






Eating Mindfully



How To End Mindless Eating & Enjoy A Balanced Relationship With Food





	Eating Mindfully

	How To End Mindless Eating & Enjoy A Balanced Relationship With Food

	Susan Albers, Psy.D.

	New Harbinger Publications, Inc.





	Publisher’s Note

	This publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information in regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold with the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering psychological, financial, legal, or other professional services. If expert assistance or counseling is needed, the services of a competent professional should be sought.

	Distributed in Canada by Raincoast Books

	Copyright © 2003 by Susan Albers

	New Harbinger Publications, Inc.

	5674 Shattuck Avenue

	Oakland, CA 94609

	Cover design by Amy Shoup

	Edited by Kayla Sussell

	Text design by Tracy Marie Carlson

	ISBN-10: 1-57224-350-3

	ISBN-13: 978-1-57224-350-7

	ISBN-13: 978-1-60882-422-9 Epub

	All Rights Reserved

	Printed in the United States of America

	New Harbinger Publications’ website address: www.newharbinger.com





	Author's Note

	Shortly after I began working as a therapist, I became mindful of the enormous amount of suffering that hunger, weight, and eating issues cause. This book is my attempt to help prevent further suffering and to provide comfort to those already touched by it. For this reason, I dedicate this book to all those who are struggling to overcome mindless eating.
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	Introduction

	How common and effortless it is to eat in an uncontrolled, unaware, mindless manner. If you’ve ever continued to snack when you were full, cut calories despite being hungry, or used guilt to guide your eating, you’ve experienced mindless eating firsthand. Let’s face it. Deciding what to eat is not an easy task. It’s so tricky that in the United States eating concerns and weight obsessions have reached epidemic proportions, with serious health consequences for a large part of the population.

	What turns an everyday activity like eating into such an overwhelming process? The answer to that question is, of course, a complex one. Throughout the book, we will return to that question with some answers. But the bottom line is this: To make smart, healthy eating choices, your body and mind work together to send you essential clues about what you need and want to eat. These clues give you information about “how much” and “what” to eat. The sensations and emotions that signal when you’re full, famished, or just wanting to eat something rich and delicious are a complex combination of bodily and emotional feelings. If you are attentive and responsive to these cues, your eating will be healthy, in control, and well regulated.

	Dieting and disliking your body are incredibly detrimental to your emotional, mental, and physical well-being. They inhibit your ability to accurately decode your body’s messages and feedback. The dieting mindset is akin to taking a knife and cutting the connection that is your body’s only line of communication with your head. The dieting mindset can skew your knowledge of healthy eating so badly that you have no idea of what to eat. Mindless eating is then manifested in two ways. You can either “obsess” or “ignore” internal feedback from both your body and mind, rather than responding thoughtfully to your hunger and to your concern about your health.

	In this book, you will learn how mindlessness unknowingly corrupts the way you eat a meal, and how it manifests in a variety of eating problems. You will gain insight into why mindfulness, which is, of course, the opposite of mindlessness, can provide you with valuable skills to control the way you eat.

	What Is Mindful Eating?

	Among many other things, mindful eating includes feeling the saltiness of each potato chip on your fingers as you pick it up, and then the taste of salt when you put the chip on your tongue. It’s being aware of and listening to the loud crunch of each bite, and the noise that chewing makes in your head.

	When you are eating mindfully, as you eat the chips, you take note of the rough texture against your tongue, and the pressure of your teeth grinding together. You feel your saliva moistening the chips and filling the back of your throat, as the chewed food slides down. Mindful eating is feeling the food in your stomach, and experiencing pleasure from eating it. When you are watchful, you notice how your stomach expands and feels fuller while you are eating. You experience each bite from start to finish. You slow down every aspect of the eating process to be fully aware of its different parts, and to feel connected to it.

