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Preface

Ninety-five percent of weight loss diets fail (or so we are told). How is it possible that such an alarming number of diet programs tank, when it seems like everyone around you is losing weight? Your coworker is still thriving after 3 months on the keto diet, and your sister is still proudly tracking Weight Watchers points. I believe a more accurate statistic is that 95 percent of diets fail people. While diets can be effective for short-term weight loss, the majority fizzle out before the 5-month mark. Why? Because these restrictive programs are not personalized, reinforce unhealthy views of food, and are too rigid.

    “I believe a more accurate statistic is that 95 percent of diets fail people.”

    To be successful long-term, you need structure, not restrictions. You need to learn how to respect your body’s needs and not ignore them with deprivation. That’s the foundation of my Core Three Healthy Eating Plan: You’ll be able to find your healthiest, happiest weight and/or achieve your healthy eating goals with a science-based plan that doesn’t strip you of your autonomy, but rather encourages food freedom.

My experience as a registered dietitian in hospitals and private practices helped me create and refine this plan. Eventually, I built my own private nutrition practice, the NY Nutrition Group, because I saw the opportunity to serve our clients better. With over fifteen dietitians on staff, we counsel approximately 250-plus clients per week and guide thousands of people toward achieving their optimal health goals with the Core Three formula.

Through my 10-plus years of experience, I have learned valuable insight into what helps and what hurts when it comes to weight management and relationship with food. The Core Three Plan is a product of everything I know and believe will help you lose weight, feel great, and find more food freedom.

I was driven to become a registered dietitian because, like many of my clients, I had my own battles with weight. Like most of yours, mine started in adolescence. I struggled with my relationship with food. I did—and DO—have body image issues to work through. (This work is never done!) I also attempted weight loss at various times in my life because I thought it would bring me happiness. I am not ashamed but rather grateful I had these experiences—I believe they only enhance my qualifications to help others. I not only sympathize with those who come to me for guidance but also empathize with them every step of the way. I understand what it feels like to be where you are right now.

I can proudly say that I am in a much better place than I have ever been before. That’s because I went through all the steps of this book myself. I learned, I absorbed, I implemented, and I practiced. Knowledge is power, and I want to empower you to tell the same success story. Anyone can simply follow a diet plan; however, finding your healthiest, happiest weight requires skill. I am living proof of that. And you will be too.






Introduction

Do you feel discouraged, lost, and confused after repeated failed attempts at weight loss? Do you struggle to figure out what, when, and how to eat? Does your mindset toward food feel obsessive and unhealthy? Are you wondering if it’s possible to ever reach your goal weight without starving yourself?

    “Thinking in threes is the simple, scientific solution to find a balanced, healthy lifestyle.”

    If you’re reading this book, your answer is probably yes to all of those questions. The Core 3 Healthy Eating Plan is here to help you clear the clutter, debunk dieting myths, and simplify nutrition to make the process intuitive and sustainable. How is this different from any other type of diet book? It is about structure and not restriction. It promotes flexibility, not rigidity. This is not a one-size-fits-all plan that cuts out major food groups, pushes products, or strips you of your autonomy. The Core Three employs the number three throughout the plan for several reasons. Not only does it make it easier to remember and implement, but thinking in threes is the simple, scientific solution to find a balanced, healthy lifestyle. The plan also provides a three-step approach to finding your healthiest, happiest weight including a meal plan built around the Core Three macronutrients: high-fiber carbohydrates, lean proteins, and anti-inflammatory fats. Three also represents a past, present, and future. Your past may be riddled with failed diet attempts and weight struggles, but you are presently finding a real solution for a much more fulfilling, successful future. The premise of the Meals and Hydration portion of the Core Three is simple: Incorporate the three major macronutrients—the trifecta—in the portions necessary to fuel (without overfueling) your body and keep blood sugar levels stable. While we don’t count calories, we do pay attention to eating a balance of nutritious food groups. The key elements of the plan are as follows:

Core Three Meals and Hydration


	
Eat every three hours (or four) throughout the day.

	
Include at least three servings of each of the three core macronutrients per day:

	High-fiber carbohydrate

	Lean protein

	Anti-inflammatory fat





	
Add at least three servings of non-starchy vegetables per day.


	
Drink up to three liters of water per day.




Core Three Exercise


	
Exercise moderately three hours per week.




Core Three Tracking Method


	
Journal your food for a minimum of three days per week, or just the first three months of starting your journey.

	
Weigh yourself only three times each month (or four), preferably using body composition analysis.

	
Track your progress for three weeks before making any adjustments.



