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The research discussed in this book describes findings in specific 
study  populations  and  conditions.  It  should  not  be  interpreted  as 
proof  that  gelatin  will  stabilize  appetite,  reduce  cravings,  cause 
weight loss, or produce the same effect for every reader. The practical 
examples in these pages are general illustrations, not individualized 
recommendations.

If tracking, food rules, compensatory behaviors, or eating concerns 
are becoming distressing, compulsive, or increasingly rigid, consider 
seeking  support  from  an  appropriately  qualified  professional.  Any 
monitoring  or  dietary  guidance  provided  by  your  healthcare  team 
takes priority over the self-directed suggestions in this book.
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PREFACE

From a Trick to a System

A  useful  idea  can  solve  one  problem  and  still  leave  another 
untouched. You may find a food that works well at a particular time of 
day. You may discover that preparing something in advance makes 
an evening easier. You may identify a routine that feels surprisingly 
manageable for  a  few weeks.  None of  that  automatically  tells  you 
what happens when work runs late, you travel, you sleep badly, the 
refrigerator is empty, or you simply stop paying attention for a while. 
That is the problem this book is interested in examining.

The Gelatin Trick for Women 40+ was built around an experiment: 
give  one  ingredient  a  specific  job,  test  it  in  real  life,  and  decide 
whether it deserves a place in your kitchen.  Inside the System begins 
with the question that  comes afterward.  Once you find something 
useful,  how  do  you  keep  that  useful  thing  from  depending  on 
unusually good days?

Gelatin may still be part of the answer. If you found a preparation 
that genuinely helped, you can use it here as one familiar point in 
your routine. But this book does not require gelatin to work. You may 
have kept one recipe, stopped using gelatin entirely, or arrived here 
without  reading the  earlier  book  at  all.  The  larger  problem is  the 
same: useful choices are easier to repeat when they have somewhere 
to belong. That “somewhere” is what I mean by a system.

A system is not a diet plan with a more sophisticated name. It is 
not a perfect schedule, a set of foods you must eat, or a routine that 
collapses the moment you miss a step. It  is the practical structure 
around your choices: what you tend to do, when you tend to do it, 
what makes it easier, what you can simplify when the day becomes 
difficult, and how you return when the pattern is interrupted.

When those pieces are missing, eating can require far more daily 
management  than  it  appears  to.  The  same  questions  have  to  be 
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answered again and again: what should I eat, when should I eat, what 
should I do after an unusual meal, does today still count if the plan 
changed, and at what point do I  start over? A more stable system 
does  not  eliminate  every  decision;  it  makes  fewer  decisions  feel 
urgent.

That  distinction  matters  because  stability  is  often  mistaken  for 
consistency in the strictest sense. But a life that contains weekends, 
travel,  fatigue,  celebrations,  deadlines,  changing  appetites,  and 
unexpected dinners cannot remain identical from one day to the next. 
A  useful  system  has  to  tolerate  variation  without  making  every 
variation feel  like an exit.  This  book is  about building that  kind of 
stability: not the kind that looks impressive for ten days, but the kind 
that is still  recognizable when the day is ordinary, inconvenient, or 
different from the one you planned. The goal is not to become better 
at following a system, but to build one that is easier to live inside.
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INTRODUCTION

What Eating Stability Actually Means

The word stability can sound more rigid than it is. It may suggest 
eating at the same times every day, choosing similar meals, avoiding 
surprises,  or  reaching  a  point  where  hunger  and cravings  behave 
predictably. That is not the standard I am using in this book. Eating 
stability  does not  mean sameness.  It  means  that  normal  variation 
does not require a complete reconstruction of how you eat.

You  can  have  a  late  lunch  without  deciding  that  dinner  must 
compensate  for  it.  You  can  eat  differently  while  traveling  without 
treating the trip as a temporary suspension of all structure. You can 
have  an  unusually  hungry  afternoon  without  assuming  that 
something has gone wrong. You can miss a routine,  notice it,  and 
return without turning the return into a ceremony. In other words, 
stability is less about preventing disruption than about reducing what 
disruption sets in motion.

That  is  an  important  distinction  because  many  eating  routines 
work  reasonably  well  until  something changes.  They  depend on a 
certain  amount  of  time,  preparation,  attention,  or  predictability. 
When those are available, the routine can look effortless. When they 
disappear, the person following the routine often concludes that they 
have become inconsistent. But sometimes the more useful question 
is whether the routine had enough flexibility built into it.

Stability Is a Pattern, Not a Perfect Day

Imagine  two  weeks.  In  the  first,  Monday  through  Thursday  go 
exactly as planned. Meals are organized, groceries are available, and 
the usual routine is easy to follow. Friday becomes hectic, Saturday is 
socially busy, and by Sunday the original structure has disappeared. 
Monday then feels like a new beginning.
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In  the  second  week,  the  days  are  less  tidy:  lunch  moves,  one 
planned snack is forgotten, and dinner is later than usual twice. But a 
few  recognizable  points  remain.  There  is  still  something  available 
when the afternoon becomes long,  and there is  still  a  way to  eat 
dinner  without  turning  the  unusual  day  into  a  correction  project. 
When one part disappears, the entire pattern does not disappear with 
it.  The  second week  may  look  less  consistent  on  paper  while  still  
being much more stable.

This is why the book will not ask you to judge your eating one day 
at a time. A single day can tell you what happened. It cannot always 
tell  you  whether  the  larger  structure  is  working.  What  matters  is 
whether the pattern can absorb ordinary variation and still  remain 
recognizable.

The System Is Bigger Than the Food

Food, hunger, satisfaction, and what is available in the kitchen all 
matter. But eating behavior is also shaped by things that are easy to 
overlook  because  they  do  not  appear  on  a  plate.  Timing  changes 
what  options  are  available,  fatigue  changes  how  much  effort  a 
decision feels like, and preparation changes whether a useful choice 
is  theoretical  or  actually  within  reach.  Familiar  cues  can  make  an 
action easier to remember, while too many moving parts can make a 
perfectly  reasonable routine exhausting to maintain.  This  is  where 
systems become useful. Instead of asking only, “What should I eat?” 
we can also ask how the choice is being made.

Does it require planning from scratch every day? Does it depend 
on remembering something at exactly the right time? Can it survive a 
change in schedule? Is there a simpler version for a difficult day? If 
you stop doing it for several days, do you know how to return without 
rebuilding  the  entire  routine?  Those  questions  do  not  replace 
nutrition.  They  address  a  different  problem:  whether  a  useful 
behavior  is  practical  enough  to  remain  available  when  life  stops 
cooperating.
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One Useful Action Is Enough to Begin

A system does not have to begin with an overhaul.  In fact,  it  is 
often  easier  to  understand  when  you  begin  with  one  action  that 
already has a clear purpose. For someone coming from  The Gelatin 
Trick,  that  action  may be  a  gelatin  preparation  that  proved useful 
during  the  twenty-one-day  experiment.  Perhaps  it  is  something 
prepared  for  a  long  afternoon  or  a  dessert  you  genuinely  enjoy 
having ready.