	This is only one small example of mindful eating. Many others are included throughout the book. The main message to keep in mind while you read the chapters is that the key to changing the way you eat is not to develop discipline over your fork, but to master control of your mind. You can do this by studying and understanding your thinking patterns, emotional moods, and various appetites, instead of allowing your old, habitual thoughts and the desire to eat mindlessly be in control.

	The goal of eating mindfully is to know the ins and outs of your hunger. You do this by becoming very well acquainted with every aspect of your body and mind’s intricate reactions to food and to the process of eating. The exercises in this book are designed to help you develop tools for knowing how to feed yourself in a controlled manner. They provide strategies for developing a mindful eating stance from which you do not judge yourself or try to change your urge to eat. Instead, you are present and aware of your appetite in-the-moment. Eating with a clear head will help you to prevent yourself from overeating, undereating healthy foods, and consuming unwanted foods.

	What Causes Eating Issues?

	Mindless eating is not the underlying cause of eating problems. Instead, it is the result of a variety of other complex body and mind issues. Mindless eating is often the surface level, or a visible sign that another problem needs to be addressed. For example, low-self esteem, body image problems, sluggish metabolism, the absence of control and balance, the social and cultural value of thinness, and overeating caused by emotional problems all contribute to mindless eating and to mindless “dieting.”

	In cases of severely problematic eating, issues arise from a complex combination of biological factors (sensitivity/temperament, low levels of serotonin); mood disorders (depression, anxiety, obsessive compulsive disorder); psychological factors (perfectionism; other personality characteristics); early traumatic experiences (sexual abuse, divorce, death); family factors (control issues, feeling smothered or abandoned, overt conflict); social factors (relationships, athletic environment, peer group pressure); and media influences (appearance-obsessed culture, airbrushed models).

	This book is intended to help you address the variety of factors that contribute to your mindless eating, and to aid you in finding strategies for controlling it. It will also help you heal the underlying factors that cause you to overeat or undereat mindlessly. How do your food issues compare to other people’s concerns? When do you know that your eating is an actual “issue”? Do you need to seek additional guidance from a professional? These are pertinent questions. If you’ve asked yourself any of these questions, you are to be congratulated: You are really in touch with yourself and concerned about your own health and happiness.

	You can use this book to assess the intensity of your eating issues. As you read, simply be aware of your reactions. If you diligently digest the contents of the book and find that the exercises really don’t work for you, that is useful information. Or you may notice that your behavior seems very similar to the signs discussed. If you don’t match the examples, or your actions are much more intense, hold that observation in your awareness. It may be an indication that you could use more personalized professional help. When addressing any kind of problem, people, typically, are at different stages of readiness to adapt their behavior. You may be completely ready to make some changes in your life, or you might need some personalized help with the assistance of a professional just to start the change process.

	How to Use This Book

	If you think that you engage in mindless eating, or if you describe yourself as a chronic dieter, chaotic eater, or as someone who habitually overeats or undereats, keep on reading, even though you may not see yourself immediately in the examples. You may find it helpful to read through the entire book before attempting any of the exercises. Remember that some exercises may be more appropriate or work better for you than others.

	If you believe you are facing more problematic eating patterns, or feel you have a more serious eating disorder, this book can be an excellent resource for you, too. It is not a cheap form of therapy nor is it a substitute for professional counseling. However, it can be a valuable adjunct to ongoing treatment. Bring it to a therapist who works with eating disorders and is highly recommended, and/or to a medical professional, and discuss the exercises. Talk about which exercises work for you and which do not. Working together with a professional, you may be able to counter the factors that are standing in your way.

	Often, people believe that they should be able “to do it on their own.” Somehow, seeking help signifies failure or is seen as a sign of weakness. I cannot emphasize the contrary view enough. I admire the strength and courage it takes to seek assistance. It means you care about yourself, and it is a sign that you believe there is something inside of you worth nurturing and protecting. Seeking help indicates that you want to live the fullest life possible, and you are willing to take another human being into your confidence to ensure your life will be a happy one. This is a mindful stance, one that is nonjudgmental, open, and receptive to all experience. This is the stance that this book will encourage you to adopt, and, hopefully, it will provide many tools for you to do just that.





