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INTRODUCTION:

How I Kicked My Food Addiction . . . and How You Can, Too

I’m going to make a confession: I used to have a food addiction. And although I’ve since kicked the habit, every so often I want one of the foods I used to be addicted to.

Although I eat healthily, work out, meditate, and practice yoga, there are still times when I just feel blue. And sometimes—after I’ve called a friend, done some deep breathing, or found some other healthy alternative—I still feel desperate for a boost. It’s then that I turn to my own secret treat: a big bowl of macaroni and cheese.

Now, I’m not talking about the homemade gourmet “gratin” with four types of fromage and a panko crumb crust. I’m talking down and dirty: the 89-cent box you get at the convenience store, the type of gluey treat that you make from elbow macaroni and that grainy orange powder. Sometimes I don’t even stir all the lumps out of the sauce. In my late-night slump, those salty little nuggets are actually comforting.

I said I used to have a food addiction, and I meant it. I don’t turn to my secret indulgence all that often, and because I enjoy it in moderation, it doesn’t concern me. My mac and cheese is an occasional treat,  not a habitual form of self-medication. But I had wondered many times over the years what it was about that starchy dish that I found so restorative. We all know the term “comfort food,” and many of us have felt the pull of a sugar craving, but why? How do these foods affect our feelings? Why would I turn to a carb-laden meal when I needed comfort and calm? And what’s the link between emotions, food, and our difficulties with weight?

Then I became a psychotherapist who specializes in disordered eating and addictive behaviors. I began to learn more about how the mind responds to food, which gave me valuable insight into my patients and myself. I discovered that anxiety depletes our store of serotonin, a “feel-good” brain chemical that helps to soothe worries, boost self-confidence, and create a feeling of “okayness” in the world. I also learned that depression and listlessness can signal a shortage of dopamine, the energizing biochemical we all need to function during stressful situations and exciting challenges.

The basics of brain chemistry explained what was happening when I felt anxious or sad. But why did I crave mac and cheese? Why do some people crave high-fat foods while others want starchy carbs or sugary treats in times of stress or sadness?

I began to investigate the way that food and brain chemistry interact, and what I found had that “aha” quality of any discovery that seems to explain a major aspect of your life. I discovered that the carbs in my beloved treat release a quick, feel-good dose of serotonin, and that the high fat content of that neon-orange cheese boosted my dopamine levels. That soothing, calm, and energizing lift wasn’t only in my imagination. I really was experiencing a chemical reaction, just as if I’d taken drugs to counter my low feelings.

Significantly, both prescription meds and street drugs boost serotonin and dopamine. Prozac and Zoloft, antidepressants that are effective for treating anxiety, increase the amount of serotonin available for our brains to use, while the street drug Ecstasy (MDMA) floods our brain with it, producing that over-the-top, blissed-out, “everything is fabulous” sensation that we’ve all seen portrayed in movies and on TV. Who knew that pasta, white bread, and doughnuts were cheap, quick, and legal ways to get a mini-version of the same high?

Likewise, the antidepressant Wellbutrin lifts dopamine levels, as do nicotine, amphetamines, and cocaine. But so do bacon, potato chips, and other high-fat foods.

I realized that when my patients talk about self-medicating with food, it isn’t just a metaphor. They really are altering their brain chemistry—often in much-needed ways. It doesn’t matter if their low levels of feel-good chemicals were inherited or are the result of a traumatic series of life events. They just know that they don’t want to feel as bad as they’re feeling.

When people would talk about food addictions, I realized that it wasn’t a metaphor. Just as you can become dependent on a nicotine fix or a cocaine high, so can you grow to rely on the effects of high-carb or high-fat foods.

So that was why I had turned into a food addict. But how had it happened?




How I Became a Carb Junkie 

I was fifteen years old when my family changed forever. We were on vacation in Las Vegas. One morning we were walking through the hotel lobby, headed on a daylong trek to a national park, when my ten-year-old brother, David, suddenly vomited. My mom urged me and the rest of my family to go ahead while she stayed behind to nurse my brother through whatever virus he’d picked up. He didn’t seem to be in such bad shape, so we thought it was okay to leave.

This was in the days before everyone had a cell phone, and we were gone eight hours. When we returned, they weren’t at the hotel. They were in the intensive care unit at a nearby hospital. There I was greeted with a shocking sight: my little brother hooked up to machines and covered in tubes, unable to speak a word. When his eyes found me, he  let out an unearthly wail I’ll never forget. David had had a massive stroke right after we left.

I stared at him, unable to move. Then I heard a terrible sobbing. It was coming from my strong, unshakable grandfather as he stood beside my brother’s bed.

In that moment, everything I thought about adults being infallible simply collapsed. I would never again feel safe as a child. I also knew that I had to be the most perfect, most helpful son in the world. How could my family survive if I wasn’t?

