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January 1 marks the beginning of 
National Diet Month and for seemingly 
good reason. After the food pleasures of 
the holidays, Americans are commonly 
advised it’s time to rein in the excesses 
and even cut back more to repair any 
“damage” done from holiday treats. The 
damage that’s usually being talked about 

is weight gain. And it’s true: Studies 
confirm that some people do gain 
significant weight during the holidays. 

Who are those people? They’re the 
ones who worry about their weight, who 
try to restrict their intake of holiday 
goodies only to overeat them out of 
feelings of deprivation and then guilt. 
The same studies show that people who 
don’t worry about their weight don’t 
put on significant pounds during the 
holidays.

This issue of Food for Thought takes 

continued on page 6
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If you’re new to mindful eating, it 
can be hard to imagine how eating with 
mindful awareness could be anything but 
positive. Almost immediately, experience 
teaches that simply by paying attention, 
the everyday experience of eating 
becomes more pleasurable and satisfying. 
In time, as you gain confidence in your 
ability to eat when you’re hungry and 
stop when you’re full, you realize that it 
just might be within your abilities to lose 
weight without dieting. 

That said, if you’ve practiced 
mindful eating for some time, you’ve 
probably noticed that the practice isn’t 
universally embraced. In fact, it can 
be highly controversial, if not divisive, 
pitting doctors against nutritionists, 
parents against children, therapists 
against clients, even colleagues against 
one another. If, dear reader, you’re 
reacting even half as strongly as my 
dearest colleague did to the headline of 
this story, you know something about 
this controversy. 

But if the controversy is news 
to you, know that mindful eating’s 
purported negatives run the gamut, 
from it is impractical and unappetizing 
to ineffective and irresponsible when it 
supplants traditional treatments for life-
threatening eating issues. 

According to one of mindful 
eating’s most vocal detractors, Brian 
Wansink, the Cornell researcher who 
wrote the book on mindless eating, 
it’s not only impractical, but it’s also 
onerous. “For most of us, [mindful 
eating] hasn’t worked in the past, and it 
won’t start working tomorrow,” Wansink 
writes in his 2006 bestseller Mindless 
Eating. “The problem is that monitoring 
every mouthful can require biblical 
proportions of self-control. Many of us 
can’t do it, or we don’t want to do it.” 

At the heart of the controversy is 
the polarizing question: “Does mindful 
eating really work?” This usually means 
“Does mindful eating promote weight 
loss?” but can also mean “Does it cure 

binge eating, emotional eating, among 
other eating problems?” 

Given the growing popularity of 
mindfulness-based interventions for the 
range of eating problems, “Does mindful 
eating really work?” is an important 
question, especially for those of us who 
prescribe mindful eating strategies to 
clients. While unquestioning proponents 
would answer a resounding “yes,” 
and militant detractors a clear “no,” 
researchers who’ve spent the last 25 
years working toward a definitive answer 
are finding the truth lies somewhere in 
between.

While the research to date is less 
than conclusive, a 2014 systematic 
review provides preliminary answers 
about which eating issues are more 
or less responsive to mindfulness 
interventions. Hoping that these 
findings will help you refine how you use 
mindfulness practices professionally and 
personally, I’ve summarized that recent 
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review from the Eating Behaviors journal.
In reviewing the research to date 

on the effectiveness of mindfulness 
meditation as a primary intervention for 
binge eating, emotional eating and weight 
loss, psychologist Shawn Katterman and 
colleagues narrowed their review to the 
most rigorous studies on interventions 
that made mindfulness a core training 
component. For example, they included 
Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction and 
Mindfulness-Based Eating Awareness 
Training but excluded Dialectical Behavior 
Therapy and Acceptance and Commitment 
Therapy.

Based on the best 14 studies, 
Katterman’s team concluded that 
mindfulness training effectively decreases 
binge eating and emotional eating in people 
who engage in these eating behaviors, but 
it’s not all that effective as a stand-alone 
intervention for significant or consistent 
weight loss. If these general conclusions 
leave you wanting more insight into the 
team’s conclusions, read on.