	The Four Foundations of Mindfulness

	The four foundations of mindfulness are an important aspect of Buddha’s teachings. As a young adult, Buddha discovered that mastering mindful eating was essential to his spiritual growth. He had been born into a royal family and, when he was a child, he always ate the most succulent and richest foods that India could offer. He grew plump from all of the feasts he consumed. As a young man, he discovered that all the pleasures he enjoyed at the court could not ensure happiness or protect against sadness. So, when he left his royal life to seek enlightenment and a cure for suffering, he tried fasting. He discovered that fasting or severely restricting his food consumption made him weak, ill, unable to concentrate, and brought him no closer to solving the enigma of suffering. What did the Buddha learn from his days of feasting and famine? He learned that both too much and too little food are detrimental to health and well-being. Control, balance, and understanding the unique needs of your body are essential for a happy, healthy life.

	Eating mindfully is not about being more vigilant in your food choices. Nor is it just about diligently watching your calories. That’s considered dieting, an approach to eating that is not advocated in this book. Eating mindfully is more complex. It uses the “four foundations of mindfulness” as guides for attending to mind and body signals before, during, and after each meal and snack. Eating mindfully urges you to investigate and become fully aware of your body’s appetites, and feelings, and constantly changing mental states during every interaction you have with food. When you eat mindfully, essentially, you bring all of the unconscious, buried forces that dictate how you eat to the surface so your mind can examine them, and you can begin to change them.

	What Is Hunger?

	Hunger is a biological urge satisfied by the complex interactions between your physiological responses to food, your emotions before, during, and after eating, and your thoughts about your body and self, all in conjunction with your constantly evolving moods and desires and nutrient needs. Having to cope with so many ever-changing variables is one reason you eat so inconsistently.

	For example, when sad or bored, you are more likely to eat a lot of pleasurable, filling foods. If you’re hungry, but you feel embarrassed and shameful about your body, you may choose to ignore your body’s needs, even to starve yourself. Mastering the elements of mindful eating requires you to cultivate a deeper, richer awareness of yourself and your eating habits.

	This book is divided into four parts. Each part explores in detail one of the four foundations of mindful eating and provides exercises for adapting and changing that foundation’s impact on your eating. When these four foundations remain unconscious, they have an inordinate amount of power and control over the way you feed yourself.

	The four foundations are outlined by the Buddha in the Satipatthana Sutta, the Great Discourse on the Four Foundations of Mindfulness. The Skill Builders are contemporary ideas tailored to help mindless eaters create a contemplative awareness of the four foundations, as they relate to food. These categories aptly draw attention to aspects of the Self that have been damaged my mindless dieting.

	The four foundations of mindful eating are as follows:

	
	Mindfulness of Mind: This includes becoming aware of the many aspects of your mind—your actual thoughts (which may be present as conscious words or images), your memories, and your unconscious (or subconscious) desires and fears. It is essentially the state of your consciousness and your level of attention. At different times, your mind can be distracted, restless, sleepy, clinging to the past, zoned-out, obsessed, scattered, vigilant, or guarded, among many other ways of being. These states are transient, changing from moment to moment, but all the while they create a backdrop for how much you understand, and filtering the way you see the world.

		Mindfulness of Body: This includes becoming mindful of as many bodily processes as you can bring into your awareness, i.e., what does hunger feel like? It includes experiencing how food feels in your throat, and the sensation of swallowing it. It includes noting how your body reacts to digesting food, and your stomach’s and mind’s response when the digestive process is completed. It’s acknowledging that your breath, movements, sensations, and postures are powered by food.

		Mindfulness of Thoughts: As stated above, thoughts can arise as words or images. They can be like subliminal audiotapes that your mind plays over and over, without your conscious awareness that they are playing. When you are mindful of your thoughts, negative thoughts will lose their power over you.

