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For Luke and Lucy


Introduction

Our relationship with food begins at birth and never ends. How we feel about our body and eating is a direct reflection of how we feel about ourselves. Life can be difficult and completely unfair at times, and nobody is born with the knowledge of how to navigate through its many challenges. Sometimes, turning to food becomes the only way we are able to cope with life.

Within the pages of this book, you will find questions that will help you judge your relationship with your body and yourself. Some of these questions are simple, yet profound. Are you happy with yourself? Are you happy with your body? Why or why not? Are you happy with your life? Are you taking care of yourself? Would you like to eat healthier but don’t know how or where to start? Do you constantly compare yourself to others and always feel they are more attractive, thinner, smarter, and better than you? Are you constantly on a diet? Are you in a perpetual cycle of going on a diet, losing weight, going off your diet, and gaining all the weight back? Do you wonder if you have an eating disorder? Do you know you have an eating disorder—but are afraid to ask for help?

All relationships take effort, and the relationship you have with yourself is no different. Understanding why you’re struggling with your weight or with food is the first step in ending the vicious cycle of dieting and obsessions with your body. Think about how good it will feel to be free from thinking about what you should or should not eat all the time. And, instead of obsessing about food, you’ll be spending your time working toward building a life filled with passion and substance.

The point of this book is to help you to get to know yourself inside and out and accept who you are. Each chapter contains questions to answer, quizzes, and some expressionistic therapy exercises. In addition to those exercises, I also ask you to write down your emotions and experiences. I strongly suggest finding a journal or spiral notebook for you to record your thoughts or even use as an art therapy book—whatever works for your process. Writing or creating art can be amazingly therapeutic and an awesome way to explore who you are and what you want. Perhaps this book will be the first step you take in making your life better and will enable you to realize if you need to seek out a therapist or talk to an adult for more help. Or maybe you’ve already been in therapy and are looking for another way to explore your inner self. Whatever the case is, I hope in some way this book will help you feel better about yourself and your life.

Before you begin this journey, be prepared to feel a little uncomfortable. Some of the questions are going to stir up thoughts and memories and emotions; however, believe it or not, feeling things is the only way to move forward in life. Fear of feeling sad or angry or hurt is completely normal. It means you’re human; nobody likes to feel negative emotions. Always keep in mind that if you think something is too much to handle, do not hesitate to ask for help.

Also included within each chapter is a brief personal note about me. My hope is that by sharing my thoughts and feelings with you, you’ll feel less isolated and alone in your journey. I spent junior high through my college years at war with my body and with food. I was convinced that I was the only person on the planet with these issues and constant struggles.

Finally, I promise that if you work through this book, you’ll see how normal and awesome you are—and that’s what will give you the strength to walk up the ladder with confidence and self-assurance. When you step away from the suffocating thoughts and patterns that pulled you into the hole, you’ll be able to breathe again and walk out into the light and the life you were meant to live.


PART 1

Your Relationship with Food
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CHAPTER 1

What Is Emotional Eating?

Emotional eating refers to consumption that is triggered by something other than hunger. If you ever babysat younger brothers or sisters or small children, you’ll notice that they generally do not eat for any other reason but to satisfy their own hunger. A three-year-old doesn’t come home from preschool and sit down at the table and devour a whole sleeve of Oreos because they are attempting to soothe themselves after getting bullied or after they have been given a time out for purposely coloring on one of their classmates’ coloring pages. If the ice cream truck comes down the street fifteen minutes after a child has just had lunch and they beg for ice cream, they will most likely only eat two bites of “Mickey Mouse on a stick” before handing the rest of the melting mess over to the nearest adult—they are no longer hungry and they don’t want to eat it. Unlike adults, young children do not try to force food down because they paid six dollars for it or because they are trying to feel better about themselves after a nasty breakup with their boyfriend or girlfriend. In other words, they do not participate in emotional eating.

Emotional eating is complex. Sometimes we learn to soothe ourselves with food from our parents, who were themselves raised to turn to food as a source of comfort. But we can also teach ourselves to find solace in food in times of trouble; sometimes it is easier and less painful to eat a pint of ice cream than to sit with our emotions and truly feel them. Feeling rejected or betrayed hurts, and as humans we’re wired to avoid pain. Emotional eating (or depriving yourself of food) can also be a result of feeling bad about yourself. An unhealthy relationship with yourself will cause you to have an unhealthy relationship with food, too. Food is meant to nourish our bodies and souls, but we can get into the habit of looking to food to deal with life’s challenges and difficult emotions. Are you a person who eats your feelings? Or do you deprive yourself of nourishment in an attempt to deal with negative emotions? Either way, emotional eating is almost guaranteed to present health problems down the road. And depriving yourself of food, or binging and purging, will absolutely cause other issues with your body or serious health problems.