Our three-day vacation turned into a three-month stay as we waited for my brother to be released from the hospital. I remember going to some Vegas mall with my mom so she could have something else to wear besides the three changes of clothes she had brought for our brief trip. Suddenly she started crying, unable to figure out what to buy. So there I was, picking out blouses and pants for my mother, terrified to think that she was depending on me.

My anxiety levels were off the charts and would stay that way for the next several years. Even now this is a part of my psychology and always will be, although I have learned to understand and manage it.

It was eight years and several surgeries before my brother, the victim of a rare brain disease, would improve. He still had only limited use of his right arm. I spent those formative years eating chips, rice, and pasta. I learned how comforting mac and cheese could be—a whole box could actually calm me down. I lifted my spirits with five or six cans of full-sugar soda a day, and I suppressed my constant worries with a never-ending parade of snacks. My lunch at school every day was a huge bag of fries, and I popped Now and Laters as if they were pills. Sitting alone at the kitchen table while my mom took my brother to endless hospital appointments, I’d find solace in chomping through a massive bowl of ramen noodles.

To make matters worse, our family had been living a dream life in Hawaii until my parents’ divorce moved us to Ohio. In Hawaii, we’d gone to nice schools and could have pretty much anything we wanted.  I fit right in, and with my half-Asian heritage I looked like most of the other kids. Then, in Ohio, no one looked like me, and my classmates called me “chink.” I didn’t have a clue about football or the team sports that were so important there. They didn’t care that I surfed in Hawaii. All they knew was that I looked different, couldn’t fit into their world, and talked funny.

Then my father had his first heart attack, leading to bypass surgery. He liked greasy foods, too, though I didn’t see the connection at the time. Because of the financial burden of his medical bills and the divorce, we were forced into bankruptcy. Now we were penniless. In the grocery store, my mom said we couldn’t have our favorite brand-name cereal. She did the best she could, filling us up on bags of pasta covered in cheap, generic-brand sauce.

Each anxiety fed the next, and those carbs came to be a crutch. With my hand in a bag of chips, I self-medicated my way through my teens. I also channeled my worries into studying. Getting perfect grades and being the perfect son was the only thing I could think of to make things right at home, even though I believed nothing would ever be right again and I was powerless to fix anything.

Throughout all those years, anxiety ruled my life. Then, when I was eighteen, I moved to California to go to college, and a whole new life began. I finally felt as though I fit in. I was making great friends, talking all night with roommates, going out and socializing. In other words, my life was suddenly full of feel-good things other than food. I started to think about my future and about what I wanted and needed. I didn’t feel so driven by the desire to be perfect or the constant worry over what other people thought of me. There was a new feeling in my life: that everything was going to be okay.

In a way, I had created my own early version of Diet Rehab: driving out “pitfall feelings” like anxiety and perfectionism with serotonin-boosting activities like socializing and anticipating a happy future; replacing addictive “pitfall sources” of serotonin such as soda, pasta, and chips with healthy serotonin-boosting foods. Without even realizing it,  I had established Diet Rehab’s central principle: When your life is full of serotonin- and dopamine-boosting activities, and when your thoughts trigger big doses of serotonin and dopamine and the self-esteem, optimism, and energy they bring, you will no longer crave the fix of sweets and starches.

Reveling in my new friends and plans, I stopped bingeing on the foods that had once been my lifeline. Sure, I still enjoyed fries and candy, but I wasn’t interested in finishing the bag anymore; I stopped after a taste. Not only didn’t I need my medication anymore; I hadn’t even had to work at letting it go.




Addicted No More 

These days I am twenty pounds lighter. I wake up naturally at nine each morning instead of struggling to respond to the alarm. My previously high cholesterol is now in the healthy range, and I gravitate effortlessly to healthy foods. In fact, I crave them.

I’ve also found a wonderful profession that allows me to help people who struggle with the same issues that I had once dealt with. I understand the addictive power of food because I’ve lived through it myself. I became a specialist in every kind of addiction: food, alcohol, substance abuse, and addictive behaviors. As a cognitive-behavioral therapist, I’ve also learned about the kinds of thoughts that set us up for addiction—the negative, unproductive, and misguided ways of viewing the world that send us rushing to some form of medication to stop the pain.

One of the things that strikes me most about food addiction is how easily concealed it is—from the outside world, yes, but also from ourselves. I’ve seen patients who look wonderful on the outside but are actually living a nightmare as they obsessively count calories and worry over every single bite. Some of my skinniest patients are my most addicted. Even the thin models, gorgeous actresses, and seemingly perfect people I have treated suffer from these addictions. Like the rest of us, however, they don’t realize that their seemingly uncontrollable cravings are the result of brain chemistry and the biology of addiction. Instead, like the rest of us, they blame themselves for their mysterious “weakness” and hate themselves for being unable to “do better.”

My journey culminates with my experience as cohost and psychotherapist on TLC’s hit show Freaky Eaters, where I have been able to explore food addictions at their most extreme. After years of working with patients and two seasons of Freaky Eaters, I’ve come to see that food addictions are not a problem of willpower or greed. They are a matter of brain chemistry and needing something in your life. The secret to overcoming them is not self-deprivation or self-blame—it’s balancing your brain chemistry with foods and activities that boost the feel-good chemicals you need.