		Mindfulness of Feelings: Just as your thoughts are a part of your mind, so, too, your emotions are a part of your body. The body feels emotions or sensations and transmits the information about what it feels to the brain. Different people feel the same emotion in different ways and in different parts of the body. For example, some people feel sadness as a hole in the belly. They overeat to fill the perceived “hole.” To others sadness feels as if their hearts are being squeezed. Some people feel anger as a kind of electrical current coursing through their bodies, while to others anger feels like heat radiating from the chest.



	When you practice eating mindfully, you become more aware of how and what you are thinking and how and what you are feeling. Your thoughts and feelings, particularly your feelings about your body, are key players in how and what you eat. The more aware you become of your thoughts and feelings in regard to food issues, the more you will be able to eat mindfully.

	Mindfulness of the Mind

	It’s difficult for me to know when I “should” or “need” to eat. So many things sway my eating habits. At work, I eat snacks my coworkers bring in just because the food is there and I don’t want to be rude. At other times, I don’t reach for a second helping because I’m wondering if other people are secretly snickering about my weight. I’ve learned to step back and really ask myself, “Am I hungry at this moment?” I am attentive and observe what is encouraging or stopping me from eating in that moment.

	—Emily

	Your state of mind is constantly in flux. The desire to eat is a “transient” state of mind that changes rapidly minute by minute. Mindfulness of your mind teaches you to watch and observe the fluidity of your thoughts, emotions, and most importantly your hunger. Rather than immediately reacting to where your mind is in the present moment, you step back from yourself and evaluate whether you are really hungry or not, and examine the social factors and states of mind that affect your decisions about whether to eat or not, and what to eat.

	Mindfulness of the Body

	My body clearly tells me when I’m hungry and full. If my stomach is grumbling, it’s my body’s way of saying I am hungry, and I know I’ve waited too long to eat. If I overeat, my body complains that it feels sluggish, bloated, and uncomfortable. I listen carefully and respond to my body’s requests the first time it asks. I pay attention to what makes my body feel content and energized. Doing that pretty reliably lets me know what I would like to eat.

	—Molly

	Body mindfulness is attending to every aspect of your inner and outer body. For example, it means paying attention to the way you move, the way you see and touch food, and it means paying attention to vital aspects that you can’t see, and often take for granted, like breathing. Body mindfulness encourages appreciating your body’s many critical functions, and listening to both your brain and body, which are constantly sending signals to each other, and emitting important physiological feedback about being hungry or full, energy level, feeling states, and nutrient needs. Meditation, breathing exercises, and relaxation are ways to help you understand and translate your body’s signals.

	Mindfulness of Thoughts

	I am most critical of myself inside my head. I might be smiling as I take a second muffin, but my head is saying, “You can’t eat that, you’re already too fat.” When I am mindful of my thoughts, I examine them more closely to see which beliefs are realistic and which ones are just created out of irrational thoughts, judgments, and feeling insecure about how I look.

	—Heidi

	Like emotions, the desire to eat, food cravings, hunger, and fullness are heavily affected by your thoughts. It is likely that you have a silent dialogue going on in your head that mediates your interactions with food, a voice that says “Eat that” or “Don’t eat that” and gives you several reasons why. Thoughts that dictate eating patterns are sometimes clear. At other times they can be subtle, even subconscious. Mindless eaters are particularly affected by their own evaluative, critical, unforgiving, harsh thoughts.

	A mindful eater pays attention to and is diligently aware of the deliberations that affect appetite. Raising your awareness of your internal stream of thoughts brings your internal voice that dictates eating behavior into view. Mindfulness of thoughts illuminates how your brain filters incoming information and translates thoughts like, “I am good for not eating that” or “I’m bad” or “I’m fat” into the language of behavior.

	Mindfulness of Feelings

	I often find myself seeking “comfort” foods that deceptively take away my stress almost immediately. When I am mindful, I opt instead to meditate on what prompted me to seek the comfort in the first place. I acknowledge that a candy bar will make me feel good now, but I also consider how my mood will shift into guilt mode later. I don’t allow my feelings to be in complete charge of what I eat.

