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            Introduction: It’s Not Your Fault
It’s Not Your Fault

         
         I once caught an episode of Sex and the City that made me laugh, cringe, and feel sad all at the same time. Miranda Hobbes—the brilliant, hard-working, efficient, and
            articulate corporate lawyer—was standing in her kitchen.
         

         
         Miranda picked up a small piece of chocolate cake and ate it, but then decided to toss the rest of the cake into the garbage
            can, presumably to stop herself from finishing it off. But wait—she then plucked another piece of the cake right out of the
            trash can and devoured it. Disgusted, she squirted liquid dishwashing detergent over the trashed cake so there was no way
            to wash the cake off, much less eat it.
         

         
         Amusing? Yes. Gross? Kinda. Unusual? No!

         
         Honestly, it is very normal to crave certain foods, and these cravings are not always the result of the disordered eating seen in this fictional example. I’ve talked to, and worked with, thousands of people from all walks of life and from all over the world who deal with hunger issues and cravings. They make three-o’clock runs to the coffeehouse for a latte and sweet treat, open the fridge to satisfy midnight cravings, eat off their kids’ plates, love sugary foods, plan cheat days, and all the while go on and off diets. In every city they’ve ever lived, they can give you directions from any part of it to the nearest convenience store, fast food joint, donut shop, or deli. 

         
         And why?

         
         Because they feel famished all the time, even after finishing off a delicious meal. Or they simply crave sweet, salty, or
            crunchy stuff constantly. Or they’re lonely or stressed out, and to comfort themselves, they cave into cravings. Some are
            just plain addicted to food, especially sugar, and feel very out of control with food in their eating habits.
         

         
         Many of these women (myself included) have suffered through never-ending, harmful cycles of weight loss and weight gain. They’ve
            tried diet clubs, low-carb, keto, paleo, vegan, and other flavor-of-the-month diets so many times that they’ve lost count.
            They’ve stressed over all this and have struggled with their poor relationship with food.
         

         
         Let me tell you a story about my 37-year-old patient Monica, who like the fictional Miranda was an attorney with a successful
            practice. She restricted her food intake during the week but went overboard on the weekends with lots of wine and late-night,
            carb-filled meals. She would eat a full meal, only to continue eating second and third helpings. During a vacation to Colombia
            one year, she was served a dinner of fresh breaded shrimp on board a boat—a local specialty. As she drank more wine, she ate
            more until she was stuffed. Yet she couldn’t stop—and even went for a third helping, snuck in after everyone else was asleep.
         

         
         On a deeper psychological side, Monica was depressed by this behavior and had developed so much anxiety over food that she
            couldn’t eat anything without guilt. She felt out of control when it came to her appetite and eating, and she didn’t know
            how much food was enough.
         

         
         Monica asked me, “Am I crazy for doing this?” Of course, I assured her that she was not and that she was not at all alone,
            and that her story is all too common these days.
         

         
         For many women like Monica, hunger has become their great enemy, and they’re constantly fighting it. The battle steals their self-confidence, piles on guilt (and pounds), and makes their spirits ache. This fight has owned them for so long that freedom from it seems elusive. 

         
         You get the picture.

         
         Maybe you’re in it.

         
         And you’re wondering: Why am I so effing hungry?

         
         
            The Real Reasons for Hunger

            So many people (like the old me) needlessly go through life suffering because of their relationship with food and constant
               need to give in to cravings They feel like food cravings have a strong hold over their lives. They walk around all day, thinking
               about their next meal. They feel beaten down by their lack of willpower to resist food. Nobody wants to go through life like
               this, but it happens despite their best intentions—far more often than you might realize.
            

            
            Does any of this sound familiar?

            
            If so, I’ve got the best possible news for you: Constant hunger and cravings are not your fault! Seriously, I repeat, it’s
               not your fault.
            

            
            They are NOT caused by a result of what you DO. Nor are they a sign of weakness or a lack of strength. And they have little
               to do with willpower. Willpower, self-restraint, discipline—none of that effing matters in this case. So repeat after me:
               “It’s not my fault.”
            