How do you know if you’re an emotional eater? Ask yourself: When was the last time you truly felt hungry? If you can’t think of the last time you felt hungry, that could be a sign you’re eating as a response to emotions, not real hunger. Never feeling hungry could be an indication you are eating in response to your emotions.

If you believe you’re an emotional eater, know that you are not alone. Emotional eating affects millions of people in this country, and it is more common than you think. A lot of people don’t know how to cope with feelings like depression, isolation, or seriously low self-esteem so they attempt to self-soothe or “fix” themselves with food. Also, emotional eating is not limited to women; men suffer from emotional eating as well, regardless of culture or ethnicity.

Emotional eating can sometimes be very compulsive—in other words, an unconscious reaction. There’s a sense as if you’ve lost control of your ability to stop eating or as if you can’t control your hand from impulsively reaching for food. Have you known people who have felt so out of control that they tell you to “get these nacho-flavored tortilla chips away from me before I eat the whole bag”? This is an example of eating in response to something other than hunger and not listening to the body’s cues to stop eating.

Emotional eating is an attempt to self-soothe, but unfortunately it is not going to help anyone deal with their emotions. Eating is not a healthy way to manage your moods. Of course, when you’re eating something that comforts you, you might feel better in the moment. And this is what food should do—it is meant to nourish, comfort, and satisfy. But once the food is gone, the emotion will still be present. Here is the bottom line: the only solution to dealing with emotions is to sit with whatever you’re feeling. Truly feel the sadness, anger, loneliness, guilt, fear, anxiety, or whatever else it is. The best way to handle your emotions is to accept them, instead of running away from these feelings or literally trying to eat them away by watching reruns of Friends while polishing off a pint (or two or three) of ice cream. Using food is like any other self-destructive habit. So instead of hiding behind food to avoid those feelings, run toward them. Really feel them. And yes, you will feel bad in the process, but feeling crappy is a good thing. It’s fantastic, in fact. If you don’t allow yourself to feel badly, you’ll never truly appreciate feeling good about your life. Our emotions are what make us human.

Lots of studies have proven that once you allow yourself to feel these negative feelings, they will go away. For example, according to a study conducted by Follette and Vijay in 2009, people who suffered from PTSD (posttraumatic stress disorder) were led through mindfulness practices to assist them in recalling traumatic memories. Mindfulness enabled participants to begin healing from the trauma, as opposed to participants running away from the negative feelings surrounding the trauma. Imagine that your feelings are a chore or an unpleasant activity you don’t want to do. You dread it, right? It’s not fun, and it can be scary. However, once it’s over, you feel better. You’ve done it, and there is a sense of relief. Running from feelings keeps them trapped inside of you. Confronting them and feeling them makes them less of a big deal and easier to handle. Eventually, they go away. It’s that simple. If they don’t and you are constantly experiencing negative feelings in certain situations that absolutely won’t go away, please ask for help.

To figure out where you stand in terms of your relationship with food, answer the few questions below. Next, complete the Mood Eating Scale, which I’ve modified from its original version written by L. J. Jackson and R. C. Hawkins in 1980. This will help you see, in black and white, how healthy or unhealthy your relationship with food is. Once you’ve become aware, you can then begin to make the right changes.

What does food mean to you?

Do you know what it feels like to be truly hungry?

Do you eat when you’re happy, sad, bored, or lonely?

How does not eating make you feel?

Do you deprive yourself of food?

How does eating or not eating make you feel about your life? Better or worse?

Do you avoid standing up for yourself in social situations and instead eat your feelings?

Take the Quiz

Indicate how strongly you agree or disagree with each of the following statements by choosing the appropriate letter on the scale A, B, C, D, or E—A for Strongly Agree and E for Strongly Disagree.
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_________ 1. Eating makes me feel better when I feel overwhelmed.

_________ 2. When I am nervous, eating calms me down.

_________ 3. When I sense that people seem to dislike me, I eat.

_________ 4. Eating helps me when I’m feeling frustrated.

_________ 5. When I am extremely happy, eating makes me feel even happier.

_________ 6. If I consume a food and feel very guilty about eating it, I continue to eat more of that food or I eat other foods.

_________ 7. I eat more than usual during periods of great stress (if I break up with a boyfriend/girlfriend, during final exam week, starting college or a new job, etc.).

