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praise for good food, bad diet


“Abby Langer’s new book has a simple but much-needed message: ditch the diet culture. Hear, hear! This highly readable book maps a hype-free path to a realistic, sustainable, and healthy relationship with food and eating. Along the way—with clarity and humor—Langer takes on celebrity culture, the diet and wellness industries, and our society’s wayward obsession with youth and thinness. A timely, fun, and science-informed read!”

Timothy Caulfield, bestselling author of The Science of Celebrity

“Abby’s no-nonsense approach to eating is a breath of fresh air in the sea of diet books. If you’ve had enough of diet culture and categorization of food as ‘good’ or ‘bad,’ give this book a read. It will open your eyes to a realistic and doable approach to eating, while helping you accept your body and enjoy the food you consume to nourish it.”

Toby Amidor, MS, RD, CDN, FAND, award-winning nutrition expert and Wall Street Journal bestselling author of The Healthy Meal Prep Cookbook and The Best 3-Ingredient Cookbook

“In a world overflowing with nutritional nonsense, Abby Langer is the rare expert bringing light to dietary darkness. Good Food, Bad Diet is exceptional.”

James Fell, author of The Holy Sh*t Moment

“If diet culture has you so confused that you’re not even sure what healthy eating looks like anymore, this is the book for you. Good Food, Bad Diet is a total reeducation in nutrition, one that will help you sort fact from internet fiction. Abby calls BS where she sees it and will guide you compassionately towards a healthier, happier you.”

Desiree Nielsen, bestselling author of Eat More Plants

“In the wellness world of extremes, Abby offers a much-needed middle ground for those looking to improve their health without the physical and psychological risks of restrictive diets. Good Food, Bad Diet is evidence-based, witty, and packed with accessible tips for anyone looking to live their healthiest, happiest life.”

Abbey Sharp, RD, founder of Abbey’s Kitchen
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introduction: good food, bad diet


Eating is the most primal instinct we have. We might not think about this fact day to day, but we need to eat to stay alive. In psychologist Abraham Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, food is pretty much the highest priority, along with warmth and sleep. While it isn’t required to find pleasure and emotional nourishment in food, that doesn’t mean we should miss out on those aspects. Remember that moment as a kid when you bit into a sun-warmed, perfectly ripe peach? Or when you tried your first homemade chocolate chip cookie? It was incredible, right? And why shouldn’t eating be incredible? Food has been bringing us together, not just for nourishment, but for pleasure and social connection, since the dawn of time.

Today, as then, having enough to eat is a privilege and something we can all be grateful for. And yet, in North America, where there is so much abundance, there are conflicting messages about what we should eat and what our bodies should look like—or not look like. This is called diet culture, and it has a chokehold on our society. It’s made us physically and emotionally exhausted while simultaneously destroying what should be a fun and pleasurable experience.

Ever notice how many diets persuade us to shun foods that are “toxic” and “bad” in favor of “clean” and “good”? We label any sort of ultraprocessed food as bad, but why? You probably don’t want to base your entire diet on them, but dirty? Nope. Food is not laundry. It’s not “clean” or “dirty.” To assign it those words is to condemn the nourishment that sustains our lives. It also deems those who make the “wrong” food choices as lesser, which is elitist and morally wrong. Intellectually, most of us know that someone who prefers Cheetos to a ten-dollar bag of kale chips is not “unclean” or “bad.” But emotionally, many of us tend to believe the opposite because this is what diet culture has taught us. Person who eats Cheetos: bad, lazy, and unhealthy. Person who eats expensive kale chips: good, clean, and healthy.

Even seemingly harmless colloquial terms that are sometimes used to describe food, such as “guilty pleasure,” “sinful,” “cheat day,” “naughty,” and “guilt-free,” have a destructive, underhanded meaning that categorizes anyone who eats as either devils or angels. This language hijacks the pleasure associated with food, and eating turns it into an anxiety-ridden moral dilemma: one that keeps plenty of us on the diet hamster wheel, going back and forth between good and bad, on and off the latest diet.

News flash: What you eat doesn’t make you a good or bad person. Despite what our culture will have you believe, there is no association whatsoever with your diet and who you are. Using judgmental and moralistic terms to describe what we eat can create feelings of guilt and shame around food. If we overeat, we’re weak. If we punish ourselves with diets, we’re “being good.” These labels are like little parasites that crawl into our brains and set up shop, subconsciously changing the way we feel about ourselves as people and influencing the choices we make in our food.

As food writer Bee Wilson states, “The moralising language around food encourages us to eat in ways that are both less pleasurable and also actually less healthy.” We need to arrive at a space where eating certain foods is not a guilty pleasure, but instead is just plain pleasurable.