            
            Okay, so I know you’re wondering—“If it’s not my fault, what exactly is the problem?”

            
            There are not one but three big problems at work. I will elaborate a bit more in this introduction and explain in much greater
               detail throughout the book, but here’s the short version. The first problem has to do with a societal response to food that
               has been engineered by food manufacturers to be highly palatable and addictive.
            

            
            The second is a psychological response, often brought on by moods or emotions. Emotional triggers to eat include stress, loneliness, habit, boredom, or anger, as well as more enjoyable feelings like happiness and celebration. (Food companies capitalize on these issues, too.) 

            
            The third is a physiological response—controlled by your brain and your gut and of which you are unaware—that causes your
               hunger and satiety (fullness) signals to stop working as they should. True hunger, of course, is mostly a physiological need
               for nutrients to fuel your body. Just like your car requires gas to function, your body needs food and nutrients to survive
               and thrive. Once your tank is empty, you must refill it.
            

            
            So, when you find yourself constantly hungry, craving certain foods, and not able to stop eating—these are the main reasons
               why this happens.
            

            
            This is largely information no one has told you about before, at least not the food and diet industries. And probably not
               even your doctor. Doctors will blame you for your hunger and cravings because they don’t understand the physiology or the
               neuroscience themselves—these topics are not taught in medical school.
            

            
            For decades, we’ve been brainwashed to believe that if someone has a weight problem it’s because they eat too much. They need
               to consume fewer calories than they burn—slashing calories and eliminating foods is the answer. And if you do this, you too
               can look like Gwyneth Paltrow! Not true—and a total myth. (No offense, Gwyneth!)
            

            
            In fact, in medical school, doctors are taught this myth—and we’re taught that to solve the issue, people just have to stop
               eating so much. But it turns out it’s not that easy. Being overweight and gaining excess weight are not simply a matter of
               calories in and calories out. There’s so much more, including the involvement of hormones and the neuroscience of hunger and
               appetite. These factors, however, are not adequately covered in medical school, unfortunately.
            

            
            And don’t think for a moment you’ll always be a prisoner of your cravings—without a solution. You can do something about this
               and I’m going to give you the solution in this book. The program I share in these pages will naturally tame out-of-control
               hunger and cravings, help you trust your hunger signals, stop dieting, and free you from negative feelings associated with
               food and eating.
            

            
            This book and the 5-step plan evolved from my experiences studying nutrition, becoming a doctor, working with patients, and researching little-known facts about the gut, brain, emotions, and hunger. It was developed to help the thousands of people like you with whom I’ve worked over the past few years and who have struggled with hunger, cravings, food anxiety and guilt, weight ups and downs—and have even been known to walk twenty blocks for their favorite dessert. Happily, using this plan and its steps, my patients have escaped the angst of being hungry all the time. The same success can happen to you! (You’ll read more of my patients’ stories later in this book, and I know they will inspire you and give you hope.) 

            
            Now for some background.

            
         
         
            Unraveling the Mysteries of Hunger

            Before I became a double-board-certified doctor of medicine (internal medicine and allergy/immunology), I obtained a bachelor’s
               degree in nutrition at Cornell University’s Division of Nutritional Sciences, which offers one of the country’s top-notch
               programs.
            

            
            Nutrition was a topic that had always fascinated me. In high school, I became worried after my grandmother was diagnosed with
               type 2 diabetes—a disease my grandfather had died from when he was only 60. Not only that, my dad and his four brothers had
               all been diagnosed with diabetes in their early thirties. One of my uncles is a cardiologist who once reminded us over a carb-filled
               family dinner that no one in our family lived past the age of 60.
            

            
            Since moving to the U.S. at age 5, I had noticed that my parents’ dietary habits started to veer from eating the vegetarian-based meals of our Indian culture—lots of vegetables, roti, and other traditional foods—toward eating more of the processed foods so prevalent in a Western diet. Although they still enjoyed our traditional cuisine, they began to eat pizza, fast food, and nachos a few nights a week and drank a lot of cola. Doritos became their favorite snack. I knew this behavior was largely responsible for their diabetes and had certainly worsened it. I wanted to figure out how to curb these eating habits and prevent my family and other families from having to deal with diabetes and its possible consequences. 

