affects 3.5% of females and 2% of men.1 The diet and weight loss industry might have you believe that curing binge eating disorder is a matter of willpower, and that certain diets can cure binge eating. However, binge eating is not something that is receptive to dieting. In fact, diets are one of the huge triggers of binge eating. Yet, people continue to get stuck in the cycle of binge eating, dieting, then binge eating again. The purpose of this book is to address and heal the underlying issues that lead to Binge Eating Disorder in order to empower people to release themselves from the continual trap of bingeing and dieting. Binge Eating Disorder is distinguished by the following:




Recurrent episodes of binge eating, which are characterized by the following:


You eat a very large amount of food when you are not physically hungry.


You eat more than your body needs, cautiously, secretly and quickly.


You feel as though you cannot control what and how much you are eating, and that you have no power to stop.


You eat lots of food rapidly and furiously.


You eat until you feel uncomfortably full and sometimes even ill.


You eat alone or hide with your food.


You feel disgusted with yourself, depressed, or very guilty after eating.


You act out in this behavior at least twice per week for at least three months.





However, you still can have issues with binge eating without meeting these exact criteria. Though guilt and shame can be indicative of a binge-eating episode, many women feel guilty, ashamed or angry with themselves after eating a normal amount of food or eating ‘forbidden’ foods. I worked with one patient who was so afraid of carbohydrates that she believed eating one bagel was a binge and punished herself accordingly by either restricting, excessive exercise, purging, or simply hate-filled self-talk. When it comes to disordered eating, it’s difficult to know what is real and what isn’t. Is it really a binge? Or is it normal and okay to eat a small bag of chips with your sandwich at lunchtime? Disordered eaters usually start off as dieters. On these diets they learn about certain foods that are okay to eat and others that are restricted. Some restrict carbohydrates, some restrict fat, and some set parameters for not going above a certain amount of calories. Usually, a chronic dieter will happen to eat a small amount of the food that he or she deems off limits, or go above their calorie limit. This might turn into a binge, or it might turn into a guilt festival, where the dieter feels bad about him or herself for eating the food that she or he had previously banished. It then becomes a moral issue. “I ate an avocado, and therefore I am a bad person.” The dieter feels as though their inability to control themselves is what makes them bad.


What is a Binge?


A binge is eating more food than you’re hungry for and not being able to stop. When it happens, you might feel as though you have no idea how you got there. Many people binge in a daze or a trance or feel unconscious, as if in some kind of dream state. Some just ‘wake up’ in the middle of a binge.


While most people tend to binge on carbohydrate-laden foods such as cereal, breads, ice cream, pizza, pastries, cookies, chocolate, donuts, pasta, and other heavy foods, that is not always the case. I’ve seen many people suffering with Binge Eating Disorder who tend to binge on meat or beans and rice, tofu, fruit and vegetables and other healthy foods. Binge Eating Disorder is not about the food, it’s about how much food you are eating at one time and the feeling associated with the act of eating. If you are eating when you are not hungry, you are eating to achieve a different feeling.


A huge part of healing from Binge Eating Disorder is learning how to distinguish real bodily hunger from fake hunger – understanding when you are hungry for fuel or when you are using food to deal with anxiety, stress, anger, sadness, loneliness, emptiness or something else.


Quiz: How Do I Know if I am a Binge Eater?




	Do you eat in secret?


	Do you restrict certain foods sometimes but binge on them at other times?


	Do you go off and on diets repeatedly?


	Do you obsessively read health and fitness magazines and diet books?


	Do you drink a lot of coffee or diet soda to keep you from eating?


	Do you eat a certain way in front of people and completely differently when you’re alone?


	Do you steal, hide or hoard food?


	Do you eat when you are not hungry?


	Do you eat until you are uncomfortably full?


	Do you feel guilt and shame after you eat something you think you shouldn’t?


	Do you ever try to compensate for what you’ve eaten by exercising excessively, taking laxatives, throwing up, or restricting food the next day?


	Do you often say things like, “This is the last time I’m going to eat this way, I’m starting my diet tomorrow.”


	Do you avoid certain situations because of food?


	Do you avoid certain situations because you feel uncomfortable in your body?


	Do you feel as though you can’t stop when you start eating certain foods?


	Do you think about food much of the time?


	Do you eat when you are sad, lonely, anxious, tired, scared or bored?


	Do you ever feel unsatisfied after a meal, even if you know that you are no longer hungry, and still try to find some kind of taste or meal that will satisfy you?


	Do you justify your use of food as a reward or as medicine, such as, “Well, I’m sad today, it’s okay for me to eat these cupcakes.”