The Taste of Freedom 

When I finally understood the nature of food addiction, I was ready to create Diet Rehab: a 28-day plan to free you from your food addictions. Diet Rehab is based on the understanding that we become addicted to food because of the chemicals we ingest: serotonin-boosting carbs and dopamine-boosting fats. So the solution is simple: Add healthier “booster” foods—those that promote a sustainable and nonaddictive release of brain chemicals—along with booster activities to increase the chemicals that our brains crave. That way, we naturally lose interest in unhealthy, addictive “pitfall” foods.

In this book I’ll work with you to break the hold of food over your body, mind, and spirit. Diet Rehab will teach you to harness the power of your brain chemistry so that you’ll no longer feel like a victim of your fluctuating moods and cravings. You’ll restore your balance, your energy, and your well-being. You’ll start thinking and acting like a person who’s always at a healthy weight. And finally, you will become that person.

How do you get to this happy state? By finding healthier, more effective ways to boost your dopamine and serotonin. Instead of relying  on addictive fats and sugars, you can take advantage of healthy versions of serotonin’s peace, calm, and “okayness” and of dopamine’s energy, excitement, and vivacity.

In Diet Rehab, there’s no calorie counting and you won’t feel deprived. You can continue eating your favorite snacks—not diet versions of them but the actual foods themselves. After twenty-eight days, you’ll find that you just don’t want them as much, because your brain is getting natural and healthy boosts of the feel-good chemicals you crave instead of relying upon the foods you’ve become addicted to. You’ll be freed of your food addictions because you’ll be able to get all the same mood-boosting effects in healthier ways. Instead of continually self-medicating with your mac and cheese, pizza, chips, or ice cream, you’ll be able to see those foods as an occasional welcome treat.

Now here’s the really good news: Because of Diet Rehab’s unique principle of gradual detox, you will be able to make the transition easily and painlessly. That’s because we don’t take away anything until we’ve added lots of pleasurable and delicious brain-chemistry boosters into your diet and your life. In fact, I’m going to give you easy-to-use tools to help you along the way. My booster food-swap list offers healthier alternatives to common pitfall foods at a glance and my favorite go-to recipes for delicious, boosting dishes that include pizza and mac and cheese! By the time you start to subtract the addictive foods, you’ll be totally hooked on the healthy ones.




How to Use This Book 

In Part I, I’ll show you how high-fat, high-sugar foods affect your brain chemistry, and how you can find alternate ways to create the same comfort, optimism, and excitement. You’ll learn to identify “pitfalls”—the foods and thoughts that set up the addictive cycle—and “boosters”—the foods and behaviors that improve your brain chemistry in a healthy way.

In Part II, I’ll help you figure out whether you need to replenish  serotonin or dopamine, or both. You’ll also learn how to identify the pitfalls in your thinking—the negative and addictive patterns of thought that send you into an emotional downward spiral, depleting the brain chemicals that make you feel good and making you desperate for unhealthy foods that can fix your brain chemistry.

In Part III, I’ll teach you how to free yourself from your “pitfall” behaviors and habits—the attitudes and thought patterns that set you up for addiction. I’ll show you how to break the power of damaging triggers so that you can finally let go of compulsive eating, emotional eating, and bingeing.

In Part IV, we’ll rehab your diet. The gradual detox plan I provide will teach you how to fill your plate with healthy booster foods for these crucial chemicals. At the same time, you’ll learn how to fill your schedule with “booster activities”—from yoga to paintballing—that will further raise your serotonin and dopamine levels.




Creating Your Ideal Weight—and Your Ideal Life 

One thing hosting TLC’s Freaky Eaters has taught me is that we all struggle with sorrow and anxiety in different ways. For many of us, that struggle is acted out through food. But the good news is that we have the power to transform both our brain chemistry and our habits of thought. Once we understand how our brains and our minds operate, we can harness their tremendous power to attain our ideal weight, stay there permanently, and create our lives as we would have them.

As a cognitive-behavioral therapist, I’m the person who helps you get to the place you know you want to be. If you’re like my other patients, you’ve already been on at least one diet or maybe several. You’re probably tired of them not working—and yet you don’t want to give up on yourself and your vision of how good you could look and how great you could feel.

I’m here to tell you that you don’t have to. With an understanding  of your own brain chemistry and the practice of gradual detox, you can fill your life with so much natural peace, joy, and excitement that you’ll never have to self-medicate with food again. Food will return to its rightful place in your life—as a source of nourishment and enjoyment—and your focus will shift to creating and enjoying exactly the life you want.

I know you can get there. In fact, I promise you that you can. So let’s get started!

With love and kindness,

Dr. Mike

 

Exceptions

There are several conditions that Diet Rehab is not attended to address, and many circumstances in which it should be used only under a physician’s or psychotherapist’s supervision. Please see Appendix B for more details.