The Core Three Healthy Eating Plan respects the need for personalization and flexibility, along with a healthy relationship with food and your body. It can be adapted not just for weight loss but also for blood sugar control, hormonal imbalance, improved cholesterol, healthier gut, and long-term weight maintenance once you find your healthiest, happiest weight. The Core 3 Healthy Eating Plan will help you:


	Heal your relationship with your body.

	Discover your eating archetype and remedies to improve your relationship with food.

	Learn the nutrition fundamentals so you can become a healthier, more confident eater.

	Develop a plan—using the three core macronutrients—to find your happiest, healthiest weight.

	Understand why three hours of exercise per week is ideal for health and weight management.

	Acquire skills, like food journaling at least three times per week, to guarantee success.

	Adapt the plan for special conditions like polycystic ovary syndrome (PCOS), hypothyroidism, diabetes, eating disorders, and postmenopausal and postpartum body changes that can cause barriers to healthy body image and healthy eating.

	Prepare meals with more than fifty easy-to-follow healthy recipes and a variety of meal plans.

	Access a private Facebook group with additional recipes, tips, and support.



This book is divided into three parts:


	
1 The first part is to start healing your relationship with food and your body. Weight loss does not automatically improve body image, which is why it’s important to learn strategies to feel more satisfied with, and proud of, the skin you’re in.

	
2 The second part is to understand the Core Three way of eating. This is where we will explore the Core Three macronutrients, the role they play, and how they fuel your body for healthy weight loss. In this part, you will find helpful tables that detail foods and serving sizes for each of the macronutrients.

	
3 The third part is to learn how to personalize, adapt, and maintain the Core Three Plan to fit your specific needs and preferences. Along with this personalization, I will teach you the necessary skills for long-term success. You will also find more than fifty recipes and several structured plans to help guide your meal choices.



It may be tempting to race right to the meal plan portion of the book if you’re eager to lose weight. However, without reading through all three parts first, you will not understand the relevance and importance of how this plan is laid out.

It’s time to break free of quick-fix weight loss diets that only cause stress to your body. Wouldn’t it feel great to eat for your body instead of fighting against it? With the Core Three’s all-inclusive, whole food–based approach, you will finally find food freedom. You can trust that you are receiving the value of nutrition counseling from a registered dietitian who has seen what it takes for long-term success. The Core 3 Healthy Eating Plan is the last “diet” book you’ll ever have to read to discover the simple, sustainable way to lose weight, feel great, and enjoy food freedom!






1 BEFORE YOU START THE PLAN







CHAPTER 1 How Is Your Relationship with Your Body?





The Core Three encourages more freedom with your food choices. But to feel free with your eating, you must first feel free in your body. To feel free in your body, it is important to develop a healthier relationship with your body. The fundamentals of any healthy relationship include respect, trust, and appreciation, but do you have that with your body? How often do you look in the mirror and respect what you see? How often do you trust your body to guide your food choices? How much time do you spend appreciating and nourishing your body instead of trying to change it?

The truth is, losing weight will not automatically improve your body image. That’s part of the reason the Core Three Healthy Eating Plan is not just about weight loss. A healthier relationship with your body materializes when you stop believing weight loss is the solution to all your body image battles.

In this chapter, we’ll explore how to work through body image issues before beginning the Core Three Plan. I will dive into the origins of body image issues so that you can identify the signs. I’ll provide you with concrete tips to improve your relationship with your body, including certain self-care habits and how to find a new happy weight. I’ll help you understand why you shouldn’t rely on the body mass index (BMI) and why measuring body composition is a more accurate way to track your progress. Feeling good in your skin is a journey, and this chapter is the first step.



The Body Image Struggle Is Real

What is body image? Simply put, it’s how you view and feel in your body. A healthy body image means that you feel comfortable and confident in the skin you are in. You might not love it all the time, but you appreciate it. A negative body image, or unhealthy relationship with your body, can lead to a multitude of problems, including mental health issues, poor quality of life, and a dysfunctional relationship with food. Body image struggles can originate from early life experiences and be exacerbated by genetics, environmental stimuli, and mental or physical ailments.

Did a Childhood Experience Cause Your Body Image Issues?

Most people develop a negative body image at a young age. According to the National Eating Disorders Association (NEDA), weight concerns begin by age six! Body image issues often start after someone is teased about their appearance by other kids, compares themselves to models and celebrities, or goes to a routine checkup with a pediatrician who prescribes weight loss for a healthier BMI-for-age percentile.