Let me tell you a story. Early in my career, I worked as a dietitian in a level-three trauma center. This hospital got the sickest, most mangled patients in their ICU, and I was the dietitian who looked after them. I saw a lot of bad stuff, but the cases that hit me the hardest were the people who were completely healthy one day, then suffered a catastrophic event like a car accident or a baseball bat to the head (truth) and were all of a sudden at the end of their lives. Many of these patients were younger than me and sometimes I had to leave the unit and go back to my office to take a moment to collect myself.

At the time, in my life outside the hospital, I spent a lot of time at the gym trying to burn off my dietary transgressions. I felt guilty about eating anything that didn’t fit into my calorie allowance for the day and would cancel or decline plans to go for meals with people because I was afraid that I would overeat and gain weight. I felt immense pressure to look a certain way. Not because I was a dietitian, just because. I was miserable—physically exhausted from all the working out and emotionally exhausted from being so hypervigilant about everything I ate.

One day, as I stood at the foot of a hospital bed working on yet another tragic case, something occurred to me. This patient was a normal person yesterday. They had a job, friends, and a LIFE. Now they’re never going to have those things again.

“So what am I doing?” I thought. “Are the few pounds I may or may not gain by enjoying my life worth all of what I’m giving up, socially, financially, emotionally?” If I was on my deathbed, would I be thinking, “Thank goodness I’m thin!” Or, would I regret saying no to those margaritas with my good friends and passing up the once-a-year pumpkin pie that my mom makes just so I could maybe save myself 0.6 of a pound? I knew the answer.

Life is short, and you need to grab it by the balls and swing it around every single day. Doing that means nourishing and caring for yourself physically and emotionally. It doesn’t involve dieting and being miserable about food or shitty rules about burning fat and not eating gluten because it’s toxic. It means rejecting diets and that game of tug-of-war with your body. It means setting yourself free and living IN THE PRESENT. That’s worth everything.

Which brings me to the book in your hands. I want you to find pleasure, community, happiness, and comfort in food. It is one of the ways we can enrich our lives. There’s a social dimension to eating that anthropologists will tell you has existed since the beginning of time, and for good reason: Food brings us together. It’s an opportunity to share, to gather, to bond. And when you’re relaxed about eating, that dimension opens up to you. But we can only get there when we begin to let go of what society has told us about food and our bodies.

In the chapters that follow, we’re going to learn the truth about diet culture. I’ll teach you why diets don’t work and how they can actually damage your health instead of improve it. I’ll help you reexamine your relationship with food—the “whys” behind what we eat—and once we find your “whys,” we’re going to examine them, feel them, and look them straight in the eye. I firmly believe that this is a necessary exercise to complete before making any changes to your diet. If you don’t know where your feelings about food and your body are coming from, how can you see if they’re negatively impacting your life? And how can you change them for the better? That’s another step in this process that we’ll be taking.

Together, we’ll learn how to recognize true hunger from visual or emotional hunger and cravings. You’ll map out feasible goals, whether that’s finding a comfortable weight or eating more nutritious foods. We’ll break down the basics of food and drinks—carbs, proteins, and fats—and how they nourish our bodies. Then I’ll outline how you can put everything together in what I call high-value eating. We’ll talk about nutrition and our gut health and the lifestyle changes we can make to safeguard both. Along the way, I’ll be busting myths and answering all your burning questions about food, diets, and our bodies.

Before we go any further, let me make one thing clear: This book is NOT a diet book. I will never put you on a diet. We won’t be talking calorie levels or meal plans or weight goals or restriction or cutting out entire food groups or saying no to your mom’s lasagna. Because if you did any of that to me, I’d walk away, too. Screw that, I’ll eat anything my mom makes and I will never count anything, ever. This book is also not for someone who is struggling with an eating disorder. If that’s you, put this down and speak to your doctor. This book is not a replacement for individualized professional advice.

If you’re looking for a book that holds your hand and tells you specifically which vegetables and fruits you should and shouldn’t buy or that you need ½ cup of X and 3 oz. of Y, this isn’t the book for you. You’ll need to make friends with the fact that I’m going to let you find your own way in this and not just give you generic instructions on what to eat. I’m going to help you on every step of the journey, but this time, you’ll truly learn how to nourish your body physically and emotionally. The truth is, we don’t eat individual ingredients; we eat food. And food that nourishes us is both nutritious and pleasurable—that’s true satisfaction.

I’m here to set the record straight: All food is good and all diets are bad. Once we understand that, we can start to move forward to a healthier place. Are you with me?

Let’s do this!
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1 ditch the diet


Even if you’re not familiar with the term “diet culture,” I have no doubt that you’re familiar with the signs and symptoms, and the punishment they entail. Diet culture is a set of beliefs and norms that permeate through society, playing on our emotions around food and convincing us that we need to transform our bodies into something more “acceptable”—and that if we don’t, we’re failures.