	—Andrew

	Food and feelings are tightly interwoven. In the classic chicken-and-egg manner, eating leads to feelings (pleasure, satiation, comfort) and feelings (boredom, stress, pain, loneliness) often instigate or stop eating. Emotions like shame, sadness, feeling overwhelmed or out of control are notorious for skewing healthy eating. For this reason, understanding the relationship between your moods and your appetite is essential for gaining control.





	Mindfulness in Everyday Life

	Mindfulness is a way of thinking and being in the world that is many centuries old, and has been adopted from Buddhist practices of meditation. The goal of mindfulness is to participate in the present moment in a state of complete awareness of your behaviors, bodily sensations, and experience. It’s a “Be here right now” approach to living. A Be-Here-Right-Now stance means you appreciate who you are right now, and stop pining for what you don’t have in the present moment. How many times have you wished for or dreamed about having a slimmer body and at the same time forgot to appreciate and live within the body you have?

	When you are in a mindful state, you do not judge yourself or try to change who you are. Instead, you simply become more “aware” of yourself and how you interface with the world. A mindful state accepts experience, whether it feels good or bad, as it is in the moment it happens. Why is being mindful so important? Because it is the act of refusing to let the only guaranteed moments of your life slip away.

	So often, we shift into an “autopilot” way of being. When you are on autopilot, you react and behave automatically and without conscious thought. The most common examples of behaving in a mindless, autopilot way take place while driving or reading. You suddenly “wake up” and realize that you’re driving to work instead of home. You completely missed your exit. Or, you have no memory of what you read in the last three pages. These are serious red flags indicating the presence of mindlessness.

	Why is acting in a mindless way a bad thing? Because the behaviors and thoughts that slip out of your awareness are bound to continue. Aspects of yourself that you don’t like and are unhealthy will persist without you even knowing it.

	If you have mindless eating habits, they are going to remain exactly as they are, unless you become aware of every subtle nuance of the issue. However, when they are in your consciousness, you can think of creative options to change them. Becoming aware is the first step to being in control. Awareness allows you to consider the full range of healthy options that are available to you.

	At this very moment, while you are reading, you are being mindful. To read and understand the chapters, you have to shift out of autopilot and attend to the words on the page. Perhaps you are feeling the weight and texture of this book in your hand. Perhaps you are noticing and thinking about your reactions as you read. This is how easy it can be to be mindful.

	How Mindfulness Heals

	The term “mindfulness” came into use in the sixth century during the Buddha’s lifetime. When Buddhism spread across Asia and adapted to the customs and needs of many different countries, the practice of mindfulness remained a core concept. The continued use and popularity of mindfulness practices today attest to their timelessness and to the value of its healing power. Mindfulness is a tool that works to prevent physical illness and disease and promotes rehabilitation and healing, as well as being a treatment for mental health problems.

	The Mind-Body Connection

	Today, in the West, the mind-body connection has been well documented and extensively researched. It is no secret that healing and treating the mind is as important as nursing the body to health. Mindfulness is currently used in conjunction with medical treatments for illnesses such as cancer, AIDS, anxiety, stress, depression, as well as for chronic pain and sleep problems.

	The biological underpinnings are simple. When struggling with an illness, your body’s defense system uses all of its resources to target the problem. When you feel pain, either emotional or physical, your natural tendency is to fight against your distress. However, denying and resisting aches and pains raises your stress level and uses energy resources that could be used instead to heal the origin of the illness.

	Instead of fighting the pain, mindfulness treatments teach you how to be aware of painful sensations and to manage them one moment at a time. For example, suppose you are suffering from back pain. Instead of being angry or irritated by it, you can observe the source, watch it, and target the painful areas with specific relaxation exercises. You don’t ruminate on what your life was like without the pain or how you are going to manage it every single day in the future. You dedicate yourself to coping with the hurting moment by moment.

