ABSTINENCE AND COMPULSIVE EATING BEHAVIORS:
A PERSPECTIVE FROM COSTA RICA
Here is an official definition of abstinence and recovery, with the modification made in the 2009 World Service Conference: 

According to the dictionary, “to abstain” means “to refrain from…” In Overeaters Anonymous (OA), abstinence is the action of refraining from both eating compulsively and  compulsive eating behaviors. A physical, emotional, and spiritual recovery is the result of living the Twelve-Step program of OA.

In addition, according to Rozanne, our cofounder, abstaining means having 3 moderate meals a day and absolutely nothing between meals (with the exception of some snacks for medical reasons). Abstinence is not the same as a plan of eating. Abstinence is one for all the members of our Fellowship, but the plan of eating varies from person to person (Book “Abstinence”).

Identifying what is not abstinence helps us clarify the concept. In addition to eating excessively, there are many other patterns of food-compulsive behavior. When we practice them, we may break our abstinence. The pamphlet “Dignity of Choice” provides some examples of food-compulsive behavior:
· Eating until being completely full.

· Severely restricting the daily caloric intake, causing one to become weak.

· Finishing all the food on one's plate, and even on the other person’s plate.

· Devouring the food (eating too faste food ()erson'he plateng nces make this concept clear.g 


























































), finishing before the rest of the people at the table. 
· Eating secretly and hoarding or hiding food in order to have extra portions.

· Following the latest diet trends or unrealistic diets.

· Eating something just because it is free or someone cooked it especially for us.

· Eating as a reward or for comfort.

· Keeping one’s mouth always busy by eating something.

· Eliminating the excess of food by trying restrictive diets, using laxatives, inducing vomit, or doing excessive exercise.

· Eating directly from the food container or eating while walking.

· Eating while driving, watching TV, or reading.

· Eating less than the necessary amount of food.

According to our experience as compulsive overeaters, we could add other patterns of behavior:

· Consuming diet products with the excuse that they have no calories. That is, constantly chewing gum and continuously consuming candies and diet drinks, as well as eating little pieces of celery and carrot between meals, etc. When doing so, we are promoting a pattern of compulsive behavior toward food.

· Sticking to a plan of eating that has shown no effective results in achieving and/or maintaining a healthy weight, even at the cost of one’s own health.

· Eating while preparing food, with the excuse of “tasting it”, or while cleaning the kitchen in order not to waste food.

· Eating others’ leftovers with the excuse that it is a shame or a sin to let them go to waste.

· Eating because we are in a particular social occasion, and we have to fit in with the rest of the people, even when that means breaking our plan of eating. That is, putting social acceptance before abstinence.

· Skipping meals and grazing during the day and at specific times during the evening.

· Replacing moderate and healthy food with junk food or desserts, using the excuse that we are eating at the right times. For example, having only French fries or cake for lunch. 

· Skipping meals and then going on eating binges, with the excuse of feeling starved.

· Combining eating binges with fasting as a way to control one's weight.
· Taking weight loss medications such as appetite suppressants, diet teas, and natural treatments in order to avoid the responsibility of changing our unhealthy patterns of behavior regarding food.

· Altering the balance of foods in the plan of eating. For example, eliminating the amount of carbohydrates form one meal in order to be able to add it to the next one.

· Obsessing over calorie counting.

· Substituting balanced and nutritious food for fat burning smoothies.

· Constantly weighing oneself.

· Putting your life at risk in your efforts to control weight. For instance, going out to exercise in a dangerous place or at a dangerous time, as well as driving at midnight or in the middle of a storm just to satisfy a food craving.

· Stealing food, even in an underhanded way. For example, volunteering to serve food at a social event in order to acquire extra helpings of it.

· Fasting before a social event and using that as an excuse for eating excessively.

· Attending social events and focusing more on the food than on social interaction.
· Adding too much salt and/or other condiments to enhance our food so that we overeat. 
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Discussion Questions

1. What other compulsive eating behaviors do we practice?

2. Is abstinence, without any exception, the most important thing in my life, or are there other things that are still more important for me? What are some of the excuses I come up with when I break my commitment to abstinence?
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Locally produced literature in Costa Rica.  It does not represent OA as a whole
