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INTRODUCTION

 

 

THIS IS NOT A DIET BOOK

How many more diet books must we buy before we realise they are failing us? How many more years shall we repeat the cycle of dieting hard, losing weight, regaining it all . . . and then criticising ourselves for having failed to keep it off? Is this what we want our lives to be about? Will yet another diet book solve our problems?

Diet information is everywhere – on the shelves of bookstores, magazine racks, TV advertisements, internet sites, and in the mouths of our family and friends. By now, we know what we should do. We should eat more fruit and vegetables, avoid excessive salt and reduce our consumption of sweetened drinks and high-calorie foods. We know that we should exercise more. Yet what we know and what we do are two different things. Over 60 per cent of us are overweight. If it was as simple as knowing that we should ‘eat less and move more’, wouldn’t we have worked it out by now? There is something standing in between us and our diet and exercise goals. That something is called ‘psychology’.

This is not a diet book. This is a book about bridging the psychological gap between what we want to do and what we actually do. The book does focus on health and diet, but it puts health and diet in perspective, as parts of your larger life. Ultimately, the book is designed to help you move towards a life that is meaningful and vital.

Most of us live our lives like they are going to go on forever, waiting for the day when we are ‘good enough’ or ‘thin enough’ and can give ourselves permission to start living. What if we don’t have to wait until we reach the right weight to start fully living, now, in this moment?

‘Living in the moment’ can be one of the hardest things for humans to do. To illustrate abstract ideas like this one, this book includes many brief stories, some based on our own experiences and others on people we’ve worked with. As you read these stories, consider how they relate to you and your own struggles; the issues might not be identical, but there may be enough similarities to your own life for you to draw useful lessons from them. Here’s one now . . .


Sandra’s story: going to pieces

When Sandra was three, she had simple needs. She wanted to play and she wanted others to play with her. She wanted to be loved and cared for. She climbed trees and balanced on logs and loved playing soccer with her dad. She loved eating cheesecake, and hated mint ice-cream. She didn’t much care if she was naked, especially around the house, and she danced and sang a lot. She cried a lot, too. After all, many things didn’t go her way. She was three years old, a complete, complex bundle of emotion, energy and movement. She was whole.

Today, at 31, she’s still complete and whole, but she doesn’t know it. She hates the way her body looks and she avoids the mirror. She feels her thighs rubbing together as she walks. ‘Why did I eat so much at lunch?’ she asks herself angrily. Her sister tells her that she really should ‘look after herself’ and recommends a new diet book. Then Sandra turns on the TV and watches thin actors fall in love with other thin actors.

Alone, angry, wanting to find love, Sandra opens the diet book. ‘I’ll be disciplined. I’m going to be thin if it kills me,’ she tells herself.

Two months later, Sandra is transformed. She has lost 2 stone. ‘Wow, you look great,’ her sister says. ‘You know what? I have a friend who’d be just perfect for you.’ Sandra knows she should feel happy, but to her surprise, she feels angry instead. And confused. During the week, other people comment on how good she looks, but none of it makes her happy. Now, instead of being satisfied with her weight, she wonders, ‘What did they think of me before?’

Sandra stops losing weight. The excitement is over. The diet says she can’t eat her favourite dessert (cheesecake) or other foods she loves (rice, sweet potato). The diet makes her hungry and irritable. And here’s the hardest part: after losing all that weight, she’s still lonely. Indeed, she feels even lonelier than before because now she knows everybody thought she was ‘fat’ before the diet. The diet has made her life worse. ‘I’m tired of being a good girl,’ she says one night, and eats a piece of cheesecake. Over the next two weeks, she gradually discards the diet. She regains the weight. Then she puts on another 11 pounds.

Sandra sits in her armchair and watches a TV advertisement about exercise equipment that promises to ‘rip fat off your stomach’ in just 15 minutes a day. Maybe, she thinks, this will be the answer.



ESCAPING THE WEIGHT TRAP

What makes us become so narrow in our focus that we lose sight of everything except our diet and weight? What happened to the rest of our life? And why do we keep returning to the fad diets and crazy exercise schemes when we know full well that in the long term they don’t work?

