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A Bit about Headspace

Headspace was set up in 2010 by Andy Puddicombe and Rich Pierson, to help demystify meditation and promote the use of mindfulness – making them accessible, practical and relevant tools for modern-day living.

The mission of Headspace is to get as many people in the world as possible to take 10 minutes out of their day to practise a simple mindfulness-based meditation technique (included in this book), the type of which has been scientifically proven to promote a wide range of health benefits.

In fact Headspace are actively working in partnership with Yale Medical School, University College London, and many other respected universities around the world to further the understanding of meditation, and to highlight the significant impact it can have on the lives of those who practise it on a regular basis.

The broader vision of the project is to encourage people to integrate this simple yet powerful practice into everyday life. Mindful eating, the topic of this book, is just one example of how mindfulness can be applied to a very ordinary activity to achieve extraordinary results. In short, a happier, healthier and more balanced way of life.

If you’d like to join the hundreds of thousands of people already enjoying the benefits of the Headspace Take10 programme, you can sign up for it now, free of charge, at www.getsomeheadspace.com/books/theheadspacediet or by downloading our mobile App, Headspace (on-the-go).

For all other information about Headspace, the Headspace Journey, the subscription programme, events, scientific research, or the Headspace Foundation, please visit the website at www.getsomeheadspace.com

You can also follow Headspace on Facebook and Twitter:

www.facebook.com/HeadspaceOfficial

Twitter @Andy_headspace

             @Get_Headspace


Foreword

Judson Brewer MD PhD

Medical Director, Yale Therapeutic Neuroscience Clinic

Yale University School of Medicine

In his new book, Andy Puddicombe has done a superb job of clearly articulating how and why eating, and indeed over-eating, has become such an issue for so many of us. At the same time, he introduces the concept of mindful eating in a practical and accessible way, demonstrating how mindfulness may well hold the key to unraveling many of these widespread problems.

In my own research I see so many of us learn to associate different moods and emotions with eating. We go out to dinner to celebrate an event, or feel depressed and eat to feel better. This pattern of behaviour becomes habitual and the next time we feel down, our brain says, ‘Hey, last time you felt this way, you ate chocolate and felt better. Do it again!’. And so a spectrum of behaviours develop, ranging from comfort eating to food addiction.

Only when we can stop and notice this chain of events, can we start to change our behaviour. This is where mindfulness comes in. It teaches us to simply observe thoughts as thoughts, feelings as feelings, cravings as cravings, and nothing more. Mindfulness training gets to the heart of the problem, enabling us to change our behaviour while maintaining our sanity and happiness.

I started meditating in medical school after going through a stressful breakup. Before long I was calmer, less stressed and, by the time I completed my MD/PhD, I was meditating every day. I was so impressed with the effects of meditation that I switched my entire research career path away from studying mouse models on the effects of stress on the immune system, to studying the effects of mindfulness and meditation in humans, and how it can help them with addictions.

In a recent mindfulness study here at Yale, we found that a meditation-based approach to smoking cessation actually beat the American Lung Association program in just 4 weeks, which has long been regarded as the gold standard in the US. There were no drugs involved and it required very little time each day, with the participants simply learning the fundamentals of mindfulness and an accompanying technique. I mention this because there are many parallels to the addiction of smoking and the current obesity epidemic.

As with food, people addicted to cigarettes habitually reach for a cigarette when under stress. This makes them feel better temporarily, but the fix doesn’t last, and so the next time they get stressed, they have another cigarette, reinforcing the habit. In our study we taught people how to simply observe their thoughts, emotions, and cravings, and to notice how these led to smoking. When they could clearly see that they were driven to smoke by cravings, they were then able to observe these as sensations, rather than experiencing a compulsion to act. By observing and not acting, they were disengaging the chain, and ‘unlearning’ the feeling > craving > smoking association. And what we found was that the more they practiced meditation, the better they did.

The numerous studies being carried out by my laboratory, and other laboratories across the world, are starting to show that mindfulness training is an excellent tool for changing behaviour for good. The implications for how it can affect the way we shop, cook, eat and relate to the food around us is nothing short of profound.

