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Introduction

Every year, millions of Americans embark on the same quest: to lose weight and get healthy. We want more energy, we want to feel better about ourselves, and we want to live life more fully. And we know that at the core of all these changes is one roadblock: deeply ingrained eating habits. We know we need to make changes—the question is how.

There’s no shortage of simple answers out there. But simple, quick-fix solutions—in the form of conventional diets—take people on roller coaster rides that do more harm than good, damaging both health and self-esteem.

At Duke Integrative Medicine, we’ve developed a revolutionary approach to managing weight that offers real answers and leads to sustainable change. As part of the Duke University Health System and as a national leader in integrative medicine, our clinic offers a new approach to health care. People come to Duke IM from all over the country to experience world-class medicine and complementary therapies—in a model that puts our clients at the center of their own care, and ultimately their own healing. Instead of focusing on isolated conditions and symptoms, we focus on “whole-person” health, looking at all the variables that can contribute to illness and to healing—including stress levels, nutrition and exercise, relationships, and even spirituality.

As a clinical health psychologist and as an integrative nutritionist, we’ve seen in our work with hundreds of clients that changing eating habits and losing weight isn’t a simple equation of calories, pounds, and inches—and it’s not about willpower. It’s about our relationship with food, with our bodies, and with ourselves. Authentic change must come from within, and that’s the guiding ethos of our work. The content? An innovative approach that combines proven behavior-change strategies with cutting-edge nutrition research to reprogram both the mind and the body, transforming eating habits from the inside out. Instead of skimming the surface, the way typical diets do, our programs tap into people’s core values, the things that give them a sense of joy and satisfaction, and the goals they want to reach. And that’s why they work. People in our programs change their eating habits, lose weight, and improve their health—not just for the short term, but over time. Such lasting change is possible because people experience a new commitment to their health and to their lives—and because the skills and wisdom they gain become part of who they are.

Using a foundation of mindfulness—a meditation-based approach demonstrated to help change behavior—we guide people to practice paying attention to what’s happening in their minds and bodies, moment by moment. Because we live in a culture that discourages this self-awareness, gaining it is a revelation. People in our programs learn what true physical hunger feels like, and also what they’re really hungry for. (Hint: It’s not Cheez-Its.) Instead of the culturally ingrained all-or-nothing approach to eating—in which we restrict food, “fall off the wagon,” beat ourselves up, and give up—people in our programs learn a nonjudgmental mindset in which every moment and every meal is new. Rather than treating their bodies as objects to be criticized and whipped into shape, they learn to treat them as worthy of care. And in place of the willpower myth that diets promote, they learn concrete skills to navigate our food-filled world and make better choices.
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Laura is typical of the amazing people we’ve worked with who’ve shown us that lasting change is indeed possible—with the right intention, skills, motivation, and practice. Long overweight, she had tried commercial diets for years but always boomeranged back to her starting weight, blaming herself for lacking willpower. She came to our clinic for a consultation after her doctor advised her to go on medication—her blood-sugar and insulin levels, which had been creeping up for two years, had moved into the danger zone.

We didn’t begin by asking Laura about her eating habits; we began by asking about her life. As with many of our clients, her life was very full—overflowing—and she liked it that way. She was an ob-gyn nurse, had two teenage daughters, and spent a lot of time helping her elderly mom. When she talked about her family and her work, there was warmth in her eyes, and it was obvious that she took pride in being the strong, caring center of her world—the person everyone leaned on. But her own health and well-being had been on the back burner for as long as she could remember. To keep up with her commitments, she had long ago settled into a pattern of eating “whatever’s easiest”—the glazed cinnamon buns in the hospital cafeteria for breakfast, burritos and frozen pizzas for lunch and dinner, and diet soda as a quick pick-me-up during her long days. She had a nagging fear of what the road ahead would look like if she didn’t change her habits—diabetes and heart disease—and when her doctor delivered the inevitable news, she was scared. As a nurse, she knew the devastating toll those conditions would take, not only on her but also on the people she loved. She wanted to change—really change—but she knew that dieting was not the answer.

While the diet industry corrals millions of women and men every year with seductive plans that promise to knock off pounds quickly and easily, most diets are counterproductive. Research shows that while people often lose weight through dieting in the short term, the vast majority of dieters regain the weight—and many keep gaining. In fact, dieting is a known predictor of weight gain. Dieting also takes people on a downward spiral emotionally, creating a cycle of success–relapse–weight gain that, when repeated, damages self-worth—which in turn undermines healthy habits.

The four-month program we designed for Laura was unlike any diet plan she’d ever tried. We didn’t give her an eating plan and send her on her way. There were no weigh-ins, points, or calorie tracking. Instead, Laura and the rest of the participants in her group took the first step toward genuine change—the practice of mindfulness. By learning a meditation practice and a set of related skills that helped them pay attention to what was happening within themselves—one that cultivated curiosity and compassion in place of judgment and self-criticism—Laura and her group were able to explore the root causes of their eating patterns: not what they ate, but why.

Laura realized, for the first time, that she had to look at her eating habits in the context of her whole life. Instead of perpetually focusing outward—on her job, on her family, on her to-do list, on a diet book, on the cinnamon rolls—she carved out time to slow down and focus on what was happening in her body and her mind. As it turned out, they had a lot to say. She practiced tuning in to her body’s hunger and fullness signals, noticing her pattern of eating while stressed or exhausted, and paying attention to how different foods affected her energy levels. Instead of berating herself for making “bad” choices, she simply noticed them—and was amazed to find that this didn’t amount to letting herself off the hook, but actually helped her to make better choices. She began to question the underlying thoughts that held her habits in place—including beliefs about herself (“weak-willed”), her weight (“never going to change”), and her life (“taking time for myself means letting other people down”).

We’ve seen that our mindfulness-based programs help orient our clients to a new paradigm for eating and health—one that dismantles old patterns, provides new tools for making choices, and fosters deep, internal motivation. Armed with new skills and motivation, Laura felt her relationship to food shift. Instead of viewing food as simply fuel, or using it for comfort, she began to realize how deeply her choices impacted her health, for better or worse, and changed her eating accordingly. And rather than focusing on the quantity of food she ate—calories and portions—she began focusing on the quality.