Here’s an example. When Beyoncé steps on a scale in her YouTube video promoting her twenty-two-day diet, she says to the camera, “This is every woman’s worst nightmare,” referring to either her weight gain, stepping on the scale, or both. Beyoncé’s comment and the crazy, restrictive twenty-two-day diet she subsequently puts herself on are the perfect illustration of what diet culture is all about: Being fat is the worst thing that can possibly happen to us. Our “worst nightmare.” Thanks, Beyoncé, but no. Gaining weight shouldn’t be anyone’s nightmare.

Diet culture tells us that if we gain weight, we need to fix ourselves with a punishing, restrictive plan to shed the weight, no matter the cost, because being fat is unacceptable. Fat is bad. Gaining weight is wrong. Stepping on the scale is scary. Martyring ourselves by starving is a badge of honor. The focus is only on how our body looks physically, with the sole desired outcome being an “acceptable” number on the scale, whatever that even means.

So, we do it, again and again and again. We eliminate foods that are harmless and healthy, such as dairy, wheat, and fruit. We talk about nothing with our friends except for what diet we’re following and how it’s working (or not). We show our kids that Mommy can’t eat toast for breakfast, because toast isn’t “good for us,” and we snap at our partners because we’re so fucking hungry we could actually gnaw our arm off. We turn down dinner dates with friends and that once-yearly pretzel at the baseball game and we feel like shit for eating some of our own birthday cake. All in the name of being thin and conforming to what diet culture says we should be.

Diet culture wants us to believe that we can’t trust ourselves when it comes to food, which creates the perfect environment for us to think that we need diets, restrictive eating plans (don’t cheat!) with specific instructions that will keep our bodies under control. The illusion that diets control our urges is just that: an illusion. In reality, willpower and control are no match for our innate drive to eat, especially when we are restricting food.

Diet culture sells an illusion. It sets out to convince us that we will only find happiness, achieve wellness, or be deemed beautiful if we’re thin and young. Don’t fit the mold? If so, diet culture wants you to believe that means you won’t be a success in any aspect of your life. In other words, diet culture promotes the false idea that the only way to be worthy is to be thin.

This illusion of diet culture is something I see every day in my practice and in the world. It affects not only our food choices, but how we perceive ourselves and others. We weaponize the word “fat” when it relates to bodies, making it into an insult, when in reality, it’s just a descriptive word. Calling someone fat is horrific. But calling someone thin is a compliment. This is because diet culture grabs us when we’re young and tells us that fatter equals lesser and thinner equals better. And we’re scared like hell of being lesser, so we’ll do just about anything to be—and stay—thin.

We become convinced that all of our problems will suddenly vaporize when we fit into a size four, and that’s a very compelling belief for anyone struggling with their weight. There’s just one problem with this: It’s all fatphobic bullshit. But people buy into it. There are many, many people with bodies of all shapes and sizes who are healthy and fit. The belief that weight loss is the only option because if you’re not thin, you’re not worthy, is a symptom of diet culture.

But here’s the honest truth: All body colors, shapes, and sizes are beautiful, and no matter what you weigh or who you are, YOU ARE WORTHY. And here’s something else: If you’re a bigger person, you don’t have to lose weight. Not everyone who isn’t a size 0 wants to lose weight, needs to lose weight, or should lose weight. And screw diet culture for assuming all of that, too.

The funny (not funny ha-ha, funny weird) thing about diet culture is that it also has infiltrated the way we see aging. I think we’d all agree that aging is a natural process, but for some reason, we are so fucking afraid to get old. And even more than that, we are so afraid to look old. Diet culture has moved the needle on what it means to look your age, and put it in a place that’s crazy and unrealistic for most women.

The perfect example is Jennifer Lopez, who is over fifty. When she performed with Shakira at the Super Bowl in 2019, people couldn’t stop talking about how amazing she looked. This is now the standard to which women are being held as they age. Jennifer Aniston is another example. Thin, toned, and with the collagen matrix of a sixteen-year-old. But these women aren’t the norm. And while I am so glad that women over fifty are taking up their space in the world—space that they deserve to occupy and always have—these celebrities are also increasing the pressure on normal women to look a certain way as they age. Where women over fifty were previously and unacceptably “invisible,” the expectations are now at the other end of the spectrum, which is equally unfair. Thanks, diet culture. You suck.

The one thing that I do wish all women had that these celebrities have, is confidence and pride in how we look. Women are so used to focusing on what we perceive to be wrong with our bodies that we rarely focus on what we love about them. It’s as though it’s more socially acceptable to sit around and bitch with our friends about how fat our thighs look than it is to celebrate how strong and beautiful we are. It’s fucked up that we aren’t comfortable with feeling proud about our bodies. We’re more comfortable with berating them. This has got to change.

In my work as a dietitian and food writer, I see that something is really wrong about the way we treat our bodies and how confused we are about food. Over the years, I became attuned to the colossal problem our culture has with eating and with the psychological, physical, and emotional abuse so many of us are putting ourselves through because we believe in magic fixes.