	Do you justify your use of food because it’s a special occasion, “My best friend who I never see is in town! It’s necessary to eat this food at this restaurant!”


	Do you often eat large amounts of food in inappropriate places such as in bed or in the car?


	Do you find yourself scavenging for food? Searching for something to satisfy a certain urge and continuing to eat until you’ve found it?





If you said yes to one or more of these questions, chances are you probably engage in binge eating. If you said yes to 3 or more of these questions, it’s likely that you are suffering from Binge Eating Disorder.



Disordered Eater vs. Eating Disorder




“But I don’t have an eating disorder! I just make poor choices, and sometimes I overeat.”





Is it possible to have disordered eating and not have an eating disorder? What’s the difference? Yes, it is definitely possible to have disordered eating but not a full-blown eating disorder.


Eating disorders tend to be pervasive. Having an eating disorder invades and permeates every fiber of your being and it attacks you on every level, physically, emotionally, socially, spiritually, and mentally. Your eating disorder becomes your obsession. You find that you are unable to do the things that you used to enjoy, like go to parties, or dinners, or home to your parents’ house – anywhere that food will be involved or that you will be tempted to eat. You find that you’re unable to go to places that you had in the past out of the fear that people will silently criticize you for the way your body looks or that you will just feel uncomfortable in your body and not want to be out in public. You tend to avoid people and things that you used to enjoy in order to spend more time alone with your eating disorder. It is your world. You might avoid seeing people that you haven’t seen in a long time for fear that they will notice and judge your weight. You begin to think that everyone is noticing your weight and the way you look. You forget that people have things to think about that are not your weight because you are so obsessed with it that you cannot see past it, and so you begin to avoid people. Your eating disorder becomes the center of your world, and very few things are more important. Your free time is spent acting out the behaviors of your eating disorder. You might also find that you are doing extreme things with food like stealing it, hiding it, hoarding it, sneak eating, starving yourself, stuffing yourself, purging after eating…And that these behaviors become your new best friend, your evil lover who you hate and love at the same time and can’t seem to get rid of.


Disordered eating is more like a neurotic, yet inconsistent obsession with food and/or exercise that comes and goes. These are your diet addicts. You know them, people who always seem to be trying out a new diet, always talking about “when they’re going to lose the weight.” These people have an unhealthy relationship with food and their bodies yet they haven’t necessarily taken it to an extreme to the point that it’s all encompassing. As children, we all know how to eat to make our bodies run efficiently. However, that changes. Although children inherently know how to listen to their bodies, when processed foods, high fructose corn syrup, diet sodas and other ‘non-food food items’ are introduced and coupled with parents either forcing their children to eat or not letting them eat – you then have a kid who grows up into someone who has no idea what his or her body needs.2 So they turn to outside sources, such as diet plans, to tell them what they should be eating rather than turning inward, to that deep, intuitive place that they are born with that tells them what their body needs.


Disordered eating, unfortunately, plagues a great deal of this country. Much of it stems from the fact that our food isn’t food – it’s overprocessed and doesn’t innately resonate with our bodily cues for what we need. Socially, because we’re conditioned to think that we’re not okay if we are not super thin and toned like a Hollywood starlet, we automatically believe that something is wrong with us and that we’re doing the wrong thing. That then creates a schism in our eating habits. Rather than intuitive, healthy eating for life and vitality, we begin haphazard, disordered eating in hopes of being thin.










Chapter Four


Why Do I binge Eat?


There are as many reasons for people to have Binge Eating Disorder as there are different personalities. And there is rarely just one reason that can be pointed to.


Physiological Influences


Through twin studies and by isolating the MC4R gene, it has been shown that there is a genetic link that might contribute to binge eating.3 The MC4 receptors are involved in feeding and metabolic regulation. In 1998, it was found that mutations on the MC4R gene were associated with inherited obesity. One such study hypothesizes that the hypothalamus (the part of the brain that controls appetite) may not be sending correct messages about hunger and fullness.4 In some studies, researchers found a genetic mutation that appears to cause food addiction.5 It has been found that food addiction follows the same neural pathways that are active in drug addition.6 There is also evidence that serotonin deficiencies, which cause depression, also contribute to binge eating.7 It is also probable that continued bingeing and restricting can adversely affect brain chemistry and serotonin levels thus leading to depression.8


Psychological Influences


A strong correlation has been found between binge eating and depression.9 According to the US Department of Health and Human Services, close to 50% of binge eaters are either currently suffering from depressive disorders or had previously. The evidence indicates that failing self-esteem, loneliness and body dissatisfaction or even body hatred are largely involved in Binge Eating Disorder. People with Binge Eating Disorder may also have trouble with impulse control as well as emotional regulation or managing and expressing their feelings.10


Social Influences


External influences, such as family and societal pressure to be thin, can also increase feelings of shame that binge eaters feel which can then fuel their emotional eating. The irony here is that the binge eater, when what she needs most is compassion and understanding, will self-soothe by binge eating and then berate herself for failing. This feedback loop is continuous.