Our nutritionists teach people what different foods and beverages do in the body on a biochemical level—and how everything we consume moves us toward health or illness. As it turns out, eating for a balanced weight and eating for overall health are one and the same. If your body’s cells could talk, we like to say, they’d make their menu choices loud and clear: a whole-foods, plant-based diet—the template of global cuisines celebrated for their health benefits. Such an eating plan is the body’s best defense against obesity and the chronic illnesses that we’re susceptible to as a result of our genetics and our environment.

Laura started keeping her values and her inner wisdom at the forefront of her mind and using those internal resources as guides when she made decisions about eating and exercise. She started eating more vegetables, whole grains, and fish—which had the effect of “crowding out” her intake of processed foods, soda, and sweets. Once she stopped eating those former standbys, she began to lose her taste for them. Instead of grabbing whatever was easiest, she made time to plan, shop for, and cook meals—and realized that even when she had to eat on the run, she had choices. She also started choosing to walk on her lunch break, instead of working through it; she’d never felt like she had the time before, but now she made the time.

Laura stuck with these changes and her mindfulness practices long past the program’s ending—not because someone was telling her to, but because she could feel the difference it was making in her body and in her life. The changes became her new habits—who she was and how she lived. Just as steadily as they had risen, her blood-sugar and insulin levels started to drop, along with her weight, and she was able to stop taking medication. In a year and a half, she had lost 25 pounds, and her blood-sugar and insulin levels had normalized.

Our Stories: Ruth Wolever, Ph.D.

As a clinical health psychologist and Duke Integrative Medicine’s director of research, I have been working with people individually and in groups on changing their habits for more than twenty years—and studying what works best. It’s a given in my field that changing deeply ingrained habits such as overeating requires looking at our internal landscapes—thoughts, beliefs, and emotions—as opposed to following an “external” approach like dieting. But the question is, how do we shift that internal landscape? While traditional cognitive behavioral therapy—which focuses on changing thoughts in order to change behavior—is enormously helpful, I’ve found that it doesn’t go far enough for many people.

My doctoral research on mind-body health, the burgeoning research on the power of mindfulness meditation, and my own experience with meditation led me to begin incorporating mindfulness into my work with individual clients and in groups—and I was amazed at how powerful it was in helping people change their eating patterns. It takes work to recognize what drives our habits, but that’s what people in our programs figure out: what really drives their eating habits, what their minds make up, what they choose to believe, and how to align their behavior with what they most care about.

Across my twenty years of practice, I have had the incredible opportunity to work closely with, and learn from, hundreds of remarkable clients. I share their aggravation with a society that presents a very mixed message: eat, consume, buy more—but somehow get yourself to look like an Athleta model. One of the universal lessons I see in my work is that when we expend our energy looking outward and trying to keep up with life, it’s easy to forget that we are creating that very life—that we actually have a great deal of power in shaping our worlds. Forgetting our internal world—not paying attention to our deepest selves—is a byproduct of the cultural messages of immediate gratification and “quick fixes” that surround us. There is no quick fix for the complex eating patterns we’ve developed over years, but there are ways to “fix them well.” What people need are the tools to get in touch with their own deep wisdom—and that’s what our programs offer.

Our Stories: Beth Reardon, M.S., R.D., L.D.N.

The science of what I do as an integrative nutritionist is rooted in nutritional biochemistry and functional medicine. The heart of what I do is to help people get in touch with who they are as they’re moving through this world—physically, emotionally, and spiritually—and how changing their relationship with food can help them achieve their goals.

Shifting that relationship is often not a linear path. When I came to Duke Integrative Medicine in 2007, I began to understand why not all my clients heeded my advice and “got better.” I had believed that if people knew the right information—the biochemistry of food, the health statistics—they would change. But the integrative model helped me to understand that changing behavior is rarely about the information; it’s about figuring out what’s keeping us stuck and unable to make shifts in our lives. Often it has to do with our family food histories. In one case, a client had trouble giving up her nightly slice of pie after dinner. As it turned out, the pie was part of a ritual she had shared with her father. How could I ask her to change that? What I could do, I realized, was to help her see that there were other ways to nurture memories of that loving relationship—while guiding her in implementing an eating plan that supported her health and helped her achieve her goals.

Clients I see who’ve been overweight for a long time or have a serious health condition are sometimes fatalistic. But everyone can improve their health by nourishing themselves well. Food affects our very DNA, and every bite matters—it really does. I’ve worked with so many clients who’ve changed their health trajectories by changing their habits. It takes a committed effort because of the food culture we’re living in and our entrenched patterns. But eating well is simpler than most people think. In fact, in general, the simpler we eat, the better. It begins with setting the intention to choose foods that matter—foods that are worthy of us.
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In scores of patients who’ve gone through our programs, we’ve seen that the negative spiral of eating, weight, and health can become a positive one. And our research supports this. We’ve tested our mindfulness-based approach in several NIH-funded studies and a large industry study. Results show that our programs helped people decrease overeating, lose weight gradually, and maintain that weight loss over time. The most remarkable part is that participants reported losing weight and maintaining weight loss without a struggle. Mindfulness training has also been shown to improve metabolism irrespective of weight loss; in one study, two groups received the same eating advice, but one of the groups received training in mindfulness. Those who practiced mindfulness digested and absorbed food—especially carbohydrates—more efficiently. They also reported being less likely to overeat sweets and high-fat foods—and being satisfied with far smaller portions than they had previously eaten. These results underscore that our mindfulness-based approach can help people connect with the innate feedback systems that naturally regulate eating and weight—in other words, make authentic change from within.

People who follow our program start to care deeply about what they put in their bodies, often for the first time in their lives. We’ve found that when people start nourishing themselves with the right foods, even after decades of not doing so, their very taste buds change. A ripe nectarine, for instance, becomes the perfect dessert. By reprogramming their minds, they’re able to reprogram their bodies.
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For the first time, we are offering our approach in book form so that people everywhere can reap the benefits. The Mindful Diet, an antidote to both unhealthy eating patterns and the diet roller coaster, takes you through a step-by-step program that will help you transform your relationship with food, lose excess weight if you need to (and keep it off), and eat in a way that deeply supports your body’s health—while keeping your taste buds happy and feeding your spirit.