Parents and family members are by far the most influential sources for your self-image. Even if well intentioned, parents who put their child on a diet or withhold food to encourage weight loss are sending a message to their child that their appearance is unacceptable. I have adult clients who complain that their parents still make comments about their appearance, food choices, or weight changes. Whether it’s a compliment or a criticism, the constant emphasis on weight and body can be irrevocable.

If someone tells you that you need to lose weight for years on end, whether or not that’s true, you’re going to believe it. Over time, this “you’re not good enough” feedback will chip away at your self-esteem, health, and happiness. On the flip side, if you received constant praise for your appearance, and then the compliments eventually stopped as you got older, it could also have significant repercussions. This is something that happened to me. I played soccer for years—peers would often remark about my size and muscle tone. Eventually when I stopped playing sports, I started noticing changes in my body. Due to the drastic decline in activity, my clothes started getting tighter, my tummy felt softer, and my self-confidence diminished. It felt like I’d lost my identity as the small athletic girl and was suddenly more curvaceous. Of course, being curvy is not bad, but when a physical change happens suddenly, it can feel like a real identity crisis. Fears of judgment, scrutiny of your physical appearance, and pity can be debilitating.

In either scenario, the attachment to a body size and how that affects self-confidence is the underpinning issue. Before you attempt to improve how you look on the outside, you need to work on how you feel on the inside. Sure, it may be easier to feel good about how you look after you lose weight, but true beauty is always an inside job.

The Diet Culture That Bombards Us

Diet culture can be defined as how society glorifies being thin and equates thinness with a measure of success and value. Living in this environment affects the way we feel about our bodies. Social media, influencers, the fashion industry, advertisers, celebrities, and even certain medical professionals can perpetuate the “thin ideal.” This overarching message significantly influences the way you feel about yourself and your body satisfaction. Talking negatively about your body is normalized, even expected in certain situations. Diets and weight loss are common topics of conversation at social gatherings. Diet culture can be overt or sneaky—but it is certainly ubiquitous. It affects people of all ages, races, incomes, religions, genders, and ethnicities. Understanding and recognizing it is the first step to desensitizing yourself to its toxicity.

Next time you’re with family and your aunt confesses, “I’m so bad for eating that chocolate cake,” recognize that this is diet culture. When your friend walks into the room and everyone immediately compliments her recent weight loss, that’s diet culture. And when you believe that your weight or size is the reason you’re single or didn’t get that dream job, that’s diet culture leading you to doubt your self-worth.


Body Image and Medical Issues

If you have ever experienced any medical issues that add stress to, and considerably complicate, your day-to-day life, then accepting and appreciating your body can prove more difficult. These can present as chronic bloating and digestion issues that make it hard to eat out, socialize, and feel confident in your clothes or as much more life-threatening, debilitating chronic conditions such as diabetes or cancers. What it boils down to is that while medical issues can absolutely make it much harder to feel your best and appreciate your body, focusing on self-care is even more important for your health and happiness. Although medical issues can certainly impede your ability to practice self-care, prepare and cook meals, or exercise, understanding that you are still worth the investment is a part of total body acceptance.



Most body image discussion centers on weight stigmas, but it is not uncommon to feel body dissatisfaction for a multitude of reasons that have nothing to do with weight whatsoever. For example, people who realize that their gender does not align with the one they were assigned at birth may struggle to feel as though their image fits in with society’s narrow view of what’s “acceptable.” Appreciating the body blueprint you were born with can prove challenging for other populations too.

When Weight Is a Health Issue

Of course, weight loss is not just about feeling better in jeans or a bathing suit. Losing weight can affect more than aesthetics and appearance. Countless studies attest to the long-term health implications of excess weight or body fat. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), if you’re considered “obese” on the BMI chart, losing just 5–10 percent of your total body weight can improve blood pressure, blood cholesterol, and blood sugar levels. Further, the National Weight Control Registry noted that “study participants who achieved a healthier weight for their height” reported better energy levels, physical mobility, general mood, and self-confidence. In the United States, obesity is associated with the leading causes of preventable death—it is linked to heart disease, diabetes, and cancer. An estimated 300,000 deaths per year are due to the obesity epidemic. That said, weight loss can certainly increase chances of a healthier, longer life—as long as it’s achieved using a healthy approach.

Weight-related health issues are not exclusive to those who are overweight. The pressure to control weight and to avoid some of the previously listed obesity-related health complications can lead to other problems as well. Unhealthy, restrictive diets coupled with immense weight gain fears can spark eating disorders. Eating disorders have the second highest mortality rate of all mental health disorders, surpassed only by substance use disorders, as revealed by a 2014 meta-review in the peer-reviewed journal World Psychiatry. Prioritizing weight loss over health leads to a myriad of problems that can be just as detrimental as the problems associated with obesity, if not more so.