_________ 8. If I have an argument with someone special, eating helps soothe me.

_________ 9. I eat just to pass the time when I am bored.

_________ 10. When I feel inferior to someone, I want to eat.

_________ 11. I eat more than usual when I feel things are out of control.

_________ 12. When I’m angry with someone, eating calms me down.

_________ 13. I eat when I am disgusted with myself.

_________ 14. On days when everything seems to go wrong, I eat much more than usual.

_________ 15. I eat a lot while studying for an exam.

_________ 16. If someone makes fun of my physical appearance, I eat after it happens.

_________ 17. When I keep my feelings to myself for so long that I feel like exploding, I eat to try and feel better.

_________ 18. I eat much more than usual after failing at a task that is important to me.

_________ 19. If someone has clearly taken advantage of me, I eat to make myself feel better afterward.

_________ 20. When I am under pressure, I eat more often.

Now, give your answers a numerical score. For each A answer score 4, each B score 3, each C score 2, each D score 1, and each E score 0. The higher your score, the more likely it is that you eat in response to emotions. As you work through this book, you can take the quiz again and again to see if your responses change throughout this process of building up a good relationship with yourself.

Your score ____________

Now that you’ve got a score, what does it mean exactly? Higher scores mean a higher tendency to turn to food for reasons other than hunger. It can also mean you might feel bad about yourself while eating. A higher score can indicate that you are more inclined to be on a diet more often. Higher scores are also linked to binge eating, which can simply be a result of being on a diet all the time as constant dieting tends to create that kind of behavior.

Emotional Eating and Dieting: Are You on a Dieting Roller Coaster?

Here’s a hypothetical situation: it’s Sunday night and as Stephanie crunches on an Oreo, she convinces herself that it’s okay that she has just eaten twenty-four cookies because she’s starting her diet tomorrow. The next day, she is proud of herself for getting through the first day of her new cabbage diet, even though she’s dying to eat anything but cabbage. By Tuesday afternoon, she feels on top of the world—she’s gonna have a body like a supermodel! Stephanie’s stomach is flatter, she feels lighter, and she’s lost a pound or two already. She’s convinced this diet will be the last one she ever goes on. However, on Wednesday, the bottom falls out from under her. Cravings for real food come at her full force; she’s so sick of eating cabbage for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. The cravings slowly turn into obsessions, and all she can think about after lunch are the cheeseburgers and fries she smelled in the cafeteria. Visions of food are all she can see during her boring geometry class lecture. So after school when her slim friends ask if she wants to grab a slice of pizza at the mall, where she’s just been shopping and trying on clothes (that now make her feel worse about herself), she says yes. She can’t handle the realities of her pathetic life any longer. While she’s standing in line, she feels guilty as hell for going off her diet, and she starts making deals with herself. She tells herself that she’ll just eat half a slice of pizza and count her calories when she gets home; perhaps this half slice will be a substitute for the bowl of cabbage she was supposed to eat at dinner time. But then, after she devours half the slice, she can’t stop. She’s starving. She hasn’t eaten anything but cabbage for three days.

When Stephanie gets home, things snowball. There is a chemistry test the next day that she has totally forgotten about, and she needs to study. She hates chemistry, and about twenty minutes into studying, she’s craving those potato chips she always eats when she does chemistry homework. She tries to get her mind off of the chips that are hidden away in the kitchen cabinet, but she can’t. Focusing on chemistry becomes impossible. Perhaps she better eat those chips or she’ll never get any studying done. More thoughts start to enter her head: she’s going to fail the chemistry exam and the class, and she’ll never get into the college she has wanted to attend since she was twelve. Stephanie decides to eat the chips because she had already eaten that piece of pizza and “blew” her diet; it seems crazy not to eat the chips in order to pass the chemistry test. Her future is on the line. Then, things totally fall apart. When she finishes the chips, she feels so bad about herself and is still stressed about the exam because she procrastinated. Now, she’s craving ice cream. So she dives into a gallon and before she knows it, she feels like a big, fat pig. Worried about the exam and filled with guilt, she can’t fall asleep.

The next day, Stephanie skips breakfast in an attempt to get back on track. She’s not going to continue the crazy cabbage diet; it was stupid and worthless. She decides to skip eating all day and have a reasonable dinner. But when dinner time rolls around, she’s so hungry she convinces herself she should just eat what she wants until Monday because she’s no longer on a diet anyhow. And besides, she could use a break from dieting so she can search for a new diet to start on Monday. The next few days, Stephanie feels completely out of control, like a total failure. She decides she deserves to eat whatever she wants since she’ll be starving by the time she gets on her next diet on Monday. But no matter what she eats, she doesn’t feel satisfied. She can’t seem to feel better, and she doesn’t know why.

If this scenario sounds familiar at all to you, you’re not alone. Personally, I know what it feels like to use food as you battle with your body, and I know it sucks. My relationship with myself and food was dysfunctional. I knew I was spiraling, but I didn’t know what to do or where to go for help. I had gone from 90 pounds (I was anorexic) to 175 pounds. I had been on every diet known to man and had tried everything to lose weight, but nothing worked. I knew there had to be an answer to my problem: there were people in the world who didn’t need to starve themselves or constantly diet—these people simply enjoyed eating and exercising and taking care of themselves. And so I went on a personal mission to figure out what they did and how they lived a healthy life free from dieting.

