Can food be addictive?

Obesity is not simply about bodyweight or body image.  It’s about human vulnerability.  Behind every obesity statistic is a real person living with physical, mental, and emotional challenges. 
Sandra Elia knows this firsthand. She has lived two lives: one as a morbidly obese woman for 15 years. She experienced a world that was not made for her size, seeking assistance from biased healthcare providers, and dealing with fat-shaming. Since those difficult days, Sandra has transformed her life and her body, losing over 100 pounds and keeping the weight off for 15 years. Sandra is a Health Care Provider to those living with obesity and/or self-identify as a Food Addict.
Obesity affects cognitive control, sensory cue processing, and reward processing centres of the brain. Functional MRIs have proven that people living with obesity experience food cues more intensely, lighting up the reward centre more dramatically than someone with a healthy body size. If this weren’t enough of a disadvantage, this population can’t get much satisfaction from eating either! Food satisfaction is dampened when eating. 
The natural human desire to “hunt” for food can be hijacked by obesity. How do we stop the “hunt” and address the mesolimbic system (regulates the "wanting" or "desire" attribute given by the brain, motivation, reinforcement learning) and leptin (a cell-signalling hormone vital in the regulation of appetite, food intake and body weigh) resistance and relative deficiency in this population?
‘Hunger vs. Hedonically’ driven Eating - “Eating and the desire to eat need to be understood as separate activities involving separate mechanisms in the brain.  Their distinct roles help us understand another brain chemical: dopamine.” – Dr. David Kessler.  
Can ultra-processed foods overwhelm our brain’s reward system?  The reward system, a primitive part of the brain, exists to ensure we seek what we need, and it alerts us to the sights, sounds, and scents that point us there.  It operates in the realm of instinct and reflex, this system can trip us up in a world with 24/7 opportunities to fulfill our desires.
Obesity is a complex and chronic condition, there are many factors at play that are not within the individual’s control (e.g., epigenetic, biological, psychosocial, environmental).  There isn’t one answer.  Helping patients create a “village” of support with many interventions can help tremendously, this support can include:
· Food Addiction Counselling
· Good sleep hygiene
· Finding new ways to measure success – that don’t include monitoring weight 
· Adopting a sustainable meal-plan
· Pharmacological therapy 
· Mindfulness and spirituality 
· Sustainable / enjoyable exercise
· Community Support
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Sandra Elia is a Food Addiction Counselor, certified under the European Certification Board | Prevention & Addictions Counselling. Sandra runs Canada’s only outpatient Food Addiction Recovery Program in clinics across Canada, including The Wharton Medical Clinic and Medical Weight Management Clinic.  Sandra co-created Canada’s first 28-day inpatient treatment program for Renascent Addiction Treatment Centre.  
Sandra is the Director of Education and Patient Advocacy for Obesity Matters. Obesity Matters is a not-for-profit whose mission is to bring hope and empower Canadians affected by obesity through education, community and advocacy.