	Healing Your Mind

	When you are stressed and emotionally in pain, your body’s natural immunity decreases. If you are stressed out about your weight or your out-of-control eating, you may spend more of your time reacting to and dwelling on the painfulness of your problem rather than dealing with it directly. However, resisting all traces of suffering will further limit your ability to overcome stress.

	There is wisdom to be learned from suffering. Emotional pain can help you grow by opening your eyes to what you don’t like and what you want to be different. Insight is one of the most valuable gifts that mindfulness can offer. When you focus on the here and now, free of distraction, you are empowered to make decisions and free to explore new paths to happiness.

	Psychotherapists have begun to realize the benefits and healing power of mindfulness. Mindfulness training is now used to treat depression, personality disorders, drug, alcohol, and sexual addictions, and stress among many other things (Alexander 1997; Hayes et al. 1999; Kabat-Zinn 1990; Linehan 1993; Thich Nhat Hanh 1990; Zindel et al 2001).

	A mindful perspective suggests that healing begins by acknowledging and compassionately accepting that something in your life is causing you suffering. Instead of getting angry and irritated about your emotional pain or trying to rid yourself of mental stress, you learn to redirect the influence that pain and stress have over your life. This stance has helped people get through extraordinarily painful conditions, like chronic illnesses, that at first seemed to be overwhelming and beyond control.

	There is a notable overlap between mindfulness and cognitive behavior skills. For years, therapists acknowledged cognitive behavioral therapy (interventions that target distorted behavior and thought patterns) as one of the most successful forms of therapy for treating certain eating problems. Recently, therapists have begun to understand the usefulness of mindfulness for developing disciplined, controlled eating patterns (Marcus and McCabe 2002; Wiser and Telch 1999). These researchers and clinicians borrow from Buddhist methods of meditation and mindfulness and skillfully weave them together with their own psychological language and complex treatments.

	The approach used in this book is unique, because it outlines a variety of easy-to-understand Buddhist mindfulness techniques that can help you to change and heal yourself. This approach is grounded in the four foundations of mindfulness that were discussed above: mindfulness of mind, mindfulness of body, mindfulness of thoughts, and mindfulness of feelings.





	What Kind of Mindless Eater Are You?

	This book is for all those who have issues with their weight or who feel unable to control what they eat—that is, all those who eat mindlessly. The following broad categories describe four types of mindless eaters: the chronic mindless dieter; the mindless undereater; the mindless overeater; and the mindless chaotic eater.

	Many people have dealt with some version of generalized mindless eating at various times in their lives. It might have been during childhood, in high school, in the midst of a relationship, or after having a baby. In this book, these people are referred to as the “chronic mindless dieter.”

	The other types of mindless eaters often face more difficult and hard to solve issues than the chronic mindless dieter does. Overeating, undereating, chronic eating problems, or eating disorders are often accompanied by other psychological problems, which require a high level of consciousness and dedication to change and/or transform.

	If the characteristics discussed in the following sections seem familiar to you, it is likely that you are experiencing some form of an eating issue. It should be emphasized, however, that everyone is unique. People may demonstrate similarities in their eating habits, but the specific characteristics and expressions of mindless eating are shaped by your life experiences, culture, and family. Therefore, you need not identify with every characteristic listed. What is more likely is that you will identify with some aspects of each type of mindless eating.

	The Chronic Mindless Dieter

	After her first baby was born, Alex gained fifteen pounds. She religiously tried each new fad diet that came along, and hunted for new dieting tricks to “get skinny.” In the two years after the baby’s birth, she bought no new clothes. She wanted to wait until she had shed ten pounds and could fit into a smaller size. She dreamed about having a flat stomach and wearing a sexy, little black dress. She was no stranger to eradicating sugar, fat, and carbohydrates from her diet. Sometimes she even fasted. On one “miracle diet,” she ate nothing but cabbage soup and lost a few pounds, but she was unable to maintain the weight loss.