Signs of an Unhealthy Body Image

How do you find a balance between accepting your body and wanting to improve it? Is it possible to attempt weight loss without developing an unhealthy attitude about your weight? Most anti-diet activists believe that dieting and any intentional weight loss is pointless, even a danger. They preach that the only way to improve body image is to rid our society of all diet talk entirely. First, this is not realistic. Whether it’s a body image issue or not, we all want to feel great and confident in our clothes (or without our clothes). And without a doubt, it is easier to be body positive when you’re in a smaller body. Second, we know that intentional weight loss can have its benefits. No one should feel bad about wanting to feel their best. So where is the happy medium? It’s in making sure your intentions remain positive and that you are not sacrificing your mental health for your physical appearance.


Get a Helping Hand

While you can jump-start your progress with the steps in this book, if your body struggles are significantly impacting your life, it may be best to hire a professional. A therapist and/or dietitian can guide you through the healing process. Either way, know that you are doing a lot and you are enough.



Here are some signs of an unhealthy relationship with your body and tips on finding more balance:

You weigh yourself on a scale frequently and attach your weight to your self-worth. Weighing in on a scale is the most common way to track progress. However, weighing yourself too frequently can cause body image issues, especially when you rely on the number you see for validation—if you notice your weight has gone up, you immediately feel like a failure; if your weight goes down, you instantly feel proud or “acceptable.” Don’t give the scale that much power. First, know that the scale lies and your body is predominantly water, so weight fluctuations are often related to just that. Second, if the scale does affect your mindset, try alternative methods of tracking (which will be discussed later in this chapter and more in Chapter 11).

You avoid certain social situations (like pool parties) for fear of judgment. No matter where you go or who you are with, remember that everyone is dealing with their own insecurities. You are not alone. If you are worried about people judging you, chances are they are worried about your judgement too. The reality is that no one is judging your body more than you are. Get outside of your head, but first, ask yourself, “Do I really care what a person thinks of me if they are that quick to judge me based on the size of my clothes and the shape of my legs?” Quite frankly, anyone who makes you feel bad about the way you look is not worth your time (and is probably projecting).

You do not enjoy exercising or moving your body. When you view exercise as a requirement to lose weight or use it to compensate for overeating, it is not going to feel like an enjoyable activity. You are placing too much pressure on yourself and associating exercise with punishment. In Chapter 8, I will explain how to use exercise as a reward, not a punishment. Moving mindfully and focusing on improving physical strength through exercise versus burning fat can instantly improve the way you view your body. You will find a new appreciation for moving your body and for how you look and feel.

You often scrutinize your appearance in the mirror, focusing only on your perceived flaws. Just because you think your body looks a certain way, that doesn’t mean it’s true. Practice positive affirmations to overrule any negative thinking patterns. Write down how often you look in the mirror and criticize your appearance in 1 week. Add it up and think about ALL the other things you could be doing with that time. Wouldn’t you rather finish refurbishing that dresser, knit that blanket for your nephew, or write that blog post than ruminate over your arms? In fact, make a list of activities that would bring more meaning and joy to your life and post it over your mirror as a reprioritization reminder. Here’s one example: “Stop looking at your thighs and start looking for a more fulfilling job!”

You are significantly more motivated to eat “healthy” and exercise for weight loss rather than to improve your health. Sure, eating a balanced, nutrient-dense diet; engaging in moderate exercise; and prioritizing sleep can result in healthy weight loss. However, the real incentive is that investing in these self-care behaviors supports your immune system, balances your hormones, strengthens your heart, improves your mood, and boosts gut health. Shift your focus from how food changes the outside of your body to how food helps the inside of your body. When you devote time and attention to improving your health on a deeper level, it can instantly boost your self-confidence and body image satisfaction—especially when you realize a healthy body image starts from within.

It takes you a long time to pick out an outfit in the morning or before going out. Clothes come in a variety of shapes, colors, and sizes. They are designed to fit your body, not the other way around. You don’t have to wear clothes just because they’re trendy. Dress for your body, and only dress up for yourself. It’s great to have an appreciation for fashion, but if that interferes with your self-worth and body acceptance, then it’s just not worth it. Confidence comes from within, and your clothes should reflect that. When they do, it’s easy to pick out an outfit you feel great in!