The Mindful Diet is divided into three parts, with concepts, skills, and tools that build on one another. It’s best to work through the chapters in sequence instead of skipping around. Because you’ll be learning new skills and implementing changes throughout, spend about a week on each chapter—and take more time if you need it. Slow, incremental progress is much more effective and sustainable than sudden, wholesale overhauls.

In Part I, Setting the Stage for Change, we’ll shine a light on three powerful factors that make unhealthy eating almost automatic: our food culture, the lack of balance in our lives, and the influence of the diet industry. You’ll learn about how both food companies and our overscheduled lives encourage eating for the wrong reasons and why getting in touch with your values will help you eat for the right ones. You’ll also find out why the diet mentality that permeates our culture is built on false promises that set people up to fail—and how to break free from it. In Part II, Building Your Foundation, you’ll begin a meditation practice and learn how to apply mindful awareness to your eating habits. You’ll learn the difference between true hunger and its many imposters, discover your unique “stress profile” and how it affects your eating habits, and begin to stop judging your body and start inhabiting it. The skills you’ll develop in this section—your mindfulness toolkit—will work to dismantle unhealthy patterns and build a solid foundation for healthy, sustainable habits.

With your foundation in place, you’ll be ready to build a way of eating that truly supports your health. In Part III, Eating for Total Health, you will learn how different foods affect your body on the cellular level, either encouraging or discouraging conditions like obesity, insulin resistance, and diabetes—and how to crowd out unhealthy choices with simple, delicious, health-promoting food. We’ll guide you in getting a handle on your portions and reorganizing your kitchen and your life for healthy eating—with help from shopping lists, mix-and-match meal charts, dining-out advice, and healthy cooking techniques.

What You’ll Need to Start

• A journal. The program involves written exercises and reflection, so you’ll need a notebook or journal. It doesn’t have to be fancy or large—in fact, you’ll want something that you can easily carry with you, but with ample space to write. A 5-by-7-inch notebook would work well.

• Time. The exercises and meditations in the program will require fifteen to thirty minutes per day. To help ensure that you’ll follow through, set aside a specific time, in the same way you’d do for an appointment.

• Support. Round up a few people close to you, family or friends, and tell them you’re embarking on a program to change the way you live and would like their support.
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The Mindful Diet will help you reconnect (or connect for the first time)—to your food, and to your body and mind. That might sound like a tall order, but all of those factors are inextricably linked, whether they’re functioning in unhealthy ways or in harmony. The payoff? Long-term changes in habits that lead to better balance—on your plate, for your health, and in your life.

Once you start to reap the rewards of listening to your body and nourishing it, healthy eating will no longer be something you should do; it will be something you want to do, and can do naturally, because it feels good and because you feel good—about yourself, and about what, how, and why you’re eating. And that’s powerful medicine.



PART I
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Setting the Stage for Change 




CHAPTER 1
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Why We Overeat

“When walking, walk. When eating, eat.”

—Zen proverb

Picture this: A woman sits down at a table to eat, closing her eyes for a moment to take a long, deep breath. She’s hungry, but not stomach-growling, light-headed famished. On her plate are sautéed Swiss chard, roasted winter squash, wild salmon with ginger, and a salad. She takes a moment to consider all it took to create this moment, from the farmers who grew the vegetables to herself for making time to shop for the groceries and thoughtfully prepare the meal, and feels grateful. She eats slowly, savoring the earthy flavor of the greens, the salad’s tangy crunch, and the creamy sweetness of the squash. She pauses to put her fork down between bites, sips a mug of green tea, and checks in with her body. When she senses that she’s had enough food—feeling satisfied but nowhere near stuffed—she stops.

That’s lovely, you might be thinking, but that’s not real life. Real-life eating is often the polar opposite of the scene above.

In real life, you’re trying to get a frozen pizza in the oven with one child pulling at your leg and the other needing help with homework. Or you’re alone, and who wants to go to the trouble of slicing vegetables when ordering Chinese takeout is so easy? In real life, “breakfast” was coffee on the way to work, the staff meeting starts in five minutes, and the bag of Doritos on your desk is looking good. In real life, you aren’t hungry, but not eating your mother-in-law’s chicken potpie feels rude, so you stuff it down. In real life, talking to your critical older sister triggers a Pavlovian response for dulce de leche ice cream. In real life, you blew your diet last night at your best friend’s birthday bash, so all bets are off, and the fluorescent Taco Bell sign up the road is beckoning like a siren. In real life, you ordered a veggie sub for lunch and it’s a foot long, and while you didn’t ask for potato chips, here they are. In real life, chocolate is the most reliable, consistent pleasure you know. In real life, every diet you’ve tried has left you feeling two things: hungry and unhappy.

You can probably think of a dozen other examples of how real life seems to undermine your desire to be a healthy eater. What seems on one level like a simple, straightforward act—nourishing our bodies—is often complicated by forces that feel beyond our control.

The New Status Quo: Mindless, Automatic Eating

It’s normal to eat too much, eat too quickly, eat for comfort, or choose unhealthy food on occasion. But for increasing numbers of people, these habits are not the exception; they’re the norm. There are many reasons this is so, which we’ll explore, but the underlying reality is that we often engage in the incredibly important act of nourishing our bodies without fully recognizing what we’re doing, and this has serious consequences. Consider the common habit of eating while doing other things—whether that’s driving, checking email, walking through the grocery store, or watching TV. Research shows that when people eat while they’re distracted or multitasking, they eat faster, eat a bigger portion, don’t remember what they consumed, feel significantly less full, and continue to eat more throughout the day.

In this book, we refer to unconscious eating—driven by habit and convenience rather than our wisest selves—as mindless eating. Does that mean you sleepwalk to the kitchen and wake up with the taste of French fries or chocolate cake in your mouth, remembering nothing? No, though for some people, eating feels like that. For most of us, though, eating is often what psychologists call an automatic behavior, akin to walking or driving (once we’ve learned those skills). Automatic behaviors are activities that have become so second nature to us that we do them on autopilot, without paying full attention and often while doing other things.