For someone else, the starting point may have nothing to do with 
gelatin. It could be eating lunch before hunger becomes difficult to 
manage,  preparing  one  component  of  breakfast  the  night  before, 
taking a real pause instead of eating while moving through another 
task,  or  keeping one reliable option available  for  an unpredictable 
workday. The action itself does not make a system. What matters is 
what you build around it.

When does  it  make sense?  What  usually  gets  in  the  way?  How 
much preparation does it require? What happens when you cannot 
do the usual version? What makes returning easy after you stop? Over 
the course of this book, we will use questions like these to move from 
isolated good intentions toward a structure that requires less daily 
reinvention.

What This Book Will Not Ask You to Do

You will not be asked to make eating perfectly predictable. You will 
not  need  to  eliminate  cravings,  follow  an  identical  schedule,  use 
gelatin every day, or prove that you can maintain an uninterrupted 
streak. You will also not be asked to interpret every difficult eating 
moment as evidence of a deeper psychological problem. Hunger can 
be hunger. A craving can have many explanations. Fatigue can make 
an  ordinary  decision  more  inconvenient  without  turning  it  into  a 
diagnosis.  Where the evidence allows a useful  explanation,  we will 
use it. Where it does not, we will keep the language proportionate to 
what is actually known.
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The practical standard throughout the book will be simpler: does 
this  make the  way you eat  easier  to  continue,  easier  to  adapt,  or 
easier to return to? If it does, it may belong in your system. If it does 
not, we do not need to make it fit.

The Workbook Has a Different Job

There is a companion workbook for  Inside the System, but you do 
not need it in order to use this book. The distinction between the two 
is intentional. This book is where we examine ideas, separate similar-
looking problems, and decide what deserves to become part of your 
structure. The workbook is where you can record what is happening 
in your own days and test those ideas more deliberately.

You do not need to fill out a worksheet simply because you have 
reached a certain chapter.  If  writing helps you see a pattern more 
clearly,  use  it.  If  the  idea  already  makes  sense  without  additional 
tracking, keep reading. The workbook is a tool, not another system to 
maintain.

Where We Begin

Before we build anything, we need to understand why so many 
reasonable plans become fragile. Sometimes the problem is that the 
plan asks for too much attention. Sometimes it works only under one 
set of circumstances. Sometimes too many decisions have been left 
until the moment when they are hardest to make. And sometimes the 
routine is perfectly workable until one interruption is treated as proof 
that the whole thing has ended. Chapter 1 begins there: not with a 
better food rule, but with the difference between a plan that works on 
a good day and a structure that  still  has something to offer on a 
difficult one.
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CHAPTER 1

When a Good Plan Depends on a  Good 
Day

Some eating routines appear reliable  because they have mostly 
been tested under circumstances that make them easy to follow. You 
have groceries in the house, the day begins roughly when expected, 
lunch happens at a reasonable time, and you remember what you 
intended to prepare.  Nothing urgent appears in  the middle of  the 
afternoon, and dinner does not have to compete with a deadline, a 
commute, or several other responsibilities that suddenly require your 
attention. Under those conditions, a reasonable plan may feel almost 
effortless.

Then another day looks different. Breakfast is rushed, lunch moves 
later than expected, the afternoon becomes crowded, and the food 
you assumed would be available is not there. By the time you begin 
thinking about dinner, you are already hungry and tired of making 
decisions.  The  plan  that  seemed  perfectly  manageable  two  days 
earlier now requires far more effort.

It is easy to describe that difference as inconsistency. You followed 
the plan on one day and did not follow it on another, so from the 
outside the explanation can seem obvious. But that description tells 
us only what happened. It does not tell us why the same plan felt easy 
under  one  set  of  conditions  and  difficult  under  another.  A  more 
useful question is to ask what the easier day was providing.

The Requirements You Do Not Notice Until They Disappear

Every routine has requirements, although many of them remain 
invisible until something changes. Some requirements are obvious. If 
a  particular  breakfast  depends  on  ingredients  that  are  not  in  the 
house, you cannot make it. Others are less noticeable because they 
are usually available without much effort. A routine may depend on 



8

remembering  something  early  enough,  having  ten  uninterrupted 
minutes, being close to a kitchen, knowing approximately when the 
next  meal  will  happen,  or  having  enough attention  left  to  choose 
among several options. None of those requirements is unreasonable 
by  itself.  The  difficulty  begins  when a  routine  quietly  depends  on 
several of them at the same time.

Imagine  that  your  usual  afternoon  plan  works  well  when  you 
remember  to  prepare  something  in  the  morning,  take  a  break  at 
approximately the right time, have access to a refrigerator, and notice 
your hunger before it becomes urgent. When all of those conditions 
are  present,  the  routine  may  genuinely  feel  simple.  Part  of  that 
simplicity,  however,  comes from the fact  that  the day is  supplying 
everything the routine needs.

If two of those supports disappear, the routine itself may not have 
changed at  all,  but  the  effort  required  to  carry  it  out  can  change 
considerably.  This  is  one  reason a  plan  may look  much  easier  on 
paper than it feels in real life. The written version tells you what to do, 
but  it  rarely  lists  all  the  conditions  that  must  already  be  going 
reasonably  well  for  that  action  to  remain  easy.  Recognizing  those 
hidden requirements changes the way you interpret difficulty. Instead 
of assuming that a routine stopped working because you became less 
disciplined,  you  can  begin  by  asking  whether  the  conditions  that 
supported the routine are still present.

A Good Plan Can Still Be Fragile

Describing a routine as fragile does not mean that it is bad, poorly 
designed,  or  nutritionally  inadequate.  It  means  something  more 
specific:  the  routine  may  work  well  while  depending  heavily  on 
circumstances that are not always available. That distinction matters 
because the usual response to a fragile routine is often to improve 
the wrong part of the problem. You may add another reminder, make 
the schedule more precise, create a more detailed shopping list, or 
decide  that  the  following  week  you  will  prepare  everything  more 
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consistently.  Any  of  those  changes  might  help.  They can also  add 
another requirement to a structure that already asks for quite a lot. 
Over time, maintaining the plan can begin to feel like a separate job.

This is especially easy to miss when the individual tasks involved 
are small.  Ten minutes of preparation does not sound demanding. 
Neither does remembering a snack, checking what is available in the 
refrigerator,  deciding  tomorrow’s  lunch,  or  thinking  about  dinner 
before leaving work. The problem is that these tasks do not occur in 
isolation. They arrive inside days that already contain other decisions, 
delays, responsibilities, interruptions, and changes of plan.

A  routine  therefore  does  not  need  to  be  objectively  difficult  in 
order  to  become  difficult  to  maintain.  It  may  simply  require 
something that is repeatedly unavailable at the moment it is needed: 
time,  attention,  access,  preparation,  or  a  particular  sequence  of 
events. If that happens often enough, increasing the number of rules 
around the routine may make the problem worse rather than better. 
The routine may need less management, not more.

Look at the Plan Before You Judge the Person

Suppose someone follows the same breakfast routine for several 
weeks and then stops during a period of unusually early meetings. 
One explanation is that she failed to remain consistent.  Another is 
that  the  routine  was  built  around  a  version  of  the  morning  that 
temporarily  stopped existing.  Those  two explanations  lead to  very 
different  responses  because  they  direct  attention  toward  different 
parts of the problem.

