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Diet is an important part of managing diabetes well. This article describes some of the problems that can affect diet and eating habits, and I hope that it improves your understanding of appetite, cravings, and healthy eating.

Natural history of human appetite
Our human ancestors were just like us -  they had same DNA and biology, but their environment was very different. As a result their liking for food didn’t cause weight gain or health problems. They had to hunt for food, or gather it by hand. This involved using energy to walk, run, carry and prepare food. As food was scarce, and getting it involved so much manual labour, it was important for humans to have an inbuilt mechanism to make sure they ate as much as they could when they could. Humans without this drive to eat would have died prematurely from starvation, or lacked the strength to protect themselves. Humans exist on the planet  today because throughout history, when food was hard to come by, our eyes have been bigger than our bellies!

And so, we all have within us a stone-age, voracious appetite - a love for food - and we experience pleasure when we consume it. In particular, we have developed a preference for high-calorie foods - after all, these would have been the most effective types of food to ensure survival thousands of years ago. These kinds of foods would have rarely been available however, if at all. If you have ever seen a television documentary showing tribesmen hunting for honey you will see just how difficult it was to obtain the kinds of high-calorie, sugary foods we take for granted in the modern world.

As a result, when presented with sugar-laden, high-fat, or very flavoursome foods then we can all too easily overeat - the cave-man in us drives us on because he needed to eat to excess when possible in order to survive.

This was not a problem when humans had to go out hunting to find their next meal, using thousands of calories in finding and preparing their meals. However, when the source of food is in the kitchen cupboard then we quickly find weight piling on. I have never hunted down a deer or a wild boar, or even climbed trees to gather fruit - but I imagine its a lot more difficult and physically challenging than opening the door of my fridge...

Moreover, the kinds of foods which we can so easily buy at the corner-shop or the garage (chocolate bars, crisps, sausage rolls etc.) are so densely packed with energy that our hunger mechanisms become chemically short-circuited - our hunger spirals out of control when we eat these things. When we eat this way we become putty in the hands of our own hunger and desire to consume. Eating processed, high-calorie foods is rather like putting rocket fuel in a domestic car - we can’t handle it - our biology is not designed to cope with regular intake of high-calorie, energy-dense foods.

Our bodies were designed to eat foods available to our ancestors - fruits (bitter, wild fruits quite unlike domesticated fruit available today), root vegetables, meat, fish, eggs, poultry.  By modern standards these foods are not densely packed with energy, and it is this kind of diet to which we are best suited. 

The first step in addressing over-eating habits is to acknowledge just how vulnerable we all are when we eat lots of modern, processed, energy-laden foods.  For example, have you ever found yourself compulsively snacking on chicken breast, on carrots, on celery, on eggs, on tuna? If yes, then I’ll guess that the food was in some way dressed up with something high-calorie, like mayonnaise, or sauce. Natural, unprocessed foods don’t short-circuit the hunger mechanisms, they do not lead to irresistible cravings and pangs for more.

The same desire to consume calories that preserved our ancestors and kept the human race going over the years is the same mechanism that is today crippling us with obesity-related health problems. Civilisation, transport, urbanisation, agriculture, food production, food advertising, use of flavourings, pumping food full of sugar and/or fats etc. has created an epidemic of obesity. If you are consistently overeating and overweight it’s because your otherwise healthy instincts to eat the calories you need have been distorted and amplified by exposure to the high-calorie foods that are so abundant around us. As one author on human history has put it - we have a “stone-age mind in a jet-age zoo”.

Real Hunger vs Cravings...
‘once you pop, you can’t stop....’
However, it is much more than hunger which prompts us to eat in the modern world where we are surrounded by cheap, available, high-calorie food. We often eat because doing so can, in the short term, alleviate boredom, sadness, stress or tiredness. Food = pleasure; our brains reward us with pleasant emotions and feelings while we eat (caused by a release of a chemical called ‘dopamine’ in our brains). Indeed, eating delicious food is a sure-fire way to temporarily get rid of those unpleasant emotions that crop up on all of us quite regularly. 