PART I

Understanding Food Addiction




1

Willpower Is Not the Problem

I think you can properly regard food addiction as somewhat similar to drug addiction. If you can help people to at least reduce their craving levels, you’ll contribute a lot to solving the obesity epidemic.

—Tung Fong, director of metabolic diseases research at drugmaker Merck & Co., in the Chicago Tribune, 2005

 

My patient Rosemary sat across from me, gripping the armrests of her chair and speaking quickly and softly, almost in a whisper. It was as though by muffling her words she could keep them from being true. Although Rosemary had been reluctant to talk about her compulsive eating in previous sessions, she had recently seen an episode of Freaky Eaters and had been moved by the plight of my patient on that show—a woman who was addicted to sugar. Perhaps seeing that woman confess to frequent bouts of secret eating gave Rosemary the courage to talk about her own.

“I’m just so ashamed,” she kept saying as she detailed her struggles to control her weight. “I don’t know how I ever let it get this bad.” First, she explained, she had been satisfied with an occasional candy  bar at work, a sugar rush that helped her get through the most stressful “deadline days” at the online magazine where she reviewed computer software. Then, she’d started having dessert at lunch—a brownie, a piece of cake, a frosted muffin. Somehow her lunchtime treat had expanded into a dinnertime ritual, then a breakfast Danish, then a second candy bar. Now, Rosemary explained, she was essentially eating sugar all day long, a fact that embarrassed her so greatly that she could barely look at me as she spoke.

“So you think this is all your fault,” I said carefully when she fell into a long silence, her hands still gripping the armrests.

“Whose fault is it? Nobody put a gun to my head.” She forced herself to meet my eyes.

“I’m just weak,” she said bitterly, her voice full of defeat. “I’m weak and disgusting, and I deserve to look the way I do.”

I often encounter a sense of shame like Rosemary’s, whether my patients are struggling with food addictions or substance abuse. In fact, the feelings underneath both conditions are strikingly similar. Most of us like to feel powerful and in control. Acknowledging an addiction makes us feel weak and helpless. It’s as though our brain chemistry, and not us, was suddenly in charge of our destiny.

When my patients can accept that willpower is not the problem, they often feel liberated and relieved. When Rosemary understood the brain chemistry of food addiction, she began to view herself with more compassion.

“Maybe I’m being too hard on myself,” she told me at one session. “I thought I could just stop eating sweets—and then I didn’t understand why I wasn’t stopping. But you’re telling me that I was actually developing a physical addiction to sugar. Like an addict, I needed more and more and more—and if I tried to cut back, I felt so awful I could hardly stand it.”

She took a deep breath. “So it wasn’t just willpower,” she said, repeating the words I had once said to her. “I was actually going through withdrawal.”

In fact, Rosemary had been going through a rapid, almost violent detox, certain to produce unpleasant and often painful symptoms that were virtually guaranteed to sabotage her efforts. Later in this book, I’ll show you how to go through gradual detox, so that your Diet Rehab experience is painless and even pleasurable.

First, though, let’s find out what Rosemary learned. Let’s understand exactly what it means to be addicted to food.




Scientific Proof: Food Addiction Exists! 

In March 2010, the Scripps Research Institute released a groundbreaking study. Rats who were fed high-fat, high-sugar diets of bacon, sausage, chocolate, and cheesecake developed full-blown food addictions : actual neurochemical dependencies as powerful as those caused by cocaine. Here was the concrete evidence of what I already knew: My favorite mac and cheese was chemically active. It literally affected my brain, just like nicotine, cocaine, or heroin.

In the study, rats were given different kinds of access to high-calorie foods. Some were limited to only an hour of human treats a day, while others were allowed to eat bacon and chocolate virtually around the clock. While the rats with limited access ate moderately and were able to maintain their weight, the rats with more access quickly became obese—and obsessed.

It was astonishing how far those food-addicted rats would go to maintain their habit. When researchers withheld the junk food and tried to put the rats back on a nutritious diet, the obese rats refused to eat, almost to the point of starvation. The rats would even choose to endure painful shocks to get junk food. Their desperation to stuff themselves with sweet and fatty food and their willingness to endure pain in its service was strikingly similar to those of rats in other studies who had become addicted to cocaine or heroin.

Using special electrodes to monitor the rats’ responses, researchers discovered that high-sugar, high-fat foods had changed the animals’  brain chemistry—again, in virtually identical ways to cocaine or heroin. Both excessive junk food and other types of drugs overload the brain’s pleasure centers. Like Rosemary, the rats needed ever-larger quantities of sweet, fatty food to get the same “high.”

We tend to think that food’s comfort is an emotional issue and blame ourselves for being childlike or weak. But rats don’t have psychological issues, and yet they were behaving exactly like food-obsessed humans. Because of the way the food had altered their brain chemistry, these overweight and food-addicted rats physically needed more and more junk food to experience pleasure—or just to feel normal. Unlimited access to these foods had turned them into addicts.