Binge Eating Disorder can also be formed when parents use food to control their children. They give them certain types of food, usually a ‘treat’ like cookies to calm them when they are upset, to dismiss them when they are busy, to bribe them or reward them for good behavior. This forms a roadmap for those children to use food when they are sad, happy, rejected or bored. As adults, they begin to see food as something to calm them when they become upset, or something to go to when they are bored, or even something to turn to in times of celebration or happiness as a reward.


Children with parents who are hypercritical toward their bodies and try to control their food are at risk of developing Binge Eating Disorder. They feel unsafe eating in front of their parents, or eating anything that is not ‘virtuous’, so they will eat in secret, sometimes snatching restricted food from the refrigerator or even stealing food and eating it alone in private.


Coping Mechanism


Some people use food to fill chronic emptiness. Others eat out of boredom, to add some excitement into their worlds. Some people use food to stuff down feelings that are too uncomfortable to feel. And then there are all the reasons that people obsess on food. What are they avoiding? If they weren’t thinking about food, what would they be thinking about? They use food or the constant goal of weight loss to focus on something other than their real lives. Their lives become about food, weight and their diets. Other things, thoughts and activities fall by the wayside, only to be usurped by the omnipresent obsession with losing weight.


Longing


Pain and misery is often caused by obsessing on something that you don’t have. As you continue to focus on what you don’t have, you begin to feel hopeless, sad, depressed and obsessed. Wanting something that you don’t have is painful. Obsessing on something you don’t have is devastating. This can be something as innocuous as being depressed because you don’t have the kind of money you need to buy the kind of car that you want to drive or as deeply felt as not having a serious relationship or a life partner. Sometimes filling the void of something that you can’t have with something that you can easily have, like a cupcake, can momentarily make you feel better. But then, it makes you feel worse. The pain of bingeing alone coupled with not having what you want or believe you should have can be isolating and overwhelming. Happiness is challenging when you are sitting alone focused on what you don’t have. Of course it’s necessary to have goals and to have something that you’re striving for. Goals are imperative to your happiness and well-being. However, when goals become obsessions, it’s impossible to be appreciative of the moment. How can you be happy where you are when you are obsessed with being somewhere or something else? Being comfortable does not mean being complacent. It’s totally possible to be happy and have goals to move forward. At the same time, it’s crucial for your overall happiness and well-being that you can have some gratitude and love for what you do have in the moment. As long as you obsess on what you don’t have and forget about what you have, you will never find inner peace.


For instance, dwelling on a skinny body when your body is curvy will only cause you to feel insignificant and insecure. Being able to embrace your body at the size that it is will not only make you happier, but it will enable you to take care of it lovingly. You take care of things and people that you love, not that you hate. When you hate your body, you treat it poorly. Bingeing, purging, starving and dieting are punishing behaviors that you inflict on your body for it not being what you think it should be. When you love your body, you care for it, you feed it healthy food without overfeeding it and you exercise it appropriately. Try to change your thinking by shifting your focus slightly when you are feeling ‘in the want’ to gratitude for what you currently have. You can still be striving for what you want without living in the anger of not having it.


Perceived Powerlessness


One of the things that we rarely remember in recovery is that we actually have a choice. Sometimes, when we have the urge to binge, it feels like we have no choice whatsoever. If we have the urge, we have to do it. But the truth is, you always have a choice. If you are feeling the urge to binge, you can decide not to. Just because you want it doesn’t mean you have to have it. Mindfulness training teaches us to notice desire as a fleeting feeling, one that doesn’t have to be satisfied. So, for instance, when you are having a craving for a binge food or the urge to binge, letting yourself notice that you are craving, letting yourself be with the urge without letting the urge satisfy itself is the way to increase your capacity for sitting with cravings. Just because you want to eat doesn’t mean that you have to. You can allow want to be there, and allow yourself to feel uncomfortable with that feeling. Yes, it will be challenging to sit with the anxiety of wanting to but choosing not to binge. It can feel like an unscratchable itch, and the only way to relieve it is to binge. However, you can allow yourself some discomfort and some anxiety. The more often you allow yourself to sit with the discomfort of an urge without satisfying the urge, the stronger you become. This is how you begin to reclaim yourself from binge eating. You are in charge and you are in power, not the urge, not the binge. Anxiety and discomfort and desire and even feeling the intense need to binge are just feelings. Feelings cannot and will not kill you. You can sit with these. Sometimes it can feel like you are just jumping out of your skin. And in the past that is just what you have done: you ran to food to make that feeling go away. Acknowledging that it’s difficult, but that it’s okay for you to go through some difficulty, can help you move through and get to the other side.