If  the  problem  is  assumed  to  be  inconsistency,  the  solution  is 
usually directed at the person. She should recommit, become more 
organized, try harder, or begin again the next day. If the problem lies 
partly  in  the  structure,  however,  different  questions  become 
available.  Perhaps  the  breakfast  depends  on  preparation  that  no 
longer fits into the morning. Perhaps some of that preparation could 
happen  earlier.  Perhaps  another  breakfast  could  serve  the  same 
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purpose  when  the  schedule  changes.  Perhaps  the  meal  does  not 
need to remain identical  in  order for the larger routine to remain 
intact.

Asking those questions is not a way of excusing every interruption. 
Sometimes you stop doing something that you could reasonably have 
continued; at other times you simply forget or another priority takes 
precedence. The point is not to reinterpret every missed action as a 
failure of the environment. It is to avoid treating every interruption as 
evidence about the person before examining what actually changed. 
“I  did  not  do  it  today”  and  “the  routine  required  more  than  was 
available today” can both be true descriptions of a missed action, but 
they  do  not  necessarily  describe  the  same  problem.  If  they  are 
treated as identical, useful information about the routine disappears.

Good Days Can Hide Weak Points

The easiest time to believe that a routine is solid is when nothing is 
testing it. For that reason, an organized week may reveal less about 
the strength of a system than an inconvenient one. During an easy 
week, weak points can remain hidden because the conditions around 
them are unusually supportive. A meal may require more preparation 
than you realize because you currently have plenty of time. A routine 
may depend heavily on one specific food because you have just been 
shopping. A particular eating time may feel natural only because the 
rest of the schedule happens to accommodate it. When the context 
changes, what looked like one simple routine can reveal itself as a 
chain  of  dependencies.  The  routine  worked,  but  it  worked  partly 
because several other things were also working at the same time.

There is no need to deliberately disrupt your life in order to test 
this.  Ordinary  life  will  provide  enough  variation  on  its  own.  What 
matters  is  noticing  what  tends  to  disappear  first  when  the  day 
becomes more difficult. For one person, the first thing to go may be 
preparation.  For  another,  it  may  be  the  planned  pause  in  the 
afternoon,  access  to  the  usual  food,  or  the  timing  that  made  the 



11

routine  convenient.  Sometimes  none  of  those  things  disappear 
completely,  but  the  routine  begins  to  require  more  thought  and 
management than the person wants  to  give it.  That  is  also useful 
information. A routine can become unsustainable through excessive 
management  even  when  none  of  its  individual  steps  is  especially 
difficult.

The Difference Between a Plan and a Structure

A  plan  tells  you  what  you  intend  to  do.  A  structure  gives  that 
intention enough support to remain usable when the day changes. 
For example, “have something substantial in the afternoon” is a plan. 
Knowing which afternoons tend to become difficult,  having one or 
two realistic  options  available,  and knowing what  to  do  when the 
usual  option  is  missing  begins  to  create  structure  around  that 
intention.

“Prepare breakfast the night before” is also a plan. Connecting that 
preparation to something you already do in the evening, keeping the 
process simple enough for nights when you are tired, and having an 
acceptable alternative when the preparation does not happen creates 
a more durable structure.

The  distinction  may  seem  small,  but  it  changes  what  happens 
when the original  plan is  interrupted.  Without much structure,  the 
missing action often creates a new problem that must be solved in 
the  moment.  With  enough  structure,  the  routine  has  another 
direction available without requiring a complete restart.

This does not mean that you need a contingency plan for every 
possible  situation.  A  system  containing  twenty  backup  plans  can 
become just as demanding as the routine it is meant to support. The 
goal is not to anticipate every disruption. It is to identify which parts 
of the routine are actually doing the important work.

If one specific recipe becomes unavailable, does the entire routine 
disappear with it? If lunch happens an hour later than expected, does 
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the rest of the day turn into an effort to compensate? If you cannot 
follow the preferred version of the routine, is there still a recognizable 
version left? Questions like these help distinguish between a routine 
built  around  a  purpose  and  one  built  around  performing  that 
purpose in only one specific way.

What Does Your Plan Quietly Ask From You?

Before changing a familiar  routine,  it  can be useful  to examine 
what that routine requires rather than immediately judging whether 
it is good or bad. Perhaps it requires food to be prepared in advance. 
Perhaps it assumes that you will be at home. It may work only when 
the previous meal happens at roughly the expected time, or it may 
depend on noticing hunger before it becomes particularly strong. A 
routine  may  be  genuinely  easy  when  you  have  energy  and 
unexpectedly complicated when you do not. The aim is not to remove 
every requirement. Eating will  always require some combination of 
time,  access  to  food,  preparation,  and  decisions.  A  completely 
requirement-free  routine  does  not  exist.  The  useful  distinction  is 
between  requirements  that  serve  the  purpose  of  the  routine  and 
requirements that have accumulated around it without adding much 
value.

For example, if a particular preparation is useful because it gives 
you  a  reliable  afternoon  option,  then  having  some  kind  of  food 
available at that time is probably an essential part of the structure. 
Requiring that it always be the same recipe, in the same container, 
prepared at the same time the previous evening may not be essential 
unless those details make the routine easier for you. This is one of the 
ways a system can become lighter without becoming less structured. 
Instead of  removing structure,  you become more deliberate about 
which parts of it deserve to remain.
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The Day That Changes the Plan Is Part of the Plan

A useful eating system cannot treat every inconvenient day as an 
exception.  Over  time,  there  will  always  be  days  with  poor  timing, 
missing  groceries,  travel,  fatigue,  unexpected  invitations,  long 
meetings, disrupted sleep, or simply less interest in organizing food 
than  usual.  The  purpose  of  stability  is  not  to  force  those  days  to 
resemble the easier ones. It is to reduce the amount of reconstruction 
required every time the circumstances change.

That does not mean the system has to work identically under every 
condition. In fact, a system that allows only one acceptable version of 
the routine is often the one most likely to disappear when the context 
changes. Stability is more likely when the purpose of the routine can 
remain recognizable even if the exact form changes. You do not need 
to  know  how  to  build  that  flexibility  yet.  The  later  chapters  will 
address preparation, difficult parts of the day, simplified versions of 
routines, interruptions, and the process of returning without starting 
over.  For  now,  the  important  shift  is  simply  to  change  the  first 
question you ask when a routine becomes difficult. Before deciding 
that the problem is inconsistency, look at what the routine required 
and what the day was able to provide.

A plan that works beautifully on a good day may still  be a very 
good plan. But if it can function only when the conditions around it 
are unusually favorable, it has not yet become a stable system. The 
next chapter will look more closely at the experiences that can make 
eating  feel  unstable  in  the  first  place.  Hunger,  cravings,  fatigue, 
satisfaction,  timing,  and decision load can produce difficulties  that 
look similar  from the  outside,  but  they  do not  always  require  the 
same explanation or the same response.
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CHAPTER 2

What Makes Eating Feel Unstable

A difficult eating moment can look remarkably similar from one 
day  to  another.  You  find  yourself  standing  in  the  kitchen  before 
dinner, looking for something without being entirely sure what you 
want. You finish a meal and still feel interested in eating. A particular 
food suddenly becomes difficult to stop thinking about. You postpone 
eating because you are busy, then discover that choosing calmly feels 
much harder an hour later. From the outside, all of these moments 
can  be  described  with  the  same  sentence:  I  wanted  to  eat. That 
description  is  true,  but  it  is  not  precise  enough  to  tell  you  what 
happened.

