
CAN MINDFULNESS AND SLEEP HELP YOU LOSE WEIGHT? 
 
Did you make a New Year’s Eve resolution for 2015?  Was it to lose weight?  If so, you 
are not alone.  Arguably, weight loss is one of the most common promises people make 
to themselves.  How effective are most of us at keeping our promise?  It is easier for 
some than for others.  In this society, food is abundantly available, is relatively 
inexpensive, is marketed universally and often in a targeted manner, and high caloric 
food generally tastes pretty good.  Food is all around us.  We expect, anticipate, and 
enjoy consuming it.  Eating food can be very emotionally supportive and reinforcing.  We 
eat for enjoyment, taste, and nutrition.  We eat to conform to social expectations.  
Additionally, we eat to soothe ourselves when stressed.  Food is part of the fabric of our 
existence, and most of us think about it multiple times per day.  Certainly, thinking about 
and consuming food is a normal biological function of human beings.  However, what we 
biologically require from food and how much we actually consume is often quite 
unequal.  We often eat more than we should.  We live in a society (United States) where 
the obesity rates for adults have gone from 13.4% in 1960 to over 35% in 2010.  Some 
people struggle with being overweight due to metabolic dysfunction or other 
physiological issues.  However, for the majority who have issues with weight, it is due to 
the quantity and type of food they consume.    
 
Most often, when asked how does one lose weight, people will almost reflexively 
respond by saying “dieting and exercise.”  Dieting is most often thought of as reducing 
caloric intake through the process of eating less food, eating low caloric foods (like 
vegetables), and greatly reducing foods containing fat.  Dieting replaces eating good-
tasting, feel-good foods with foods that don’t taste as good and are much less satisfying 
(and eating less of them).  In short, when dieting, most of us end up feeling deprived.  
Feeling deprived is not very motivating.  Exercising requires a lot of effort, time, and a 
lot of ongoing motivation.  Done consistently and appropriately, exercise can be very 
rewarding, physically and emotionally.  Yet, how many of us have great intentions, but 
our motivational and energy levels and time become barriers to following through with 
exercise routines?  Just getting started with a weight loss plan can be daunting.  We see 
ourselves having the limited options of diet and exercise, both of which can be difficult to 
start and maintain.  How many times have you tried this plan?  Has it been effective for 
you in the long run?  Were you successful in losing weight initially, but gained it back?   
 
Diet and exercise are necessary ingredients in a weight loss recipe or plan, but there are 
other ingredients that have a bearing on how well you can maintain the behaviors 
necessary to continue to be successful.  If you can’t just “will” yourself to maintain 
healthy eating and exercise habits, what is getting in the way?  Have you even thought 
about your philosophy about eating?  Do you have an awareness of when you have eaten 
enough?  Do you know the difference between hunger and craving food and have an 
awareness of each of these when you experience them?  Do you eat to reduce stress?  
What are your sleep habits?  Did you know that people who get inadequate sleep 
(less than 7 to 9 hours per night for adults) tend to take in more calories, burn fewer 
calories, and lose less fat if they do lose weight?  Adults in the United States average 6.85 
hours of sleep per night with 30% of adults getting less than 6 hours of sleep each night.  



Are you one of them?  Mindful eating habits and good sleep hygiene habits are necessary 
ingredients (along with a healthy diet and regular exercise) to obtaining and maintaining 
a healthy weight and the personal satisfaction that sustains and maintains the effort.   
 
So what is mindful eating?  And what is sleep hygiene?  Mindful eating at its core is a 
philosophy about eating that says eating, as a behavior, does not have to be assumed, 
automatic, spontaneous, or thoughtless, and that we can think of our eating behaviors in a 
different way.  Mindful eating creates awareness about the difference between the 
biological need to nourish ourselves and the desire to satisfy our cravings.  Mindful 
eating creates more awareness of our emotional connections to food and helps to 
differentiate the healthy (and normal) emotional connections we have with food from 
unhealthy emotional connections.  Being mindful about our eating habits enables trying 
different eating strategies that can be very empowering.  Additionally, mindful eating 
provides a greater sense of control and mastery over our eating habits.   
 
Sleep hygiene includes those individual behaviors that contribute or detract from the 
likelihood of that individual getting a healthful amount of sleep each day.  Therefore, if a 
person wants to enhance the quality of their sleep (in order to support other efforts at 
weight control or loss).  They should identify their own sleep hygiene behaviors, stop or 
limit the behaviors that detract from getting good sleep, and engage in behaviors that will 
contribute to good sleep.  In assessing individual habits and behaviors in relation to 
developing good sleep hygiene, the following should be considered:  Caffeine (and other 
stimulants) consumption; timing, frequency, and intensity of physical exercise; timing 
and amount of alcohol consumption; television viewing habits; “winding down” 
behaviors; sleep preparation and “going to bed” routines; environmental comfort; and 
bedtime food consumption.  High stress levels can also contribute to sleep difficulties.  
Further, sleep difficulties can be an indication of a person being emotionally depressed 
and/or anxious.   
 
Okay, so for most of us, losing weight is simply a matter of diet, exercise, “good” sleep, 
and mindful eating habits.  Well...maybe.  Those of who have tried, repeatedly, to lose 
and maintain weight loss might beg to differ as to how simple or easy this is.  Many of us 
need encouragement, support, and guidance in our effort to change our behaviors, habits, 
and routines.  Weight loss efforts are no different.  There are a variety of different 
resources that can help support our efforts in this regard.  Books geared to self-help are 
readily available (such as “Eating in The Moment: A 141 Mindful Practices to Overcome 
Overeating One Meal at a Time” by Pavel Somov, Ph.D. and “The Sleep Doctor’s Diet 
Plan” by Michael Breus, Ph.D.)  The Internet has many references on the subject  
(i.e., Trim-Down Club).  Organizations which support healthy exercise are available in 
most communities (i.e., YMCA/YWMA, Jazzercise, Curves, etc.)  Physicians, 
nutritionists, and mental health professionals can also provide critical support, 
particularly if there are physical health and/or emotional issues which are barriers to 
effective self-help.  Finally, our own friends and families can be a huge source of 
encouragement and support and need to be a part of any effective and lasting weight 
control plan.  



Therefore, if you are struggling with losing or maintaining weight loss, seek out the help 
and support you need and make sure that mindful eating habits and good sleep are part of 
the recipe.   
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