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Eating mindfully is having a moment. For years now we have
heard about its benefits for health and wellness – from alleviating
digestive issues and enhancing weight loss to managing binge
eating and helping to treat eating disorders. But while mindful
eating is a relatively straightforward concept – chew slowly, pay
attention to your body’s cues, be ‘present’ while eating – it is not
a diet. Confused yet? With Christmas (and more than one guzzled
ham) just around the corner, Hilary Simmons took another look at
mindful eating’s core principals.

W

While mindful eating can help you
to tune in to your natural feelings
of fullness and hunger, or make
you more aware of food-related
patterns of thought, losing weight is
not necessarily the number one reason
to eat mindfully; therefore, adopting it
as a strategy may be of no real advantage
for those with weight-loss goals in mind.
Even during the silly season. So what can
it do for you and your health – both now
and in the long-term?

THE ORIGINS OF
MINDFUL EATING

The term ‘mindfulness’ itself comes
from a word in the Pali language of
ancient India that can be loosely
translated as ‘awareness.’ It
describes the practice of
purposefully focusing
your attention on the
present moment and has
its roots in Buddhism.
Mindful eating is essentially
about eating with awareness
and paying attention to your
body’s signals.
In other words, it’s not what you eat,
it’s how and why you eat. Mindful eating
is a way of eating your food so that you
are truly aware of the experience of eating.

This involves engaging with all the five
senses – taste, smell, touch, sound and
sight – and paying attention to your own
bodily sensations, such as hunger or tension,
before, during and after eating.
But before you start to worry that you
don’t have time to consciously savour the
rich aroma and soothing warmth of every
cup of coffee you drink – or give up your
love of cosying up on the couch with your
dinner for a TV show binge – don’t worry.
It’s a common misconception that mindful
eating means eating in a very minimalistic,
monk-like manner. Think slowly munching
a salad while sitting solo at a dining room
table as opposed to scoffing a sandwich

while scrolling through Facebook alongside
your colleagues.
According to psychologist
Dr Kiera Buchanan, who specialises in eating
disorders and mindful eating, bringing a
sense of mindfulness to meals is simply about
removing the guilt and rules from eating;
it’s about focusing on your physical and
emotional needs as well as the food on your
plate. It is perfectly possible to eat mindfully
while in the company of others, or while
engaging in another activity, such as watching
television or listening to a podcast. The
key is being aware that you’re eating while
preoccupied rather than consuming food
unconsciously because you’re distracted.

MINDFUL EATING VS. INTUITIVE EATING

Mindful eating is different from intuitive eating, despite the terms often being used
interchangeably. Mindful eating, at its core, focuses on how we eat rather than what
we eat. With intuitive eating, the focus is less on how we eat than on how we respond
to bodily signals in order to achieve alignment between mind, body and food. Both
strategies play an important role in establishing a healthy diet and a healthy relationship
with food. The practical difference is that mindful eating revolves around the actual
eating experience, whereas intuitive eating is more concerned with how we process and
respond to bodily messages about hunger and satiety.
Both mindful eating and intuitive eating involve practising inner awareness at the
same time as eating foods that both satisfy nutritional needs and are enjoyable. Still
sound kind of the same? Well, yes. This is because both ‘how to eat’ philosophies share
the aim of helping people achieve their wellness goals long rather than short term – over
a lifetime rather than a few weeks.
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YOUR PERSONALITY TRAITS MATTER
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found that they were more likely to eat
‘congruently’ – in other words, to take a
bite within five seconds of the other person
taking a bite. A 2012 study published in
the Journal of Social & Clinical Psychology
found that those who score high on
sociotropic tests – that is, are too heavily
invested in interpersonal relationships –
tend to overeat in social situations to make
the people around them feel comfortable.
The take-home? Knowing yourself – a
fundamental principal of mindfulness
– could be key to maintaining a healthy
diet rather than just how good you are at
counting calories or avoiding the ‘wrong’
types of foods.