I’ve known plenty of people who rejected eating as a pleasurable activity in favor of the view that “food is fuel.” They felt shame for finding happiness in food. Sound familiar? They forced themselves to be regimented and strict about eating and felt proud of themselves when they achieved that. Even though they loved food, they tried their hardest to hate it, or at least be indifferent to it. That way, it wouldn’t hurt as much when they turned down the things they loved to eat and ate only the things they thought they should.

They believed that eating the right foods and looking the right way would help them feel better about their life and about themselves.

Spoiler alert #1: It never worked for them.

Spoiler alert #2: It’s not likely to work for you either.

Call it a clash of values. Society’s idea of the right body and the right diet may not be congruent with your personal beliefs about your body or about food. And trying to fit the mold that other people have created for diets and bodies will result in a tug-of-war that can last a lifetime, if you don’t let that rope go and live your own truth.

I’ll show you.

CASE STUDY: THE CHRONIC DIETER

Let me introduce you to Lisa. Because so many of us have been negatively influenced by diet culture, there’s a little bit of her in all of us. Think of Lisa as a kind of composite client—a little like you, a little like me, a little like all of us who’ve struggled with fad diets, weight loss, and an obsession with being thin. In my practice, I see women like Lisa every day.

Lisa’s unhappy with her weight. Why? She had kids and gained weight, then life got busy with two little ones, which didn’t leave her much time to work out. Lisa sits in front of me on the couch in my office.

“Abby, I’m frustrated as hell,” she says. “I keep dieting, but I’m fat and nothing works. I feel like a failure.”

“What diets have you tried?” I ask her.

“Well, I’ve tried Weight Watchers, Paleo, keto, intermittent fasting, keto plus intermittent fasting… oh, and some weird meal replacement shakes and supplements someone on my Facebook page was selling.”

“I’m sorry to hear none of those worked for you, but I’m not terribly surprised,” I say.

“I just don’t know what to eat anymore. It’s so confusing and contradictory. One day, it’s fasting. Then it’s don’t eat carbs. Next it’s don’t eat beans. Or avoid milk. I just want to know what to do. That’s why I’m here. But I have to tell you: I hate diets. I never want to diet again!”

As Lisa tells me more about her various regimens, she has trouble keeping all the rules straight. But even after saying she never wants to be on a diet again, she reverts to diet-speak several times in our session, saying things like “I was bad last week with my eating” and “I have no willpower, I’m so weak” and “I feel like such a pig.”

These are all things I’ve heard thousands of times over the years. Not just from clients either: from friends, family, men, teenage girls, and even at one point in my life, from myself. Even though these words are so familiar, they still set off alarm bells in my head. If you could describe the negative impact of diet culture in phrases, these are them. Honestly, when someone starts berating themself because of what they’ve eaten or describes themself as a pig, it makes me feel really sad. Who the fuck says? You think you’re a farm animal known for gluttony because you ate an extra piece of cake? Come on.

As I look at Lisa sitting in front of me, I see that she probably isn’t what would be considered clinically overweight, but she is obsessed with the number on her scale. Like many people I’ve met, she’s always either on a diet or off one. When she’s off, she lets herself eat whatever she wants, always knowing that she is going to “repent for her sins” by going on another diet as soon as possible. It’s feast or famine. The result? She’s lost and regained the same twenty pounds over and over again for eight years.

Like most of my clients who are chronic dieters, her mood suffers when she doesn’t eat or when she’s upset about eating too much, which affects her relationships with her husband and children. Her compulsive dieting cripples her sense of self-worth. More than anything, she wants to learn how to eat normally and live her best life, but the diets out there don’t teach that sort of stuff. She also wants to “transform” her body to a pre-baby one, right down to her skinny jeans and carefree attitude. Lisa’s insecurities, like her aging, postpartum body and her life as a mom, are a real concern for her, as they are for many women.

“What you’re feeling is normal, and all too common,” I say. “Your body is changing, which can be weird and concerning, but you deserve to be content with your body, with the food you choose, and with eating in general.”

“That’s what I want. But how?”

“By changing your relationship with food. It shouldn’t be a source of guilt and pain. By really understanding that food is supposed to nourish you and help you thrive. It’s going to be a process, but we’ll get there, step-by-step.”

Over and over in my practice, I’ve worked with people like Lisa whose relationship to food was broken and their health and wellness—both physical and emotional—were very much at stake. My goal has always been to bust through the many mythologies around diet culture and help my clients learn to love food, live healthier, and be truly well—inside and out.

The first step is working through their perception of themselves and their body, and figuring out where those perceptions originated. We also do a lot of work around their feelings about food and eating: Often, narratives that we learn in childhood affect those feelings, and I show clients how to flip those narratives to serve them instead of hurt them. This is something we’ll be doing in the next chapter.