If we get into the habit of eating in excess to get rid of negative feelings rather than hunger we become, both biologically and psychologically, addicted. Snacking on high carbohydrate foods like chocolates, biscuits or crisps; or drinking beverages that are high in sugar are all short-term effective but problematic ways of blunting feelings of stress and boredom - just  like a drug. 

Intakes of highly calorific, sugary foods leads to ‘cravings’- a kind of misfiring, false-hunger signal that wills you to eat something specific - like fast-food, crisps, or sweets etc. Cravings can be triggered by adverts, by the smell outside a chip shop - this is quite different from a genuine hunger which is felt as a deep, lingering, wide, background sense of ‘I must eat...something.’ 

You could perhaps  think of cravings and hunger as being like the foreground and background in a picture. Cravings emerge rapidly, in detail, specific, and are felt as immediate and urgent. Real hunger, by contrast, is more like the landscape, a background feeling that is present and very real, but not as specific, urgent, or detailed. Real hunger doesn’t tell us ‘I must eat some crisps now!’ - rather its message is a more general, deeply felt, expanding sense of needing to have something to eat. 

Like any habit, “emotional eating” can become more or less automatic. Many times I have found myself peering into the fridge, or into a kitchen cupboard searching for something to eat - not because of hunger - but simply because I’m fed up, a bit bored, tired, or annoyed about something. The brief pleasure created as a result of eating the food may, possibly, help to reduce those feelings. As we all know however, it’s only a very temporary thing. Too often a binge or overeating leads to feelings of regret, guilt, shame and maybe even nausea! A further complication is caused by the fact that the things we tend to snack on spark even more cravings, making us further prone to repeat the cycle. 

Managing over-eating
Keep a food diary.

Briefly write down all that you eat during the day. 

You will be surprised.
Plan what you will eat from week to week – write it down.

Read labels - do you know how many calories you are taking in most days?  How many do you need at your size, gender, activity level and age? Do you know how many calories are in a slice of bread for instance? How many in an apple, or a carrot, or an entire pot of soup? How many calories in a packet of crisps? How many calories in a custard cream biscuit....in 5 custard cream biscuits!
Don’t buy the dangerous stuff! Amend buying habits. If it isn’t in the house you can’t eat it.

Find alternative snacks. Make a list of them and make sure you buy them.
Develop a philosophy of food based on stone-age principles - i.e. base your diet on vegetables, fruits and meat/poultry/eggs/fish. These are the kinds of foods we are well suited to. Ask yourself - is this processed/pumped with calories, or is it natural?

Make your food SPECIAL - make your snack a ritual; try new recipes; cook new things; try it out.

Before you eat ask yourself ‘hunger or craving?’

Be kind to ourselves....
I think it is important that we all accept that if food is available we will, at times, use it to deal with emotions and feelings other than hunger. That is ok. Let’s be both realistic and kind to ourselves here, and not expect to have a robotic, machine-like approach to disciplined eating.

However, we can make choices to ensure that we seldom overeat to deal with our emotional states and feelings. Eating small amounts, sampling and savouring, enjoying food, flavours, tastes and textures is great - but it need not lead to a massive calorie intake. This is something that is often called ‘mindful eating’ and it involves taking a genuine, deep and attentive interest in our food. By doing this we are much more likely to eat in moderation. Take time. Chew. Taste, Plan your weekly meals and snacks in advance.

The keys to a healthy eating pattern is to adopt a healthy philosophy of eating, to allow ourselves to really get involved with the foods we do eat, to make what we prepare and eat special and interesting.

Savouring, sampling, studying: a healthy philosophy on food
By approaching food as something to be investigated, enjoyed, sampled, savoured and discovered then we move away from a craving-based eating mindset. If we embrace the notion of seeking out foods that are flavoursome, interesting, unusual, special, healthy,, then we move away from quantity and ‘eating on autopilot’ and into the realm of genuine quality and pleasure. This means there is a good chance we will be less inclined to try to mask emotions by overeating. Meeting our emotional needs for stimulation and flavour, for interest and novelty through attentive, careful and conscious enjoyment of food, and by deliberately savouring it, then we are much less likely to succumb to our urges and cravings which drive overeating.
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