Pathogenic Dieting

“Dieting that causes excessive loss of weight is beset with difficulties.”

400 B.C.  Hippocrates

In my work as a nutrition therapist not a day goes by that I don’t see a girl or woman that is caught up in the destructive cycle of dietary restriction, binge eating, and weight obsessions.  These clients do not technically or clinically meet diagnostic criterion that would categorize them as having an eating disorder, yet their lives are ruled by the rise and fall of the numbers on a hunk of metal we call a “scale”.   When dieting progresses to the point that you find food, eating and weight concerns are robbing you of mental peace, and enjoyment of family and friends or in any other way is hampering your quality of life or health … you have crossed over into “pathogenic dieting”.  In her book “Body Wars”, Margo Maine quotes statistics indicating that 35% of dieters pathologically diet and of this group 20 – 25 % will develop diagnosable eating disorders.  Michael Levine, PhD, a noted author and researcher, made the following radical statement: “It is arguable whether eating disorders could exist in a society that did not have the concept of dieting in their lexicon.”  The warning Hippocrates gave long ago appears to bare a truth worth heeding in the 21st century!  

 Dieting continues to exist and proliferate in the American culture.  The paradox is that as a greater percentage of us diet, a greater percentage of us are overweight!  The diet industry thrives while operating at a 95 – 97% rate of failure.  What other industry can you think of that could survive and thrive at that level of failure?  Even those who do not yet pathologically diet have suffered repeated attacks of self-loathing and feelings of hopelessness from repetitive diet failures.  Diets do not work.  They propel you towards the finish line of some magic number on the scale, make false promises, and take over your mind.  Our minds do not know the difference between dieting and famine survival.  When a mind is sensing food restriction, it goes into survival mode and obsessions regarding food and eating sky rocket!  This is why so many dieters become compulsive or binge eaters.  To be free from all this madness one must put a halt to all dieting.  This is a terrifying proposition to most dieters.  They have bought into the “all or nothing” diet mentality that has made them believe that if they are not dieting, they will be Goodyear blimps!  There is middle ground.  You do not have to diet to be healthy or to achieve a reasonable weight that you can maintain without making yourself miserable.  So what options does one have if they are beginning this new year carrying more weight than might be healthful?  The following suggestions can help you escape from the diet mentality prison that may be ruling your life:

1.) Be reasonable with regards to weight/size expectations.  An unreasonable goal requires extreme measures to achieve that standard.

2.) Eliminate all references to “guilt” in relationship to weight loss/weight maintenance efforts. Guilt tends to breed bingeing.  Food is not a legal or moral issue and no one food is fattening.

3.) Get active!  Walk, dance bike or do some action everyday possible.  No gym membership required!

4.) Focus on health/ fitness and not weight.

5.) Accept and appreciate your body for all it does for you!  Optimize what you have!

6.) Experiment with reducing portion sizes.  Portions are often formed out of habit.

7.) Eat more fresh fruits and vegetables.  Focus on inclusion verses restriction.

8.) Have structure with timing of meals and snacks.  

9.) Try to learn the difference between hunger and craving.

10) Keep food, behavior and activity records as clue sheets to determine where you are in balancing out your relationship with food and exercise

11.) Remember … progress, not perfectionism!

12.) Seek out support from friends and family in carrying out your commitment to live a healthier life.  Announce that your days of dieting are over!

Should you find you need help in this escape effort, find a therapist, nutrition therapist or other healthcare professional that can assist you in your journey towards health and freedom.  You may contact the Eating Disorders Coalition of Tennessee @ 615.831.9838 or edct.net for resources.
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