My Story

When I was thirteen, I became interested in eating healthy and spent a lot of time doing research, including visiting my local health food store, discovering unprocessed all-natural foods and supplements and gathering information from books and magazines. I had found a new passion, and by learning how to eat healthier, I felt better physically. It became a very positive step in how I felt about myself emotionally.

Then, eighth grade happened. Life started to get more complicated, and my passion turned into an obsession. Relationships with my family and friends were changing, and I didn’t know why. Looking back, I now know why. These relationships were changing because I was changing. And while I was growing up and evolving into a teenager, I felt like I was losing who I was. I didn’t know who I was becoming, and I was scared. Losing your youth can be frightening, and instead of talking to someone about this fear, I tried to hide from it. The more I tried to hide from it, the more I became focused on food. I ate as a means to feel better about my life.

But eating wasn’t making me feel better about anything at all. In fact, it was making things worse. Though I was trying to figure out who I was and what I wanted in the beginning, my focus was sidetracked and I began to obsess about my looks. I started dieting, not knowing I was heading right into the eye of an eating disorder.

From the age of thirteen to twenty-three, I suffered in silence, alone. People often wonder about anorexia and how it develops. At least for me, developing anorexia didn’t happen overnight. I didn’t wake up one morning and decide to stop eating. It was gradual and progressive. At the time I was suffering from anorexia, it was a relatively unheard of phenomenon. Historically, anorexia has been around since the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, but the 1970s and ’80s marked a time when public awareness about the disease first began.

Noticing my weight loss and worried about my refusal to eat, my mother took me to the family doctor who thought I was simply going through an adolescent phase. He sat me down and told me I was so skinny that if I didn’t start eating, I would die soon. He asked me if I wanted to live or if I wanted to die, and I replied that I did not want to die. So he told me to return home and start eating. And I did. But the problem is that when you’ve been starving your body for a year, you cannot simply start eating and expect your body to respond in a positive way. The body responds to sudden nourishment with many physiological changes, including retaining water.

In the next three weeks following the doctor’s appointment, I gained about 15 pounds, going from 90 pounds to 105 pounds. I felt huge. None of my clothes fit. Every part of my body was bigger. The worst part was, I hated myself, and the war was only beginning. I hadn’t known at the time that I was attempting to deal with my negative emotions through food.

Here’s a journal entry I wrote at the very beginning of my long-term struggle with food:

This weight thing has taken over my whole mind. I’m on a starvation diet now and plan to lose 20 pounds. I weigh about 125 … I’ve been so miserable about my weight. My friends and I are fasting all weekend. Every time I want something to eat, I am going to write “I must get skinny, therefore I am not hungry.” I’ve got to keep losing weight. I’m down to a size 5, but I’ve got to keep losing.

When I wrote this in my journal I was thirteen, and I had no idea that I was going to encounter a larger struggle with my body and myself.

On the next page is a photo of me, age sixteen, and a photo of me, age twenty-one. You can see that the older me is much more at peace with myself.
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At age sixteen
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At age twenty-one

Thought Journal/Food Diary

One of the ways to gather more information about your patterns of emotional eating is to keep a thought journal or food diary. They are a good way to assist people who are starting weight-loss programs. In fact, at one time in my life I worked for one of the biggest weight-loss centers in the country as a counselor, and one of the first steps in that program was to keep a journal. The journal can have various purposes, such as calorie counting or keeping track of food intake. But for the purposes of this book, the journal will not track calories. What’s more critical (if you want to start making changes within you) is to keep track of what triggers your emotional eating or not eating. The journal will also help you recognize if you are feeling true hunger when you eat.

Find a small notebook you love. When you look at it, you should feel happy and positive. From the moment you get up until you go to bed, keep a record of your thoughts, emotions, and what you ate. It doesn’t have to span pages; simply jot down a few words, for example: “Friends came over to hang out. Felt happy. Ate popcorn.”

Be especially diligent during meal times. If you’re uncomfortable writing down how you feel when you’re eating with friends or family, journal before you sit down to eat or afterward. It’s important to record how you feel before you eat, while you are eating, and after you eat to keep track of moods. Make headings at the top of the journal to help you keep things organized. Write down the time of day you’re eating, where you’re eating, whom you are eating with, and how much you eat. Also record how hungry you are, using a scale from 1 to 10, 1 being not hungry at all and 10 meaning you’re starving. If you feel like you have an urge to eat something but your hunger is at a 2 or 3, reflect on what you’re thinking and feeling at the moment. Physically writing down these thoughts can also reveal emotions you were not previously aware of. Usually, when we eat for reasons other than hunger, feelings like sadness, loneliness, anxiety, and boredom are common triggers.
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