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L ynsey Sizer believes she’s addicted
to sugar. When things aren’t going
well, cake and chocolate always
make her feel better. On her regular

visits to the cinema, the 28-year-old PR man-
ager from Berkshire heads straight for the  pick
and mix stand (sour sweets, smarties and white
chocolate mice are her favourites). “I never
mean to eat them all at once, but I can’t stop
myself. By the time the credits roll 
I’ve devoured the whole bag.” Her cravings for

TakeaBite
(a small one)

10 ways
to outwit
your weight
B Y  P A U L A  D R A N O V
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anything sweet are hard to control
and, as a result, she’s been waging a
lifelong battle with her weight. 

Karsten Askeland, 56, a police of-
ficer from Ontario, got hooked on
burgers, fries and other fast food when
he was 14 and sidelined from sports
after breaking his leg. Until then,
Askeland had been a trim, athletic
teenager who played basketball and
football, and was the fastest sprinter
on the athletics track.

Immobilised by his broken leg, he
continued to eat as if he were still
burning thousands of calories a week
playing sports. Long after his leg
healed and in the years after he left
school, he continued to indulge. “It
would be nothing for me to eat my
supper at home and then go out imme-
diately to McDonald’s and order a
quarter-pounder with cheese, a fish
sandwich, a large order of fries and a
large Coke. Sometimes I would go to
McDonald’s two or three times a day!”

Before Askeland knew it, his weight
had ballooned to 20 stone. In 1975 he
began a strict low-calorie diet and ex-
ercise plan to get down to 13 and a half
stone so he could join the police force.
But on his break from the night shift, 
he would head for the local Chinese
restaurant. In time, he regained all the
weight and more, reaching a high of 33
stone. Since then, life for Askeland has
been a struggle to lose weight and sub-
due his cravings for fast food.

Stress and Comfort Food
What makes people eat like this?

On a more modest scale, why do we

reach for chocolate or cakes or crisps
when we’re stressed, tired or bored?
Under stress, we crave foods  we liked
as children, a time in our psychologi-
cal life when there was little stress.
“They tend to be foods associated with
past treats, or special social occasions,”
says Marion Hetherington, professor
of biopsychology at Glasgow Caledon-
ian University. No surprise, then, that
when we’re under pressure, we don’t
reach for broccoli.

Even animals respond to stress by
indulging in fattening foods. A study
at the University of California found
that chronic stress prompted lab 
rats to indulge in high-calorie foods 
(in the rats’ case, food containing lard
and sucrose).

When cravings start to sabotage
health or weight-loss efforts, however,
they may become a source of stress.
Can you lose weight despite yearnings
for chocolate or cheeseburgers? Ex-
perts say yes, though conquering crav-
ings can take a little clever strategy—as
well as insight into the brain and body
chemistry that underlies that yearn-
ing for chocolate chip ice cream and 
Danish pastries.

Gotta Have It—Why?
Virtually all women (97 per cent)

and most men (68 per cent) admit to
having food cravings, according to one
study. For women, chocolate and other
sweets top the list, while men often
yearn for meals such as juicy steaks or
cheeseburgers with all the trimmings.
After menopause, women’s cravings
may become more like men’s. “It’s

84

R D I A D V I C E  J U LY  2 0 0 7

BR070702 Copy  19/6/07  02:23  Page 84



86

R D I A D V I C E  J U LY  2 0 0 7

tempting to say that
hormonal changes are
to blame. But there 
could also be a group
of older women who
grew up after the war,
when more value was
placed on meat and
protein foods, so who
knows?” explains Dr
Marcia Pelchat, a food-
cravings researcher 
at the Monell Chemi-
cal Senses Centre in
Philadelphia. 

Hormonal swings
seem to be at least
partly responsible for
women’s cravings. Lev-
els of both oestrogen and the feel-
good brain chemical serotonin drop
when women are premenstrual. And
there’s a possibility that sweets, pasta
and other carbohydrate foods can
boost serotonin, making you feel 
better. Hormonal changes may also
explain cravings for pickles and 
ice cream or other pregnancy-related
hankerings, but so far there’s no 
solid proof.

