
DISCLAIMER

DEALING WITH
DIET CULTURE

RECOVERY SESSION:

This resource is  a l iv ing document and is  open to change.  It  was created by
students from within the Body Brave community and may not be ful ly
representative of the spectrum of experience.  If  you have any suggestions to
improve this resource or l ived experiences that you don’t  see represented here,
please emai l  us at  info@bodybrave.ca .  

WHAT IS DIET CULTURE?

Diet culture isn’t  about any one specif ic  diet ,  but about how our culture navigates
the phenomenon of diet ing.  It  is  a culture that celebrates thinness,  views weight
loss as evidence of wi l lpower,  and promotes the idea that there is  a universal
“r ight way” to eat.  I t  perpetuates the notion that there is  one narrow definit ion of
a healthy body and how to achieve that healthy body.  This narrat ive makes it  easy
to fal l  into any number of disordered eating behaviours in the pursuit  of a social ly
praised body,  or even under the guise of health and wel lness.  Dr.  Christy Harr ison
cautions people against fal l ing into the trap of a “Wellness Diet”  that focuses on
label l ing,  moral iz ing,  and el iminating foods as a means to “detox” or “cleanse” the
body.  

According to the Oxford Engl ish Dict ionary,  the definit ion of “diet”  as a noun is
s imply “the kinds of food that a person,  animal ,  or community habitual ly eats.”
However,  diet culture tends to use the definit ion of “diet”  as a verb:  “to restr ict
oneself  to smal l  amounts or special  k inds of food in order to lose weight.”  The
keyword in this  definit ion is  “restr ict” .  Restr ict ion is  heavi ly t ied to eating
disorders of al l  k inds s ince physical ly or mental ly restr ict ing foods can perpetuate
binge-type behaviors,  or can prolong restr ict ive behaviours.  Restr ict ing foods,
even for health or medical  reasons,  can lead to f ixat ions and preoccupations with
food that may spiral  into disordered eating patterns.

What Is  Diet Culture? — Christy Harr ison
How to Avoid Fal l ing for The Wellness Diet — Christy Harr ison
13 Experts Explain Why Diets Don't  Work And What To Do Instead

https://christyharrison.com/blog/what-is-diet-culture
https://christyharrison.com/blog/the-wellness-diet
https://www.buzzfeed.com/sallytamarkin/weight-neutral-dietitians?bfsource=relatedmanual
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DIET CYCLING

Diet/Restrict  Foods.  The individual  l imits foods by amount or type of food,  or
restr icts whole food groups.  This may not apply to dist inct medical
accommodations (e.g. ,  restr ict ing gluten for someone with cel iac disease,  or
managing carbs/sugars for a diabetic) .   
Deprivation.  Food intake is  restr icted,  which can lead to physical  symptoms,
such as an increased appetite,  cravings for the restr icted foods,  or a s lowed
metabol ism. It  may also lead to mental  and emotional  symptoms,  l ike
irr itabi l i ty ,  deprivation,  or fat igue.   
Break diet rules and indulge in cravings.  The body and mind can no longer
resist  the restr icted foods,  and gives in to cravings.  This may lead to the
individual  overeating or experiencing a bingeing episode.   
Experience negative thoughts/feel ings.  The individual  may experience feel ings
of dejection,  disappointment,  gui lt ,  and shame. They may attr ibute their
indulging in cravings to not having enough wil lpower or feel  l ike a “fai lure”.   
Become unhappy with physical  appearance.  This binge episode and overeating
may result  in a change in their  body or weight.  This ,  combined with the
negative thoughts and feel ings,  can result  in them trying to “get back on track”
or “do better” ,  restart ing the diet ing/restr ict ion stage.   

Diet cycl ing involves f ive stages:  diet/restr ict  foods,  deprive oneself  of these
foods,  break diet/eat restr icted foods,  experience negative feel ings,  and become
unhappy with body/weight.  Let ’s  explore this further.  

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Disordered Eating & Dieting -  NEDC

https://nedc.com.au/eating-disorders/eating-disorders-explained/disordered-eating-and-dieting/
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You cannot make conclusions about anyone’s health based on the way they look.
Lifestyles that include “health-promoting behaviours” ,  l ike meeting nutr ient needs
and moving your body,  are encouraged for everyone,  but health extends beyond
diet or exercise -  mental ,  emotional ,  and spir itual  health are essential  to the
optimal  functioning of our minds and bodies.  People of al l  s izes can be healthy and
unhealthy.  