Emotional Eating
The conclusion ¬– that mindfulness 

training effectively decreases emotional 
eating, at least among those who struggle 
with it – is based on five studies. Turns 
out, the evidence is actually mixed: Two 
studies showed statistically significant 
improvements; three failed to find 
such improvements. Despite the mixed 
evidence, the researchers concluded 
mindfulness is an effective intervention 
for emotional eating because of the 
limitations of the non-supporting 
studies. Most notably, in two of the three 
studies that failed to show statistically 
significant improvements, the subjects 
weren’t recruited to address emotional 
eating and they reported low baseline 
levels of emotional eating. Apparently, 
emotional eating was neither a concern 
for the participants nor a focus of those 
interventions.  

Binge Eating
Of the seven studies on mindfulness-

based interventions for binge eating 
disorder, all the studies found significant 
reductions in binge eating. What’s more, 
these interventions proved equally 
effective in reducing binge eating in 
bariatric surgery patients and participants 
diagnosed with both substance abuse and 
binge eating, among other populations. 
Because mindfulness proved effective in 
reducing binge eating across a range of 
populations, the researchers concluded 
that “it may be a powerful tool” regardless 
of a client’s characteristics or diagnoses. 

Weight Loss
Before you jump to the 

disheartening conclusion that mindful 
eating doesn’t really “work” for weight 
loss, hold on. While it’s true that, after 
reviewing 10 studies on mindfulness 
training and weight, Katterman’s team 
found the effects on weight to be small 
and insignificant, that’s not all it found. 

Truth be told, the researchers found 
the evidence on weight to be mixed. 
Mindfulness training did, in fact, facilitate 
significant weight loss when losing weight 
was the focus of training as it was in three 
studies. Conversely, mindfulness training 
produced a small weight gain in the two 
studies in which stress reduction was the 
focus. In other words, the focus of the 
training makes a real difference. 

So does the syllabus. Among the 
interventions in which participants 
lost a significant amount of weight, the 
syllabus included nutrition education, 
if not standard behavioral strategies. 
That is what led researchers to conclude 
that mindfulness training alone may not 
produce significant or consistent weight 
loss. That said, an encouraging study that 
did not meet the researchers’ criteria 
(the intervention combined acceptance-
based strategies with more traditional 
behavioral weight-loss strategies) suggests 
a combination of behavioral strategies 

and mindfulness training may, in fact, be 
more effective than traditional behavioral 
weight-loss treatment. 

Honestly, I’m not all that surprised 
by Katterman’s findings, which reflect 
what I’ve found in my own practice. 
Clients who practice mindful eating and 
other mindfulness strategies generally 
decrease binge eating and emotional 
eating, but they don’t necessarily lose a 
significant amount of weight. 

Which raises an important sub-
question: “Does focusing on weight loss 
really work?” Although the question 
is beyond the scope of this article, it’s 
within the scope of TCME board member 
Marsha Hudnall’s piece on page 7 of this 
issue. It also raises an important point: 
Is a short-term mindfulness intervention 
long enough to facilitate significant weight 
loss? 

Maybe not, team Katterman 
concludes: “Mindfulness is one 
mechanism utilized for developing 
intrinsic or autonomous motivation, 
and given that this type of motivation is 
most strongly associated with long-term 
behavior change, it is possible that the 
positive effect of mindfulness on weight 
would be more delayed.”

Clearly, more research is needed 
to examine the long-term effects of 
mindfulness training on the range of 
eating issues. In the meantime, while we 
wait for researchers to determine what’s 
most effective for whom under what 
circumstances, now’s the time to observe 
what’s proving more or less effective for 
you and your clients, then draw your own 
conclusions. 

Jean Fain, MSW, LICSW, is a Harvard 
Medical School-affiliated psychotherapist 
and the author of “The Self-Compassion 
Diet.” In addition to seeing individual clients 
in her Concord, Mass., private practice, she 
writes for newspapers, magazines, and online 
publications, most recently for NPR’s The Salt 
blog. Jean can be reached at:  
jfain@hms.harvard.edu

does it really work?
Continued from Page 3
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Conflict and controversies arise 
in situations where there is valid, and 
often opposing, evidence supporting 
each choice. When helping clients with 
food and eating, there is no shortage of 
conflict! 

Let’s look at chocolate, for example. 
In recent years, chocolate, especially dark 
chocolate, has been seen an indulgence 
with health benefits ranging from 
preventing heart disease and lowering 
blood pressure to improving mood. On 
the other hand, chocolate is found in 
high sugar selections, is rich in saturated 
fat, and is seen as a gateway food for 
overeating or binge eating.