Now here’s the even scarier part. After cocaine-addicted rats stopped taking the drug, it took only two days for their brain chemistry to return to normal. For the food-addicted rats in the food study, though, their brain chemistry took two weeks to return to normal. In other words, food habits affected the brain more than drugs in some ways!

The Scripps study shows that we can no longer view unhealthy eating as a matter of willpower. After all, rats don’t have emotional issues, childhood histories, or deep-seated associations between food and love. They know only what their brain chemistry tells them. And the obese rats were hearing the message loud and clear: Go for the bacon and cheesecake. This new research suggests that drug addiction and food addiction are products of the same neurobiology. That means that sugar and fat can be as addictive as crack. In some ways, maybe even more so.

The Scripps study also showed that these foods don’t have to take over our lives, if we enjoy them in limited amounts. Remember the group of rats that was allowed to eat only bacon- and cheesecake-type foods for one hour each day? Those rats enjoyed their treats, but they did not become addicted. Nor did they gain much weight. They had access to seductive “pitfall” foods—but that access was limited. As a result, they never became addicted, and their weights remained normal. In fact, their weight was quite similar to a group of rats who were never given “pitfall” foods and who were fed only rat chow. But the rats who had  access to high-fat, high-sugar foods round-the-clock experienced immediate weight gain. The rats became obese quickly, and their weight spiraled out of control.




Dopamine: The Body’s Energizer 

Let’s take a closer look at what was going on in the addicted rats’ brains. All of us—rats and humans alike—respond to the brain chemical dopamine, an energizing, vitalizing substance that our brains produce in response to pleasure and excitement. When you ride a roller-coaster, gamble for high stakes, or go on a thrilling romantic date, your dopamine levels rise. When you feel listless and bored, your dopamine levels have fallen.

Dopamine is responsible for the rush you feel when you first fall in love. It’s also one of the brain chemicals that is stimulated by cocaine. That’s why people who use the drug feel jazzed-up, wide-awake, and filled with short-lived pleasure. When you think about how good dopamine makes us feel—whether from healthy sources or unhealthy ones—it’s hard not to want to be flooded with it all the time.

But here’s the problem: The body was not designed for a twenty-four-hour high, whether from romance, cocaine, or anything else. Sooner or later, what goes up must come down. And too great or too intense a thrill inevitably produces a crash.

If you’ve just gotten back from your first trip to Paris, for example, maybe you feel a little let down your first day back at work. Paperwork seems mundane. Your favorite TV show seems dull. All you want is to get back to the exciting, dopamine-releasing newness that made your heart sing.

Likewise, coming down from a cocaine high is disappointing at best, painful at worst. You feel tired, listless, and burnt out. You usually feel lower than before you did the cocaine in the first place.

So what causes that crash? In most cases, your brain has used up your dopamine stores too quickly. After a few hours of excitement, your  brain just can’t keep up. Your dopamine stores temporarily run out, and you have even less than you usually do. You feel flat, listless, exhausted, and let down. Time for a rest, so the brain can make more dopamine.

Ideally, we’ll get nice, level doses of dopamine that keep us “up” and happy but that aren’t so intense and abrupt that they’re followed by a crash. That’s what happens normally. But what if, like the rats in the study, you are continually pumping up your dopamine levels with regular infusions of “exciting” high-fat foods? Then, like the rats, you may come to depend on those foods—not for excitement but just to feel normal.




Keeping Your Brain in Balance 

Our brains are amazing chemical systems. They are designed to keep a nice, steady balance with just the right chemical levels to keep us happy and allow us to function. We have in our brains pretty much all the chemicals we need to recover from pain, rise to a challenge, enjoy a thrill, or just feel good.

When a biochemical reaction modifies your brain chemistry, however, all sorts of problems occur. Suppose you eat a bacon cheeseburger or a nice big bag of chips. You’ve just cued your brain to release more dopamine, which is why you get that short-lived rush of pleasure.

Indulging might be fine if you did it only occasionally. But if you overdo the high-fat foods, your brain chemistry begins to change. The neurons that release, receive, and keep dopamine moving through your brain first become overloaded, then damaged. They can’t carry dopamine as efficiently as they once did. As a result, you need greater and greater quantities of dopamine to compensate for these overworked neurons.

Meanwhile, by giving yourself a big, extra jolt of those chemicals, you’ve confused your brain. Soon, instead of producing its own dopamine, slowly and steadily, it “waits” for that big chemical jolt and then produces a flood of dopamine in response. Gradually, your brain begins  to depend on that jolt from the outside. Instead of sticking to its own internal, stable rhythm, it responds to those high-fat jolts.

Now that your dopamine neurons are damaged, you need even more dopamine to feel normal than you did before. That outside jolt—the extra fat in your cheeseburger—has to get bigger and bigger and bigger. Where once a single cheeseburger could give you that dopamine rush, now you need two cheeseburgers and a double order of fries.