Automatic behaviors aren’t unhealthy by definition. If you’ve watched a baby learn how to walk, you know that the task consumes all of her attention. But eventually it becomes automatic, and that frees her up to do other things while walking. That’s why as adults we can walk and talk, or walk and think, or walk and listen to music. The autopilot nature of eating, however, tends to get us into trouble when our environment is rife with unhealthy eating options and distractions. For many of us, it takes a great deal of attention and effort to make healthy choices. Autopilot eating also makes it too easy to eat for reasons other than hunger, and to not even notice we’re doing so.

Very often it’s a combination of limited time, stress, opportunity, and our own emotional landscape that prompts us to take that first bite and keep eating. Our culture, along with the nature of our brains, has created a perfect storm that encourages us to automatically eat, overeat, or eat unhealthy food.

Mindless-Eating Checklist

Mindless eating comes in many forms. You may not have a clear sense of your eating behavior at this point, and that’s okay. This checklist can help you begin to tune in to your own eating patterns and habits.



	I do the following . . .

	rarely

	sometimes

	often




	Eat until I’m uncomfortably full
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	Eat until I’m stuffed
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	Eat very quickly, consuming a meal in less than ten minutes
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	Eat while standing up or walking
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	Eat while driving
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	Eat when I’m not hungry
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	Eat because food “is there”

	[image: Images]

	[image: Images]

	[image: Images]




	Eat while watching television
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	Eat in front of the computer
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	Wait until I’m extremely hungry to eat
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	Eat in response to stress or anxiety
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	Eat in response to depression, loneliness, or sadness

	[image: Images]

	[image: Images]

	[image: Images]




	Eat in response to anger or frustration
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	Eat in response to boredom
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	Eat fast food and convenience food because I haven’t planned
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	Eat just because others are eating
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	Eat because the clock says it’s time to eat
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	Know I’m finished when the plate or package is empty
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Take a look at any areas that you answered as “often” and “sometimes,” and pay attention to these habits as you go through the program. It’s normal to do all of these once in a while, but they undermine your health when done with any regularity. Shifting to “rarely” for all the areas above is ideal—but getting there is a process. You’ll be learning more about all of these patterns throughout the book.

Our Food Culture: Fast, Cheap, and Out of Control

We all know the cliché that we’re products of our environment, and numerous studies over the past decade have shown how true this is for eating in particular. Research shows that human beings tend to eat food we see that’s within reach, regardless of our level of hunger or how the food truly tastes.

And oh, the food we see! Our surroundings are filled with food or images of food—our refrigerators, that candy bowl at work, billboards and food stands on the streets we drive and walk down, cooking shows, food blogs. The quantity that bombards us is unprecedented, and our brains were not designed to resist it. In fact, seeing food makes our brain secrete chemicals that cause cravings, even if our bodies aren’t truly hungry.


What the Science Says: What You See Is What You Eat

A Cornell University study compared people who had a clear bowl containing candy on their desk with people who had a white bowl. The candy in the clear bowl was visible; the candy in the white bowl was not. People with a clear candy bowl ate 71 percent more candy than those with a white bowl. As animals whose primary sense is visual, human beings have a physiological response to seeing food or pictures of food. Neurochemically, we anticipate eating it, and our brains start secreting chemicals that cause cravings and can lead to overeating. In addition, people who are obese tend to be more vulnerable to visual cues than normal-weight people.



Food companies know this. In the last several decades, fast food and unhealthy but alluring convenience foods have flourished. The United States leads the world in processed-food consumption. By some estimates, processed foods now make up some 70 percent of Americans’ diet, on average. What’s more, the quality of American packaged food is exceptionally grim, a landscape of frozen meals, boxed cereals, and sweet and salty snacks that are highly processed, lacking in nutrients, and laden with refined carbohydrates and sugar, unhealthy fats, and chemical additives. (By comparison, many packaged foods in Japan and parts of Europe are less processed, with fewer additives.) The beverage landscape is no better, with Americans consuming sweetened drinks in greater quantities than ever.

Eating convenience food every now and then isn’t a problem, but when done regularly, it’s extremely harmful to our health. There’s a direct link between overconsuming convenience foods and beverages and the epidemics of our day: obesity, insulin resistance, type 2 diabetes, heart disease, and even depression.

While resisting any food within reach is difficult, many of today’s highly processed foods are addictive by design. Beverage and snack-food flavors like “salted caramel mocha” and “cheddar poppin’ pretzel” exist nowhere in nature. These products are developed by taste-and-smell researchers, tweaked for flavor, smell, mouthfeel, and appearance, tested on focus groups, refined by market research, and advertised to the hilt.

Here’s what the ads leave out: most food companies are not focused on their customers’ weight, health, or emotional well-being; they’re focused on selling their products. “No one can eat just one . . .” isn’t just a slogan—it’s the goal of food companies everywhere, and they spend millions to achieve it. That’s good for their profits—and bad for our collective health and well-being. Taking advantage of our bodies’ innate wiring for carbohydrates, fat, and salt—all necessary for survival when consumed in natural forms and amounts—food companies create products designed to hit what’s known as the “bliss point,” the combination of flavors and texture that makes a food nearly impossible to stop eating. For them, the less you stop and think, the better. And it’s working. One survey found that the amount Americans spend on these highly processed foods nearly doubled from 1982 to 2012, from 11.6 percent to 22.9 percent of our grocery money.

The result of being bombarded by all this packaged food? In terms of sheer availability, eating unhealthy food has never been easier. And healthy eating has never been more elusive.


Profits versus Health

An article published in the journal Diabetes Care showed that nine leading brands spent $3.5 billion in a single year to advertise fast food in print and on billboards, TV, and radio. Another $5.8 billion was spent on advertising sweetened drinks, candy, and other food. That’s $9.3 billion total—just on advertising. For the same year, the entire budgets for the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and the Food and Drug Administration were $5.1 billion and $1.3 billion, respectively.



Modifying our immediate environments, to the extent that we can, can help to reduce mindless eating and encourage healthier food choices—you’ll learn those strategies here. But to really get a handle on your habits, it’s crucial to consider your inner landscape, too.

The Chemistry of Comfort Eating

Food isn’t simply physical fuel, nor should it be. We eat to celebrate, we eat for comfort, we eat for pleasure. This has been true throughout history. But in an environment where food abounds and stress levels soar, eating for emotional reasons has become a daily pattern for many people. We use food to fill voids, to obtain instant gratification or stimulation, and to soothe unpleasant feelings such as anxiety, anger, sadness, and stress—whether consciously or unconsciously. For many people, food is a quick fix for emotional pain and a quick filler for emptiness.