You frequently compare your body to others’ bodies. Remember that “the grass is always greener.” The person you might think has it better than you may actually be struggling even more than you are. To reframe your thinking, remember everything you have to be thankful for in your life. (You can even start a gratitude journal, which is recommended in Chapter 11.) It may also help to evaluate who you follow on social media. Platforms like Instagram and TikTok are notorious for igniting a comparison spiral. Take social media breaks and consider following only accounts that make you feel better about yourself, like body-positive advocates and influencers.

You feel uncomfortable in your body most of the time. The key word here is “feel.” Not feeling good about the way you look is clearly a symptom that your body image is in a negative place. But feeling this way might be related to a deeper emotion. You might actually feel anxious, upset, or lonely, but you’re expressing that through a physical judgment. There are many understandable reasons to be in a negative headspace: a fight with your partner, negative feedback from a supervisor, or a triggering post on social media. Don’t brush off these uncomfortable emotions or triggers; deal with them instead, maybe by reaching out to supportive friends or family, going for a walk, journaling, enjoying a hot bath, or just taking a minute to reflect. If you’re sad, it’s okay to cry. If you’re angry, it’s okay to let that out too. Otherwise, you could be translating other disappointments into a negative body image. Remember, body image is not just about what we see in the mirror. It is also how we feel about what we see.

You impulsively reject compliments about your physical appearance. If you feel uncomfortable accepting compliments, you can practice on yourself so it feels more natural. The more you give yourself positive feedback and praise, the more you will believe in your self-worth. Practicing self-acceptance also opens you up to accepting compliments from others. Know that you are worth more than your weight and deserve to be happy despite what the scale says. There is no perfect body shape, and your weight is the least interesting thing about you. Recognize all of your enviable internal and external qualities.

If even one or two of these behaviors resonate, then your body image has likely interfered with your well-being.


Respect Isn’t Reserved for Smaller Bodies

“But Lisa, it’s so much easier to respect, love, and appreciate your body when it’s smaller.” I frequently hear this from clients, and you might agree, but I promise that losing weight will not help you suddenly develop a fondness for your legs, arms, or abs. That has to come from within. In fact, I am a firm believer that you must feel love on the inside before you can see it on the outside. Healing your relationship with your body will make your wellness process and Core Three journey much easier and more productive.



It is crucial to recognize that you and your body are a team. To feel your best, you must work with it—not against it—through self-compassion and self-care. You have plenty of positive qualities and strengths, but a pathological worry about your weight, body, and appearance will blunt your potential. Be gentle and patient with yourself as you change your habits and behaviors—body image healing is a journey, and change will take time.

A Healthy Body Image Cannot Be Reduced to One Number

Part of loving your body is reevaluating your goal or ideal weight. What if your dream weight is actually a dangerous weight? Instead, aim for a happy weight. Your happy weight is the RANGE of numbers you feel your best at. A happy weight is the point between appreciating your body and wanting to make changes so you can feel your best. It may not be your ideal BMI, or the ideal weight that shows up when you Google “what is the healthiest weight for my height.” It is subjective and cannot be reduced to a single predetermined number. Here’s another tip: Your happiest weight isn’t the least you’ve ever weighed. In Chapter 11, I will explain how to find your happiest, healthiest weight. For now, just know that your relationship with the numbers on the scale will likely be different than it’s been in the past and that you will want to try to separate your body image from a certain number on the scale.

The Problem with the BMI

Even if you look beyond your weight, society has other “numbers” it wants you to focus on…and those are problematic too. The BMI is simply a measurement of your weight in kilograms divided by your height in meters squared. The more you weigh, the higher your BMI will be. A “healthy” BMI is considered 18.5–24.9, while 25–29.9 is “overweight” and 30 or greater is “obese.”

The truth is, this 200-year-old artifact was created by a mathematician, not a medical expert. It originated as a formula for government officials to use when allocating resources. Not only was it designed centuries ago, but this marginalizing tool also doesn’t account for body composition, waist size, sex, or body type. For that reason, I will ask you to consider a better method to track progress and stay healthy: body composition.

Body Composition: A More Reliable Tracking System

While using any set of weight-related numbers to determine success can harm body image, it is also difficult to determine how you’re responding to a plan without some type of measurement. For that reason, body composition is a more reliable way to measure progress than the BMI chart, the total number on the scale, or even the size of your clothes. Your body composition refers to how much of your total weight is body fat versus muscle. It will tell you your body fat percentage and even how many pounds of muscle and water you have. Seeing total pounds increase on the scale is not nearly as discouraging when you notice it’s mostly in the form of water or, even better, muscle! You can find user-friendly body composition devices online to purchase for your home. And many fitness facilities and dietitians have larger, more advanced measuring devices available to use as needed.