In The Headspace Diet, Andy shows how food is not the problem, our relationship to it is. Where other treatments and fads focus on quick fixes, learning mindfulness can help us take a fresh look at how we’ve learned to eat, based on our thoughts and feelings rather than nutritional requirements. He guides us to see these clearly, helping to change our relationship to food forever, and in the process, makes mindfulness supremely palatable.


Introduction

It’s just waiting there, looking at you. It knows you want it, that all it has to do is sit there long enough. It knows that you’ve been in this situation before, that you’ll never be able to resist the temptation. The taste, the smell, that creamy sensation in your mouth and that addictive rush of sugar. Every physical sense is alive in anticipation, just waiting for the first cracks to appear in the mind, for the willpower to exhaust itself and the inevitable excuses and justifications to take hold. Sure, you could put it back in the freezer, but it’s too late for that now. You’ll be able to see it in your mind and hear it calling your name, even when it’s safely behind closed doors.

‘Eat me, just eat me – I won’t tell anyone. Look, we’ll make this the very last one and then from Monday you won’t ever need to do it again. If you think about it, this just makes up for the time you skipped lunch the other day. Besides, I thought you’d made a resolution to be kinder to yourself, more accepting. Isn’t this the perfect opportunity to be kinder to yourself, to prove that you’re happy with who you are, that you don’t care what other people think? And hey, once it’s done, you won’t have to think about me any more, right? I suppose you could just throw me away, but that would be wasteful, wouldn’t it? You’d feel even worse, you know you would. Hardly fair on the starving children in the world, is it? Just eat me . . .’

And so the madness begins. Seriously, when did we start having conversations with our food? When did the simple act of eating become an issue? And how did one of the most basic and primal human needs become such an emotional minefield? Should we blame it on our parents, like everything else in life? Or should we blame it on ourselves, for not having superhuman powers of enduring will? Perhaps we should blame it on the food industry for manipulating nature to create mass-produced, highly refined foods? Or on the covers of glossy magazines, which continue to promote airbrushed, fat-free beauty as the modern standard by which are all judged?

Looking for something to blame is perfectly natural, but it serves little purpose and rarely promotes genuine change. The shape of your body, and the health of your mind, are inevitably a consequence of both nature and nurture in whatever given measure. There’s no question that all of the factors listed above will have played a part in defining how you see yourself, and how you feel about yourself. But whilst it can be useful to understand how all these different influences affect us on such a personal level, it’s important to see them in context. And that’s because in order to effect real change, genuine and sustainable change, we need to recognise and accept that we ourselves are responsible for what we put in our mouths. Sure, society may not be helping us with all the conflicting messages and overly processed foods. But ultimately, we ourselves are responsible for taking good care of our health, our diet, and for feeling comfortable and at ease with who we are and what we look like.

Take a moment to think about what it would be like to no longer have that endless inner dialogue, the incessant chatter about food. Or consider what it would be like to no longer care about that inner dialogue, to no longer give it so much importance. What would it be like to bring a balanced but carefree attitude to your eating habits, not relying on the shaky and often unpredictable nature of willpower, but instead relying on a profound new understanding of the human mind and its limitless potential? What might it be like to have an entirely new relationship with food, to give up feelings of guilt, anxiety and craving, and instead regain that sense of healthy appreciation and enjoyment that all good food deserves? And what if that same approach showed you how to make genuinely sustainable change, towards better physical health and a body shape that left you feeling confident as well as comfortable? Welcome to The Headspace Diet.

My Own Experience

As you’ve probably already realised, this is no ordinary diet book. If it were, I’d be staring out at you from the front cover, trying to look sincere and giving you my best ‘You can do it!’ look. Either that, or I would have paid an attractive, toned young couple to appear on the cover in very little clothing, offering you a none-too-subtle message of ‘buy this book and get abs like these!’ If this were an ordinary diet book, I would also be telling you that this is my very own, unique discovery, found nowhere else in the world. I might suggest that you eat nothing but a rare Himalayan berry for breakfast, lunch and dinner, every day, for the rest of your life.