Could what we crave be something
our body needs? Experts are pretty
certain that missing nutrients are not
to blame for the vast majority of crav-
ings. True, chocolate provides the
body with magnesium. But, sad to say,
if our bodies really were crying out
for magnesium, we would be long-
ing for big green salads, which pro-
vide a lot more than the small amount
found in a chocolate bar. 

Cravings have very
little to do with hunger,
either. Who’s hungry 
at the end of an enor-
mous Christmas lunch
when the Christmas
pudding is served? And
who turns it down? 
“If you are genuinely
hungry, you’ll eat any-
thing, however taste-
less,” says Dr David
Haslam, chairman of
the National Obesity
Forum. An unflavoured
bowl of oatmeal will do.

Instead of satisfying
hunger, cravings reward
us and give us pleasure.

Researchers are just beginning to un-
derstand the brain chemistry at work
here. They have found that the creamy,
rich taste of chocolate can give you a
rush that’s more subdued but not to-
tally at odds—biochemically speak-
ing—with what happens in the brain
when drug addicts inject heroin or 
sniff cocaine.

Are Drugs the Answer?
At the University of Michigan, 

researchers found that cravings for
sweets can be turned off with nalox-
one, a powerful intravenous drug 
ordinarily used to counteract heroin
and morphine overdoses. They gave
naloxone to 14 women who were 
binge eaters, eight of whom were
obese, and to 12 normal-weight
women. While getting the drugs in-
travenously, the women were told 

Women
may crave
chocolate,
while men
yearn for a
juicy steak
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for everyday use, but some doctors 
see promise in the prescription drug 
rimonabant, brand name Acomplia,
which can help obese people to 
lose weight. 

Still, it’s doubtful that any drug will
be able to cure our cravings. After all,
they’re not rational—and they’re not
all governed by a single brain chemical.
Another problem with designing a
drug: cravings affect more than one
area of the brain. When Dr Pelchat and

researchers at the University of Penn-
sylvania used functional MRIs to watch
responses to cravings, they saw activ-
ity in brain areas related to emotion,
memory and reward.

Researchers now want to know
whether those reward mechanisms in
the brain could be satisfied by alter-
native turn-ons—music, perhaps, or
video games or shoe-shopping. That
study is in the works. Shopaholics
everywhere, beware!
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to eat as much as they wanted of a
mouth-watering array of biscuits and
chocolate bars. Once the drug entered
their systems, the binge eaters lost 
interest in the high-calorie foods. 
(The normal-weight women didn’t 
eat any more or less.) Another study
showed that naloxone squelched 
the pleasure binge-eating partici-
pants got from consuming chocolate
and biscuits.

This doesn’t mean that we need a 

heavy-duty drug such as naloxone to
curb our appetites, but it does reveal
a biochemical relationship between
food cravings and drug addiction. “I
don’t think we should be too horri-
fied at the parallels,” says Dr Pelchat.
“Drugs are bad because they stimu-
late reward circuits more strongly and
quickly than food, and make us ne-
glect our responsibilities and fail to
take care of ourselves.”

Naloxone is much too powerful 
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Y
ou can lose weight by over-
coming your cravings now. Here
are the latest tricks of the trade

from researchers and experts: 
Avoid your triggers “You crave

what you eat, so if you switch what
you’re eating, you can weaken your old
cravings and strengthen new ones,” says
food cravings researcher Dr Marcia
Pelchat. This can happen fairly fast. For
five days, her study volunteers at the
University of Philadelphia drank bland
dietary-supplement beverages. During
that time, they craved fewer of their
trigger foods. By the end of the study,
the volunteers actually wanted the
supplements instead. The first few days
are the hardest and you probably can’t
completely eliminate your old cravings.
But the longer you avoid your trigger
foods, the less likely you may be to want
them. In fact, you’ll probably begin to
crave the foods you eat, a real bonus if
you’ve switched to fresh fruit. 

Destroy temptation If you’ve
succumbed to a craving and bought a
packet of biscuits or some other trigger

food and start to feel bad while eating it,
destroy it. “Don’t just throw it away; run
water over it, ruin it. You’ll feel a sense
of accomplishment that you’ve licked
your binge,” says Dr Caroline Apovian,
director of the Nutrition and Weight
Management Centre in Boston. Don’t
think about the money you’re wasting.
If the biscuits don’t go into the bin,
they’re going straight to your hips.