THE TRUTH ABOUT WEIGHT LOSS

Let me clarify where I stand on intentional weight loss because there are groups who advocate for the end of diet culture—way to go! I totally agree—but some also believe that we should stop trying to lose weight because it harms us physically and emotionally and we’ll just gain everything back anyhow. And that’s where my beliefs diverge with theirs.

While diet culture sucks, I do believe that there’s such a thing as healthy weight loss, but from behavioral change, not from dieting. In other words, intentional weight loss doesn’t need to be intertwined with diets and diet culture, nor is our only choice for weight loss either antidiet or restrictive diet. You can reject diet culture and still lose weight in a healthy manner. Weight loss does not have to involve restriction or punishment, which harms your relationship with food and your body. I don’t believe—and this is important—in shaming someone for wanting to lose weight if it’s for the right reasons, not because diet culture tells them to.

My friend Yoni Freedhoff, obesity physician extraordinaire, just completed a study that showed that people are more likely to lose weight and keep it off if they enjoy their eating habits. I mean, that’s pretty obvious, right? If you hate something, you’re more likely to give up on it. Human nature, and all.

Restrictive diets aren’t that effective in the long run; most research that puts subjects on diets reveals that weight loss is tough and often short-lived. Although research subjects may be highly motivated to lose weight (which is probably why they sign up for the study in the first place), most studies don’t allow them personalized recommendations or a focus on food quality rather than calories. Researchers often put participants on very low-calorie or very low-carb plans and don’t necessarily address the emotional components of a person’s relationship with food, which goes back years and years. Instead, they get a prescribed diet and then check in every once in a while. Great for short-term weight loss, not at all great for long-term behavioral change.

Just because something is a challenge doesn’t mean you should give up and not do it, if it’s something you want. But long-term weight loss can be tough, most definitely, for good reason: Aside from going on restrictive diets that are impossible to stick to, research shows that a good part of our weight is genetically determined, like the color of our eyes. I mean, colored contacts exist, but other than that, it’s impossible to override genetics to change your eye color. Why attempt to do it with our weight?

Doing a deep dive into your feelings around weight and yourself is important work that we all need to do. Maybe it’s not your weight you need to fix, but your relationship with food and your body.

A COMFORTABLE WEIGHT

If your goal is weight loss, ending up at a weight that you’re comfortable at is more important than a specific number on the scale. A comfortable weight doesn’t mean starving yourself, killing yourself at the gym, or feeling like you need to restrict your calories. It doesn’t mean that you turn everything you put into your mouth into a number, either calories or macros, and have a running tally of what you’ve eaten in your head. That’s not comfortable. At. All.

We all have a comfortable weight. You might not like yours because diet culture has convinced you that it should be a size four or that your body should look like an eighteen-year-old’s when you’re forty-five. This is insane and completely unrealistic. Repeat after me: It’s not worth it to starve myself and lose joy from my life in order to fit diet culture’s definition of what I should look like. Take it from me—it’s more important to live your best life than to be constantly pissed about not fitting into a size six.

So, be realistic with your expectations for your body. Don’t set number goals, because you have no idea how your body will respond to changes you make to your diet and lifestyle. Don’t try to be the weight you were when you were twenty-five, if you’re several decades older than that. Weight gain as we age is normal. Release the vise grip that you have on a certain number or “look” for your body. If you feel like you need to lose weight, what you should be aiming for is a comfortable or happy weight that you can maintain without much effort. One that feels natural to you because it’s simple to maintain with small changes that are easy.

The secret to maintaining a comfortable weight for the long-term is:


	Understanding that food and eating never play nice with guilt and shame.

	Fixing your relationship with food and your body by figuring out and resetting your negative core beliefs.

	Understanding how your body works and why food restriction backfires.

	Improving the quality of what you eat.

	Knowing the difference between a comfortable weight and a weight that’s unrealistic.

	
Adding, not taking away, foods that you enjoy eating.

	Customizing your eating so it feels natural to you.

	Doing some physical activity.

	Recognizing that some days you’ll need more, some days you’ll need less.

	Learning to recognize the diet bullshit you see online and pretty much everywhere, for what it is: bullshit.



In short, the path to achieving and maintaining a comfortable weight is understanding your relationship around food and eating, coupled with behavioral change, accurate information about food, and a solid understanding of how your body works. The goal of this book is to equip you with all that.

So, what if you think diet culture sucks, but you still feel like you’re not at a comfortable weight for you? The desire to lose weight is not always influenced by diet culture, despite what some people believe. Some of you might be doing it for health reasons. Or, you’ve recently put on weight from less-than-ideal eating habits. That’s okay.

But if you’re a chronic dieter, always looking for a way to lose weight, chances are you’re not just doing it because you just want to drop a few pounds. It’s tough to find someone who continually punishes themself without an underlying reason, so if you have one, you’re going to find out what it is (and neutralize it) in the coming chapters.