Taking a nonjudgmental view 
of chocolate can help define the two 
extremes. On one end of the spectrum, 
chocolate is delicious and makes me 
happy; on the other end, chocolate is a 
personal trigger that is found in many 
low-nutrient foods. The ability to see the 
two ends of the spectrum can help create 
a focus on exploring the middle. 

How can you help clients explore 
what’s in the middle of the two extremes? 
Instead of using judgmental statements 
such as chocolate is “right/good” or 
chocolate is “wrong/bad,” encourage 
clients to ask questions such as: “Did 
eating chocolate work as a snack? Was 
chocolate effective at ending my hunger? 
Did it make me happy? What else could 
I try?” This curious stance helps identify 
a more effective choice instead of the 
“right” choice.  

Creating a nonjudgmental stance 
is an essential skill that can decrease the 
conflict and controversy that happen 

every day with eating. This skill, or 
practice, is developed over time and 
is a core component of a mindfulness 
meditation practice. Knowledge alone 
is not enough to make this an effective 
behavior; practice is required for 
mindfulness and mindful eating to 
become automatic. 

Adding this practice into the day 
has the bonus of slowing the pace of 
decision-making and helping a person 
feel less rushed and overwhelmed. If a 
person practices being nonjudgmental 
when eating, it will become a powerful 
skill that allows the person to make 

complex connections between behaviors 
and outcomes. 

Megrette Fletcher M.Ed., RD, CDE, 
is the author of Discover Mindful Eating 
for Kids, and co-author of Discover 
Mindful Eating. She is a certified diabetes 
educator and co-author of Eat What You 
Love, Love What You Eat with Diabetes.  
Megrette is also a co-founder and the 2013-
2016 President of The Center for Mindful 
Eating. She lives, works and plays in New 
Hampshire. If you would like to learn more 
about her work, please visit:  
www.megrette.com

Winning the Food Fight!
Megrette Fletcher
MEd, RD, CDE

If a person practices being nonjudgmental when eating, it 
will become a powerful skill that allows the person to make 

complex connections between behaviors and outcomes.

http://www.megrette.com
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The board of The Center for 
Mindful Eating considers it essential 
to communicate what we understand 
as mindful eating and relevant topics 
affecting its practice for our growing 
community around the world. 

In 2015 we released a series of 
position statements on meditation, 
sustainability, healthy eating, and 
food security. In this issue we offer 
our position statement on weight 
management. Members are invited and 
encouraged to share their views and 
responses to this position statement in 

our member survey and our round table 
discussions. 

Position Statement on  
Weight Management 

It is the position of The Center 
for Mindful Eating (TCME) that 
mindful eating is an approach to eating 
that supports health and well-being. 
The practice of mindful eating helps 
individuals become aware of and honor 
their internal wisdom that guides 
eating for well-being. Mindful eating 

helps a person connect with physical 
cues to start and stop eating as well as 
psychological cues that can affect food 
decisions.

The Center for Mindful Eating 
does not support restrictive eating 
as an approach to effective weight 
management. Restrictive eating can 
result in physical and psychological 
effects that interfere with the body’s 
weight regulatory system.

(Approved June 4, 2015 at Annual 
Board Retreat)

The Center for Mindful Eating 
is delighted to offer good-practice 
guidelines for professionals engaged in 
the practice and teaching of mindful 
eating. These good-practice guidelines 
have been designed for professionals 
who identify themselves as Mindful 
Eating Teachers, professionals who train 
Mindful Eating Teachers, and Mindful 
Eating Teacher Trainings.  

In order to convey the wisdom 
of the principles of mindful eating, a 
depth of experience with the practice 
of mindfulness in one’s own life is 
essential. Becoming a Mindful Eating 
Teacher consists of multiple stages of 
preparation, study, training, practice, and 

direct teaching experience. 
A Mindful Eating Teacher Training 

is to be conducted by professional 
mindful eating trainers who have 
completed an extensive program of study 
and practice as well as have experience 
with teaching so they can provide a 
comprehensive education to other 
professionals. Trainings should be broad 
enough to provide a deep understanding 
of the principles of mindful eating, the 
current research in the field, and effective 
teaching strategies and techniques.