            
            What also terrified me was that diabetes doesn’t just affect someone in the short term. It is a leading cause of death because
               it triggers the onset of cardiovascular disease, kidney and nerve problems, and many other serious issues.
            

            
            These weren’t just things that happen to other people, either. They were happening right in my own family. So I decided to
               take an active role in my father’s health care by monitoring his diet and nutrition and trying different diets with him—high
               fat, low carb, vegan, paleo, Ayurveda (a natural system of medicine that originated in India more than three thousand years
               ago that I learned growing up in my family’s culture), among others. When I got involved, my father was game to make changes,
               and I was proud of his attitude and motivation.
            

            
            Eventually, we landed on a plan that worked—and worked wonders. Over a two-year period, my father went from using 50 units
               of insulin to fewer than 20, lost 30 pounds, and received consistent reports of improved health from his doctor. And he no
               longer craved sugary, processed foods.
            

            
            Over the years, I refined this plan based on my education and experience as a doctor. Now it forms the blueprint of the programs
               I tailor for my patients and clients and led to my writing my first book, I’m So Effing Tired, in 2021.

            
            With this new book—I’m So Effing Hungry—I cover brand-new territory. Different hormones. Different insights into nutrition. Different plan. Plus, I present cutting-edge
               science about what goes on inside the body to control hunger, appetite, and cravings. Hunger is a completely different beast
               than fatigue, and in this book you’ll learn some amazing facts about why you’re so effing hungry and what to do about it.
            

            
            My mission is to revolutionize the way people eat. To change the way they think about hunger and nutrition. To help them handle hunger and cravings—and break free from the tyranny of diets and battles with food. This program can give you the tools to handle all the “hunger” you have in life (i.e., “hunger” for good relationships, more purpose, bigger impact). I’ve seen my program work for women all over the world. And it will work for you, too. 

            
            I’m thankful I started on this path by studying nutrition first. It taught me about food science, the role of nutrients, what
               happens to your body when you eat different foods, and the various diseases associated with nutritional deficiencies. Not
               many doctors have this kind of background.
            

            
            When I was a nutrition student at Cornell, I attended nutritional conferences and seminars to augment my knowledge. It was
               at these events that I became aware of a strange and alarming disconnect.
            

            
            I remember with crystal clarity the first conference I went to. Held at the Hynes Convention Center in Boston, the conference
               was littered with booths decorated with huge, bold, and colorful banners and where freebies, pens, and other knickknacks were
               being given out. I entered the center, frazzled and sweating from trying to find a parking space and walking around in ill-fitting
               high heels to try to fit in. I was young and inexperienced but I was there to absorb. After registering, I was handed a huge
               canvas bag filled with samples and pamphlets from food giants like Nestlé, General Mills, and Kraft.
            

            
            Educational sessions were sponsored by different companies, particularly big-name cereal companies. One seminar covered how
               gluten was being falsely accused of causing gastrointestinal troubles. I was surprised. Whenever I ate gluten, my stomach
               hurt, I lost energy, and I got bloated. A lot of people are sensitive to gluten, and I’m one of them—so I was mystified by
               hearing gluten being presented in such a positive light—and without acknowledgment of those who had a sensitivity.
            

            
            There was also a session covering the China Study—a huge research project about the health benefits of a vegan diet—in which
               the presenter discussed the link between eating meat and developing cancer. As a lifelong vegetarian, I was fascinated by
               that session. But I was MORE shocked to see so much processed meat served at the luncheon right after this seminar!
            

            
            Overall, I just couldn’t believe there was so much blatant promotion of processed food over real food at a convention where nutrition was the topic. No wonder so many people were dealing with weight gain, obesity, diabetes, and other food-related illnesses—many medical professionals and practitioners didn’t even have a basic familiarity with good nutrition. 