[image: 002]

Just as the bingeing rats found out, unrestricted access to high-fat foods creates a vicious cycle. The more you eat, the more you want. Your brain chemistry starts to need ever-higher amounts of the outside substance just to function at all.

So what happens when you eat a fat, juicy cheeseburger every day for six months and then suddenly switch to a nice lean chicken breast on a bed of romaine lettuce? Your brain chemistry is seriously disrupted. Since the cheeseburgers had been helping to flood your system with dopamine, your brain now needs more fat than the average, healthy brain just to get a normal dopamine response. So when that low-fat chicken breast doesn’t generate lots of dopamine, your brain is at a loss. It needs dopamine but it doesn’t have any—and the only way it knows how to get more is to be supplied, once again, with fat.

That’s where your cravings begin. That chicken breast might have tasted delicious, but if it doesn’t give you huge quantities of unhealthy  fat, it leaves you feeling listless, let down, and depressed. As we’ll see in Chapter 2, you start to have actual withdrawal symptoms, just like a cocaine addict, including sleep disorders, memory problems, difficulty concentrating, and a general feeling of intense discomfort.

Sooner or later, your brain will realize that it has to start making its own dopamine, and slowly production starts again. But remember how long it took the rats in that study to resume eating normally? Two whole weeks. That’s how long it takes your brain to kick back into gear.




Serotonin: Feeling Calm, Peaceful, and Positive 

The Scripps study wasn’t the only one to deal with food addictions in rats. In 2008, another study confirmed that rats can become addicted to sugar. This study showed rats manifesting responses remarkably similar to those of humans: cravings for the sweet stuff, anxiety-based withdrawal, and then a manic, increased desire to binge on sugar.

This time, though, the rats were craving not dopamine but serotonin. Serotonin is the feel-good substance that helps us feel calm, at peace, optimistic, and positive about ourselves. People with low serotonin levels feel anxious and pessimistic and suffer from low self-esteem. Low serotonin levels have been implicated in sleep problems and migraines, as well as in depression and mood disorders such as chronic anxiety and obsessive-compulsive disorder. Interestingly, heroin addicts often report powerful sugar cravings as they try to detox from their addictive substance, suggesting a strong connection between sugar and the pleasure centers that heroin stimulates.

Also interesting is the fact that when people diagnosed with depression are given meds to boost their serotonin levels, they not only cheer up but also begin to feel more optimistic about the future and express higher levels of confidence and self-esteem. Just that simple switch in brain chemistry helps them go from “I’ll never find a job; who  would want to hire me?” to “You know, there was an ad in the paper that looked interesting—I think I’ll check it out.” Or perhaps “I’m so fat and ugly, no one will want me” turns into “Actually, I’m a terrific person with a lot of great friends, and I feel hopeful that someday I’ll meet a great partner, too.” Serotonin is integrally bound up in our view of the world, our predictions for the future, and our feelings about ourselves.

Of course, as a therapist I know that psychotherapy can also change your serotonin levels. And later in this book, we’ll talk about ways that you can start to change the self-critical, negative thought patterns that might be holding you back into self-loving, positive messages. It’s striking that our brain chemistry has so much to do with whether we are able to generate these messages for ourselves or even hear and believe them from others. If your serotonin stores are low, you can hear all the compliments or good advice in the world, and you may very well feel hopeless or anxious anyway. Boosting your serotonin levels is often crucial to any other kind of psychological progress.

So how do you boost your serotonin levels? Sugar will do it—temporarily. So will starchy “sugar-rush” foods made primarily from white or processed flour, including pasta, crackers, breadsticks, and white bread. Of course, foods made with processed flour and sugar, such as cookies, cakes, doughnuts, and other baked goods, offer a kind of double-whammy. And, as with the unhealthy dopamine boosters we just looked at, the sugar high is inevitably followed by a sugar crash. After the sugar wears off, you feel worse than you did before. You have to keep eating more and more sugar just to get the same high—and eventually, just to feel normal.

Most of us are aware that sweets and starches feel comforting, but we’ve probably come to believe that’s an emotional reaction. Maybe so, but its roots are definitely physical. In a brain-scan study conducted in 2004, scientists found that just the sight and thought of ice cream stimulated the same brain pleasure centers in healthy people as pictures  of crack pipes did for drug addicts. Both eating food and thinking about it are deeply biological experiences as well as profoundly emotional ones. If we feel addicted to food, it’s because we are.




Diets Don’t Work—Tackling Addiction Does 

People aren’t stupid. Most of us know that when we feel blue, stressed, or out of control, we eat. That’s why we feel so bad about not sticking to a healthy diet. “I know this isn’t good for me,” we tell ourselves. “But I can’t control myself! What’s wrong with me? Why am I so weak?”

