Introduction
This book is not about the time everyone left the
birthday party and I immediately inhaled all the leftover chocolate cake. It is not about the time I sat on
the couch with a carton of ice cream, watching crappy
television while mindlessly shoveling spoonfuls into
my mouth. And it is definitely not about the time I
banned carbohydrates from my life, only to polish off
an entire loaf of sourdough the following day.
All of those things did happen, but thatʼs not what this
book is about. This book is about what I did to make
those things stop happening.
When I decided I wanted to end my pattern of emotional overeating, I had no trouble finding suggestions
for how to do it. I heard everything from “donʼt run
away from your feelings” to “accept your body as it is”
to “just stop.” Not necessarily terrible advice, and yet
not very useful either.
The problem, I found, was that so many recommendations for overcoming emotional overeating are extremely vague. You canʼt give people the assignment
to “stop fighting with food,” send them on their way,
and then expect change to happen. At least, that
wouldnʼt have worked for me. I needed concrete
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ideas, explicit strategies, and actual exercises to
practice. I needed something to do instead of just advice on how to be.
This book is a compilation of the “doings” that got me
to my current place of “being.” Itʼs a collection of tools
that I used – and continue to use – to make my relationship with food a more balanced one and my relationship with my body a healthier one. The tips and
strategies in this book have been instrumental in ending my struggle with my weight and in helping me find
the middle ground between dieting like crazy and
overeating like crazy.
If youʼre struggling to find that middle ground too, this
book can help by making the process a little less
vague and a lot more concrete. It can help turn an
overwhelming situation into a manageable one. It isnʼt
a cure-all, and there may be some suggestions that
just donʼt work for you. But the only way youʼll know
for sure is by trying.
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6. Honor Hunger and Fullness
Have you ever felt hungry for lunch at 11:00 a.m., but
held off because it just felt “too early?” Have you ever
eaten six bites past feeling full, for the sole purpose of
cleaning your plate? I’m guessing most of us have.
The problem with eating by these kinds of external
cues – the clock, the amount of food on our plates, a
dieting plan, etc. – is that it goes against our bodies’
natural instincts. We’re ignoring our internal hunger
and fullness signals in favor of conforming to an outside norm that we learned in a book or on television
or from our peers. But the truth is that our bodies
know when and how much we should eat better than
anyone else.
Eventually I realized that if I wanted to stop overeating, I needed to stop living at the extremes when it
came to my eating habits. I needed to stop letting myself get so overwhelmingly hungry that I couldn’t think
straight, or feeling so uncomfortably full that I felt anxious. My overeating was fueled by a distrust for my
body’s natural rhythms, so breaking my bad habits
required tuning in to what my body was telling me it
needed.
I did this by rating my hunger and fullness using the
following scale:
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1 – Starving
2 – Very hungry
3 – Hungry
4 – Slightly hungry
5 – Neutral (neither hungry nor full)
6 – Slightly full
7 – Full
8 – Slightly uncomfortable
9 – Uncomfortable
10 – Stuffed
I aimed to begin eating when I reached a 3 on the
scale, and stopped eating when I reached a 6–7. Of
course I didn’t always hit these targets perfectly, but
that wasn’t the point. The point was to reconnect with
my body’s natural hunger and fullness cues, which
had become blurry after years of dieting and bingeing.
The point was to stop living my life in the extreme
states of either starving or devouring, to stop constantly feeling either empty or stuffed. Learning to
honor my hunger and fullness helped me to achieve a
much better balance.
*For more information on hunger and fullness, see the
Resources page.
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8. Eat Mindfully
Have you ever found yourself munching on chips or
pretzels while relaxing in front of the television, only to
realize you’ve gone through the entire bag without
really tasting a thing? I’ve been there.
Of course it makes sense; our bodies are eating but
our minds are focused elsewhere – on the television,
on the computer, on tomorrow’s looming deadline.
When we eat with our bodies but not with our minds,
we often overeat because we miss the sensations of
fullness, because the food hasn’t truly satisfied us.
What does it mean, then, to eat mindfully? It means
slowing down and paying attention to the meal in front
of us. It means remaining present. It means noticing
all of the food’s characteristics – taste, texture, temperature. It means cultivating an awareness of the
environment in which we eat, the literal and metaphorical background of the experience. It means taking eating from a side show to the main event.
Eating mindfully isn’t easy, especially in our on-the-go,
multi-tasking society. And yet I’ve found that when I
turn my full attention to the act of eating – savoring
my meals instead of scarfing them down at commercials or between replying to e-mails – I’m more likely
to stop when my body is truly satisfied, rather than
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two, three, or ten bites later. Not to mention that actually tasting my food is a whole lot more enjoyable than
turning on the fork-to-mouth autopilot.
*For more information on eating mindfully, see the
Resources page.
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16. Explore the Emotion
My mom always taught me that difficult emotions are
a necessary part of life. I needed to learn how to deal
with them, she said. But she never said I had to enjoy
them.
No wonder. As a child I quickly learned that feeling
sad or frustrated or stressed out isnʼt fun. Feeling
lonely or anxious or bored is never a walk in the park.
That stuff is downright uncomfortable.
Somewhere along the road I decided that the way to
deal with those emotions was by pushing them away,
ignoring them, simply pretending they didnʼt exist.
Time and time again I attempted to escape the discomfort by putting a mask over my feelings.
But no mask can be worn forever. And until those
emotions were dealt with properly – by actually feeling
them, by recognizing them and acknowledging their
existence as worthwhile and legitimate – I had to keep
running and running and running. Until I ran smack
into the false comfort of an all-you-can-eat buffet.
In order to break free of the compulsion to overeat, I
had to learn how to feel my feelings. That sounds a bit
silly, no? It doesnʼt sound like something you have to
learn to do. And yet learn I did.
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How? In two main ways.
First, I educated myself about the way emotions actually work. Research shows that the average emotion
– when truly felt instead of pushed away – lasts for six
minutes. (Linehan 1993). Yes, just six minutes. Like a
wave, an emotion will rise within us, reach a peak,
and then gradually recede. I felt stronger knowing that
the discomfort some of my feelings elicited would not
last forever; rather, I just needed to go with their natural ebb and flow.
Second, I found a more concrete, tangible way of feeling my feelings – by exploring them. Instead of running in the opposite direction, I leaned into the emotion by taking on the role of a detective searching for
clues. I used probing questions to facilitate the process: What exactly does my anxiety feel like? Like a
knot or like a spring? Where do I feel my sadness in
my body? In my head or in my chest? If my loneliness
had a color, what would it be? If my frustration could
talk, what would it say to me?
Exploring and personifying emotions in this way
sounds a little cheesy, I know. And yet going through
the exercise of digging deeper into a feeling can suddenly make it more manageable. Instead of being
vague and overwhelming, the emotion becomes con39