You  may  have  been  hungry.  The  previous  meal  may  not  have 
carried you as long as expected. You may have wanted one particular 
food rather  than food in  general.  You may have eaten enough to 
reduce hunger without reaching a satisfying end to the meal.  You 
may  have  been  tired,  rushed,  distracted,  or  faced  with  too  many 
choices  at  a  point  when the  easiest  option had become the  most 
attractive one. Several of those things may also have been happening 
at the same time.

The purpose of  this  chapter is  not to teach you how to classify 
every eating moment perfectly.  Human appetite is  too variable for 
that, and ordinary self-observation cannot identify every biological or 
psychological  cause.  The purpose  is  more  practical:  to  stop giving 
different problems the same explanation.

If every desire to eat is called hunger, you may miss a craving. If  
every craving is treated as emotional eating, you may overlook the 
fact  that  lunch  was  small  and  dinner  is  still  hours  away.  If  every 
difficult evening is blamed on fatigue, you may fail to notice that the 
food available was never likely to make a useful meal. If every return 
to the kitchen is called a lack of control,  you learn almost nothing 
about what would make the situation easier next time. Eating stability 
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begins with making better distinctions among experiences that can 
look similar from the outside.

Hunger Is Important, but It Does Not Explain Everything

Hunger  is  a  normal  part  of  eating,  not  a  malfunction  that  a 
successful system should eliminate. Its intensity can change across 
the day and from one day to another, and it can be affected by many 
factors, including what and how much you have eaten, the time since 
the last eating occasion, physical activity, sleep, health, medications, 
and individual variation.

In everyday life, however, hunger is not always experienced as one 
clear sensation that arrives at a predictable level and points neatly 
toward  a  meal.  Sometimes  it  develops  gradually.  Sometimes  it 
becomes  obvious  only  after  a  long  stretch  of  work  or  distraction. 
Sometimes it is noticed alongside irritability, fatigue, restlessness, or 
a strong preference for whatever food can be obtained quickly.

This is one reason it can be misleading to ask whether an eating 
moment was caused by “real hunger” as though there were a simple 
test that separates legitimate hunger from every other reason to eat. 
Hunger can coexist with pleasure, habit,  convenience, stress, social 
eating, or craving. The presence of one does not automatically cancel 
the others. A more useful question is whether the amount and timing 
of earlier eating make hunger a plausible part of what is happening 
now.

Suppose  lunch  was  at  noon,  consisted  of  something  relatively 
small, and dinner will not happen until eight. If eating begins to feel 
urgent  at  six-thirty,  it  would  be  strange  to  search  first  for  a 
complicated  psychological  explanation  while  ignoring  the  long 
interval and the possibility of ordinary hunger. That does not prove 
that hunger explains the entire moment.  It  simply means that the 
obvious  possibility  deserves  to  remain  visible.  This  is  particularly 
important in a book about systems. A system becomes unstable when 
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it  repeatedly  creates  predictable  gaps  and  then  treats  the 
consequences of those gaps as unexpected failures of behavior.

Finishing a Meal and Staying Satisfied Are Different Questions

Appetite  researchers  distinguish  between  satiation and  satiety. 
Satiation  refers  to  the  processes  involved  in  bringing  an  eating 
occasion to an end, while satiety refers to what happens afterward, 
during the period before hunger and the desire to eat return. The 
distinction matters because a meal can appear to solve one problem 
without solving the other. You may finish eating and feel comfortably 
done,  then  become  hungry  sooner  than  expected.  In  another 
situation, you may reduce physical hunger but continue looking for 
something else  almost  immediately.  Those experiences  should  not 
automatically receive the same explanation.

Consider a hurried afternoon snack eaten while standing at  the 
counter. It may provide enough food to soften the sharpest hunger, 
yet the eating occasion may still feel unfinished because you barely 
noticed it, did not particularly enjoy it, or chose something that was 
convenient but poorly matched to what you wanted. Continuing to 
look for food afterward does not prove that the snack “failed,” nor 
does it prove that you lack restraint. It tells you that the first eating 
decision may have addressed only part of the situation. The opposite 
can happen as well. A meal can be pleasurable and feel complete in 
the moment without keeping hunger away for as long as the next 
part of the day requires.

This  is  why  the  word  satisfying needs  to  be  used  carefully. 
Satisfaction is not a laboratory measurement and it is not identical to 
satiety. In this book, I will use it in its ordinary practical sense: did the 
eating occasion feel complete enough that you were able to move on 
from it without immediately continuing to search for something else? 
That question does not tell us why the answer was yes or no. It gives 
us something observable to work with.
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A Craving Is Not Just Hunger With Better Marketing

A craving is commonly described in research as a strong desire to 
eat, often with a degree of specificity toward a particular food or type 
of food. Hunger and craving can occur together, but research does 
not support treating them as the same experience or assuming that 
every craving represents a specific bodily deficiency. This distinction is 
useful  because  cravings  are  often  overinterpreted  in  opposite 
directions.

One interpretation says that a craving is evidence that your body 
“needs”  the food you are  thinking about.  Another  says that  if  you 
want a particular food, especially when you have already eaten, the 
desire  must  really  be  emotional  and  should  be  translated  into  a 
different need. Neither conclusion is reliable enough to use as a rule.

A craving may be influenced by hunger.  It  may be triggered by 
seeing, smelling, remembering, or expecting a familiar food. It may 
be connected to a particular place or time of day. Mood and stress 
can matter  in  some situations,  but  the relationship is  not  uniform 
across people or circumstances. Research in real-world settings has 
found  that  hunger  and  craving  often  move  together,  while  links 
between craving and negative affect are considerably more variable. 
That means a craving does not have to contain a hidden message that 
you are responsible for decoding.

If you want chocolate after dinner, the answer may be that you 
enjoy chocolate and have learned to expect it after dinner. It may also 
be that dinner was not especially satisfying, that you are still hungry, 
that chocolate is readily available, that the evening is a familiar time 
for  eating  it,  or  that  the  food  offers  pleasure  during  a  stressful 
moment. More than one explanation may be true. The practical value 
comes from resisting premature certainty long enough to see which 
explanation actually fits the situation. Instead of asking,  What is this 
craving  really  trying  to  tell  me?,  you  can  begin  with  a  less  loaded 
question:  What was happening around this craving? That leaves room 
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for food to be food, pleasure to be pleasure, hunger to be hunger, 
and emotion to matter when there is actual reason to think it matters.

Fatigue  Changes  the  Situation  Without  Becoming  the 
Explanation for Everything

Fatigue deserves a place in this book because eating decisions do 
not happen independently of the rest of the day. A choice that feels 
simple at eleven in the morning may feel surprisingly burdensome 
after  hours of  work,  caregiving,  commuting,  interruptions,  or  poor 
sleep. But fatigue should not be used as a substitute diagnosis for 
hunger or craving.  Being tired does not mean that your hunger is 
unreal.  It  does not mean that wanting food is merely a search for 
comfort. It does not mean that the correct response is always rest 
instead of food.