I met Julie when I was working at a treatment facility for eating disorders. At the end of each of our sessions, just as our time was up, Julie would end by threatening that she was going to order a pizza and eat the whole thing by herself. When I first began working with her, I would go over our time and make suggestions for ways to keep herself safe from that pizza. Nothing ever worked; she’d go home, order the pizza and eat the whole pie. One night, when I was particularly tired and in no place to stay overtime, she threatened me again.


“Well, Julie,” I said, “if you’re going to eat the pizza, eat the pizza, I can’t stop you. This is your choice.”


“You’re not going to try to stop me?” she asked incredulously.


“No,” I told her. “There’s nothing I can do. I’m not the one steering this ship. It’s time I trust you to make your own choices.”


The next day when I checked in on her, she told me that she hadn’t binged the night before.


“How come not last night?” I asked her.


“Well,” she said, “last night, for the first time, I realized that I actually had a choice. So I chose not to.”


“How was that for you?” I asked her.


“It was really, really, really hard. But I did it. And I know I can do it again.”


I set boundaries with her, which then gave her the example of how to set boundaries with herself. Although she did binge again, that was the real beginning of her recovery; her awareness had kicked in and she knew that she was the one in charge and that she could set boundaries, the pizza wasn’t the boss of her.


Dwelling on the Past


Binge eaters can often forget that they only have forward to go. They spend a lot of time trying to undo a binge. Rather than focusing on their next meal, it’s either, “Okay, I screwed up by bingeing, or eating the wrong food, I am going to spend the rest of the day eating as much of whatever I want…” Or, alternately, “Oh no, I binged, I can’t eat anything except for water until Thursday…” instead of saying to themselves, “Okay. I had a rough morning with food. But it doesn’t have to continue. I can relax and make my next meal a healthy one.” The sense of not going forward keeps the binge and the bingeing behavior with them and the cycle continues.


Resistance


I started smoking cigarettes at 14 years old. I started trying to quit at 15. It took me another 15 years after that to actually quit smoking. I remember sitting in my therapist’s office one day crying to her about how angry I was with myself about the fact that I was still smoking, and how badly I wanted to quit, and how hard I was trying.


“Why do you want to quit?” she asked me.


“Because,” I told her, “smoking is so bad for you, it’s disgusting, it’s so lazy and gross. I just hate that I do it.”


“What’s the big deal?” she asked me. “If you wanna smoke, just smoke.”


“But I don’t want to! I hate it!”


“Seems like you’re spending more time hating it and hating yourself for doing it than anything else. If you want to smoke, just smoke and stop trying to quit.”


“But I’ll die!”


“We all die! If you want to smoke, just smoke. No big deal!”


I left her office with an amazing sense of relief and happiness! I could smoke. I delightedly lit a cigarette as I drove home. And the next day I quit for good.


Why is that? Well, first off, I had a great desire to quit smoking, but I was very, very resistant to it. Once I was given the permission to smoke, the resistance was no longer there. When I thought that I could smoke, I wasn’t grappling with the thoughts of, “I can never smoke again, how am I going to make it for the next three weeks? What about this party next weekend?” None of that was running through my head because I was allowed to smoke. In giving myself permission to smoke, I didn’t have to deal with all the doubts and fears about quitting. Without those things in my way, quitting was much easier. It’s often not the task that makes things difficult. It’s the resistance to the task that is so hard to push through. One of the ways to work through resistance is to stop trying to work through it. When you come up against it, accept it. If you find that you are resistant to reading this book or doing this program, think of the reasons that you have decided to do it, and give yourself permission to stop whenever you want to, or to do it at your leisure. For example, rather than having to read the whole book at once, pick it up when you feel like it. Take a few months to get through it, or even a few years. If you don’t want to do it in order, you just want to thumb through it and do the exercises that resonate for you, then do that. Sometimes, just allowing yourself to have autonomy and to have authority over your own decisions can be so liberating.



OEBPS/OEBPS/images/tp.jpg
Reclaiming Yourself

from Binge Eating
A Step-by-Step Guide to Healing

Leora Fulvio

=

AYNI
BOOKS

Winchester, UK
Washington, USA





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/cvi.jpg
Reclaiming

Yourse
Binge

[ fr@lmn

Fating

A STEP-BY-STEP GUIDE
TO HEALING

A

z

Leora Fulvio, MFT









