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For all my clients who have trusted me with their stories and emotions over the years.




Contents

Author’s Note

Introduction

Part I: Food and You

  1   Setting the Scene

Part II: The Origins of Food Issues

  2   Trauma

  3   Food and Love

  4   Parents and Emotions

  5   Diet Culture

  6   Shame

Part III: Barriers

  7   Defence Mechanisms

  8   Alexithymia

  9   Perfectionism

10   Self-Critical Voice

11   Boundaries

12   Identity

Part IV: Tools and Strategies for Change

13   Solutions, Tools and Skills

14   Interoceptive Awareness

15   Feel Your Feelings

16   Countering Shame

17   Finding Your Self-Compassionate Voice

18   Adaptive Perfectionism

19   Overcoming Defences

20   Setting Boundaries

21   Building Identity and Meaning

22   Building a Healthy Relationship with Food

Postscript – Seeking Therapy or Nutrition Counselling

Resources and Further Reading

Acknowledgements

References

Index




Author’s Note

A note before we begin:

The language we use has a powerful influence, and it matters. Research shows that the terms ‘overweight’ and ‘obesity’ are stigmatising to those with experience of living in larger bodies. As such, I’ll be using words such as ‘fat’, ‘larger bodies’ and ‘bigger bodies’ where possible. When describing the body of a client, I will be using language that we have discussed and they are comfortable with.

All client stories are shared with permission and have been anonymised, modified and merged for confidentiality purposes. The stories are here to bring life to research and bring into sharp focus what so many people think and feel around food and themselves. That is to say, if you see yourself in these stories, it is both deliberate and accidental.




Introduction

Our relationship with food is one of the longest relationships we have in life. We eat several times a day, every day, and we may end up spending more time with food than we do with our families, our partners or our friends. Just like our relationships with people, our connection with food can be easy and enjoyable, or it can feel like a painful and out-of-control rollercoaster that erodes our self-worth.

My job is to help people figure out how they ended up with a relationship with food that feels chaotic or unhealthy, and how they can find peace with food again. Like with any relationship, it can be worked on, and it can get better. That’s exactly what we’re going to do in this book. The reason you’re here with me is to try to understand, and ultimately to improve, your relationship with food.

‘Tell me what you eat and I will tell you what you are’ said Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin, the famous French lawyer and foodie. I want to take this one step further: tell me about what you eat and you’ll be telling me about who you are, your relationship with yourself, your relationship with others, your culture, your upbringing, your shame and your values. You’re telling me about power, control, emotions, identity, love, values, meaning and beliefs. You’re telling me a story: the story of you. And so it happens that the more time I spend with people and their relationship with food, the less time we spend talking about food.

All of us make assumptions about others based on what they eat. Research back in the 1980s showed how strong the link is between the foods we eat and how others perceive and judge us for them. People who eat fast food were seen as more religious, health foodies were perceived as more left wing, vegetarians were seen as pacifists, and gourmet diners were seen as liberal and sophisticated people.1 Sure, this research is a few decades old, but diet-based stereotypes are definitely still alive and well. To bring this into the present day, I’ve noticed that we are much more likely to think someone who does yoga is also vegan rather than someone who eats a lot of meat, and that someone who lifts weights regularly eats a high-protein diet rather than a plant-based one. I remember seeing media headlines a few years back stating that if you enjoy bitter foods such as gin or dark chocolate, it means that you’re more likely to be a sociopath. That is obviously not true at all – the headlines were a total exaggeration of the actual research findings – but if I were to suggest that people who like spicy food are adrenaline junkies and risk takers, you’d probably be inclined to believe me. That’s because the basic principle still stands: we make assumptions aplenty about people purely based on their food choices.

Although certain food stereotypes are based on a grain of truth, more often than not the assumptions and judgements we make about what others eat tell us very little about someone else, and everything about us. When you look over with disgust at a fat person eating a burger, I wonder about your fear of weight gain and what you were taught about how you should look. I wonder what you learned in childhood about your own worth, and whether your parents went on diets. If you hear someone say that they ate two tubs of ice cream in one go and you think: Just don’t have it in the house, I wonder about your own coping mechanisms for processing difficult emotions, where you learned them from, and if you’ve ever experienced what it’s like to not have enough food.

Most of us have grown up being told two fundamental lies:

1 There are good foods and bad foods. If I eat the good foods, I’m a good person, if I eat the bad foods, I’m a bad person.

This may sound drastic, but think about how many times you have heard someone say, ‘No thanks, no cake for me, I’m being good today’? or ‘I’ve been so bad today, I’ve eaten so much chocolate.’ We’ve absorbed this lie of good foods and bad foods so much that we don’t even notice how drastic a statement we’re making when we say we are a bad person for eating something sweet. We even go so far as to assume these foods have the power to create good bodies and bad bodies, when in reality those don’t exist either. These narratives have been instilled in us partly by our pervasive diet culture: a culture that teaches us that our appearance and body shape are more important than our physical and psychological well-being. Diet culture teaches us to value thinness above all else, to reach thinness at all costs, and to equate thinness with goodness.