What fatigue can do is alter the conditions around the decision. 
You may have less interest in preparing something complicated, less 
patience for weighing several options, and a stronger preference for 
whatever requires the fewest steps. If you are hungry at the same 
time,  the two experiences do not compete for legitimacy.  You can 
need food and need rest.

Sleep is one part of this picture. Controlled studies and systematic 
reviews suggest that sleep restriction can increase subjective hunger 
and  energy  intake  in  adults,  although  the  hormonal  story  is 
considerably less consistent than the popular formula that short sleep 
simply  raises ghrelin  and lowers leptin.  That  is  a  useful  correction 
because it allows us to take sleep seriously without pretending that 
every  difficult  eating  day  after  poor  sleep  has  one  predictable 
biological mechanism.

If you slept badly and find yourself hungrier, more interested in 
food, or less willing to prepare a complicated meal the next day, sleep 
may be relevant. It does not allow you to conclude that every food 
decision is “really” fatigue. The system needs enough room for both 
facts to exist without forcing one to cancel the other.
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Timing Gives an Eating Moment a History

What happens at six in the evening did not necessarily begin at six. 
A late-afternoon eating problem may have been shaped by breakfast, 
lunch,  a  long  meeting,  an  unexpectedly  long  gap,  a  deliberate 
attempt to postpone eating, or the simple fact that the next practical 
opportunity arrived later than expected.

This does not mean there is one correct meal schedule that every 
person should follow. Research on meal timing and restricted eating 
windows does not justify turning the clock into another universal food 
rule. Appetite responses differ across studies and interventions; for 
example,  systematic  reviews  of  time-restricted  eating  have  found 
mixed  appetite  effects,  and  some  evidence  suggests  that  certain 
forms can increase hunger relative to isocaloric comparison diets. For 
our purposes, the more modest conclusion is enough: timing matters 
when it changes the job an eating occasion has to perform.

A small snack may work perfectly when dinner is ninety minutes 
away and poorly when dinner is delayed for four hours. A breakfast 
that feels adequate on a quiet morning may leave you with a very 
different afternoon if lunch is unexpectedly moved. A dessert may be 
enjoyable after dinner but irrelevant to a recurring period of genuine 
hunger before dinner. The system therefore does not need an ideal 
clock. It needs some awareness of intervals and consequences. If the 
same part  of  the  day  repeatedly  becomes  difficult,  look  backward 
before you look for a new rule. What happened in the hours before 
the problem appeared? Sometimes the instability is not located where 
you first notice it.

Satisfaction Deserves More Precision Than “I Should Be Full”

One of the least useful questions after eating is often,  Should this 
have been enough? The answer may be theoretically interesting and 
practically irrelevant. You can decide that a meal contained what it 
was  “supposed”  to  contain  and  still  discover  that  you  are  hungry 
again relatively soon. You can eat an amount that appears reasonable 
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and remain interested in eating. You can also eat a food that is not 
especially  large  or  nutritionally  elaborate  and  find that  the  eating 
occasion feels complete. None of those observations proves that your 
appetite is correct, incorrect, broken, or perfectly regulated. They give 
you  information  about  the  interaction  between  the  food,  the 
situation, and your response.

For  this  book,  satisfaction  will  therefore  be  treated  as  an 
observation rather than a moral standard. Did the meal or snack do 
the practical job you expected it to do? Did you finish and move on? 
Did hunger return at a time that made sense for the rest of the day,  
or did you repeatedly find yourself solving the same problem again 
twenty minutes  later?  The purpose is  not  to engineer a  meal  that 
prevents  all  future  interest  in  food.  That  would  turn  stability  into 
appetite  suppression.  The  purpose  is  to  notice  when  an  eating 
occasion  is  repeatedly  being  asked  to  perform  a  job  it  does  not 
perform particularly well. That is a system problem worth examining.

Too Many Choices Can Make a Simple Moment Complicated

The original version of this book used the phrase decision fatigue as 
though  the  mind  contained  a  predictable  resource  that  became 
depleted with each choice. I am not going to rely on that explanation 
here.  We do not  need it.  It  is  enough to  notice  that  some eating 
moments  become  unnecessarily  complicated  because  too  many 
decisions have been left until the moment of use.

You are hungry and need something before leaving the house. The 
question is not merely whether to eat. You have to decide what, how 
much, whether it fits the plan, whether dinner is too close, whether 
the food is “worth it,” whether you should save the calories for later, 
and whether there is a better option somewhere else. A simple need 
has  acquired  six  separate  negotiations  before  any  food is  actually 
chosen. The solution is not necessarily to become better at making 
those  decisions.  Sometimes  the  useful  work  happens  earlier  by 
making fewer of them necessary.
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Having two realistic afternoon options available is different from 
creating  a  rule  that  you must  eat  one particular  snack  every  day. 
Knowing what you usually  do when dinner will  be late is  different 
from calculating the perfect answer every time dinner shifts by an 
hour. Keeping a food you actually eat in the house is different from 
maintaining a list of ideal foods that are never convenient when you 
need  them.  A  system  can  reduce  unnecessary  choice  without 
removing the flexibility that still serves a useful purpose. Later in the 
book, we will build that principle more deliberately. For now, notice 
when the difficulty of an eating moment comes partly from the fact 
that nothing has been decided until  the moment when everything 
needs deciding.

Describe the Moment Before You Explain It

When eating feels unstable, there is a strong temptation to move 
directly from the behavior to a theory. I ate after dinner, so I must be 
emotionally  eating.  I  wanted something sweet,  so my blood sugar 
must  have crashed.  I  kept snacking,  so dinner must not have had 
enough  protein.  I  was  hungry  at  night,  so  I  must  have  eaten 
incorrectly during the day. I ate while tired, so what I really needed 
was sleep. Any one of those explanations might occasionally contain 
part  of  the  truth.  None  is  reliable  enough to  become  the  default 
answer.  A  better  starting  point  is  an  accurate  description  of  what 
happened before deciding what it means.

Perhaps dinner was at six, you enjoyed it, and at eight-thirty you 
specifically wanted ice cream. Perhaps lunch was small, you became 
increasingly hungry from four onward, and by six you were eating 
whatever  was  available  while  preparing  dinner.  Perhaps  you  slept 
poorly, skipped breakfast because you were rushed, ate lunch late, 
and found the entire afternoon unusually difficult. Those descriptions 
contain  more  useful  information  than the  labels  emotional  hunger, 
lack of control, or  bad food day. Description leaves the investigation 
open long enough for the actual pattern to appear.
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This is also where the workbook will eventually become useful. Its 
job  will  not  be  to  make  you  discover  a  hidden  psychological 
explanation for every craving or difficult meal. It will help you record 
enough context to distinguish experiences that are easy to collapse 
into the same story. You do not need to document every meal to do 
this.  If  the  same  moment  keeps  becoming  difficult,  that  is  the 
moment worth understanding.