We’re not just talking about fuzzy feelings; biochemical reactions underpin these cravings. When we feel prolonged stress, our bodies churn out hormones such as cortisol, which cause cravings—for high-sugar and high-fat foods, in particular. These foods—potato chips, chocolate, cookies, candy, and sweet drinks—trigger a near-immediate calming effect by raising serotonin and dopamine levels. But this eating pattern, over time, sets the stage for weight gain and chronic illness. You’ll learn about the chemistry of comfort eating—and how to break the cycle—throughout the book.


Insights and Inspirations: Daria, age 38

I’m two years into a sales job that requires a lot of travel, and I’ve gained 17 pounds in that time. That’s a lot for anyone, but I’m five-foot-one! There’s the obvious fact of having trouble finding anything besides fast food and buffets on the road. But there’s also the loneliness factor. At the end of a long day, my husband isn’t there to help me wind down. Room service and Netflix are. And on the nights when I’m entertaining clients, we go to high-end restaurants, and there’s a certain pressure to spend big and eat big. Steaks, foie gras, expensive wine. Ordering just an appetizer or a salad entrée doesn’t feel like an option.



A Road Map for Change: Attention + Intention

In working with hundreds of patients on losing weight and changing their eating habits, we’ve found that two big pieces of the puzzle are often missing from conventional approaches: attention and intention, both infused with the qualities of curiosity and kindness.

Both our culture and our internal selves lead us to automatic, inattentive eating. Attention is one of the keys to stopping that vicious cycle. Paying attention on purpose—tuning in to what’s going on in your body, and in your mind, and in the world around you—is at the heart of mindfulness practice, which you’ll be learning a lot more about as you progress through the program.

People who have repeatedly tried to lose weight or change eating habits are very familiar with wanting to change but may not be familiar with deep intention. We can spend years, even decades, on the surface layer of change—that basic impulse to “be different, now,” with all of our energy tentacles reaching outside ourselves for motivation, for a plan, and for a reward: I need to eat better in order to look like that blond, willowy beauty over there; I’m going to follow so-and-so’s lose-10-pounds-by-bikini-season eating plan; others will find me attractive when I lose the weight. While external rewards can help people try new things, true, lasting change is different. It emerges from the inside out, not the outside in. This requires reeling in those tentacles and looking within. Lasting change begins with deep intention, alignment between what we deeply value and what we do on a moment-to-moment basis each day of our lives.

In chapter 3, you’ll begin a daily mindfulness practice that will help you cultivate both your attention and intention. But today, start with the simple exercises below that introduce these two core concepts. The focus of the first exercise is attention—using your senses and your awareness to notice what is happening around you and within you. This process will prime your brain to create new pathways for behaving differently.


Exercise: Cultivating Attention

As you go about your day, check in with your senses and your mind as described below, as if you were a detective. Hold a curious attitude, looking for clues in your own experiences without criticizing what you observe.

1. Look around. What do you see? Imagine that you have never been in the space you are in right now. How would you describe it to someone who has never been there? Meditators call this “beginner’s mind.” It involves taking a brand-new perspective.

2. Now close your eyes and listen. What do you hear going on around you? Anything else?

3. Now breathe in deeply. What do you smell?

4. Now, move to the sensations in your body. How does your body feel overall? How do your feet feel? How about your shoulders? How does your stomach feel?

5. And what about your mind? What is it doing right now? Thinking? Planning? Worrying? Making judgments?

Do this three times each day for the next four to five days—morning, afternoon, and night—and pay attention to what you are experiencing. Don’t try to change anything; just notice what you see, hear, smell, feel, and think. At the end of each day, write in your journal about your experience. You are beginning to train your mind in how to find important information within yourself.
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After you’ve spent a few days practicing attention, do the next exercise. In this one, you’ll begin to cultivate intention by developing a positive image—a “best self.” As you progress through the program, you’ll be drawn toward it like a magnet.


Exercise: Cultivating Intention

Figuring out what you really want—your deep intention—is a process. If the prospect of deep change is scary to you, that’s okay and very common. For now, just notice it and try to get curious about it, keeping in mind that fear can be a form of excitement. To begin, start with this exercise on visualizing your best self, writing your observations down in your journal.

1. Imagine that you are sitting high on a hill, looking out through the distance of time, into the future. You see a shape that looks familiar. As you allow your focus to improve, you slowly realize that this shape is you, five years from now, as your very best self. As the picture becomes clearer, what do you notice? Where are you? What are you doing? How are you feeling? Who else, if anyone, is there with you?

2. When you are done imagining your best self, wave “see you soon” and allow the image to fade. Take a moment now to note your observations:

What did you notice about your best self?

What did you notice about the environment around your best self?

How does your best self feel emotionally?

How does your best self feel physically?

What has your best self done to get where it is?

How do you take care of your best self?




Not Perfect, but Present

It’s important to note that your best self does not mean your “perfect” self. The goal of this program isn’t to learn to eat “perfectly.” Not only is perfection a myth that’s unattainable in real life; perfectionism is counterproductive to change. When your goal is perfection, anything less is a failure. So let’s trade in all our ideas about perfection—a perfect diet, a perfect body, a perfect life—for something attainable, real, and useful.

At our clinic, and in this book, we focus not on being perfect, but on being present. What does that mean? When you’re present, you’re not on autopilot. You begin to understand the cascade of external and internal triggers—everything from food advertising, to being overly hungry, to feeling stressed or lonely—that normally lead to overeating or eating unhealthy food. You’re aware of how your body feels, what your thoughts are, and how you’re feeling emotionally. Being present means you’re able to consciously choose what to eat, when to eat, and how much to eat—and you’re aware of why you’re eating. Once you establish that inner foundation of presence, you’re able to build a sustainable diet that fuels good health, a balanced weight, and happiness. 



CHAPTER 2
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What’s on Your Plate?

“Freedom from obsession is not about something you do; it’s about knowing who you are. It’s about recognizing what sustains you and what exhausts you.”