I want to be very clear: food doesn’t have the power to make you a good or bad person, and there are no good or bad foods. All food is context-dependent, always. To one person orange juice is too much sugar, to another it’s the only reliable way to ensure that their kids get a portion of fruit and enough vitamin C. Food is always relative; for example, you can die from too little water, or from drinking too much, so is water good or bad? It depends, because context matters.

When I tell people this I often get a defensive reaction and a disbelieving questioning around specific foods. Surely chocolate is bad, or surely sugary drinks – or any other food someone can think of? Just so that you know, I have an answer for every single food someone throws at me, but I don’t think a back-and-forth is useful. Instead, I wonder why people are so attached to believing that foods are good or bad, even though this usually isn’t helpful at all. Instead of helping, being attached to this narrative usually just produces feelings of guilt and shame.

2 There are good emotions and bad emotions. If I feel a bad emotion, I must get rid of it or hide it so that no one can see.

Your typical bad emotion would be something like shame, sadness, anger and jealousy. Like with food, these are emotions that we may be taught are ‘bad’ and should be avoided. Phrases we hear growing up, like ‘Boys don’t cry’, or ‘Don’t get angry – you know I hate it’, or ‘Stop crying or I’ll give you something to cry about’ teach us to push down these emotions, to avoid them, and we’ve found plenty of ways to do that very effectively – like using food.

During our lives, we may learn that our emotions are unacceptable, so we use food to cope, either by eating, sometimes to the point of pain and discomfort, or avoiding eating as much as possible. We might use food as a vehicle to change how our bodies – and therefore we as a whole person – are perceived by others. Food is not the problem. Food is an attempted solution to an underlying problem, so we need to figure out the cause of this relationship breakdown, not just treat the symptoms.

Your brain uses food as a coping mechanism because it is trying to help you, not harm you. Food, or any coping mechanisms, may have long-term negative consequences, but in the moment, they are created for a reason, and that reason is because they are needed. This, for me, is key to exploring the idea that strategies like emotional eating can be helpful, and to help you understand some possible explanations for the ‘why’ behind any disordered eating.

There are no bad emotions. All emotions have their place and can teach us something important. The Pixar movie Inside Out is a fantastic example of this, and I often recommend that clients watch it, as it can help to provide language for conversations around emotions, memory, identity and so much more.

The film’s principal characters are our basic emotions: joy, sadness, anger, disgust and fear. We observe these characters as they sit behind the control centre in the brain of Riley, who moves house and generally navigates the ups and downs of childhood. While at the beginning Joy tries to stay in charge and dismisses the others, especially Sadness, by the end of the movie it’s clear that each of them plays an important role in the story, and in our lives. By the end we see that Joy’s desperate bid for positivity and dismissal of Sadness causes great harm, and Sadness becomes crucial for everyone’s survival.

Sadness can be painful, but without it we can never experience true joy. Tears feel like a release and can be a signal to others that we need support. There is a moment in Inside Out where Joy and Sadness are lost and need the help of their guide. The guide loses something valuable and feels sad, so Joy tries to get him to keep moving and cheer him up by tickling him, pulling faces and suggesting a game. It doesn’t work. Then Sadness steps in and says, ‘I’m sorry . . . they took something that you loved.’ Joy sighs and says, ‘Sadness, don’t make him feel worse’, but the guide responds positively to Sadness, feels her support, feels listened to and is able to cry. He then takes a deep breath, declares he feels better and is able to go on with the journey. It’s my favourite moment in the whole movie, because it beautifully highlights the incredible value of a so-called ‘negative’ emotion.

This point extends beyond sadness. Anger tells us about what we perceive as unfair, and it teaches us what we care about. If our boundaries are crossed, if someone hurts a loved one, if we perceive there to be injustice, anger comes up. Anger has a constant undercurrent of hurt, which is why it’s often paired with sadness or pain, and why those who have difficulty expressing anger often end up in tears instead.

Fear and disgust both help to keep us safe, they both encourage us away from what can harm and kill us. Fear activates our immediate fight-or-flight response, which enables us to run away from danger. Disgust prevents us from drinking milk that’s gone sour, because we smell it and immediately feel repulsed by it, thereby protecting us from potential food poisoning. All these emotions have a function, and we can’t choose to feel some emotions and not others.

Our emotions are important teachers. The stronger the emotion, the more likely it is that the event, experience, or person provoking it, holds meaning for us. This can be through a positive and encouraging experience or a difficult and traumatic one. Meaning is individual and personal.