Go nuts Drink two glasses of water
and eat a handful of nuts (six walnuts,
12 almonds or 20 peanuts). Within 20
minutes, this can extinguish any craving
and dampen your appetite by changing
your body chemistry, says RD Health
IQ columnist Dr Michael Roizen. 

Let it go Since stress is a huge trigger
for cravings, learning to deal with it
could potentially save you hundreds of
calories a day. This will take some
practice. You can try deep breathing or
visualising a serene scene on your own,
or you can speed things up by buying
one of the many CDs that teach
progressive muscle relaxation. For a
comprehensive range, visit the British

Holistic Medical Association’s website
at www.calming.org/cds.htm.

Chew gum “The sensory action of
chewing gum has been shown to
diminish cravings for sweets,” says
Professor Marion Hetherington of
Glasgow Caledonian University. “And
according to a recent study we carried
out, chewing gum cuts down intake of
afternoon snacks.” 

Take a power nap Cravings sneak
up when we’re tired. Focus on the 
fatigue: shut the door, close your 
eyes, re-energise. 

Jolt yourself with java Try sipping a
skimmed latte instead of
reaching for a chocolate
bar. The caffeine it
contains won’t necessarily
satisfy your cravings, but
it can save you the
calories by quenching
your appetite, says 
Dr Roizen. And the warm
richness and ritual can
distract you.

Distract yourself If
only ice cream will do, it’s
a craving, not hunger.

Cravings typically last ten minutes, 
say experts. Recognise that and divert
your mind: call someone, listen to
music, complete an errand, meditate 
or exercise.

Indulge yourself—within limits
Once in a while, it’s OK to go ahead and
have that ice cream. But buy a small
cone, not a tub. Try Special K cereal
bars with less than 90 calories, or small
packs of dried fruit or unsalted nuts.
The trick is to buy only one pack at a
time so you won’t be tempted to reach
for more. And since even 100 extra
calories can sabotage weight loss if 

you indulge daily, strike 
a bargain with yourself 
to work off the excess
calories. A brisk 15-
minute walk will burn 
100 calories or so. 

Plan or avoid Vary your
usual routine to avoid
passing the bakery or
pizzeria. If you know you’ll
be face-to-face with
irresistible birthday cake,
allocate enough calories to
fit it into your diet.

10 Ways to Control Your Cravings

Craving Ice Cream?

A couple of scoops of
the low-calorie kind,
topped with berries,
has only 162 calories.
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cast your mind back to the
1970s. Remember watching a
popular TV show called The
Brady Bunch? When Greg,

Marcia, Peter, Jan, Bobby and Cindy
weren’t all gathered round the dinner
table eating pork chops and apple
sauce, chattering about their day, 
they were out riding their bikes or play-
ing endless games. Or the family might
be camping together, competing in a
sack race—or even just running down
the stairs of their modern split-level
house to answer the phone. The whole-
some family show went out on ITV
from 1975 to 1982 and while it may not
have reflected some of the harsher re-
alities of family life in that era, it did
show that we moved around more (and

ate better!) in those pre-computer, pre-
mobile-phone times.

Today, many people wistfully rem-
inisce about how families lived before
video games usurped football and fast-
food replaced meals around the table.
We can learn from the way families
lived then, including how to eat more
healthily and lose weight.

The Home-Cooked
Advantage

The British family dinner is disap-
pearing. Less than a third of families
sit down and eat together more than
once a week. “One result of this is that
we’re snacking far more and eating
more calories at meal times,” says Dr
Frankie Phillips of the British Dietetic
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WhenIt
Pays

toPlay
Remember how much more 
active we used to be? Here’s how to
get back into the habit I B Y  K A T H R Y N  C A S E Y
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prepare for success. Their lives are
filled with structure and they have less
free time. “We’re so concerned that our
children get into the right schools 
and compete at an early age that it’s
created anxiety for all the family,” says 
parenting expert Dr Pat Spungin,
founder of Raisingkids.co.uk. And, as

we know, stress can lead to overeating
and obesity—something we never saw
in the lives of that Brady gang.