If you’re wondering if you’ve been influenced by diet culture, here are some diet-related behaviors that you might recognize:


	You’ve felt the guilt of eating something “bad,” like freshly baked cookies, or an ice cream on a hot day, even if it was with your kid, a friend, or your partner.

	
You’ve skipped dinners with friends because you were afraid of breaking your diet.

	You’ve said no to your mom’s fabulous freshly baked bread because you weren’t eating carbs.

	After making sacrifices like the ones above, you’ve felt proud about how much self-control and discipline you have.

	When you go off your diet, you go wild. It starts with a “cheat day,” or maybe a handful of chips or a donut in the lunchroom at work. The dam breaks, and you can’t control the urge to eat. Everything. In. Sight. Overeating sometimes is normal, but what I’m talking about here is a loss of control followed by guilt and shame, which brings me to…

	You’ve felt guilty for failing to control your eating. And the guilt is so overwhelming that you decide to “be good” again and start restricting your food intake or calories. “This time it’s going to be different,” you tell yourself. “I’m going to do better.”



Here’s the thing: These thoughts and behaviors are very real, and they make you feel extremely shitty. They’re symptoms of a culture that sells you a dream but will only lead you around and around the shame circle as you chase the myth of thinness.

And the worst part? Even if you lose weight because of your deprivation, it’s a diet culture bait and switch: You’ll still be the same person with the same problems. You’ll just be thinner. Diet culture tells us that we’ll be a different, happier person if we can push through and lose weight, but that’s all bullshit. Submit to diet culture’s charms, and you’ll be miserable AF because your issues will still be there, plus you’ll be starving and isolated.

When you become conscious of the harm diet culture causes, you can begin to embrace a new and healthier paradigm.


watch out:

for “wellness.”

Once the concept of dieting was starting to overstay its welcome, the wellness industry moved right in to claim its space. How convenient! Weight Watchers became WW, claiming that its primary focus was shifting to “wellness.” Goop was born (I rue the day). Wellness exploded into a $4.5 trillion industry with some beneficial offerings (employee wellness programs) and many scams (IV vitamin drips, celery juice, diet companies masquerading as wellness programs).1

The one consistent thing about the wellness industry is that it promotes the concept of thinness as the apex of health. This is completely false: A person can be thin and desperately unhealthy both physically and emotionally. In other words, more often than not, wellness is just another word for “diet.”

Instead of being inclusive—because we would all agree that wellness in its purest form should be available to everyone on earth—it’s disgustingly exclusive with its forty-dollar reformer classes and nine-dollar grass-fed butter that has no evidence to support using it over the regular stuff, thank you very much. Most wellness companies don’t really care about you; they care about making money. #Truth.

And we can’t talk about money and wellness without talking about wellness influencers. Hop onto Instagram, and you’ll find #fitspo posts of impossibly thin people drinking green juice and spouting “inspirational” messages such as “sweat is fat crying.” While they might look healthy, if you’re following influencers for nutrition information, you’re probably getting only half of the story—the other half being that many health influencers are not at all healthy emotionally or physically after subjecting themselves to extreme eating and exercise habits.

Having spent time in that world, I can corroborate that assertion. Social media is a cesspool of terrible nutrition and body messages.2 Much of what you see posted by professional influencers on social media is curated, meaning it’s fake. It’s edited, shot, and reshot, one photo in a hundred that they chose because it’s perfect. It’s paid for, Photoshopped, and worst of all, it’s a fairy tale meant to sell you something. It’s not real life.

But that doesn’t stop us from looking to social media influencers for nutrition and health information, even though very few give accurate information on those topics.3 So, needless to say, if you’re getting the majority of your facts on social media, you might want to reconsider your sources.

Let’s not forget the impact that seeing the so-called perfect lives of influencers has on the rest of us: Research has shown that people who spend time on Instagram have a lower body image and are most at risk for anxiety, depression, and eating disorders.4, 5 Instagram influencers and food bloggers push “clean eating” in the guise of health, but let’s face it: Long-term fasts and “cleanses” are unnecessary and are bound to cause rebound eating… which of course, we blame on ourselves and our lack of willpower.

If you’re following people on social media who make you feel like shit about yourself or your diet, it’s time to unfollow them. I promise you, you won’t regret it.





For someone who is a chronic dieter and/or has fraught relationships with food and their body, making peace with eating can seem like an impossible goal. I know how it feels, because I’ve been there. I understand how terrifying it can be to imagine letting go of the “rules” to end up floating untethered in a world awash with donuts, chips, steak, and every type of food you’ve been told you shouldn’t be eating. It involves breaking the habit of dieting and restricting food. It’s like moving into a new universe where food and eating can be enjoyable and fun, not a source of shame. It’s giving diet culture the finger and walking away. Those changes can be very scary and very daunting.