Stability Begins With the Right Problem

A  stable  eating  system  does  not  require  hunger  to  disappear, 
cravings to stop occurring, sleep to become perfect, or every meal to 
keep  you  satisfied  for  an  ideal  number  of  hours.  It  requires 
something  more  realistic:  when  a  problem  repeats,  you  become 
increasingly able to identify what kind of  problem you are dealing 
with.

If  the  recurring  difficulty  is  hunger,  the  system  needs  to  take 
hunger seriously. If the eating occasion repeatedly fails to carry you 
through the period you expect it to cover, the question is different. If 
the difficulty is  a specific craving,  it  may be useful  to examine the 
food, context, habit, pleasure, hunger, and emotional state around it 
without assuming in advance which one is responsible.

If  fatigue repeatedly  makes  complicated preparation unrealistic, 
the system needs an option that does not depend on having more 
energy than you usually have at that time. If  the problem appears 
because  the  day  repeatedly  contains  a  long,  poorly  supported 
interval, the system may need to address what happens before that 
interval rather than trying to control what happens at the end of it.  
Different problems deserve different responses. That is why eating 
stability cannot be built from one universal rule. Before deciding what 
to repeat, we need to know what the repeated action is supposed to 
help with.

In the next chapter, we will return to gelatin with that distinction in 
place.  Instead  of  asking  what  gelatin  is  supposed  to  do  in  the 
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abstract, we can ask a much more useful question: if you choose to 
keep it, what specific job can it realistically perform inside the system?
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CHAPTER 3

Where  Gelatin  Fits  —  and  Where  It 
Doesn’t

By this point, gelatin has already had more attention than most 
individual foods ever need. If you came to this book after The Gelatin 
Trick for Women 40+, you have already examined the claims around it, 
prepared  it  in  different  ways,  and  had  the  opportunity  to  decide 
whether one of those preparations did anything useful in your own 
life. If you arrived here without reading that book, the essential point 
is simpler: gelatin is an ordinary food ingredient, not the foundation 
on which eating stability depends.

That distinction matters because a useful tool can easily become a 
rule  once  we  begin  building  a  system  around  it.  Something  that 
originally helped with one specific situation can gradually acquire a 
larger role simply because we have become accustomed to using it. 
Before long, the question changes from “Is this still useful?” to “How 
do I make sure I keep doing this every day?” This book will not make 
that transition automatically,  because usefulness does not  need to 
become obligation.

Gelatin does not need to become a daily requirement in order for 
the system to work. You do not need a minimum number of servings 
per  week,  a  perfect  time  to  use  it,  or  a  strategy  for  making  its 
presence  inevitable.  If  one  gelatin  preparation  proved  genuinely 
useful, we can give that preparation a sensible place in your routine. 
If it did not, the larger work of this book continues without it.  The 
system  is  larger  than  the  ingredient  and  must  remain  functional 
whether gelatin stays or goes.

What the Research Actually Allows Us to Say

Gelatin is a familiar food ingredient used, among other things, for 
its ability to gel, thicken, stabilize, and change texture. The FDA lists 
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gelatin as a food substance with several technical functions, including 
texturizing and stabilizing. The part that attracts more attention in 
weight-management  discussions  is  its  protein  content  and  the 
possibility  that  gelatin-containing  meals  may  influence  appetite. 
There is some human research here, but it is important to describe it 
at the size it actually has.

In one small randomized study of healthy young adults, breakfasts 
in which gelatin was used as the protein source were followed by 
lower  energy  intake  at  lunch  than  several  comparison  protein 
breakfasts.  The  study  involved  standardized  experimental  meals, 
however,  and gelatin  supplied a meaningful  part  of  the protein in 
those meals. It was not a test of adding a small spoonful of gelatin to 
an ordinary snack at home.

Another  controlled  study  from  the  same  research  group 
complicates  the  story  further.  In  that  experiment,  a  breakfast 
containing  alpha-lactalbumin  suppressed  hunger  more  strongly  at 
one  later  time  point  than  breakfasts  containing  gelatin,  while 
subsequent  lunch  intake  and  several  appetite-related  hormonal 
measures  did  not  differ  between  the  groups.  The  longer-term 
evidence  is  even  less  supportive  of  turning  gelatin  into  a  special 
weight-management tool. In a four-month weight-maintenance trial 
following weight loss, a diet containing a gelatin-milk protein mixture 
did  not  produce  better  weight  maintenance  or  body-composition 
outcomes than the comparison protein diets.

Taken together, these studies make gelatin interesting enough to 
study and modest enough not to build a mythology around. They do 
not  establish  that  taking  gelatin  every  day  progressively  stabilizes 
appetite, makes cravings less urgent, or creates a special long-term 
weight-loss advantage. They also do not give us a dose-response rule 
in which more gelatin produces more control over eating. That does 
not make gelatin useless. It tells us to look for its usefulness in the 
right place.
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The Practical Role Is More Important Than the Theoretical One

For  this  book,  the  most  useful  question  about  gelatin  is  not 
whether  it  has  a  special  physiological  status.  It  is  whether  a 
preparation containing gelatin performs a practical function in your 
day. Perhaps you discovered that having a particular snack prepared 
in advance makes a long afternoon easier to navigate. Perhaps you 
enjoy a gelatin-based dessert and prefer knowing that it is already in 
the  refrigerator.  Perhaps  a  yogurt  preparation  containing  gelatin 
works well as part of a breakfast you can make ahead. Perhaps you 
simply like the texture of one recipe enough to keep making it. Those 
are legitimate reasons to continue using the ingredient because each 
describes an observable practical benefit.

Notice what they have in common. None requires you to believe 
that gelatin is suppressing appetite in a special way, regulating your 
hormones, accelerating fat loss, or retraining your metabolism. The 
preparation  earns  its  place  because  it  does  something  observable 
and useful: it tastes good, is convenient, fits the moment in which you 
use it, or makes a particular eating decision easier to manage. That is 
enough to justify keeping the preparation if it continues to fit your 
life.

The distinction may seem almost too ordinary after the amount of 
attention gelatin receives online,  but ordinary usefulness is  exactly 
what makes an ingredient compatible with a stable system. A food 
that  has  to  remain  scientifically  exciting  in  order  for  you  to  keep 
eating it is still functioning partly as an idea. A food you continue to 
use  because  it  works  well  in  your  kitchen has  become something 
much simpler. At that point, it has simply become food rather than a 
special project.

A Preparation Has to Match the Situation

The previous chapter distinguished hunger,  craving, satisfaction, 
fatigue, timing, and decision load because those distinctions change 
what a useful response looks like. The same principle applies here. 
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Suppose you have a small fruit gelatin in the refrigerator. It may be 
an excellent choice when you want a light dessert after dinner. The 
same portion may be a poor answer at five in the afternoon if lunch 
was small, dinner will be late, and you are already genuinely hungry. 
The fact that gelatin appears in both situations does not make the 
situations equivalent.

If the preparation is meant to serve as a substantial snack, the rest 
of  the preparation matters.  A gelatin-containing yogurt  parfait,  for 
example, is a different eating occasion from a small serving of fruit 
gelatin. The question is not whether one version is healthier or more 
virtuous  than  the  other.  They  are  simply  being  asked  to  perform 
different  functions.  This  is  one  reason the  system should  be  built 
around purposes rather than products.  When the purpose is clear, 
you can change the food without losing the structure.