These guidelines are aspirational 
in nature. Not every professional who 
teaches aspects of mindful eating to 
their patients or clients will choose 

to be engaged in this level of training. 
However, for a Mindful Eating Teacher 
who wants to offer a mindful eating 
program of a minimum 18 hours (during 
a minimum six sessions), the good-
practice guidelines provide a complete, 
clear and internationally approved 
pathway that preserves the health and 
healing available through the practice of 
mindful eating.

Our hope is that the guidelines will 
motivate those wishing to be a part of 
this inspiring mindful eating work. 

To view The Center for Mindful 
Eating’s good-practice guidelines, visit: 
www.thecenterformindfuleating.org/
Good-Practice-Guidelines

TCME Position Statements: Weight Management

Good-Practice Guidelines from the Center for Mindful Eating

a timely look at the question of whether 
mindful eating is an effective strategy 
for helping those of us who are at higher 
weights than is healthy for our bodies, 
no matter what time of the year. There 
is plenty of controversy around the 
question, with one side declaring that 
mindful eating, among other things, 

takes too much attention to be a realistic 
strategy (as if calorie counting doesn’t?) 
and the other side declaring mindful 
eating is the most rational way to support 
both physical and emotional well-being as 
it relates to food and eating. TCME’s view 
is summed up in our position statement 
on healthy weight management that you 
can find above.

We invite you to read through this 
issue to discover what research tells us 

about mindful eating with respect to 
weight management and other eating 
behaviors as well as understand attitudes 
and strategies that can help you or your 
clients nonjudgmentally explore what 
works best for them when it comes to 
eating, regardless of whether weight loss 
is desired.

Here’s to happy, supportive eating 
in 2016!

healthy weights
Continued from Page 2
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Mary has been on just about 
every diet there is. Yet her weight keeps 
climbing. For every pound she loses, she 
seems to gain two. The thought of trying 
again is torture, but she doesn’t know 
what to do instead. She’s got high blood 
pressure and is on the verge of diabetes. 

It’s a story repeated time and again 
as people worldwide struggle with weight 
and health. But it’s a case of the cure 
being worse than the problem. Research 
suggests almost two-thirds of people 
who diet to lose weight end up regaining 
it plus some. And with that come health 
problems associated with higher weights, 
such as high blood pressure, diabetes and 
heart disease.

End the Yo-Yo Cycle of Weight 
Loss with Mindful Eating

Mindful eating offers a way out of the 
struggle. It’s not about what you “should” 
or “shouldn’t” eat but about discovering 
what and how to eat in a way that makes 
you feel well. Keep it up and that can lead 
to better health because feeling well is your 
body’s signal that all is well. 

It ends the search for weight loss 
because it’s not about trying to lose 
weight. It’s about supporting your health 
and happiness.

Mindful Eating vs. Dieting
Mindful eating offers two main 

advantages over dieting. It helps you:

Meet your physical needs•	   
The search for weight loss usually 
means counting calories or points 
and other rules that often don’t 
match your needs in the moment. 
You have a built-in system that can 
clearly tell you when as well as what 
and how much you need to eat for 
well-being. Mindful eating helps 
bring that system back online.
Satisfy your emotional needs•	  
Diets put people at odds with food. 
Yet food is one of the greatest 
pleasures of life, and pleasure 
is good medicine. There are no 
forbidden foods in mindful eating. 
That allows you to discover what 
you really like, and how to eat it in a 
way that makes you feel good while 
eating and afterward. Mindful 
eating also helps you determine 
when you need food to feel good, 
or when a walk, time spent 
meditating, a hug or something else 
is a better choice.

Expand Your Toolbox to Help 
Your Healthy Weight Find You

Mindful eating helps you meet your 
need for food. But your body has other 
needs for wellness, too, such as regular 

physical activity, sleep, and a satisfying 
social life. 

The behaviors and emotions that 
surround weight struggles often leave us 
too exhausted to exercise, sleep well, or 
just generally take care of ourselves. They 
also often mean we avoid social situations 
because we feel ashamed of our bodies, 
leaving us isolated and eating for comfort. 

As you move away from the focus on 
losing weight, you can free your mind to 
better meet these other needs. That leads 
to the healthy lifestyle at the foundation 
of health and healthy weights. 

Getting back in touch with and 
trusting your body’s cues for eating can 
take time and attention if you’ve struggled 
with your weight for any length of time. 
Consider working with a qualified mindful 
eating professional to help you along with 
way. 