The Set Point Theory of Weight

The Set Point Theory is based on the understanding that most individuals have a certain predetermined weight that is their genetic blueprint. No matter how hard you try, you may find yourself back to the same range of pounds on the scale or clothing size. This doesn’t mean you are sentenced to an unhappy weight. Your DNA might be the genetic blueprint, but you’re still the builder who holds the artistic license. It just helps to understand that if you have been struggling for the majority of your life to maintain a smaller size, it’s might not be your fault. You either have not found the right plan yet or have pushed your body too far. That’s okay! You still have options to feel your healthiest.





One of the most important takeaways from this chapter is that losing weight will not automatically improve your body image. You must team up with your body to find that balance between improving and respecting your body at the same time. This is the best approach to finding your healthiest, happiest weight. A healthier relationship with your body lays the foundation for a healthy relationship with food, which we will discuss in the next chapter.




CHAPTER 2 How Is Your Relationship with Food?





A positive relationship with food is the hallmark of the Core Three Healthy Eating Plan. A healthy food connection requires respect, appreciation, and trust, the tenets of any good relationship. Do you respect, appreciate, and trust food?

In this chapter, we’ll evaluate your relationship with food and determine if it requires rehabilitation. We will touch upon disordered eating and the different ways it develops. I will introduce “The Four Distorted Eater Archetypes,” what defines them, and how to work through them to achieve a healthier relationship with food. These strategies include mindful eating, recognizing real hunger versus emotional hunger, identifying “food triggers,” and challenging “food rules.” The tools you acquire in this chapter will heal your relationship with food and help set you up for Core Three success.



Assessing Your Relationship with Food

We all need food to live, but you might not spend much time thinking about your relationship with this vital substance. Take a few moments now to reflect on your beliefs around eating and how food fits into your life.

Do You Have a Healthy Relationship with Food?

A healthy relationship with food means feeling free with your food choices. This can look different for each person, but these are the main hallmarks:


	You see food as a source of nourishment and fuel.

	You allow yourself a variety of foods. There are no “good” and “safe” nor “bad” and “feared” foods.

	Hunger is a natural feeling you recognize and respect.

	You enjoy eating, but it is not your only source of pleasure.

	You don’t let stress, or other emotions, dictate food choices—whether that means overeating or undereating.

	You don’t try to control your eating or deny yourself food.

	If you overeat, you don’t feel the need to compensate with exercise or food restriction.

	You eat as mindfully as possible.



Do You Have an Unhealthy Relationship with Food?

On the opposite end of the spectrum, an unhealthy relationship with food can often stem from body dissatisfaction, which leads to chronic dieting or other drastic eating habits to “change” your body shape or size. Your relationship with food is likely tied to how it makes you feel:


	If food makes you feel anxious, eating food will make you feel anxious.

	If you think certain foods are “bad,” then you will feel “bad” eating those foods.

	If you are constantly worried about overeating, you may feel like you eat too much.



When untreated, a poor relationship with food can segue into an eating disorder, which warrants multidisciplinary medical attention. According to NEDA, “eating disorders are serious but treatable mental and physical illnesses that can affect people of all genders, ages, races, religions, ethnicities, sexual orientations, body shapes, and weights.” They are diagnosed by medical professionals. Before it gets to that point, there are often signs of less complicated distorted eating. Identifying certain behaviors or characteristics is the first step to improve your relationship with food and, most importantly, help prevent life-altering eating disorders.


The Four Distorted Eater Archetypes

Your relationship with food is personal and usually develops key characteristics. Some people know their food issues already; others need to raise their awareness of what and how they eat in order to identify the problems.

I believe that most people who struggle with their food relationship will relate to at least one of these four archetypes:


	The Erratic Eater

	The Dependent Eater

	The Judgmental Eater

	The Obsessive Eater



While there are some differences between these four archetypes, there are also several commonalities: All archetypes struggle to identify and properly respond to hunger and fullness cues. Most people in each of the archetypes are aware that issues with food exist, but they do not yet have the tools to work through them. Most, if not all, find it difficult to find and maintain a healthy, happy weight. Let’s take a deeper look at the four archetypes and learn how to work through specific pitfalls related to each.

The Erratic Eater

Erratic Eaters rarely have a daily eating routine, which can contribute to poor habits and poor nutritional intake.