Well, now you know that you aren’t weak at all—you’re simply responding to your own brain chemistry. Overconsumption of high-fat or sweet and starchy foods has taught your body to stop making enough of its own dopamine or serotonin, while tolerance has caused you to need ever-greater quantities of those tempting foods just to feel normal. Take away the addictive foods too suddenly and, like a cocaine addict, you’ll go into withdrawal. And your symptoms won’t last for just a few days. They’ll go on for two weeks.

Later in this book, I’ll tell you how you can prevent withdrawal symptoms and maintain your brain chemicals so that you never have to feel deprived or uncomfortable while you are changing your diet. But I hope now you’re beginning to see why all your other diets haven’t worked so well. All those other diets relied on willpower. “If only we can be disciplined,” we tell ourselves. “If only we could stop being so lazy and so greedy!” So we South Beach, Atkins, calorie-count, and Blood Type diet our way to insanity. Do you know anyone who has sustained a no-carb diet for years? I don’t. Restrictive diets are unrealistic in the long term, and they also make us more likely to gain weight when we do eat. Animal studies have shown that if you radically restrict energy intake—as with a very low-calorie diet—the body’s cells go into “starvation mode,” trying to conserve all the energy they can.  Then, when you begin eating normally again, your metabolism goes haywire and hangs on to the calories for dear life. Your poor body thinks it’s starving and won’t give up a single ounce of fat.

So many of us have experienced this effect firsthand. Our bodies learn to conserve weight by going into storage mode. Suddenly we’re slipping into a painful downward spiral:[image: 003]



Even after you’re had some success on a particular diet—even if that diet offers you healthy choices and a sustainable number of calories—you probably found yourself slipping after a few months. Why?

Again, it’s not that you lack willpower. It’s that you never focused on feeding your brain. Without the physical and emotional support you  need, your brain is starving for the serotonin you got from carbs and sugar and desperate for the dopamine in your fatty snacks.

If your life is stressful or if you feel chronically anxious and unsafe, your serotonin levels probably have been low for a while, making you all the more vulnerable to the power of sugar and carbs. Likewise, if your life feels boring and restricted, if you chronically feel blue and lethargic, your dopamine levels have likely dropped even before you started worrying about your weight.

So what’s the solution? It’s actually simple. You need healthy, feel-good foods and satisfying life activities to balance your brain chemistry. Once your brain is fed, you won’t need sweet, starchy, high-fat foods to feel good, because you’ll be getting all the “boost” you need from other sources. Your cravings will be satisfied and your addictions will vanish. You’ll naturally be drawn to healthy foods, and your weight will automatically readjust.

 

How Diet Rehab Will Help

As part of your Diet Rehab treatment I’m going to do something that might seem a little strange at first: I’m going to start by having you eat more food. My approach to addiction is based on “gradual detox,” in which you begin by adding foods that will boost your serotonin and dopamine levels before you ever cut back on anything. It’s vital that we come from a psychological place of plenty. We need to start out knowing that there is nothing we cannot have if we really want it.

Here’s how forcing ourselves to diet cold turkey creates a weight-gain cycle: [image: 004]



If I’m treating patients who want to quit smoking, I tell them they should continue to smoke for a month after making the decision to quit. I realize that might sound odd, but I’ll explain. A habit is fully formed in twenty-eight days. So we spend twenty-eight days adding to their life before we take the smoking away. We add activities such as running, yoga, and improving relationships. We start to explore the replacement options we’ll have on hand once the smoking stops, such as the medication Zyban, which is yet another way to increase dopamine levels to counteract the effects of nicotine withdrawal. We’ll also consider nicotine replacement in the form of gums or patches.

Can you see what we’ve used that month to do? Nicotine addicts have now formed new habits that boost the same neurochemicals they have gotten from smoking. After raising these levels, then—and only then—should we remove the nicotine from their system. At that point, the smokers will hardly notice the loss, because they’ll be getting so much dopamine from so many other sources.

The same principle applies to food. Even when you perform weight loss surgery, if you don’t address patients’ brain chemistry, they’ll continue to feel miserable and deprived. They’ll still crave the foods that made them feel good—that did, actually, generate the brain chemicals  that we all need to feel good—and then, as happens to most people who have weight loss surgery, they aren’t able to stick to the recommended behavioral changes just one year after the procedure. We all have to feed our brains with the right foods and activities or we’ll never be able to be free from the addiction.

Diet Rehab will address your brain chemistry. You’ll learn how to naturally boost your serotonin and dopamine levels, creating the feelings of peace, calm, excitement, and pleasure that you used to get mainly from food. When your brain chemistry is balanced, you’ll be interested in food for pleasure, yes, but you won’t be dependent on it. It will finally return to its rightful place in your life—and your new weight will show it.

Don’t Call Domino’s!

The frustrating thing about the food culture we live in is that it’s so easy to overexpose ourselves to high-fat or high-sugar/carb foods without even realizing it. For example, in 2010, Domino’s made a change that resulted in a huge spike in sales: They changed the recipe of their pizzas to include 40 percent more cheese. Just one slice of the new version contains as much as two-thirds of a day’s maximum recommended amount of saturated fat—and how many people stop with just one slice?