            
            Those experiences really opened my eyes. We were (and are) being so duped! These conventions, which normalize or even encourage
               the consumption of processed food and dismiss health trends that focus on food sensitivities, are part of the societal connection
               to hunger that I mentioned earlier.
            

            
            I went on to medical school, first at the Albert Einstein College of Medicine in New York City, followed by a residency at
               Harvard Medical School’s Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center in Boston. Three years later, I was accepted into the Columbia
               Presbyterian Hospital/Columbia University immunology program.
            

            
            While I was in medical school, I was taught everything a doctor-to-be needed to know about anatomy, physiology, disease, and
               treatments. But I don’t remember learning much about nutrition or preventive medicine. What little I did learn comprised about
               15 percent of my nutritional knowledge.
            

            
            After many years of school and training, I started my private practice, thrilled to put all my training to work. But deep
               down, I knew that my special training and expertise would be mostly wasted in the Western model of medicine, with its emphasis
               on treating symptoms rather than finding the root causes of illness and preventing them. Western medicine has some strengths
               in addition to its weaknesses, for sure, and it is great in an emergency or when surgery is needed. But it often fails to
               support illness prevention and the self-healing processes that go on inside the body.
            

            
            I was determined to change the way I practiced medicine to impact more people.

            
            While all of my education has been enormously important and formed a tremendous foundation, I decided to teach and practice
               in a way that was different, using my South Asian upbringing and my special in-depth training in nutrition and immunology
               to treat people successfully. I’m named as a medical doctor on my diplomas, but I consider myself a practitioner of integrative
               medicine as well. This means that I focus on healing through nutrition, wellness, and lifestyle.
            

            
         
         
            Psychobiotics, Hunger, Cravings—and You

            Since the publication of my first book, I’m So Effing Tired—which offers a proven plan for overcoming the issue of fatigue in women—I’ve been studying the forces behind excessive hunger
               and food cravings.
            

            
            As I mentioned, I was motivated to explore this topic because so many of my patients as well as other women were telling my
               how constantly hungry they were and that they prayed that the next day would be different. Their urges for different types
               of food—sugary, salty, crunchy, and all of the above—were strong and real. Some could open a bag of potato chips and eat every
               chip in a single setting or finish off a quart (or more) of ice cream for dessert.
            

            
            But there’s a deeply personal side to my exploration into hunger and cravings: my own life. When I was in my early thirties,
               I felt like my life was blowing up. I was a wife and mom with two toddlers at home. I was building my medical practice. I
               was spending a large share of my free time with toxic people who were bad for my mental health. I was so worn out that I could
               not focus and get control over my schedule and daily life tasks. Then—partly because of my go-go-go hurried lifestyle—I was
               in a horrific car accident in which I almost lost my life. In the midst of the recovery and healing process, there were too
               many balls to juggle in my life, and I felt like I couldn’t stop the stress and chaos.
            

            
            My only coping mechanism for the stress was to eat—and not the right foods. Those choices only intensified my cravings. I
               was sleep-deprived too, which made me even hungrier.
            

            
            Then my amazing husband stepped in and insisted that I needed to create more boundaries in my life to rein in and reduce the
               stress. I listened to him. We agreed that we both needed a major health overhaul, my husband as much as me.
            

            
            We committed to making some sweeping adjustments in our health and nutrition. We changed the way we ate—emphasizing natural, whole foods most of the time. (I taught myself to stop self-medicating with food, using the techniques you’ll learn in this book.) We exercised more gently—and especially outdoors in nature. We did more yoga and meditated. We stopped engaging with people who were bringing us down. Little by little, my whole life started to change. I finally made it to the other side, and I was a new person. 

            
            So yes, I get it. You are overwhelmed just like I was overwhelmed. You are right to question why this is happening to you.
               I can help you, not just because I’m a medical doctor, but because I have been there, and I know what it takes to empower
               yourself again.
            

            
            When it comes to cravings, we women may have it worse. Published in The Yale Journal of Biology and Medicine in 2016, one study pointed out that women find it harder to regulate food cravings compared to men. Only 20 percent of women
               who reported cravings indicated that it was “easy” for them to resist cravings, as compared to 50 percent of men.
            