The answer is simple: we’re human. We all get stuck at times. We all become inflexible, lose touch with what we care about and act in self-defeating ways that ultimately increase our pain and suffering.

In this book, we’ll discuss the unique aspects of human biology and culture that lead to this state of affairs. We’ll show you how and why we get stuck in ‘the weight trap’ – that destructive cycle of dieting and long-term weight gain. And we’ll show you how to escape that trap – how to get yourself unstuck and create a rich, full and meaningful life. Losing weight will undoubtedly be a part of this new way of living, but not the whole of it; you can’t approach weight loss effectively without considering your whole life.

After all, your stomach isn’t some separate part of you. Nor are your thighs, or your buttocks. They’re all aspects of one whole person – you! – a person who loves and feels lonely, gets stressed and feels relief, a bundle of opposites and paradoxes. There’s much more to you than your weight or the shape of your body. You have far more complex needs than can be satisfied by simply reducing the size of your stomach.

This is exactly why fad diets so often fail: they focus only on what you put in your mouth. They tell you to eat this, not that. They act as if you’re nothing more than an eating machine. If it were so simple, there’d be no weight problems. It wouldn’t be normal to be overweight. And there wouldn’t be a multibillion-pound diet industry and 125 ,167 diet-related products for sale on Amazon. So, obviously, this begs the question . . .

WHAT’S DIFFERENT ABOUT THE WEIGHT ESCAPE?

The Weight Escape is a unique programme for wellbeing and weight loss. It will show you why so many popular weight-loss beliefs are simply wrong. For example, do you think you need to have a ‘positive attitude’ before you can start to lose weight? Do you think that you need to be tough on yourself to stay committed to goals? Do you think that the key to diet success is to forbid yourself certain foods and deprive yourself of the things you love eating? Do you think the main reason you fail at diets is because you lack motivation or discipline? Do you think that to lose weight you must eliminate your cravings and urges to eat? All of these common assumptions are wrong, and this book will show you why.

The Weight Escape is based on a revolutionary psychological approach to wellbeing and fulfilment called Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT). ACT is best known for its effectiveness in dealing with clinical problems such as depression, anxiety and addiction – but numerous published studies show that it is also of great benefit in reducing stress, giving up smoking, increasing physical activity and, of course, losing weight.

ACT utilises a wide range of experiential exercises to reduce the power of destructive mental, behavioural and emotional processes. However, it doesn’t see these processes as ‘symptoms’ that can be ‘cured’. Rather ACT recognises that they are a normal part of every human life. ACT helps people to become aware of and at peace with their difficult feelings and thoughts, to develop kindness towards themselves, to live in the present moment, and to take value-consistent action.

The ACT approach will not tell you to deny your desires in order to lose weight. It will never suggest that there is something wrong with you or that you need to be hard on yourself in order to succeed. It won’t tell you that you need to ‘think positively’ in order to achieve positive results. Rather, ACT will teach you how to engage in health-promoting behaviours, even when you are feeling negative emotions, cravings, or a lack of motivation. It will show you how to use mindfulness skills to let go of useless struggles with yourself and your body and to escape self-destructive mindsets. Most importantly, ACT will help you to clarify what it is you most care about in your life – in health and other domains – and show you how to get it.

(There is a large amount of scientific literature that attests to the effectiveness of ACT and its various applications. You can find more information at theweightescape.com.)

Many weight-loss programmes succeed in the short term but fail in the long term because they don’t deal adequately with the psychology of eating: the powerful psychological factors that readily trigger overeating and the strong emotional barriers to eating healthily.

This book offers psychological advice about weight loss. We haven’t included too much concrete dietary advice because a lot of that is already available. We don’t think you need yet another diet book, but we recognise that some people need guidance through the confusing array of diets. This is why, in Chapter 5, we list six scientifically supported principles for weight loss. These principles can be used with any healthy diet, whether it’s high-protein, high-carbohydrate or vegetarian. The principles give you the flexibility to choose a diet that suits your tastes and lifestyle.

We believe the diet principles will be useful, but we don’t expect that, on their own, they’ll lead to weight loss. We all know there’s a large gap between knowing what’s good for us and actually doing it. We hope that this book, by focusing on psychology, will help you jump that gap.