Fortunately, this book is different. For starters, I’m not a doctor, nutritionist or dietician (although I have enlisted the help and expertise of these professionals in writing this book). I’m not even a celebrity – the ultimate qualification for writing a diet book. Instead I’m what is known as a Mindfulness Consultant. It’s a fancy title, but all it really means is that I teach people how to have a better understanding of their thoughts, emotions and behaviour. In understanding those things, in being able to see them from a new perspective, they are then able to make the changes they want to make in life, no longer held hostage to emotion, or trapped by the endless cycle of thought.

The focus of the book is, therefore, more on how to eat, rather than what to eat. But for those of you who feel a little uncertain about which foods best support positive health and wellbeing, I’ve included a Headspace Handy Guide to Nutrition in Chapter 10, along with a 10-Day Eating Plan to get you started in Chapter 9. If you’re looking for even more support then why not check out the Headspace Journey at www.getsomeheadspace.com/books/theheadspacediet

I should say up front that when it comes to madness around food, I really do know what I’m talking about – and not just from my professional experience. Before I went away to train in mindfulness more than 18 years ago, I was obsessed with food, with eating, and most definitely with body image. And I do mean obsessed. I worked in the local gym, trained in the local gym; in fact I pretty much lived in the local gym. I competed in gymnastics whilst studying exercise, anatomy and nutrition at university. At home, I weighed out each and every portion of food that I ate. When I went out, I would either take my own food with me (picture if you will taking a Tupperware container to a restaurant), or call ahead to make sure they could cook me an egg-white omelette. At the time I could have told you the exact number of calories, grams of fat, or pretty much anything else you might have wanted to know about most foods in existence. In fact I’m not proud to say that back in those days I think I once even used the calorie count of a pint of beer as a ‘chat-up line’. The fact that she was impressed makes the story sadder still.

This approach to life was deeply unfulfilling. I was tired of chasing after a mental image that always remained one step ahead of me. I was exhausted trying to maintain the size and shape I had achieved. I was confused about how others saw me (and how I saw myself). But most of all, I was bored of focusing on me and tired of the endless thoughts about what to eat and what not to eat, and tired of feeling anxious, even scared, about food. It wasn’t until I went away to become a Buddhist monk that things really began to change (becoming a monk will do that). In fact it was at the monastery that I was first introduced to the technique of mindfulness.

In a world crying out for sane advice on weight loss and body image, I’m always surprised that mindful eating has not been popularised sooner in the West. After all, there’s documented evidence to show that it’s been around for well over two thousand years. Whilst some people have adopted mindfulness as a broader system of training the mind (as we did in the monastery), others have used it as a very deliberate strategy for maintaining a healthy relationship with food, their body image and their weight. However you choose to relate to mindful eating, I genuinely hope that in a world of fads and quick-fixes, the knowledge that it has been refined over so many years gives you a huge amount of confidence in applying this simple and easy-to-learn technique.

A Brief Word About Mindfulness

Although mindfulness has received a huge amount of press in recent years, it’s often talked about in very vague terms, and so it’s not always easy to understand how it can be applied to everyday activities such as eating. Mindfulness is usually defined as being present, undistracted by thoughts and emotions, and with an attitude of mind which is neither critical nor judgemental. A bit of a mouthful, but all it really means is to live with a sense of happy contentment. This is in sharp contrast to how many people live, caught up in distracting thoughts about the past and the future, swept away by difficult emotions, and often in the habit of criticising themselves or others. This is especially true when it comes to food and the body, and many people, quite understandably, feel completely overwhelmed by these thoughts and feelings.

It’s perhaps no surprise then that mindfulness has become such a hot topic within the world of neuroscientific research. Respected universities and medical institutions from around the world now regularly publish scientific papers on the benefits of mindfulness-based meditation, the conclusions of which can often be found in newspaper headlines and health columns. Whilst some researchers focus on the physical and emotional health benefits, of which there are many, others examine how mindfulness affects thought itself; how it can reduce the endless cycle of thinking, and therefore lead to a happier and more peaceful existence. More relevant to this book, however, is the exciting research that demonstrates the positive effects of mindfulness on diet, eating habits and emotional cravings (the highlights of which I’ve included throughout). Who wouldn’t be inspired to know that by doing a simple and easy-to-learn daily mindfulness exercise, it’s possible to increase activity in the part of the brain responsible for self-control and decision-making? And who wouldn’t be inspired to know that in one particular study, mindfulness was shown to reduce weekly food binges by between 50 and 70 per cent?