CHARACTERISTIC BEHAVIORS


	Distracted, mindless eating

	Fast-paced eating, often finishing meals before their companions

	Consuming large quantities of food later in the day after quasi-fasting

	Nighttime or after-dinner snacking



THE PITFALLS OF THE ERRATIC EATER


	Nutritionally imbalanced food choices, as their meals tend to be quick and convenient

	High risk of undereating and/or overeating

	Stress or anxious feelings leading to appetite suppression and then subsequent overeating

	Digestion issues like bloating or acid reflux

	Fluctuating blood sugars due to inconsistent eating times



Remedies for Erratic Eaters include planning ahead and eating more mindfully.

SOLUTION PLAN AHEAD

It’s okay if you’re not the three-meals-per-day type, but take time to plan. Stock up on nutrient-dense foods so that they are more accessible. Plan meals with a variety of food groups. A little thinking ahead will go a long way in improving your relationship with food.

SOLUTION MAKE MEALS MORE MINDFUL

Mindful eating is not a weight loss technique, but mindless eating can certainly lead to overeating and unnecessary weight gain. Mindful eating is conscious eating and involves total awareness. Paying attention to the food in front of you can increase satisfaction and food appreciation. Make sure to focus on your food—not the social media on your phone. Engage your senses involving the taste and texture of what you’re eating. Take the time to actually sit down and eat instead of shoveling food into your mouth while hovering over the kitchen counter. Again, mindful eating is not about eating less, but you will be more satisfied and less likely to eat past what your body requires for fuel.

Mindful eating is the most natural way to portion out your meals. You don’t need a measuring cup, food scale, phone app, or fancy tracking device to determine what your body needs. If you slow down and pay attention, your body will tell you. While eating on the Core Three Plan, it’s important to practice mindful eating. The more you practice, the more natural it will feel. Chew slowly, or at least twenty times before swallowing; put your fork down in between bites; and even put on some relaxing music to set the mood. Here is a mindful eating exercise to try at home:


	Select a finger food like pretzels, grapes, or cheese cubes.

	Find a calm, quiet environment and have a seat.

	Pick up the food and observe. Take notice of its shape, color, and surfaces.

	Bring the food closer to your nose. How does it smell?

	Place the food in your mouth. How does it feel and taste?

	Start chewing and pause to notice taste and texture.

	Chew thoroughly before swallowing.



When you finish eating, reflect:


	Was it enjoyable?

	How was this experience different from how you normally eat?

	Did anything surprise you?

	What did you notice in terms of sight, touch, sound, smell, and taste?

	What thoughts or memories popped up?

	What do you want to take from this experience for your future eating habits?



The Dependent Eater

Dependent Eaters may use food as a coping mechanism for uncomfortable emotions but also to celebrate, reward, and incentivize actions. While eating is meant to be pleasurable, if food is the only source of pleasure, it is problematic.

CHARACTERISTIC BEHAVIORS


	Compulsively consuming food based on social and environmental cues, such as needing popcorn at the movies or a pastry when walking by a bakery

	Eating more food if it’s in front of them, especially if others are doing so

	Usually planning activities that involve some type of food or eating

	Overpacking snacks whenever going anywhere to prevent feeling hungry

	Potentially binge-eating



THE PITFALLS OF THE DEPENDENT EATER


	Neglected and suppressed emotions or, alternatively, persistent guilt or depression

	A higher intake of sugary, salty, or pro-inflammatory fat-rich foods

	Difficultly maintaining weight and blood sugar levels



You can remedy these issues by recognizing when you are overeating, understanding the difference between physical and emotional hunger, and identifying your eating triggers.

SOLUTION OVERCOME OVEREATING

Overeating means eating more than your body requires to function or more than it is burning. If you feel uncomfortably full after meals, bloated, sluggish, or just unwell, it is possible you are overeating.

Overcoming overeating first requires eating balanced meals at regular intervals to regulate blood sugars and appetite. The Core Three Healthy Eating Plan will provide you personalized guidelines to use while fine-tuning your hunger and fullness cues. The longer you wait to eat, the harder it becomes to respond to your hunger sensibly and mindfully and to stop when you’re comfortably satisfied rather than uncomfortably full. Try the mindful eating exercise in the “Solution: Make Meals More Mindful” section earlier in this chapter to help slow your eating pace.

You may want to figure out why you have these overeating episodes. Many external factors could be causing you to overeat, including boredom, fatigue, hormones, stress, and just the presence of food. Find non-food-related means to process these emotions. Here are some alternatives to bypass nonphysiological hunger:


	Distract yourself. Go for a walk, stretch, or take a hot bath. A few minutes of a relaxing activity can boost feel-good neurotransmitters that mitigate the urge to eat.

	Call a friend or family member. Talking to supportive and comforting people you love can fill the emotional void driving you to eat.