—Geneen Roth, Women, Food, and God

After a decade of “weight creep” in which she gained about 5 pounds a year, Jessica’s blood pressure had risen to the point that it was compromising her health. She was determined to lose weight when she made an appointment with one of our nutritionists—she had a legal pad out and was ready to take notes on what and how much to eat. “My doctor says I need to lose 40 pounds,” she said. “How long do you think that will take?”

When we did our intake with Jessica, we asked not only about her eating habits, but also about her life. We learned that she had three boys—ages 4 to 12—and that she worked as a reading specialist in the school system. She was a valued employee who was always asked to do more—on committees and projects and fundraisers—and she always said yes, even when it meant skimping on sleep or canceling plans with friends. She was also very involved in her church and her community. “I love my life,” she said. But she also said she was “tired all the time” and that all of her commitments got in the way of eating well and exercising.

The fact that Jessica had come to a nutritionist instead of jumping on a diet bandwagon was great. But like a lot of people, she had tunnel vision. When people are focused like a laser beam on the numbers on the scale, we encourage them to step back and widen their gaze, because there’s always a bigger picture at work. We’ve seen in our clinic, again and again, that unhealthy eating habits and excessive weight are never a person’s main problem. They’re a symptom of some other issue or imbalance.

Our eating habits don’t exist in isolation; they exist in the context of our lives. What’s on your plate at mealtimes has a lot to do with “what’s on your plate”—what’s going on in your life. For people like Jessica and so many others, the first step is realizing that those metaphorical plates—their lives—are piled way too high. Taking a step back and assessing the big picture of your life—the whole you—can provide essential perspective about what’s going on and what needs to change.

So Much to Do, So Little Time

For many of us, time is in short supply. Life seems to move faster than ever within the same stubborn twenty-four hours, and we’re in a constant state of struggling to keep up. We’re always multitasking. In a culture that celebrates being “crazy busy” and seems to expect it, we juggle jobs and families, caretaking for children and parents, involvement with community organizations, socializing with friends, and maintaining homes and cars and calendars.

Over the last decade, we’ve pushed the envelope even further. Staying constantly connected to our jobs and our social circles through our phones and computers has profoundly affected our sense of free time—to say nothing of the social-media explosion. We now feel pressure to stay in touch with not only our families, friends, and coworkers, but also our high-school friends, first loves, far-flung relatives, former colleagues—essentially everyone we’ve ever known. Whether you find this increasing interconnectedness miraculous or disastrous, or both, it’s important to realize how much time—and attention—it requires.

When we look at all the demands on our time and attention, is it any wonder that healthy eating often gets lost in the shuffle? When you’re stressed and frazzled, it’s hard to pay attention to what’s going on in your body—we’ll delve into that in chapter 5. But on a more basic level, unless you’re blessed with a personal chef, eating well takes time: planning time, shopping time, cooking time, and time to eat slowly and consciously. When you’re trying to change your habits, you also need time to get to know yourself.

Making space for eating better, then, requires reckoning with the fact that you are a human being with a finite amount of time and energy. You might have to remind yourself of this reality repeatedly, since so many aspects of our lives push against it. The next step is seeing how you currently allocate those precious resources—your time and energy—and how different aspects of your life affect your eating habits.

Connecting the Dots

Determining what in your life needs changing and how to make those changes is not always obvious. And even when it becomes clear, the prospect of making changes can be overwhelming. At Duke IM we’ve developed an illustrative tool that’s helped thousands of people gain clarity about the changes they wish to make. Called the Wheel of Health (see page 28 for an illustration), it’s based on the idea that health—including eating and exercise habits—does not exist in isolation. Health is not something that exists only in our bodies, separate from our lives. Rather, health is deeply intertwined with every aspect of our lives.

If your work life is busy and stressful, for instance, you may opt for takeout more and postpone your exercise plans. If you don’t have a lot of intimacy in your life, you might use food as a substitute for close relationships. If you’ve been overweight for a long time, you might experience back pain or joint pain, which makes you reluctant to exercise. You might have negative feelings about your body, which affect your relationships, or you might feel stigmatized at work—53 percent of overweight people say they do.

Normally, the different aspects of our lives are swirling so fast we aren’t aware of which parts are functioning well and which aren’t, let alone how they affect one another. Weight gain and unhealthy habits such as chronic overeating occur for many reasons, but most have to do with having too many commitments elsewhere in life that trump taking care of your body. The Wheel of Health—divided into seven domains, with mindful awareness at the center (described on page 34)—helps you step back and assess those commitments, to pause and really look at how you spend your time and energy. Very often, some areas of the wheel are overflowing while others are empty; such imbalances drain our energy.
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Adapted from the Self-Care portion of the Wheel of Health, copyright 2014 Duke Integrative Medicine/Duke University Medical Center.



Time and again, patients in our clinic have “a-ha” moments as they assess different areas of their lives and see how issues or imbalances may be affecting their eating habits. Many people realize that they’re spending so much time working, there’s little left for healthy eating and exercise (to say nothing of the biochemical effects of chronic stress, which often accompanies overwork). Relationship issues, ranging from marriage problems to loneliness to difficulty communicating one’s feelings, are another common thread.


Insights and Inspirations: Lisa, age 39

I got a promotion four years ago and started traveling for work a lot. It meant a lot more money, which was exciting, and for a while I felt like I was on the top of my game. But my health started to suffer. I had to start taking sleeping pills because my body felt so wacked out from changing time zones, and I was too tired to even try to exercise or eat well. My friends, who had always been a source of strength for me, started to feel like abstractions because I was never home. Then my dad got sick. That’s when it hit me that I had to stop traveling, which was a scary idea. Ultimately I switched to a different company and took a pay cut. That was a tough decision, but my health and my life have been getting better ever since.



For some people, taking stock of their personal Wheel of Health is not as much of an “a-ha” moment as a reckoning. They might know full well what areas of their life are affecting their eating habits but feel unable to change them. Melissa, a young woman who visited our clinic, had gradually gained about 15 pounds over the last three years. Her diet was fairly healthy, but she had developed a habit of eating a large bowl of ice cream after dinner every night before bed. When asked if she knew how that habit started, she nodded and said, “Every Saturday night when I was a kid, my dad and I would watch a movie and eat ice cream. Butter pecan.” Her dad had died three years ago unexpectedly, and eating ice cream comforted her and helped her feel connected to him. She didn’t want to lose that connection. It made a lot of sense. We worked with her on how to cherish the memories of her dad in a way that supported her health goals instead of undermining them. As it turned out, he had been an avid hiker, and Melissa liked the idea of incorporating a hike into her weekend routine. She also decided to cut back on her ice-cream habit but not eliminate it—having a small bowl once a week.