            
            As I realized this was a problem without a clear-cut solution, I just happened to be reading about a relatively new concept
               in alternative medicine called psychobiotics. This term refers to the live microbes living in the gut that have been shown
               to impact the brain and the nervous system. Key processes in your body (including hunger, weight, even your mood) are tightly
               regulated most of the time by these live bacteria. Scientists have known about this relationship for awhile, but it was practically
               dismissed because it was thought to be unimportant. Now we know better. Studies of psychobiotics have begun to unveil the
               impact of this relationship on almost every part of the body.
            

            
            Here’s where it gets interesting. These microbes know how to make message-sending neurotransmitters (normally manufactured
               by the brain) all on their own. They don’t have brains, of course, but they use neurotransmitters like the chemicals dopamine
               and serotonin to communicate with each other, just like brain cells do. They may also be communicating with us as well and
               have quite a bit of influence over how we feel, think, and react.
            

            
            One of the most fascinating new discoveries, reported in such journals as Nutrients and Trends in Neuroscience, is that microbes are using these chemicals to control our appetite and make us crave certain foods. So when these microscopic critters get hungry for sugar and other foods, you get cravings for the same foods! This is a big reason why you’re so effing hungry. And if you’re deficient in certain gut bacteria, you may be more likely to feel famished all the time, crave various foods—and suffer from mood disorders—including depression (which doesn’t help cravings in the least). Hunger and cravings are much more nuanced than modern Western medicine would have you believe. 

            
            I’ve devoted a whole chapter to psychobiotics, so I don’t want to give away the plot here. But the big takeaway is that psychobiotics
               are one of the main causes of hunger and cravings, not your weakness or lack of discipline. It’s not even your fault if you’re
               overweight, either. You just might be eating foods that affect the diversity of microbes in your gut, and that imbalance is
               making your body store fat—this is all part of psychobiotics too.
            

            
         
         
            The Food Industry and Hunger

            Remember my story about the food industry and its sponsorship of nutrition conferences? Well, it’s that very same industry
               that is formulating and selling foods designed to be addictive and irresistible so that we keep coming back for more, despite
               the consequences.
            

            
            Food manufacturers actually hire engineers to manipulate combinations of sugar and fat or fat and salt to elicit the ultimate
               pleasure response in people, as measured by electrodes attached to brain areas that light up when these combinations are eaten.
               In the processed food industry this response is referred to as the bliss point.
            

            
            Here’s something wild: food manufacturers have also altered the distribution of fat goblets in some foods to affect absorption
               rate (this is known as the mouth feel), changed the physical shape of salt so it hits taste buds harder and faster (this is
               known as the flavor burst), and added condensed chemicals that are known to trigger intense pleasure responses.
            

            
            The combined effect of these factors is that we’re now bombarded with highly palatable foods that are combinations of sugar and fat (like ice cream, cookies, and cakes) or fat and salt (such as nuts, potato chips, and French fries) that trigger us to eat more of them. 

            
            And if we’re feeling emotional? Watch out, because emotions are a further trigger to overeat. But even emotional eating is
               not your fault. The part of your brain—the midbrain—that craves social interaction is the same part of the brain that hungers
               for food. So if you feel lonely, you’re apt to get hungry, even if you’ve just finished a big meal!
            

            
            Reaching for sugary foods under any circumstances is a bad deal. Because these foods are easy to digest, they break down rapidly
               and flood the digestive system all at once. There, they eff up hormones involved in hunger and satiety. A key hunger hormone—ghrelin—is
               stimulated, which makes you feel hungrier as you eat and after you eat. This process shuts down the production of leptin,
               the I’m-full hormone. Besides driving up your cravings for more of this processed food, the net effect of this mess makes
               you want to eat even after you’re full.
            