	Journal your emotions. It is free and therapeutic, and it off-loads feelings you may be struggling to process. Emotional eating occurs for the same reason.

	Find a new hobby. Enjoyable activities that are also challenging offer a sense of accomplishment. This can satisfy you on a deeper level, replacing the need to snack or eat sweets.

	Seek professional help. A professional such as a therapist or dietitian can provide the individual attention you need to manage whatever life throws your way.



SOLUTION DIFFERENTIATE BETWEEN PHYSIOLOGICAL AND EMOTIONAL HUNGER

Hunger is innate, driving us to satisfy a need for fuel (physiological) and nourishment but also a need for comfort (emotional). It is common to eat when you’re really just hungry for human connection. Here is what true physiological hunger can look like:


	Low energy levels, or fatigue, due to decreased blood sugar

	Stomach pains due to churning stomach acids

	Difficulty concentrating due to lack of nutrients—your brain requires food to function

	Irritability or mood swings, which are related to dips in blood sugar

	Dizziness or light-headedness due decreasing blood pressure



When you feel an urge to eat, ask:


	When was the last time I ate? Was it more than 3 hours ago?

	Am I tired? Would I rather have a nap?

	Am I tense, anxious, or bored? Can I do something else instead?

	How hungry am I? On a scale of 1–10 (10 being ravenous), if you’re at a 4 or lower, find a distraction. If you’re above that, eat. Resisting may backfire.



SOLUTION IDENTIFY YOUR EATING TRIGGERS

Eating triggers are circumstances or environments that cause you to seek food. These experiences can bring up uncomfortable emotions or memories. They can often be linked to past traumas that cause distress. Triggers can be unavoidable, so it’s critical to reflect on why you respond in certain ways and how to better manage them.

Dr. Marsha Linehan is an American psychologist and the creator of dialectical behavior therapy (DBT), a type of psychotherapy that treats various mental health disorders through behavioral science, acceptance, and mindfulness. Dr. Linehan created the STOP skill, which was designed to help overcome distress and prevent further damage. I have adapted her original premise to address food triggers:


	
Stop and avoid reacting with emotions that drive other harmful, impulsive behaviors. Name the emotion in that triggering moment.

	
Take a step back. Give yourself time and distance to process your emotions in a calm environment. Do an activity that is soothing, like talking to someone, going for a walk, or washing dishes.

	
Observe your surroundings. It will help you refocus and remain present.

	
Proceed mindfully and gather more information. Ask yourself, “What outcome do I want from this situation?” Your brain needs time to handle the triggering event without turning to food.



The Judgmental Eater

This type of eater is chronically labeling food as “good” or “bad.” Judgmental Eaters often criticize their own food choices and may even project these criticisms onto others. Years of chronic dieting contribute to such polarizing food views and repeated self-judgement.

CHARACTERISTIC BEHAVIORS


	Quickly believing what they read or hear regarding nutrition and health in the news

	Thriving on rules, structure, and an authoritarian approach toward eating—unable to see nuance

	Taking an all-or-nothing approach to dieting



THE PITFALLS OF THE JUDGMENTAL EATER


	Feeling like a failure because of high and/or unrealistic expectations

	Metabolic decline, muscle loss, and nutritional deficiencies as a result of abuse from yo-yo dieting and weight loss cycling

	Little body trust and overuse of scale to track weight

	Overeating, as demonizing foods puts them on a pedestal

	Trigger eating



Remedy these issues by overcoming food rules and rigid attitudes about food.

SOLUTION EXAMINE AND CHALLENGE FOOD RULES

Food rules are eating stipulations enforced by diet plans or authority figures. They shape attitudes and beliefs surrounding eating. Examples include:

Myth: Stop eating after 6:00 p.m.

Truth: Eating after 6:00 p.m. doesn’t automatically equate to weight gain, especially if you are active at night and have a later bedtime. Generally, a 2- or 3-hour window between your last meal and slumber is sufficient for proper digestion.

Myth: Avoid all processed, packaged foods.

Truth: While certain ultraprocessed foods may not be as nutritious as minimally processed foods, processing can be quite beneficial in certain situations. It makes a variety of foods available and safe for consumption. Whole-grain cereals, baby carrots, canned tuna and beans, and frozen veggies are all technically packaged or processed foods that are incredibly nutritious and convenient.

Myth: Eat fewer than 1,200 calories for weight loss.

Truth: Exercise, activity level, body composition, and metabolic rate all determine your caloric needs. With the exception of those under age three or over age ninety-three, most people need well over 1,200 calories for proper nutrient absorption and energy and to keep up with physical demands. Undereating can also slow down your metabolism over time.
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