If you’re a chronic dieter, this fear is your story. It has likely consumed years of your life and has had an exorbitant cost on your social, emotional, financial, and physical health. It has become an addiction of sorts, a habit you can’t seem to break. Unfortunately, diet culture will always exist, but that doesn’t mean it has to control you. It’s time for you to be free.

In the chapters that follow, I’m going to teach you how to reexamine your relationship with food, let go of your diet forever, and embrace a whole new outlook on yourself, what you eat, and why.

So, ask yourself right now: “Am I ready to let go of my dieting behavior?”

Maybe your answer is yes, maybe it’s a no. Either way, I’ll be here to guide you. Ready for more? Keep reading.





[image: ]

2 find your core beliefs


The most important part of healing your relationship with food is recognizing the psychological issues you may have with eating. In the first chapter, we discussed diet culture and its negative influence. Now let’s talk about how to set the stage for true change to happen.

The first step is looking within and understanding your psychological relationship with food and your body. A lot of books and experts won’t touch this subject because it can be really messy and unpleasant, and it doesn’t end in a set promised goal of pounds lost or the perfect “bikini body.” But the truth is that chronic dieting and poor body image are symptoms of something deeper that needs to be hauled up and explored. We aren’t born hating our bodies. That’s a learned behavior. We learn to starve ourselves and hate what we see in the mirror. It’s time to unlearn that shit because nobody deserves to live their life like that.

Being bound up by the past and by feelings you’re not acknowledging can keep you from moving forward and living your best life. Although it can be tough to face what’s really going on inside of you, only by unpacking the feelings and origins behind your eating behavior will you be able to take the next step toward wellness and make meaningful, lasting change to your diet and in your life. Remember: You want to live in the present and be present for your life and the people you love.

So, what’s the secret? Understanding your core beliefs.

WHAT ARE CORE BELIEFS?

Core beliefs are internalized messages or truths that we hold very close to our hearts. They determine how we see ourselves in the world and how we perceive the world around us, and they shape our sense of self-worth and our life decisions. In other words, your core beliefs are pretty damn important to your emotional health, especially if you’re trying to heal your relationship with food and your body.

Core beliefs start young. This is normal—we’re not born with beliefs, we’re taught them. As impressionable children, we believe anything and everything that’s told to us or modeled for us by an authority figure.

Core beliefs can be positive. For example, if your grandfather told you that you were smart as a child, and if over time, this was reinforced and you came to believe it was true, that core belief would engage whenever you needed it. For instance, when you were anxious about an exam or a project, you might have tapped into your core belief to remind yourself that you were capable. It’s like a pocket of confidence you carry around everywhere you go. Yay for positive core beliefs!

When it comes to our bodies, positive core beliefs are validating and inspiring. Even if the core beliefs are superficial like “I have beautiful skin” or “I have amazing stamina,” they can go a long way in making us feel good about ourselves and giving us confidence. When faced with a new fad diet that is selling you vitamin supplements for better skin, you can always say, “Nah, I already have beautiful skin. No, thanks.” We like positive core beliefs, but unfortunately, the everyday world of marketing wants to undermine them by selling us fear and negativity about ourselves.

So it will come as no surprise that core beliefs can also be negative—and the negative ones are so much stickier than the positives. If you grow up being told by a parent, relative, or someone you know (or don’t know) that your body doesn’t fit, that’s it’s too big, or that you’re not good enough, you’ll probably believe it eventually. Why? Remember what Julia Roberts said in Pretty Woman? “The bad stuff is easier to believe.” She’s right. If someone—or even you—tells you something negative enough times, you’re going to start taking it as the truth. It’s called negative bias, and you can blame evolution. In the Stone Age, if we heard about something bad happening, our brains would tune out other stuff in order to focus on getting us away from the perceived danger. Over time, we became more aware of negative things as preemptive measures against harm. Unfortunately, today we don’t need negative bias as much to survive, but its remnants exist. Hence we believe bad things easily and they tend to overshadow the good.

It happens to everyone. If I get sixty compliments on social media and one shitty rude comment from some idiot, that rude one is the only one I focus on. Well, until I remember my own advice. But still, focusing more on the negative is totally normal.

If you’re a chronic dieter (or even if you’re not), you probably feel bad about some part of your body. You might habitually criticize yourself and your diet. The key word is “habitually.” You might be doing all of this subconsciously many times a day, but what’s actually happening is the manifestation of your negative core beliefs. They bubble up into the nasty things we tell ourselves about our bodies and about the foods we eat—it’s like a movie reel on repeat. You can be the smartest, most accomplished person in the world and still have these horrible thoughts about yourself. Not only that, but negative core beliefs tend to keep us in the past, all wrapped up in beliefs that aren’t necessarily even true, and unable to move forward with happiness and freedom in our bodies and in eating.