Here are just some of the useful things included in this book:

•   How to effectively handle urges, cravings, hunger, and difficult thoughts and feelings.

•   How to motivate yourself in the face of setbacks and challenges.

•   How to free yourself from a self-defeating mindset.

•   How to take control of your actions so you can behave like the person you want to be.

•   How to identify what you want most in life and set meaningful goals.

•   How to overcome the common psychological barriers to healthy eating.

•   How to get far more satisfaction from your food.

•   How to use values and strengths to give your life direction, and make it richer and more rewarding.

•   How to live fully in the present moment.

THREE CRAZY ASSUMPTIONS

This book is about you, the whole human being, not merely about your diet, stomach and thighs. It uses cutting-edge scientific principles not only to help you get fitter and lose weight, but also to help you connect with what you care about and find the strength and courage to create a complete life, rich in purpose and love.

We’re going to begin with three crazy-sounding assumptions, which you probably won’t accept at first. But we hope that when you’ve finished this book you’ll have experienced the power of these assumptions:

1.   There’s nothing wrong with you.

2.   You have everything you need to succeed.

3.   You are whole and complete.

Your mind might be saying something like, ‘I knew I shouldn’t have bought this new-age garbage!’ or ‘Oh no! Are they going to tell me to think positively, or to “love myself” or to practise positive affirmations?’ If your mind is saying something like this, please don’t close this book or set it on fire. We guarantee this book contains no new-age claptrap, no positive affirmations, no exhortations to ‘love yourself’. It’s based on a solid scientific approach and these three crazy-sounding assumptions will soon make perfect sense. So please, carry on reading and see where the journey takes you.

DOES DIETING WORK?

There are two extremes in the multibillion-pound dieting industry. On one side, you have a group selling you products they say will help you lose weight ‘quickly’ and ‘easily’. On the other, you have a group selling you the idea that all diets are evil, that they never work, and that they even cause you to gain weight. The latter claims are reassuring if you’re tired of dieting and want to give it up. And many people do want to give up dieting. The problem is, the anti-diet claims are not so reassuring if you genuinely want to lose weight. They make it sound impossible.

Fortunately, scientific research indicates that many people do lose weight and keep it off in the long term. Nobody can claim that all diets, everywhere, fail. If someone tells you this, they’re probably trying to make you feel better but they’re not giving you scientifically accurate information. Note, however, that we’re not saying it’s easy to diet. Nor are we saying you must go on a deprivation diet to be healthy. Indeed, the word ‘diet’ has become such a loaded term that it’s almost impossible to mention it without generating strong emotional reactions. So it’s essential for us to specify what we mean here by ‘diet’.

WHAT IS A HEALTHY DIET?

In this book, diet does not mean depriving yourself for 8 to 12 weeks. Nor does it mean making radical, unhealthy, unsustainable changes to what you normally eat. Instead, when we use the word ‘diet’, we’re using it in the original meaning of the term: the food you tend to eat on an ongoing basis. Thus, unless we stop eating altogether, we’re always on some sort of diet. It might be a high-fat, high-sugar, large-servings diet, or a low-fat, low-sugar, small-servings diet, or a vegan diet, or a junk food diet, or a high-protein, low-carb diet, or a Mediterranean diet, or one of 50,000 other types of diet. But the point is, as long as we’re eating food, we have a diet. So the question we need to ask is simply this: does your current diet contribute positively to your health and wellbeing?

Let’s further clarify that every single weight-loss programme ever invented asks you to consciously make choices about a) what foods you eat, and b) how much of those foods you eat. (This is true even of those approaches that claim to be against dieting!) And The Weight Escape is no exception. Indeed, our main aim in this book is to increase your ability to choose consciously what and how much you eat in order to help you live the life you want.