As inspiring as these facts and figures may be, it’s only when you actually apply the technique of mindfulness that you will see the results. It’s amazing that science has made all of these discoveries, and the results of such trials can really help to motivate you when it feels as though things aren’t moving as quickly as you’d like them to. But the findings only become truly valuable and relevant when they are put into practice, when they become an established part of your life and thereby a genuine cause of change. That’s because, in the fullest sense, mindfulness means much more than simply being present. It also means to be curious, interested; to have a genuine desire to investigate how and why you think and feel the way you do. This means not taking my word for what mindfulness is, but experimenting, and finding out for yourself. You may find Chapter 4 especially helpful, as you begin to investigate your relationship with food and discover what type of eating personality you are.

In fact, given that we’re considering the potential of giving up diets forever, you might like to apply this same sense of nonjudgemental investigation and curiosity to your past experiences of dieting as well. For example, have diets worked for you in the past? And by that I don’t mean: have a few days of starving yourself enabled you to get into your favourite outfit in time for the Christmas party? I mean, has dieting enabled you to lose weight and regain your ideal shape for a sustained period of time, without becoming fanatical about food? Have diets helped you to feel better about yourself, to raise your levels of inner confidence and self-esteem? Have they enabled you to have a healthy relationship with eating, to put an end to all the inner chatter about food? The truth is, commercial diets rarely bring about this kind of change. There are so many people in the world unhappy with the way that they look, unhappy with their weight, often desperately so, and many more who spend their lives hopping from one diet to the next, looking for that miracle ‘cure’ – all to no avail. Being able to acknowledge these simple but often ignored truths is just one of the many gifts of mindfulness, and the very first step to changing the way you relate to food and your body.

The 10-Day Plan

In following The Headspace Diet 10-Day Plan, you can, and most probably will, experience real, noticeable change. In some scientific trials, mindfulness has been shown to have significant benefits in as little as 5 days. However, it would be unrealistic to suggest that the attitudes, beliefs and habits of a lifetime will change in just over a week. And you’d be right to be sceptical if I suggested otherwise. It will take a bit longer than this for a more fundamental change to take place, but everything has to start somewhere. Mindfulness is a journey, and the 10-Day Plan is the beginning of that journey.

As you’ll discover, The Headspace Diet is ultimately a way of living, rather than a quick-fix plan to a temporary problem. And because it’s a plan of eating that is so subtle, so effortless, and so refined, you won’t even think of it as a ‘plan’. It will just be what you do, how you live, the way you are. And isn’t that the goal for all of us? To be ourselves, happy with who we are, focused on our health, our happiness, and the wellbeing of others around us, rather than the calorie content of our next meal?

The 10-Day Plan, outlined in Chapter 9, is designed to introduce you to the concept of mindful eating, to get you up and running, and to ensure that you see genuine change in the way that you eat, and the way in which you relate to both food and your body. In this sense, the book contains everything that you will ever need to know to live mindfully and to eat mindfully. But when you finish the 10 days you may well still want some longer-term support. So remember to check out the Headspace website at www.getsomeheadspace.com/books/theheadspacediet for additional guidance, inspiration and help.

So, let’s start to enjoy food again. Let’s remind the body of its own natural intelligence and its ability to self-regulate the ideal weight and shape – for you! Let’s find a way to step back from all the unhealthy thinking around food and get a fresh perspective instead. Let’s find a way to short-circuit those powerful emotional feelings which can feel so all-consuming. Let’s find a way to be comfortable and at ease with who we are and how we look. Let’s give up the endless yo-yo dieting with its short-term focus and extreme rules. Let’s find a way of cultivating a sustainable, balanced and healthy approach to eating. And last, but by no means least, let’s get some much needed headspace around the way we eat, the way we look, and the way we live.
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