We know most fad diets don’t work and sustaining a diet
for the long term is where the rubber meets the road for
many people. After the initial burst of enthusiasm and
good intentions have worn off, a new diet gets harder
and harder to maintain. What can we rely on to stay on
track in those moments in the grocery store, at work, at
friends’ houses, and even at home? Success comes when
our behaviors change from intentional to automatic—in
other words, when we stop thinking about what we’re
doing and can act on impulse. Here are five tips to
strengthen your habit-formation around healthy eating
and make your transition sustainable and permanent.

1. Avoid Making Decisions as Much as
Possible

Making decisions is where diet changes often break
down in practice, and the average person makes about
200 food-related decisions daily. All those decisions can
lead to decision fatigue, which erodes your willpower

. Try to set up your life so that your food-related
decisions are minimized and the healthiest choice is also
the easiest. How to do this? Stock your house and
kitchen with healthy food and be as consistent with your
intentions as much as you can, such as by bringing food
with you during errands and trips so you don’t need to
forage in a gas station and keeping food (that you like!)
in your desk at work so you don’t have to resort to

the vending machine or unhealthy snacks laying around
the office.

2. When Decisions Are Needed, Try to
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Make Them in Advance

The challenge to fully getting out of the “pleasure trap”
is that addictive foods can feel good in the immediate
moment. That’s why people who create implementation
intentions tend to be more successful at creating new
habits than those who don’t. This means making a plan
with yourself before you get to the decision-making
point. Going out to eat with friends on Friday? Look at
the restaurant’s menu online and figure out what you're
going to order in advance. When you get there, enjoy the
company and don’t spend your energy and time figuring
out how to navigate the menu.

Related: FOK’s Cory and Steven Chat About
Putting These Tips into Practice

3. Change Your Environment to Break Bad
Habits

Breaking habits is hard when you’re accustomed to
behaving in a certain way in a certain context, but even
making changes to your environment that don’t seem
food-related can help you in interrupting your typical
patterns. When you're starting a new behavior, try
shopping in a new grocery store or rearranging your
furniture. These physical changes can help you shift your
feeling about what is normal, which can help make other
changes seem normal too.

4. Don’t Let Yourself Get Too Hungry

Practicing self-control, and the capacity for it, are both
correlated with stored glucose levels in the brain. That
means making decisions can make you tired, and it also
takes energy and can contribute to getting hungrier. Even
cravings can be intensified, as researchers have long
noted in the context of studying withdrawal. The moral
of the story? Plan ahead and bring snacks so you can
avoid feeling “hangry,” the moment when you’re most
likely to veer off course.

5. Focus on Supporting Yourself in the
First Few Weeks
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The good news about diet and habits is that most
behaviors repeated on a regular basis turn into habits.
While intentions matter at the beginning of a new
behavior, they matter less and less as habits become
stronger.' Plus, simply repeating a behavior will
strengthen the automaticity with which you do it—so at
the beginning of any dietary change, know that the first
few weeks will take some work, but if you can support
yourself in as many ways as possible so you repeat the
behavior as frequently as possible, you’'ll be paid back as
it becomes habit that much more quickly. Besides doing
the four things listed above, “supporting yourself” could
also mean connecting with other plant-based eaters,
journaling about your experiences, or using a reminder
or scheduling app on your phone. Just do what works for
you, and what will help keep you on track.

The longer you eat plant-based, the more automatic and
easier it will be, so you'll need to rely less and less on
these strategies to stay on track. Once you’re in a routine
of plant-based eating, you won’t have to stop to think
about it, and you can just enjoy being a healthier,
happier, more effective person in the world!

Ready to get started? Check out Forks Meal Planner,
FOK’s easy weekly meal-planning tool to keep you on a
healthy plant-based path. To learn more about a whole-
food, plant-based diet, visit our Plant-Based Primer.
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