DIET CULTURE MYTHS

Myth 1:  Appearance is  a good indicator of  health,
and being thin means you’re healthy.

Diet culture is  based on lying to us about what our diets should look l ike,  and has
moved the goalposts again and again.  This can cause us to doubt ourselves and our
bodies.  Let ’s  dispel  some myths about diets and diet culture!   

Myth 2:  You need to follow specif ic  diet  “rules” to
lose weight or be healthy.

You may have heard that carbs wi l l  make you gain weight,  and you should go keto
instead.  You also may have heard that a high-carb,  low-fat ,  low-protein diet is  the
way humans were meant to eat.  You may have heard about combining certain
foods or eating only at certain t imes of day.

 The real ity is  that they keep inventing new diets because none of them work
long-term or are sustainable!  Even if  we al l  ate the same and moved the same, our
bodies would al l  be different.  Work with your health team and ref lect on what
makes your individual  body feel  good since this wi l l  l ikely be different from what
works for your fr iend or that one “f itness coach” on Instagram.

Myth 3:  There is  no such thing as being “too
healthy” and I  should always strive to be as
"healthy" as I  possibly can.  

While it  is  lesser known, orthorexia is  s lowly gaining recognit ion as an eating
disorder.  This disorder involves obsession with healthy or “clean” eating,  and
preoccupation with trying to cleanse or detox the body with food or exercise.
Mental  health can be s ignif icantly impacted by typical  practices associated with
this disorder,  l ike planning al l  act ivit ies around food or stressing over avai labi l i ty
of approved foods.

Health is  not something you owe to people,  and you are worthy of love and
respect regardless of "health".
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    T ime to Reflect:
How has diet  culture impacted your relationship with food and/or  your  body?
What are some diet  culture myths that you may have bought into before?
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I t  can be diff icult  to get out of a diet culture mindset when it ’s  baked into our
everyday l ives through media consumption and our language.  As tr icky as it  can
be,  there are some ways that you can remove aspects of diet culture from your
l i fe,  and from your mindset.  

Find ways to connect with people that don’t  surround food.
Food is  such a central  part  of almost every s ingle culture,  and it  can be easy to t ie
food to many l i fe events -  from celebrating to mourning -  which can be diff icult  i f
food is  tr iggering for you.  Consider connecting with your loved ones over non-
food related activit ies.   

Some examples are going for a walk/hike,  playing board games or cards,  doing a
craft ,  going thrift  shopping,  reading together,  or going on an adventure.

Change your language = change your mindset.
When you catch yourself  using diet culture language,  gently correct yourself  to
rewire your thinking on the subject.  Try to avoid words that associate food with
gui lt  or shame, using “fat”  as a feel ing,  or commenting on yours or a loved one’s
physical  appearance.  

Educate your loved ones.
 I t  is  very possible that your loved ones are using tr iggering diet culture rhetoric
without real iz ing it ,  and would change it  i f  their  eyes were opened to it .  Consider
gently sharing your knowledge of diet culture and its  l inkage to eating disorders,  i f
you’re comfortable.  

These t ips were primari ly sourced from Diet Talk:  How To Respond & What To
Say,  by Col leen Christensen,  RD.   

TIPS FOR AVOIDING DIET CULTURE

    Let 's  set  a  goal !
Choose one of  the t ips  above and write  a c lear  and specif ic  goal  that  you can work
on this  week.  For  example:  I  wi l l  ce lebrate my next  achievement by going to the
arcade with a fr iend instead of  going out to dinner .

https://colleenchristensennutrition.com/diet-talk-how-to-respond-what-to-say/
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How am I  affected by diet culture? 
How do the people around me engage in diet culture? 
Do I  engage in diet cycl ing?  
What are three ways my eating disorder has negatively impacted my abi l i ty to
engage in social  s ituations? 
How can I  take care of my health in ways that don’t  involve food? 
Think of a t ime when you felt  real ly proud of yourself/your body.  What were
you doing? Could you do that again?  
When was the last  t ime that I  did something nice for my emotional/spir itual
health? If  i t  has been a whi le,  can I  do something today to nurture it?  
What are the ways in which I  use diet culture language when talking to people
in my l i fe? 