How do you encourage your family
to play? E-mail YouSaidIt@readers
digest.co.uk. 
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food budget was spent outside the
home, in restaurants or fast-food out-
lets. Now it’s more than a third. And
restaurant portions have ballooned.
One study shows that burgers have
doubled in size since 1980, while pasta
servings are five times larger.

Eating while driving or watching TV
has another unhealthy side effect. Dis-
tracted, we don’t realise how much
we’re putting in our mouths—the av-
erage Briton eats a staggering 15lbs of
snacks a year. At family dinners, when
we pause to talk, we eat more slowly,
allowing our stomachs time to signal to
our brains that we’re full.

Little Moves Matter
In addition, so much of what’s been

designed for our high-tech age keeps
us from moving around. We sit for
hours at the computer—working,
shopping, reading, researching, play-
ing games, even making friends. With-
out ever leaving the couch, we can
answer the phone, change the channel
and send e-mails from our handheld
devices. Studies have shown that some
kids brought up on these gadgets may
expend almost no extra physical en-
ergy in the course of a day. 

But here’s how it used to be. We got
up to change the channel. We walked
to the corner to post a letter. We got
up to answer the phone. We went to
the library to do research. We made
new friends in the park. Parents went
for a walk after dinner. Kids went out
and just played. And those little expen-
ditures of calories added up. 

Today, kids must be productive and

R D I A D V I C E  J U LY  2 0 0 7

Start Good 
New Habits

How is it possible to eat dinner
together and exercise more when 
both parents work and kids are
overscheduled? It can be done, says
parenting expert Dr Pat Spungin.

• Schedule it Make time for meals 
together just like you do for football 
practice or dentist’s appointments. Plan
meals in advance, shop for groceries at
weekends and freeze what you can.

• Make it fun Benefits from a family
meal don’t happen just by sitting and 
eating together; it’s what you do with that
time. First, turn off the TV and talk to one
another. But avoid stressful subjects such
as school reports, work or power struggles
over food. Keep conversation light.

• Go out and play Remember that
swing in the garden, the basketball hoop
over the garage door, the bikes in the
shed? Even 15 minutes of fun together
burns calories, reduces stress and
promotes family bonding.

• Take a break Limit passive computer
and TV time. Get up every 20 minutes
and do some stretches, tackle a 
household chore or go out for a walk. It
clears your mind and helps burn off lunch!

Association. “Add to this that we take
less exercise than our grandparents
did and it’s easy to see why we’re gain-
ing weight.” Supersizing our food is
supersizing us.

Aside from the emotional benefits of
sharing a family meal, the real advan-
tage is control—of the quality, ingre-
dients and portions of food. Fifteen
years ago, only one-fifth of Britain’s

Then and …                  Now

Wash and wax car by hand 

Walk two blocks to post letter 

Play hide and seek for 45 
minutes in back garden 

Walk a block or two to nearest
phone box, dial and walk back

Drive to shopping centre, 
walk to shop, try on clothes,
pay, walk back to car and
drive home 

Walk to colleague’s office and
hand him documents

Drive to photo developer, drop
off film and return next day

Drive through car wash 

Type e-mail and hit send 

Play video game on sofa 
for 45 minutes 

Pull mobile phone from pocket
and hit speed dial

Sit at computer, visit shop’s 
website, choose item, type in
credit card info, then accept
delivery at your front door

Stay at desk, attach documents
to e-mail and hit send

Sit at computer and 
upload photos

200 

22 

225 

57 

133 

19 

178 

Calories
burned

9.5 

9.5 

85 

10 

17 

4 

29 

Calories
burned

Calorie expenditures vary by age, gender and weight. These examples are for a 
ten-stone woman.

CALORIES OUT

CALORIES IN

DINNER Salad with dressing,
roll with butter, roasted chicken,
baked potato and green beans

SNACK 472mls fizzy drink and
small plain popcorn

DINNER XL Double Whopper
with Cheese and Large Fries

SNACK 525mls fizzy drink,
50g Walkers crisps, Snickers
Duo bar 

618 
calories,
21g fat

423 
calories,
11g fat

Calories 
& fat

1,322
calories,
76g fat

1,002
calories
45.4g fat

Calories 
& fat
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