Not only does saturated fat put us at risk for heart disease, but, as we just saw, it ramps up our dopamine levels and can trigger an addiction. Might that explain, at least in part, why Domino’s sales have risen sharply since the new fattier version hit the menu? Or that pizza is the world’s most popular food?






Finding Freedom from Food 

I remember the first time I helped free someone from a food addiction. My patient Michelle—a longtime sugar addict—and I had been working for weeks on creating new, healthy habits to drive out the old, addictive behaviors. For a while, as in any process of recovery, it was tough going. Michelle was a fighter—no question about that—but although she was not yet thirty, she had been through a lot: an intense battle with stomach cancer, a subtly abusive boyfriend, and a long string of dead-end jobs.

Now she was finally working in an office where her boss and colleagues appreciated her, and she was looking at programs for going back to school. For the first time in years she wasn’t dating, which she viewed as her chance to come into her own and discover who she was. She had recently joined a softball team, started cooking more often, and had just about reached her ideal weight.

One day she burst into my office, grinning from ear to ear. “You’ll never guess what happened,” she began, before I even had a chance to ask her how she was. “I was walking by my favorite bakery—and I was thinking so hard about this new project at work, and this idea I had for what they could do, and the way I was going to convince them to put me in charge, that I walked right past it! I’ve never done that before! I didn’t even notice. I even told myself that I could go back, if I wanted to, and get myself a doughnut—I’ve been pretty on target lately, and it was time for a treat—but you know what? I just didn’t feel like it. Dr. Mike, I can’t believe it! I never thought I just wouldn’t feel like eating sugar!” Michelle was describing freedom from addiction, and for her it was a beautiful feeling.

Are you wondering whether that could ever be you? Don’t worry—I promise you that it can. If you’re eager to get started, turn to page 231 and begin your 28-day Diet Rehab. But I’d love for you to read through the next few chapters, because the more fully you understand what is going on in your brain and body, the better choices you’ll be able to make and the more motivated you’ll be to carry them out.




End of sample
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« lice of cheesecake.

* 1 piece of cake

1 cup rozen yogurt

* Lcupice cream

12 ounces soda

12 ounces diet soca

+ 12 ounces tonic water

« 1 smalliced sugary coffee beverage

* 12 ounces fut juice

« 2 small cookies

« Smal candy bar

« Small milk chocolate bar

+6 pieces oflcorice

2 tablespoons ful-fat salad dressing,
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What | learned about myself this week w:

What I think | need more of in my life is:

The thing I'm most proud of myself this week is:
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ITFALL FOODS IN DISGUISE

protein orenergy bars with ess than 15 grams of prtein
~breakfas,fber, or granola bars with les than 5 grams of fber
* dar chocolae with less than 70% cocao

+ wheat bead with less than 3 grams of fiber per serving
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stressful environment —»- anxious thoughts —» lower serotonin

levels —> more anxious thoughts —» fearful_actions —

G rinforcing stress —> even lower serotonin levels—» more

anxious thoughts
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What | learned about myself this week was:

What | think | need more of in my life is:
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recent or long-term life stress or family situation —» low levels
of serotonin and dopamine — feeling powerless, overwhelmed,

and out of ontrol —» fower levels of serotonin and doparmine—

(- fecling even more powerless, overwhelmed, and out of contl
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SEROTONIN BOOSTER SNACKS. SEROTONIN BOOSTER MEALS

*1.up cottage cheese with ¥4 cup berries | + Whole-wheat pasta, marinara sauce

2 squares of dark chocolae and herbal | with broccol, ¥ cup berries with stevia
tea « Turkey on whole-wheat bread with light

« Whole-wheat tortila with hummus and |~ Swis cheese, 1 apple, white tea
1 apple, sparking water « Large beet and leafy green saad with

« Carrotand beet uiceand ightsting | low-fat Halian cressing with griled
cheese salmon, 1 whole-wheat ol decaf coffee

+ Banana, 1 cup plain Greek yogurt, 14 cup cooked brown rice, giled mahi-
favored tea mahi,sautée ed and yellow peppers,

« Carots and hummus, sparking water | ¥ cup blueberries, and 1 cup plin

« Whole-wheat English muffn with Greek yogurt
fat-fee cream cheese, hot water with | « Griled chicken stips over lafy greens,
lemon Y cup lowfat cheddar cheese, sasa, 1

piece of whole-wheat toast
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change —» 1o action, or only reckless action —» more restrictions.
in your lfe—» even lower dopamine levels— more despairing

thoughts
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* 2 tablespoons full-fat mayonnaise

+2 tablespoons tartar sauce.

* 1 tablespoon butter, margarine, or il (except olive oi)

» 2 tablespoons sugar
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booster  activities —» positive consequences —»- booster
thoughts —more serotonin — more self-confidence, optimism,

and peace —» more_energy for more booster activities —

G positive consequences —» more booster thoughts —» more

serotonin