	The worst aspect of these diets was that they were completely unrealistic in terms of her lifestyle. When she reduced her carbohydrate intake, she could not bring a quick sandwich for her lunch. Furthermore, she found she couldn’t live without pasta and bagels. If she took the fat-free approach, she ate more food and felt less satisfied. She also had difficulty finding food that wasn’t filled with sugar to cover the taste of fat-free food.

	No diets made sense and she was always “falling off the wagon.” When she jumped back on, other people complained that they couldn’t invite her to their homes because they never knew what food would be appropriate to serve to her. Moreover, her conversation was obsessive and boring. She constantly criticized herself when she “cheated” on her diet.

	Characteristics of the Chronic Mindless Dieter

	Mind

	
	Vigilant about food intake, scrutinizes food labels

		Categorizes food as “good” or “bad”

		Makes food choices based on hoped-for weight loss, rather than on health

		Eats a lot before starting a diet, and believes the diet will last only for a short period of time



	Body

	
	Engages in yo-yo dieting, leading to constant body weight increase and decrease, which in the long run is very unhealthy

		Is perpetually dieting, and tries out all the new weight-loss gimmicks

		Fasts and cuts back food intake to unhealthy levels

		Doesn’t listen to her/his body’s desires



	Thoughts

	
	Knows a lot of information about calories, food portions, and diet tricks

		Ignores nutrient needs

		Believes she/he has an “ideal” weight to achieve

		Talks and thinks about food frequently

		Thinks more about the caloric value of food than the experience or joy of eating



	Feelings

	
	Feels fat, disapproves of, and/or is disgusted with her or his own body.

		Experiences mood fluctuations based on eating behavior

		Experiences guilt when she/he “breaks the diet”

		Examines other people’s bodies; frequently checks mirrors

		Feels as if she/he “cheated” when she/he eats something that is not part of her/ his diet

		Has difficulty accepting the shape of her or his own body and wishes for someone else’s



	The Mindless Undereater

	Fiona’s eating issues began in the seventh grade. As the first girl in her class to reach puberty, she endured extensive teasing about her breasts and rapidly changing body. She wore baggy clothes to avoid others’ comments, and to focus attention away from her curvy shape.

	As a young adult, Fiona obsessed about eating. She refused to put milk in her coffee if it wasn’t fat-free, and she used artificial sweeteners in her cereal to avoid the ten extra calories in real sugar. Eating a handful of chips could send her spiraling into a whirlwind of guilt for the rest of the day. Because she believed that other people evaluated and judged what she ate, she found it particularly painful to eat in front of others. Her friends and relatives constantly nagged her that she looked “too thin.” They even acted like “food police,” and told her what to eat. Regardless of what everyone said about how “painfully” thin she was, she continued to feel fat and did not enjoy eating.

	Characteristics of the Mindless Undereater

	Mind

	
	Restricts food intake or eliminates entire food groups such as all red meats, cheese, or wheat products

		Engages in food rituals or has strict, repetitive, habits for eating. For example, eats only frozen meals, or eating at the same time every day

		Has a strong desire for perfection



	Body

	
	Experiences a significant drop in body weight

		Has a slow metabolism (her/his body burns food very slowly)

		Experiences a variety of physical consequences such as a decrease in heart rate and body temperature, loss of menstrual cycle, etc.

		Is drowsy most of the time; has difficulty concentrating; has low energy



	Thoughts

	
	Preoccupied with appearance

		Feels fat or has a negative body image, in spite of others’ statements that she/he is not overweight

		Determines self-worth by weight

		Engages in inflexible and extreme either-or, black-or-white thinking

		Makes constant critical judgments about weight and self



	Feelings

	
	Feels fat, disapproves of, and/or is disgusted with her/his body

		Experiences intense mood fluctuations based on eating behavior

		Experiences guilt when she/he “breaks the diet”

		Examines other people’s bodies; frequently checks mirrors

		Feels as if she/he “cheated” when she/he eats something that is not part of her/his diet

		Has difficulty accepting the shape of her or his own body and wishes for someone else’s



	The Mindless Overeater

	Jessie described herself as a “chubby” kid. Other children on the block nicknamed her “Chunk.” In her home, food was an extremely complicated issue. Her father, a Holocaust survivor who had experienced the effects of forced starvation, encouraged her to eat as much as possible. Her Italian mother’s expression of love was to prepare frequent, large, elaborate meals. In general, the family sat around the dinner table in silence. They ate much more than they talked.