Choose a prompt to ref lect on.  Set a t imer on your phone for 3-5 minutes and
reflect on these prompts,  whether in the form of writ ing or just thinking about
them!   
  

Reflection Prompts

BODY IMAGE ACTIVITIES

    Let 's  ref lect:
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I can release myself from a diet mentality and any thoughts that do not serve me. 
 

Food is not good or bad, and I am not good or bad for eating any foods. 
 

 I will engage in the movement that serves me and that I enjoy, and remove the
movement that does not serve me, or that I dread. 

 
I accept that this journey to recognize hunger and fullness takes time. 

 
I chose to be gentle and kind to my body. I choose to celebrate my small and big

wins.
 

I don’t have to be exactly where I want to be. I can appreciate that I’m making
progress on my journey and I’m not where I was. 

 
In a culture obsessed with thinness, it’s natural to have thoughts and desires about

losing weight. That doesn’t mean I need to fall back into another diet cycle. 
 

I choose to work on the things that can be improved upon, like joyful movement,
better balance, and intuitive eating. 

Practice these aff irmations to shift  negative thoughts to neutral  thoughts.  You
can memorize them and say them to yourself ,  put them in a note on your phone,
write them on a piece of paper and carry them in your pocket,  or put them on a
st icky note next to your mirror.  Choose the ones that resonate with you and
reach for them in moments of stress,  anxiety,  or low body image.  These
aff irmations were part ia l ly sourced from How I ’m Using Aff irmations to Help
Reprogram My Relat ionships with Food and Exercise.  

Affirmations

https://medium.com/honestly-yours/how-im-using-affirmations-to-help-reprogram-my-relationships-with-food-and-exercise-957173a72de7
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@bodybravecanada
@encouragingdietit ian
@diet.culture.rebel

Podcasts

Food Psych with Christy Harrison  A podcast about intuit ive eating,  body image,
and diet culture to help chal lenge restr ict ive diet ing behaviors and learn some
useful  body-confidence strategies along the way.   
  
The Body Image Podcast with Corrine Dobbas,  MS, RD  The Body Image Podcast is
a podcast about body image and the many layers that go into making peace with
our bodies.  L ike intuit ive eating,  self-compassion,  mental  health,  self-care,  body
and size acceptance,  embodiment,  reject ing diet culture,  and more.   
  
The Recovery Warrior Show  A podcast dedicated to boosting the emotional
intel l igence and resi l ience of people struggl ing with depression,  anxiety and eating
disorders.   

TED Talks

Body Posit ivity or Body Obsession? Learning to See More & Be More |  Lindsay
Kite |  TEDxSaltLakeCity  
 
Eating Disorders from the Inside Out:  Laura Hil l  at  TEDxColumbus 
 
Sandra Aamodt:  Why dieting doesn't  usual ly work  
 
What is  a  healthy relationship with food? |  Rhiannon Lambert |
TEDxUniversityofEastAnglia 

Reading

Body Respect:  What Conventional  Health Books Get Wrong,  Leave Out,  and Just
Plain Fai l  to Understand about Weight 

Anti-Diet:  Reclaim Your Time,  Money,  Well-Being and Happiness Through
Intuit ive Eating by Christy Harrison  

People to fol low:

FURTHER LEARNING

https://podcasts.apple.com/ca/podcast/rebuilding-body-trust-importance-unlearning-why-body/id700512884?i=1000510133794
https://podcasts.apple.com/ca/podcast/the-body-image-podcast/id1340435871
https://podcasts.apple.com/ca/podcast/the-body-image-podcast/id1340435871
https://www.recoverywarriors.com/podcast/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uDowwh0EU4w
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UEysOExcwrE
https://www.ted.com/talks/sandra_aamodt_why_dieting_doesn_t_usually_work
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6CQyaeZWAXE
https://www.amazon.ca/Body-Respect-Conventional-Health-Understand/dp/1940363195
https://www.amazon.ca/Anti-Diet-Reclaim-Well-Being-Happiness-Intuitive/dp/0316420352
https://www.amazon.ca/Anti-Diet-Reclaim-Well-Being-Happiness-Intuitive/dp/0316420352