            
            I know, this sounds like mad scientist stuff, but it’s happening all around us, without our knowledge, and one of the simplest
               examples is concocted every day at your local McDonald’s. Have you ever thought that a Coke from McDonald’s tastes so much
               better than one from anywhere else? Here’s why: McDonald’s buys cola syrup from Coca-Cola—but at a McDonald’s restaurant,
               less carbonated water is added in a prechilled mix ratio to the syrup than at other places that serve Coke from a fountain.
               That’s one of the main reasons why a Coke at McDonald’s is sweeter and just generally tastier than a cup of the stuff from
               anywhere else.
            

            
            As for diet sodas, I’ve watched multiple TikToks that have gone viral, rating the best diet cola. I always know which brand
               is going to win!
            

            
            What’s more, the straws at McDonald’s are slightly wider than typical straws, so more of that liquid goodness hits your tastebuds
               all at once. At least with straws, bigger really IS better. If you can’t seem to stop sipping long after you’ve washed down
               your burger and fries, now you know why.
            

            
            See what’s happening? These companies are taking addictive substances and making them more addictive! No wonder we’re so effing hungry. I’ve got more eye-opening stories about the food industry to share with you later in the book that will make you think twice about hitting the drive-through or opening a bag of chips. 

            
         
         
            This Is Not a Diet Book

            In my practice, I work with a lot of people who want to lose weight, and they want it off by next Friday. Being at a healthy
               weight is a great goal, and you don’t need a medical degree to know that it cuts your risk factors for cardiovascular disease,
               high blood pressure, type 2 diabetes, certain cancers, and other scary illnesses.
            

            
            In today’s world, however, people are overly fixated on losing weight and they try to follow diets that take a restrictive,
               quick-fix approach to weight control. Most are simply not sustainable. You grit your teeth and try to stick with the diet
               in question for a couple of weeks or for thirty days, until you can’t anymore. Then you go back to your normal way of eating
               because you miss lasagna or ice cream and back come the pounds, with interest, and the cycle repeats.
            

            
            Your gut bacteria enter the picture once again, too. They do a lot more than assist with good digestion. They produce chemicals
               that make you hungry. Some types of bacteria chop food into tiny pieces that get digested, add calories to your body, and
               thus tend to pack on pounds. If your gut has more of those kinds of bacteria—which happens when eating too much processed
               food—it is tougher to lose weight.
            

            
            After being a doctor for almost twenty years, I can also tell you this: most diets are a product of a diet industry that has
               taught us to deny and dismiss our hunger cues and rely instead on lists of food to eat, when, and in what portions. This industry
               would also have us believe that controlling our weight is about personal responsibility, discipline, and willpower, and that
               hunger is bad.
            

            
            Tell that to my patient Cyndie, who at 250 pounds was dealing with diabetes and liver and heart problems until she stopped dieting and learned to listen to her body and eat real food. She not only lost quite a bit of weight, she also broke free from the vicious cycle of warring with her own body about hunger, cravings, and food. The whole culture around dieting has also created guilt and other negative feelings about food and our bodies. It’s sad and I know you can relate. 

            
            Here’s a startling stat: as of 2019, the U.S. weight-loss market is booming and the diet industry has grown to a record $72
               billion. This growth is expected to reach a mind-blowing $253 billion in the next five years, according to AXcess news.
            

            
            If all these diets worked, then why is this growth trending upward so fast?

            
            You’ve probably heard the phrase “follow the

            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
               
                  
                  
                  
                  
                  
               

            
         
         
            My Plan and How to Use It

            
            
            
            
            
               	Discover little-known yet powerful facts about certain foods and nutrients that will manage your hunger and cravings—effortlessly
                  and automatically.
               

               	Escape the forbidden food diet mentality and learn to make a friend of food.

               	Rewire your brain and manipulate certain hunger/satiety neurons so that you naturally reach for healthier options—no willpower
                  required.
               

               	Learn to read the patterns of hunger versus cravings.

               	Leverage the powerful connection involved in what you eat, your gut health, your brain and neurons, and your mood.

               	Stop fighting the scale and make peace with your body.

               	Bring your body back into healthy balance with behavioral and lifestyle strategies that refresh your brain, and stop decades-old
                  dieting patterns.
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