	As an adult, Jessie was constantly trying to eat “normally.” She described her hunger as “ravenous” and “insatiable.” She hoarded cakes, bags of cookies, bagels, and ice cream. She promised herself to eat these foods only for desserts or snacks. But, she could eat an entire cake in one night, without batting an eye, and she often did just that. Eating one cookie was dangerous, because she felt unable to stop until she finished the entire bag. Her eating was “good,” unless she had a difficult day at work. If she had a difficult day at work, a late night binge helped her to feel better and not dwell on her feelings of inadequacy. Of course, following the binge, she would feel terribly guilty about all of her overeating.

	Characteristics of the Mindless Overeater

	Mind

	
	Knows that her/his eating is out of control

		Believes that she/he is unable to stop eating

		Experiences intense food cravings



	Body

	
	Eats more than “average” during a set period of time

		Eats, chews, and swallows very rapidly; increases or shifts in weight frequently

		Has high blood pressure, fatigue, trouble breathing, high cholesterol level, etc.



	Thoughts

	
	Is cognizant of fullness, but continues eating anyway; avoids scales or discussions of weight or weight loss

		Believes that weight is tied to success and failure

		Engages in supercritical thinking about self and weight



	Feelings

	
	Feels distress over bingeing behavior

		Feels embarrassment that leads to eating small amounts of food when in public, but large amounts when alone

		Feels like a social outcast because of overweight



	The Mindless Chaotic Eater

	Sam first recognized the severity of his mindless eating patterns when confronted by his roommate, Jim. Jim discovered that Sam stole his food and binged on his stock of candy bars whenever Jim left the apartment. To hide his thefts, Sam would run to the candy store to replace the stolen items. He hoped his roommate wouldn’t notice the thefts, until he was caught.

	As Sam gobbled up the candy bars, he knew he should stop, but he just kept shoving candy bars into his mouth. After eating an entire box of candy, Sam always felt awful. He ended his binges by making himself throw up or by exercising intensely.

	He was afraid to get into a relationship for fear his partner would discover his eating problems. In his last relationship, his partner frequently became angry and tried to make him stop eating so chaotically. Sam ended the relationship because he had lost the ability to know which foods or people were good or bad for him.

	Characteristics of the Mindless Chaotic Eater

	Mind

	
	Purchases large amounts of food that are eaten secretively

		Overeats, then purges (vomiting, over-exercising, laxatives, diuretics)



	Body

	
	Experiences extreme fluctuations in weight

		Purges food: pays lengthy visits to the bathroom after eating excessive quantities of food

		Exercises excessively; purchases large quantities of food, diuretic drugs, diet pills

		Has unusual swelling around jaws

		Experiences negative body reactions, such as gastrointestinal problems, bloating, gas, headaches, sore throats



	Thoughts

	
	Thinks about self very critically and negatively

		Experiences self-worth as determined by weight

		Engages in rigid thinking



	Feelings

	
	Experiences intense mood swings

		Fears being or becoming fat

		Doesn’t cope well with stress and anxiety



	These categories provide a general sense, but not an exhaustive list, of mindless eating types. These are not diagnoses or labels, but ways to help create a simple summary of your eating tendencies. Also, the categories point you toward those aspects of mindfulness that most need your attention.

	Mindless dieters often seek strategies to transform their long-term relationship to food and to their body shapes. Undereaters often pay special attention to learning nonjudgmental self-acceptance skills, compassionate thoughts, and the impact of food on their ability to feel joy. Overeaters and chaotic eaters tend to gain valuable insights when they demystify the emotions that are fueling their eating. Overeaters and chaotic eaters often gravitate toward learning control skills and emotional stability.
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