If the yogurt parfait is unavailable one afternoon, another realistic 
snack can serve the same function. If you stop enjoying gelatin, you 
can replace the preparation without rebuilding the entire system. If 
your schedule changes and the difficult period of the day moves, the 
routine can move with it. The ingredient is allowed to change because 
the purpose is what gives the routine coherence.

An Anchor Is a Reference Point, Not an Obligation

Later in this book,  we will  use the idea of  an anchor:  an action 
connected to a recognizable part of your day so that you do not have 
to invent the same response repeatedly. Gelatin can become such an 
anchor, but only if the preparation already has a reason to be there. 
That is different from making gelatin use inevitable, which would turn 
a useful option into a requirement.

An anchor should reduce uncertainty around a recurring situation. 
It  should  not  create  a  new  obligation  that  then  requires  its  own 
reminders,  preparation  rules,  backup  plans,  and  monitoring.  If 
remembering the gelatin becomes more work than the problem it 
was supposed to help with, the relationship has reversed. You are no 
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longer using the preparation to support the routine; the routine is 
now being used to support the preparation. That reversal is not what 
the system is designed to create.

Imagine that three afternoons a week tend to contain a long gap 
before  dinner.  You  have  learned  that  bringing  a  prepared  snack 
makes those afternoons easier. If a gelatin-based preparation is one 
of the snacks you genuinely like and find convenient, it can become 
one  familiar  option  associated  with  that  situation.  There  is  no 
requirement for it to appear on the other four days simply to protect 
the “habit.”

Likewise,  if  your  preferred  gelatin  dessert  is  useful  only 
occasionally, occasional use does not represent a weaker version of 
the  system.  Frequency  should  follow function.  A  preparation  used 
twice a week for a clear reason may fit  your life far better than a 
preparation consumed every day because the routine says it must be 
there. The system should make useful actions easier to repeat when 
they are useful. It should not manufacture reasons to repeat them 
when they are not.

Where Gelatin Does Not Belong

There are several roles gelatin should not be given in this book 
because doing so would make the system less accurate rather than 
more stable. Gelatin should not become a way of postponing food 
when you are genuinely hungry simply because you believe hunger 
needs  to  be  controlled.  If  the  preparation  is  too  small  for  the 
situation,  the  answer  may  be  a  more  substantial  eating  occasion 
rather  than  greater  determination  to  make  the  gelatin  “work.”  It 
should  not  become  compensation  for  a  larger  meal,  a  restaurant 
dinner, dessert, travel, or a day when you ate differently from usual. 
There is no reason to use it as a corrective food.

It should not become a response to every craving. As we saw in the 
previous chapter, a craving can arise in many contexts. Sometimes a 
prepared food may be useful; sometimes what you want is simply the 
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food you are craving; sometimes the situation has little to do with 
gelatin at all. It should not become a daily test of whether you are still  
committed to your goals. Missing a gelatin preparation does not tell 
you anything important about your character or the quality of the rest 
of your day.

Most  importantly,  it  should  not  be  given  responsibility  for 
producing a weight outcome that the evidence does not establish. 
The  longer-term  trial  available  does  not  show  a  special  weight-
maintenance advantage from the gelatin-containing approach. If your 
larger goal includes weight loss or weight maintenance, gelatin can at 
most be one food inside a much larger pattern. It cannot carry the 
goal by itself. These limits do not weaken the system. They keep one 
ingredient from taking over a job it cannot perform.

You Do Not Have to Keep Something Because It Once Helped

There  is  another  possibility  that  deserves  more  attention  than 
most  habit  books  give  it:  a  useful  action  can  stop  being  useful. 
Perhaps a preparation solved a genuine problem for several months 
and then your schedule changed. Perhaps you liked it  initially  and 
eventually became tired of it. Perhaps another food now performs the 
same function more conveniently.  Perhaps the situation that made 
the preparation valuable no longer occurs.  None of these changes 
means the original choice was a mistake. Systems are not museums. 
You  do  not  have  to  preserve  every  action  that  once  played  an 
important role simply to prove that you are consistent.

This is particularly relevant when a behavior has acquired symbolic 
importance. Once something becomes “my routine,” removing it can 
feel  as  though you are  losing structure.  In  reality,  the question is 
whether  the  structure  survives  when  one  component  changes.  A 
strong system should be able to absorb that change without losing its 
larger purpose. If  your afternoon structure is really “I  make sure I 
have something realistic available when dinner will  be late,” gelatin 
can enter and leave that structure without destroying it.
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If the structure is “I must have my gelatin at four o’clock,” then the 
ingredient and the purpose have become inseparable. That can work 
for a while, but it makes the routine more vulnerable than it needs to 
be.  The  distinction  is  not  between  commitment  and  lack  of 
commitment. It is between preserving a purpose and preserving one 
particular method of fulfilling it.

If Gelatin Works for You, Make the Conclusion Specific

If you have already used gelatin and want to keep it, try to describe 
why  without  making  the  conclusion  larger  than  the  experience.  “I 
keep the yogurt preparation because it gives me an easy breakfast on 
mornings  when  I  leave  early”  is  specific.  “I  keep  the  fruit  gelatin 
because  I  enjoy  having  a  prepared  dessert  in  the  refrigerator”  is 
specific. “I use one of the snack recipes on days when dinner will be 
late because it  is  convenient to prepare in advance”  is  specific.  By 
contrast, “gelatin stabilizes my appetite” is a much larger conclusion. 
It may feel accurate, but it combines many possible observations into 
a physiological claim that your personal experience cannot establish. 
Specific language is useful because it tells you exactly what needs to 
remain if the ingredient later changes.

If what mattered was preparation, you can preserve preparation. If 
what  mattered was having an afternoon option available,  you can 
preserve  availability.  If  what  mattered  was  enjoying  a  planned 
dessert, you can preserve the dessert. And if the only thing you can 
honestly say is that you liked one recipe, then you can simply keep 
the  recipe.  Nothing  else  needs  to  be  proven  in  order  for  the 
preparation to keep a practical place.

If Gelatin Does Not Work for You, the Book Still Works

You  may  reach  this  point  without  having  found  any  gelatin 
preparation that deserves a permanent place in your routine. That 
does not leave a hole in the method, because the method was never 
meant  to  depend on one ingredient.  In  fact,  it  tells  us  something 
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important  about  what  the  method  needs  to  become.  The  central 
action in a stable system cannot be chosen because an author has 
decided  in  advance  that  everyone  should  repeat  it.  It  has  to  be 
selected  because  it  solves  a  recognizable  problem well  enough to 
justify repetition.

For one reader, that may be a prepared gelatin snack. For another, 
it  may  be  eating  lunch  before  the  afternoon  becomes  difficult, 
preparing breakfast ingredients at night, keeping a reliable food at 
work, or creating a simpler dinner option for evenings when cooking 
is  unrealistic.  The  next  chapter  is  where  we  make  that  choice  by 
identifying an action that deserves deliberate support.