Exploring your Wheel of Health forces you to slow down and get a bird’s-eye view of your life.
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In the following exercise, you will use the Wheel of Health to guide you in assessing the big picture of your life. Remember that you know your life better than anyone else. Your own insight will go a long way toward helping you identify areas that are out of balance, and which of those areas you will be most successful at changing. And as you read the book, you’ll learn more about each area, how it can contribute to your eating habits, and how to make improvements.


Exercise: Your Wheel of Health

1. Draw and label your own Wheel of Health in your journal.

2. Read through the seven areas of health described below, as well as the description of the Wheel of Health’s center—mindful awareness. The questions in each section will help you assess how well you’re doing within each area; write the answers in your journal. Using these answers as a guide, you’ll consider how satisfied you are with how well you’re taking care of yourself, and give yourself a rating of 1 to 10 in each area.



Stress management. Chronic stress takes an enormous toll on our health and happiness and contributes to unhealthy eating. While we won’t ever eliminate stress, managing it is essential for good physical and mental health. How much stress are you experiencing right now? Over the last three months, six months, year? How well do you think you are managing/coping with the stress in your life? Do you feel as if your body is always revved up, waiting for the next problem to develop? Do you think you have enough coping strategies, or would you benefit from learning additional strategies? Are you using the strategies you have effectively? Do you have a regular activity that you practice that makes you feel relaxed?

How satisfied are you with how well you’re taking care of yourself in this area? Give yourself a rating of 1 to 10, with 1 being “not satisfied” and 10 being “extremely satisfied.” Add the rating to your wheel.


Your Wheel of Health
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Movement, exercise, and rest. Our bodies were designed to move, and we know that exercise is required for optimal health. It is also required to maintain optimal metabolism and to manage weight for the long run. However, it’s easy to become sedentary with all of the conveniences of modern life. We may not carve out and protect time for exercise or movement, and we may not even be checking in with our bodies to notice how they want and need to move. We also need rest—deep rest during sleep, and mental rest even when awake. Do you lead an active life? How much do you move your body? Do you consciously include physical activities in your daily life? Do you engage in planned aerobic exercise regularly? Do you include strength training in your exercise? Do you allow yourself downtime to rest? Do you give yourself plenty of time to unwind before bed? How refreshing is your sleep?

How satisfied are you with how well you’re taking care of yourself in this area? Give yourself a rating of 1 to 10, with 1 being “not satisfied” and 10 being “extremely satisfied.” Add the rating to your wheel.

Nutrition. The foods we eat—and beverages we drink—profoundly affect our health and well-being. There’s a direct connection between the quality of the food we put in our bodies and our energy levels, our immune health, our moods, our risk of chronic illness, and, of course, our weight. Nourishing our bodies with a healthy diet (including vegetables, healthy fats, whole grains, fruit, and lean proteins) provides a foundation for good health. Do you know what to eat to keep your body as healthy as possible? To maintain good energy? Do you eat those healthy foods? And in appropriate amounts? Are there things that you’re doing well and want to maintain regarding your eating? Are there things that you know you would benefit from changing?

How satisfied are you with how well you’re taking care of yourself in this area? Give yourself a rating of 1 to 10, with 1 being “not satisfied” and 10 being “extremely satisfied.” Add the rating to your wheel.

Personal and professional development. Our work lives have an impact on our health in myriad ways, including the ways in which they tax us and the ways in which they fulfill us. Work-life balance is important, and lacking for some people. Additionally, continued learning keeps people engaged and alive. Some people find this at work, some through education, and some through pursuing other interests. What’s important is that you find it somewhere. It’s also important to live your life according to your values and priorities. Balance in this area of health may be about the number of work hours you put in or the amount of effort you put forth, or it may be more about how fulfilling your work is, the amount of praise or respect you receive at work, the degree of autonomy you have in doing your work, or the significance of the impact you create. Do you feel satisfied or fulfilled in your life—at home and at work? Do you have an acceptable work–life balance? Are there areas to explore that might give you a deeper sense of motivation and joy in your life? Are there small changes that you could make to increase your sense of purpose, growth, and meaningfulness in your life? Do you make time for enjoyable activities—the things you love to do, or have dreams of doing?

How satisfied are you with how well you’re taking care of yourself in this area? Give yourself a rating of 1 to 10, with 1 being “not satisfied” and 10 being “extremely satisfied.” Add the rating to your wheel.

Physical environment. Your surroundings can influence your health in many ways, including affecting your eating habits. If your pantry and fridge are filled with unhealthy snacks and sweets, for example, you’re much more likely to eat those foods—whereas if you have fresh produce and other healthy foods on hand, you’re more likely to reach for those. It is important to give some thought to how your environment can support your health. It’s also important to consider how your space makes you feel. For some people, excessive noise or clutter can be stressful, which can in turn affect eating and exercise habits. Is your home set up to facilitate healthy eating? How about your workplace? Do your home and work space make you feel relaxed or stressed? Is there sufficient natural light? Do you have concerns about noise or clutter?

How satisfied are you with how well you’re taking care of yourself in this area? Give yourself a rating of 1 to 10, with 1 being “not satisfied” and 10 being “extremely satisfied.” Add the rating to your wheel.

Relationships and communication. Positive connections with others enhance not only your quality of life, but also your health. Not being able to communicate your needs or feeling uncomfortable saying “no” to others can lead to frustration, resentment, or unnecessary self-sacrifice. This is true in all relationships—romantic relationships as well as those with friends, family, and coworkers. How would you describe your relationships with others and your communication with them? Are your needs met? Are you helping others meet theirs? Do you have a few key people with whom you can share the more intimate details of your life, or just blow off some steam and have a few laughs with? Are you able to ask for support and let the people in your life know what you wish them to do or not do in support of you? Are there certain relationships that drain you and others that nourish you?

How satisfied are you with how well you’re taking care of yourself in this area? Give yourself a rating of 1 to 10, with 1 being “not satisfied” and 10 being “extremely satisfied.” Add the rating to your wheel.