Our food experiences hold incredible meaning for us. We believe that we are what we eat, as the food we eat becomes our various organs and tissues. Food is one of the most powerful metaphors we have, so it’s perhaps not surprising that food and emotions are so linked. I often see people who are so proficient at denying their pain or minimising their experiences in life that they believe their problems about food are only problems about food. It is surface level, like the tip of the iceberg denying the existence of everything below the waterline. When people feel that they are suffering with their relationship with food, they believe that solving the problem of food will mean everything else in their life falls into place. I am reminded of the gay man with internalised homophobia who is so afraid of his shame that he keeps bringing the conversation back to what he ate last weekend; of the malnourished and traumatised young woman who asks me every week ‘Are you sure it’s OK for me to eat this much food?’ every time we talk about her father; of the career-driven professional who says she cannot date until she has lost weight, and brushes away her abusive ex as ‘ancient history’.

We will not be staying at the surface in this book; we will be exploring the entire iceberg, not just what is visible above the surface. Otherwise, we are doing ourselves a disservice.

When I first started working as a nutritionist, I assumed that I’d be seeing clients who are simply looking to be healthier, who had read pieces of misinformation on social media and wanted reassurance. I assumed I’d be asking for food diaries and performing nutritional analyses of the macro- and micronutrients that they were consuming day to day – that very quickly turned out not to be the case. The people coming my way often showed signs of deeper emotional issues, hints of trauma that would spill out in later sessions, and layers of food rules piled on top of a deep-rooted shame. I could sense these revelations bubbling below the surface, sometimes overflowing through tearful stories about their childhood experiences, and I knew all I was qualified to do was listen. That had to be enough. But it wasn’t.

Most people who come to see me in clinic do so because they want a better relationship with food. When I outline my process to them, I describe it as a little bit like a doctor’s appointment and a lot like therapy, or simply as ‘food therapy’. In truth, what they can expect depends on what they bring to the sessions. Yes, we’ll talk about food and what they eat, but we’ll spend far more time on the why. People come to me because of their issues with food, but we can very easily spend weeks on end barely mentioning food at all. Often, someone’s behaviour and beliefs around food are an indicator of who they are as a person, their childhood experiences, their emotional regulation, and what they’ve been taught about themselves. Food is simply the obvious symptom of a deeper emotional problem, so they search for a nutritionist, and get a food therapist.

There are only a handful of people in the UK who have qualifications in both nutrition and psychotherapy. I am one of them. I trained in nutrition first, getting a masters degree in London, then followed that with training in intuitive eating, body image and disordered eating. I qualified in acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT) and CBT for eating disorders (CBTE), before taking the plunge into further training to become an accredited psychotherapist and counsellor. I am one of only a handful of people in the UK who bridges the gap between food and therapy.

I see clients on a one-to-one basis in my clinic in London and virtually around the world. My clients have shaped my work immensely, which is why I share some of their stories here.

The stories we tell ourselves matter. As humans, we respond far more to stories than we do to facts. The people I see often have a difficult relationship with food. Some have never been to therapy before (and express no interest in it), others have had therapy in the past but want to see someone who understands nutrition. I see people who, for one reason or another, can’t or won’t get an eating disorder diagnosis, and end up slipping through the cracks of the healthcare system.

These people come to me. We spend months, sometimes years, engaging in ‘food therapy’ as I try to help them understand themselves better and feel more comfortable around food. We talk about food, and so much more. Their experiences have shaped my practice, and, with their permission, I’d like to share some of their stories in this book, because each story is important.

Ultimately, I don’t believe in ‘fixing’ emotional eating by resolving to never eat when we’re stressed, or bored, or angry, or sad or lonely. We often eat because we are hungry, not for food, but for something that is missing in our lives. I don’t believe that disordered and restrictive eating can be resolved without looking deeper into the reasons why we got here. I want to help you understand your ‘why’, work out what you’re really hungry for, and help you see that this is about more than just food.

How to use this book

This book is divided into four sections. First, we will establish what your relationship with food is like, not because you need a label but to encourage you to explore where you are right now and begin the process of holding up a mirror to your own experience. Then we’ll explore the common origins of food issues that I see in clinic. Food is complex, and although for some there might be a single significant event in life, for many it will be a series of intertwined factors that have led them to have a poor relationship with food. After that we’ll move on to the barriers that may be preventing you from having or pursuing a better relationship with food and yourself. Finally, we will explore tools and strategies you may wish to implement for yourself. I encourage you not to skip ahead to this section, because often it’s only once we know how we got here and what’s in our way that we can look to solutions. We pause, we notice, we get curious, and then we move forward.

Hold these questions in your mind as we continue:


•   How would I describe my relationship with food?

•   Where did I learn this relationship with food? (Origins)

•   What’s stopping me from developing a greater relationship with food? (Barriers)

•   What can I do to change this? (Solutions)

•   What is my food story?



Are you ready to be curious?


OEBPS/images/title.png
Food
Therapy

Understand and repair your

relationship with what you eat

Pixie Turner

PPPPPPP





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Understand and
repair your ’
relationship
with what
you eat

Pixie |
Turner

Food
Therapy