When we experience stress or change in our lives, our negative core beliefs can be triggered. For someone with negative core beliefs about themself, a trigger event such as weight gain, a week in which you feel as though your diet isn’t the greatest, or a clothes shopping trip can revive those negative core beliefs that might have been lying dormant. You might start believing crap: that you’re lesser because you can’t fit into that bikini you want or that you’re weak because you gained so much weight during your vacation.

If you think about these statements, you may realize—correctly, I should add—that they’re completely untrue. But most of us don’t take the time to reason with ourselves. Instead, we play our movie again and again in our mind: a repeat of those same shitty things about ourselves, to ourselves. If that reel is negative, it can chip away at your self-esteem and happiness. Many of us even bury these thoughts and let them occur subconsciously because it’s a lot easier to let the movie play, underneath everything, unchallenged and unchecked.

You may not be entirely aware of just how many negative core beliefs are actually impacting your choices, thoughts, and behaviors around food. They may be why:


	
You feel a compulsive need to go on diet after diet.

	You’re never satisfied with how your body looks, moves, or fits.

	You berate yourself, playing your negative reel in your head and making disparaging comments about yourself to others.

	You constantly feel like you’re chasing something—a body-shape illusion—that you just can’t seem to catch.

	You’re so exhausted with the effort of all of these things. Just so exhausted.

	You believe that because of what you weigh and what you eat, you deserve to be punished.



All of that is fucking bullshit.

You don’t deserve any of that garbage. Your body is perfect the way it is, and it deserves to take up space. It deserves respect. After all, it’s working hard to keep you alive and doing what you do, every day. Plus, it’s uniquely yours. Stand up for it, because nobody else can. Nobody (and no body) in the world deserves to be punished for eating. I don’t give a crap if you’ve eaten cake or vegetables, it’s all GOOD. And you should be enjoying it.

We’ll get to that, but first, we need to identify those negative core beliefs so we can oust them for good. They’re trolls, just lying in wait, coiled up and ready to pounce. Calling out these little shits is the first step in eradicating them. Let’s go.

DITCHING THE TROLLS

Negative core beliefs sell us the fallacy that we’re broken in some way and will never be good enough, and this causes us to continually punish ourselves physically and emotionally in an attempt to repent for and fix what you think is wrong. It’s like we’re constantly trying to push a boulder up a hill and it continues to roll on top of us again and again. Not okay! Even if you reach your goal, be it weight loss or anything else, you might not find satisfaction and peace, because deep inside you still believe you’re not good enough. There’s that boulder again. Ouch.

Until you shine a light on your negative core beliefs, they will continue to roll on top of you and hold you back. The only way to address them is to expose them. Remember, other people don’t get to define who you are. That’s your job. So whatever ideas you’ve been handed about yourself need to be inspected. Sit with them and acknowledge them. This might be uncomfortable (and it probably will be) because our first instinct may be to hide those feelings away in a box and tape the lid shut. But hold steady. Keep that box open and you will truly see where your feelings are coming from. Only then can you disable the power of your negative core beliefs and keep the positive ones.

This process can be painful and can cause all kinds of emotions. Seriously, it can really suck. But it’s a necessary exercise in order for you to move forward. And if you find this at all triggering, there’s no harm (and often a lot of good!) that can come from talking with a qualified professional therapist. Don’t be afraid to find someone who will walk with you through this and give you the support that you need.

In the exercise below, I’ve listed the five most common negative core beliefs people have around weight, food, and eating and illustrated them with examples from my practice. But before each scenario, I’ve asked some important questions that I want you to answer about your relationship with food and your body.

The intention here is to get you to think about your own core beliefs and then turn the negatives into positives. It’s a three-step process: The first step is calling out what our negative core beliefs are. This takes their power away. It’s like realizing that the person who has been trolling you online is actually not that scary in real life. Once you realize who they are, you’re so much more able to ignore them and anything they say to you. The second step is challenging the belief, then flipping it into a positive. This will change that movie reel of yours into a story with good, encouraging messages… all day long.

Okay, let’s get started.

Question #1: What were you taught about food and weight when you were growing up?

Can you remember any messages you received about your body and your weight when you were a child? Maybe it’s that moment when your mom put you on a scale at eight years old and told you that you weighed too much. Or when those asshole kids at school bullied you for being different or bigger than everyone else. What did this tell you about food and weight? That your body wasn’t good enough? That diets are a necessary way of life in order to conform and be accepted? That thin is perfect? Really think about your answer. Write it down if you want.

Core belief #1: Thin = lovable. Thin = attractive.

For many people, this core belief forms at an early age. But the first messages we receive about our bodies and food aren’t always overtly communicated. For one client of mine, her parents modeled their beliefs for her: “My parents were always on a diet, and it made me feel like I had to measure up physically at all times. I mean, if they considered themselves to be fat, what did they think of me? I never wanted to find out. At fifty-six years old, I still feel that pressure, even though both my parents are in their nineties. Somewhere inside of me I feel like I’d still be a disappointment to them if I slip and gain weight.”
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