THE MISSING LINK

Understanding the mind so often means also understanding the
body – particularly when it comes to mindful eating.
“We live fast-paced lives, often fuelled by sugar, caffeine, and
stress,” says nutritionist, author and holistic health coach Lulu
Cook. “We can get caught in lifestyle patterns in which we are
running on automatic, and this typically will not lead us toward
reliable signals from our bodies in those overloaded moments.
Our bodies and cravings can mislead us into seeking out fast,
easy calories that are soothing and release certain feelgood
hormones such as serotonin – until our blood sugar crashes,
and we feel cranky and hungry again.
Recent research published in BioEssays by the US National
Library of Medicine revealed that even our gut microbiota
influences our cravings. When we habitually consume diets high
in refined carbohydrates such as sugar, we are selectively feeding
microbes that will then clamour for more of the sweet stuff.
“On the other hand, a diet high in prebiotic foods such
as asparagus, apples and barley (which feed our healthful
bacteria) will feed a different community of gut bacteria that
trigger cravings as well – for more vegetables and nutritious
wholegrains,” says Cook.
The logical conclusion seems to be that mindfulness in
eating is inseparable from mindfulness of biology, and that it
may be possible to actually train your body so that it clamours
for prebiotics rather than sugar.
“We have evolutionary development to thank for being
‘wired’ to seek out high-energy/high-calorie foods that will
sustain us through times of deprivation,” says Cook.
“There are triggers which can promote this biological
tendency to stockpile our personal energy reserves (i.e. fat),
such as being confronted with a wide variety of foods at the
same time: a feast as opposed to a famine. We might experience
this at a holiday buffet, or dining in a social setting with other
eaters whose meal-time plans lean toward indulgent rather than
healthful, or – and especially – at Christmas.”
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According to a 2015 Swiss study
published in the international research
journal Appetite, your eating habits are
unknowingly guided by your personality
traits. Your neuroses, in other words, could
be partially responsible for your love of
Cadbury chocolate.
This means that mindful eating could be
more beneficial for some personality types
than others, as certain characteristics are
considered ‘risk factors’ for an unhealthy
lifestyle featuring a distinctly ‘mindless’ diet.
For instance, conscientious people are less
likely to eat sugary food, sensitive people are
more likely to engage in ‘emotional eating’,
and people-pleasers eat more on average
than those less concerned with the opinions
of others. Research suggests that extroverted
people are more likely to eat out frequently
and are also more likely to help themselves
to larger portions.
As we know from numerous social
psychology studies, people tend to mirror
the eating patterns of those they are with.
A 2011 British study of young women
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EATING MINDFULLY IN THE SILLY SEASON
The most important thing to remember
while navigating the bowls and trays
of goodies at Christmas parties and
celebrations is that there’s more to eating
mindfully than just making ‘good’ food
choices. It’s about fully appreciating
whatever it is you’re eating – whether that’s
a Nutella doughnut or an Israeli grain salad.
“Although it too has been bastardised
by the diet industry, mindful eating was
not intended as, nor is it, a dieting tool to
lose weight,” says Dr Buchanan. “In fact,
it’s the opposite. It’s not about changing
or controlling anything, but rather about
bringing a sense of mindfulness to meals to
help step away from the shame, guilt and
self-criticism often associated with food
that in turn can create unhealthy eating
behaviours. Mindful eating is only a pipe
dream during the silly season if it’s being
used as a tactic to control eating, which is
not very mindful at all.”
“We can always eat mindfully no matter
what the occasion or setting,” says Cook.
“It does not have to take extra time or
special effort – no one need even know
about it – and we can do it with any type
of food we put on our plate – even truly
indulgent holiday treats. By bringing
our full attention and appreciation to
whatever we are consuming, we give
ourselves the gift of enjoying those
special bites. The bonus is that we may
find ourselves satisfied with less when we
are eating mindfully, and therefore get
to enjoy those seasonal specials without
derailing all of our good intentions.”
Eating mindfully over Christmas is not
as challenging as it sounds. When you’re
out and about celebrating, try to take
account of all your senses as you eat. How
does the food taste? What’s its texture?
What flavours can you identify? How does
it smell? Slow down and fully appreciate
what it is you’re eating and try to focus
on soaking in all the things your senses
can pick up. This may sound aspirational,
especially if you’re knocking back a few
Proseccos, but try to chew slowly and
make truly conscious decisions about food
instead of just dipping into bowls of lollies
or chips because they’re within arm’s reach.

“We can support ourselves in advance
of the hectic holiday season by committing
to cultivate mindfulness now,” says Cook.
“It’s considered a practice because it’s not
something we ‘get right’ the first time we
try it. It takes regular, consistent attention
to begin to shift out of our reactive,
busy mindsets toward a sense of more
calm, spacious awareness of each passing
moment. For most of us, it will remain a
practice rather than a destination we ever
reach – and that’s okay. The more you
practice, the stronger your connection with
your mind and body becomes.”

HOLIDAYS
MADE HAPPY

Eat mindfully during the silly season
(and beyond) with our experts top tips:
» Set simple, achievable goals: such
as eating vegetables in two of the
meals you consume every weekday
in December, or drinking a glass
of water for every two or three
alcoholic beverages.
» Keep up your usual healthy habits:
throughout the silly season and
check in with yourself throughout
the day, noticing your feelings of
excitement or stress, and choosing
an intention of compassion that
will be crucial when it comes to
the craziness of family, feasting
and feelings. You don’t have to
be mindful with every bite you
consume – and letting go of that
expectation can actually help
you achieve balance without
even trying.
» Practise knowing your limits.
Finding a healthy, sustainable
weight range and diet is grounded
in self-acceptance. Ultimately,
you shouldn’t use Christmas as an
excuse to eat poorly for two weeks
(or more!), but remember to cut
yourself some slack. Working with
our bodies instead of against them
is the key to creating practical and
lasting change, and living a life of
mindful balance.
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