Spirituality. Spiritual connections offer positive effects on health and well-being, and give people a sense of meaning, peace, and inspiration. Some people are drawn to formal religious practice and prayer. Others find a sense of peace and spiritual connection by spending time in nature. Do you have a spiritual practice, or a place you go that makes you feel renewed and helps you connect to something larger than yourself? Are there meaningful rituals in your life?

How satisfied are you with how well you’re taking care of yourself in this area? Give yourself a rating of 1 to 10, with 1 being “not satisfied” and 10 being “extremely satisfied.” Add the rating to your wheel.

Mindful awareness. Mindful awareness sits at the center of the Wheel of Health and offers us the opportunity to be more in touch with our bodies, our minds, and the spiritual aspects of self—our internal worlds that we often ignore. Mindful awareness is central to the hard and rewarding work of getting to know yourself on a deeper level. You’ll use your own deep wisdom to help you change eating habits and other behavior patterns. Mindful awareness implies an ability to be fully present in the moment, paying attention to what you are doing while you are doing it. It means fully experiencing and attending to what is happening—not only outside of you but, more important, within you. Mindfulness also helps you to be conscious of what is truly important to you. How aware are you of how your body feels at each moment? Of emotions you have at each moment? Of thoughts that run through your mind? Of needs that drive your behavior? Of how you are interacting with the outside world? How much do you pay attention to what’s going on inside of you from moment to moment?

How satisfied are you with how well you’re taking care of yourself in this area? Give yourself a rating of 1 to 10; add it to your wheel. This area may be new to you. If you are not sure how to rate it, don’t worry; you will be able to better assess it once you better understand and have begun to practice mindfulness as you progress through this book.
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Now it’s time to look at your Wheel of Health as a whole and consider where to start making changes. Review your responses. Can you draw connections between imbalances in your life and your eating habits? Are other commitments in your life crowding out your time to prepare healthy food, for instance? Or do you have a sense that you are eating to compensate for a lack of fulfillment in other areas? Look at the areas with the lowest satisfaction ratings, and among those, pick an area that’s particularly meaningful to you. Rather than starting with a major change, think about a small change you can make. Suppose you gave yourself a “4” in stress management and you have a sense that your typically harried lifestyle is what keeps you from preparing healthy food each night. Or say you gave yourself a “3” in movement, exercise, and rest because you don’t exercise regularly—but you want to. Rather than signing up for a 10K, plan to start walking with a friend three times a week. (You’ll learn more about setting goals for sustainable change in the next chapter.)


Insights and Inspirations: Sandy, age 52

I’ve been trying to lose weight since I was 12 years old. When I looked at the relationship area of my life, it was empty, and had been since my divorce ten years ago. I wish I could say it’s a coincidence that I’ve gained a lot of weight during that time, but it’s not. I know it’s not. Getting back out there, trying to find a new intimate relationship, is scary. But I have a feeling that’s part of what I really need.



The good thing about eating and life being so intertwined is that it leaves us with many options of where to start “untangling” ourselves and restructure our lives to be our best selves. Achieving balance is a dance—a dynamic process, not a static one. When you come to terms with the fact that eating is one component in the wheel of your whole life, with each component creating ripple effects back and forth, you realize that changing your eating habits is going to entail making changes in your life. In other words, you’re going to have to shake things up. This might excite you, or frighten you, or both. We tend to be comfortable with the status quo, even when it’s not supporting our health. As one of our clients put it, “It might be a crazy life, but it’s my crazy life!” That feeling is normal, and the important thing is to see it for what it is—our desire to stay in our comfort zone. When our comfort zone is at odds with our health—and it often is—we have some decisions to make. It’s a process, but that’s what The Mindful Diet is about—giving you the tools to work through that process.

The Starting Block: Self-Care

The Wheel of Health can help you discern the best places to focus first in achieving a healthier balance between the different areas of your life. Self-care is critical to achieving that balance. Many of us, women especially, spend a lot of time taking care of people and things—families, work, households, finances. Taking care of ourselves often feels like indulgence. Or maybe it’s something you’d do if you had time for it, but you never do.

If taking good care of yourself feels selfish, consider the possibility that self-care is the fuel that makes all other care and all other life activities possible. It makes life sustainable. Self-care is not self-indulgence; it’s self-preservation. If that message strikes a chord with you, write it down where you can see it—on a chalkboard at home, on your fridge, or on a sticky note taped to your computer. Even if you’ve lost touch with it, consider that there’s a piece of you that knows, deep down, what is healthy for you, that knows your best self, the one that you envisioned in chapter 1. And it doesn’t just know what’s healthy, it wants what’s healthy: a long walk instead of a hot-fudge sundae, a reasonable work schedule instead of a sixty-hour week, more time laughing with friends instead of the fleeting pleasure offered by French fries at the drive-through.


Insights and Inspirations: Lauren, age 35

My pattern for years was to get an egg sandwich and two hash browns on the way to work and eat in the car. I looked forward to it and figured I was killing two birds with one stone. When I started paying attention, I noticed that I always had a greasy lump in my stomach all morning—and it dawned on me that a third of my meals were coming from fast food! My biggest realization, though, was that part of taking care of myself was carving out time to prepare healthy food. I’d always thought of “me time” as a pedicure, or going out for drinks with friends—something that felt indulgent. But getting up twenty minutes earlier to make and eat breakfast turned out to be this amazing thing. I got some quiet time in the house before the kids got up, my commute was less frantic, and I felt so much better. The greasy lump disappeared, and I had more energy.



Quiz: How’s your self-care?



	I do the following . . .

	rarely

	sometimes

	often




	Sit down to eat meals
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	Get seven to nine hours of sleep most nights and wake feeling rested

	[image: Images]

	[image: Images]

	[image: Images]




	Have a relaxing bedtime routine
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	Take breaks during my workday to recharge

	[image: Images]

	[image: Images]

	[image: Images]




	Seek out emotional support when I need it
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	Make time to enjoy myself
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	Say no to requests that aren’t right for me
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	Schedule time to “play” with friends
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	Make time to prepare healthy meals
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	Schedule dates with my spouse or partner
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	Let my body move as it was meant to, doing physical activity each day
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