The good news is that it’s a gratifying 
journey of discovery and enjoyment. 
That helps keep you on the path to better 
health and happiness.

Marsha Hudnall, MS, RDN, CD is 
president and co-owner of Green Mountain 
at Fox Run, a women’s retreat for healthy 
weight and wellness in Vermont. She is vice 
president of The Center for Mindful Eating.

Educational Handout

To Reach Your Healthy Weight,
      Stop Trying to Lose Weight

Marsha Hudnall

MS, RDN, CD
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We asked our members to reflect on our theme of mindful 
eating and weight controversies.

How do you feel when professionals question 
whether mindful eating, and other mindfulness 
practices, supports a healthy, natural weight?

“I think there are many lenses through which people view 
this issue. Those who question mindful eating may not have 
enough of their own experience with mindfulness to see a 
broader view. I also think that medical professionals rely on 
evidence, and until scientific data is available, they continue to 
question and doubt.” ~ Lenna Liu, MD, MPH (Seattle, WA - USA)

“When I hear this, it makes me think we need to clarify 
what ‘healthy, natural weight’ means. The word ‘healthy’ is 
so loaded in our weight-centric culture. It is equated with 
thinness. ‘Natural weight’ suffers from the same bias in our 
culture, which promotes the belief that our weight is fully in 
our control.  ~ Camerin Ross, PhD (Sausalito, CA  - USA)

“‘Frustration’ is the first word that comes to mind. When 
health professionals think about weight management, they 
often focus on calorie deficit. But that’s not how people think 
about eating. Eating is for pleasure, for socializing, When my 
patients learn to assess how they eat --when they become more 
mindful -- I see a lot of “ah ha” moments when they realize 
weight loss does boil down to calorie deficit. But it starts with 
the mind!”  ~ Kim Browning, RD (Ann Arbor, MI - USA)

You may have had other experiences in which 
your views about client care differed from those  
of your peers. In addition to noticing thoughts, 
feelings, and sensations, how have you responded 
in these situations?  

“I bring the discussion back to the client, and how 
important it is for the mind and body to be considered when it 
comes to health. I might also discuss the complexity of appetite 

and weight regulation. All healthy babies are born with the 
skills to self-regulate appetite and weight. Relearning those 
skills is essential for a healthy mind & body.” ~ Anne Embry, 
APD (Canberra, Australia)

“ Even if I have a different approach or opinion, I welcome 
the diversity and learning in every situation. When it comes 
to the client, I trust that if they want structured eating, or a 
diet plan, then this approach is right for them at that time. 
Sometimes the structure feels safer for them. ”  ~ Grace Bell, MA 
(Seattle, Washington - USA)

How do you help your clients explore mindful  
eating and issues surrounding weight controversies?

“By staying positive and helping my client identify ‘wins.’ 
And by keeping gremlins at bay. I also take a few moments 
before each session to settle into our time together with 
deep breathing. And we agree on “ground-rules” for our time 
together. This is a good way to practice mindfulness and prepare 
my client for his or her next food journey.”  ~ Joan M. Atkinson, 
MS, RD, CHWC (New Harbor, Maine - USA)

“Mindful eating is really not about weight. If you count 
calories, you can get your weight to an exact number. With 
mindful eating, your body decides your optimal weight. Mindful 
eating changes what you eat, not the calories. It is about 
quality, not quantity. It is about life, not about weight.”  ~ Terhi 
Summa, Mindful Eating Training Teacher (Helsinki, Finland)

“Try it! Try eating without rules for a month. Instead, eat 
with total awareness -- awareness of what you’re telling yourself 
about each food you’re eating; awareness of how it really tastes. 
For those who have lived by the “good food/bad food” rule, this 
is going to be scary. It will take time.”  ~ Caryn Schall, CTACC 
(Minnetonka, MN - USA)

“I tell them: ‘Together we will understand how your weight 
functions. You will be your own laboratory. We will try different 
experiences and see how it affects your body and mind. After 
that, you will be free to take it or leave it, but at least you will be 
conscious.’”  ~ Amélie Sabourin, RD (Montreal, Canada)

COMMUNITY WISDOM:

Be the first to know about our teleconferences, 
mindful eating trainings, and other events! 

Visit our website at:  thecenterformindfuleating.org/upcoming 

Learn more about becoming a member of The Center for Mindful Eating at:  
thecenterformindfuleating.org/join-us
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