crete and workable. Exploring the emotion in this way
gave me the information I needed to handle it without
the crutch of food.
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20. Separate Facts from Judgments
For me, the urge to overeat emotionally usually stems
from something going on in my noggin.
It comes on when my thoughts are swirling around my
mind at an alarming rate, and Iʼm thinking one negative thing about myself after the other. The urge to run
away from those thoughts is so strong because I tend
to assume that because I think it, it must be true. If I
think Iʼm fat and ugly and stupid, then I probably am
(or so I used to believe).
Then I learned this extremely valuable skill: how to
separate facts from judgments.
A few examples:
These pants are size “fill-in-the-blank.” (FACT)
Because Iʼm wearing that size, I am fat and ugly.
(JUDGMENT)
• I was late to work today (FACT), so I am irresponsible (JUDGMENT).
• I got a B on my test (FACT) because Iʼm not very
smart (JUDGMENT).
• My husband didnʼt tell me I look pretty (FACT), so
he must think I look terrible (JUDGMENT).
•
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•

I skipped my workout today (FACT) because Iʼm
lazy and hence do not deserve to eat dessert tonight (JUDGMENT).

When I write it out like that, it seems pretty clear. And
yet time and time again I live my life as if the judgments are the hard and fast truth. Not surprisingly, itʼs
a pretty big downer!
So now I use this strategy: whenever I find myself getting all caught up in negative thinking, I go through
each thought (or piece of a thought) and ask myself,
“Can I know, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that this is
true?” If the answer is yes, itʼs a fact. But if there is
even a tiny bit of wiggle room, then itʼs a judgment.
Judgments are open to interpretation; they can be
questioned, challenged, and disputed. And in the case
of negative self-talk, thatʼs exactly what needs to be
done.
Separating my thoughts into facts and judgments
helps me realize in the heat of the moment that just
because I think something is true doesnʼt mean it actually is. It helps me to remember that just because I
feel the urge to binge on apple pie doesnʼt mean I
have to do so. And Iʼve found thereʼs a great deal of
comfort in that.
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