THE CHOICE POINT MODEL

This entire book will be built around a simple model that is easy to remember and that you can use in your day-to-day life. Figure 1 shows you this model. The top of the model describes two possible paths we may take, at any given moment in our life when we are presented with a challenging situation. We may take the left-hand path and engage in behaviours that take us away from what we want. We often label these behaviours ‘bad habits’. Alternatively, we can take the right-hand path, which takes us towards our goals. Unhelpful habits are most likely to occur when we are mindless, that is, when we are not paying attention to how we feel and how we are reacting. The key to breaking this habit is through mindfulness, or taking a mindful pause at the ‘choice point’. This is the point in the centre of the model, at the crossroads where we either move away from or towards what we want to achieve. We will use this model throughout the book to show you how both difficult experiences and our values and skills can impact upon our decisions, and also how practising mindfulness will help us make conscious decisions to move us towards our goals.

A mindful pause at the choice point helps us to pay attention, on purpose, with curiosity, and to choose actions that take us towards a life we value. It helps us to disrupt bad habits and gives us a chance to build new, life-enhancing habits, rather than acting without consideration, which can lead us to compromise our values and lead us away from our wants. There are many ways to create a mindful pause, as this book will show you, but let’s do a quick exercise now so that you can get a sense of what it is all about.
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FIGURE 1: The Choice Point model

A mindful pause means S.T.O.P.

The simple acronym S.T.O.P. will help you remember how to create a mindful pause at important choice points.

S: SLOW DOWN

Slow your breath down. Breathe in slowly for three or four seconds, then pause, exhale completely for three or four seconds, and pause again. Do this a few times. Find a rhythm that is comfortable for you.

T: TAKE NOTE

Let your breath flow naturally now and just notice it. Notice each inbreath and outbreath as it comes and goes. Allow the breath to be exactly as it is. You do not need to do anything with it. Simply breathe and notice the breath and you will ground yourself in the present moment, where you are most able to discover and do what works. If you find yourself being distracted, acknowledge that this is completely normal. The mind is designed to wander. Gently bring yourself back to the breath and notice it.

O: OPEN UP

Make space for thoughts and feelings. Allow them to flow through you.

P: PURSUE VALUES

Ask yourself, ‘What kind of person do I want to be right now?’

Creating a mindful pause can help you change your life. It can allow you to acknowledge that negative emotions and thoughts are natural, while still empowering you to take actions that help you to fully enjoy your life and make positive choices in order to move you towards the things you truly care about; in other words, to act guided by your core values. The more we are able to pause and choose ‘towards’ moves, the more our life will be full, rich and meaningful. This book will give you concrete skills that will help you to take a mindful pause at crucial choice points in your life (including those that don’t necessarily have to do with weight loss).

Of course, it is not easy for us to live in the moment and make positive choices. All of us know what we ‘should’ eat and ‘should’ do to be physically fit, but so few of us are actually doing what we know is ‘good for us’.

This book will explain why it is natural for humans to act in self-defeating ways that prevent them from achieving their long-term goals. Some authors refer to this as ‘self-sabotage’, but we don’t like this term, because ‘sabotage’ is a deliberate, intentional act of destruction – and as we shall see, the vast majority of our self-defeating behaviour is not deliberate or intentional. Rather, we do it automatically, or mindlessly, without really realising what we are doing.

We will then guide you to weight loss through two major phases. First, after getting in touch with your own core values and formulating your weight-loss goals, you’ll learn how to break free from self-defeating habits of mind. We all have these habitual patterns of thinking, and they often cause us unnecessary suffering and stop us from achieving our weight-loss goals. In Part 1 of this book, we’ll show you how to break self-defeating habits, and rediscover your energy and freedom.

Once you’ve opened up space in your life, you can begin the second phase: building a rich and meaningful life. You’ll learn how to overcome setbacks with self-compassion, how to shift your energy and attention towards the things you most care about, and how to develop empowering, life-enhancing habits. Part 2 of this book is all about recreating your life, habit by habit, until one day you wake up and find that your days are naturally filled with purpose and vitality. ‘Good’ habits take the pressure off. They help us stay on track without always having to grit our teeth and rely on willpower to make healthy choices.

WEIGHT ESCAPE SUMMARIES


At the end of each chapter, you’ll find a summary of the basic skills for weight loss outlined in that chapter. If you invest the time and effort to learn the psychological skills, you’ll gradually find it easier to apply these principles to your life.
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