We will not begin by asking which habit sounds healthiest, most 
disciplined,  or most impressive.  We will  look for one action that is 
useful enough to repeat and specific enough to build around. Gelatin 
can be that action when it  serves the purpose,  but the system no 
longer requires it to be.
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CHAPTER 4

Choose One Thing Worth Repeating

Once you begin looking at eating as a system, it is easy to become 
ambitious. You notice that breakfast could be easier, afternoons could 
use more structure, dinner is sometimes too late, the refrigerator is 
not  always  stocked  with  useful  options,  and  certain  evenings  still 
require more decisions than you would like. Within a few minutes, 
one problem has become six projects.

That  is  usually  the  wrong  place  to  begin.  A  system  does  not 
become more stable because you improve every weak point at the 
same time. In fact, trying to change several parts at once makes it  
harder  to  know  which  changes  are  useful,  which  ones  are 
unnecessary, and which ones survive after the initial attention fades. 
The better starting point is smaller. Choose one action that already 
has  a  recognizable  job,  and  decide  whether  that  action  is  useful 
enough to deserve repetition. I will call this your central action.

The term does not mean that  the action is  the most important 
thing you do for your health, that you must perform it every day, or 
that the rest of your eating should revolve around it. It simply means 
that,  while  you are building the system, this  is  the action you are 
going  to  understand  well  enough  to  support  deliberately.  The 
purpose  is  not  to  make  one  behavior  powerful;  it  is  to  make  the 
system easier to see.

Start With a Repeating Problem, Not an Impressive Habit

When people decide to build a new routine, they often begin by 
choosing an action that sounds beneficial. They may decide to drink 
more water,  prepare breakfast,  eat more protein,  stop snacking at 
night, meal-prep on Sunday, take a supplement, or make a gelatin 
snack every afternoon.
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Any  of  those  actions  might  be  useful  in  the  right  context.  The 
problem is  that  usefulness  cannot  be  determined  from the  action 
alone.  An  action  becomes  useful  because  it  solves,  prevents,  or 
simplifies something that actually happens in your life. That means 
the  first  question  is  not,  “What  habit  should  I  build?”  It  is,  “What 
situation keeps asking me to solve the same problem?”

Perhaps  lunch  repeatedly  happens  later  than  expected  on 
workdays,  and  by  late  afternoon  you  are  trying  to  manage  both 
genuine hunger and the practical problem of dinner still being several 
hours away. Perhaps breakfast is not the problem at all, but leaving 
the house without anything available for later is. Perhaps the difficult 
moment is dinner, because you reach it without a realistic option and 
end up constructing a meal from whatever can be eaten immediately.

These situations give an action a purpose. If the recurring problem 
is a long interval before dinner, preparing or bringing one realistic 
afternoon  option  may  be  worth  repeating.  If  the  problem  is  that 
breakfast requires too much thought on early mornings, preparing 
one component  the  night  before  may deserve  attention.  If  dinner 
repeatedly becomes improvised because nothing useful is available, 
keeping one dependable meal option in the house may do more for 
stability than adding three new nutrition rules. The action does not 
have to sound important; it has to address something that is.

An Outcome Is Not an Action

This sounds obvious, but it changes the way a system is built. “Eat 
better,”  “control  my cravings,”  “be  more  consistent,”  “lose  weight,” 
and  “stop  eating  so  much  at  night”  are  not  actions.  They  are 
outcomes,  intentions,  judgments,  or  problems,  and none tells  you 
what you will  actually  do.  A central  action needs to be observable 
enough  that  you  can  tell  whether  it  happened  without  having  to 
interpret the entire day.

For example, “I will have one realistic food option available on the 
afternoons when dinner will be late” describes an action you can see. 
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“I  will  prepare  tomorrow’s  breakfast  while  I  am  cleaning  up  after 
dinner” is similarly concrete. “I will eat lunch before my first afternoon 
meeting on the days when that meeting usually  pushes lunch too 
late” identifies both an action and the context in which it matters.

A useful  action can still  contain flexibility.  The afternoon option 
does not have to be the same food every time. Breakfast does not 
have to be identical every morning. Lunch does not have to occur at 
the  same minute.  Specificity  is  not  the  same as  rigidity.  It  simply 
prevents the central action from becoming so vague that you cannot 
tell whether the system is supporting it.

Choose Something That Already Makes Sense

There  is  no  prize  for  choosing  the  behavior  that  requires  the 
greatest transformation. If the action you select immediately requires 
a new shopping routine, unfamiliar recipes, an earlier wake-up time, 
four containers, a reminder on your phone, and a different schedule 
on weekends, you have not chosen one action. You have chosen a 
cluster  of  changes  disguised  as  one.  That  may  eventually  be 
workable, but it is a poor starting point for learning how your system 
behaves.

A  better  central  action  usually  has  some  relationship  to  what 
already  exists.  You  may  already  perform  it  occasionally.  You  may 
already know that it helps when you remember to do it. The problem 
may be less about learning a new behavior and more about making 
an existing useful behavior available at the times when you actually 
need it.

This is one reason the action does not have to be novel. Suppose 
you already bring food to work on some days and consistently notice 
that those afternoons are easier.  The central action may simply be 
making that preparation more deliberate. Suppose you already eat 
breakfast at home but repeatedly struggle on the mornings when you 
leave early. The useful action may be deciding the night before what 
the  early-morning  version  will  be.  Suppose  a  gelatin-based yogurt 
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preparation has already earned a place in your routine. There is no 
need to  invent  a  more  sophisticated use for  it.  The  central  action 
might simply be preparing two servings on the evening before the 
days when you know you will need them. A system becomes easier to 
build when the behavior does not need to be sold to you first.

The Action Needs a Job You Can Describe

Before  choosing  a  central  action,  try  completing  this  sentence: 
“This  action  is  here  to  make  ______  easier.”  The  answer  should  be 
specific enough to recognize in ordinary life. “This action is here to 
make weight loss easier” is too broad. Weight is affected by far more 
than one action, and the statement does not tell you what the action 
is expected to change today.

“This action is here to make the period between lunch and a late 
dinner easier” is much more useful. “This action is here to make early-
morning  breakfast  require  less  decision-making”  is  useful.  “This 
action is here to make sure I have a realistic dinner option on the two 
evenings when I get home late” is useful. “This action is here because 
the internet says I should do it” is not a practical job.

The sentence matters because it gives you a way to evaluate the 
action  later  without  expanding  its  responsibility.  If  the  afternoon 
action helps with the afternoon but does nothing noticeable for your 
weight, it may still  be performing exactly the job you gave it. If an 
evening  preparation  makes  dinner  easier  but  has  no  effect  on 
cravings later in the night, you have learned something specific rather 
than concluding that the whole idea worked or failed. A narrow job 
produces  better  information.  It  also  protects  you  from  gradually 
assigning  one  behavior  responsibility  for  everything  you  want  to 
change.

Do Not Choose the Behavior You Think You Should Want

Some routines remain difficult because they are built around an 
idealized  version  of  the  person  following  them.  You  choose  the 
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breakfast you believe you should prefer rather than the one you will 
actually prepare. You plan an evening routine for the energy you wish 
you had at seven-thirty instead of the energy you normally have. You 
stock foods that fit an abstract idea of eating well and then repeatedly 
reach  for  something  else  because  the  stocked  foods  require 
preparation  you  do  not  want  to  do.  A  central  action  should  be 
selected  from  your  real  life,  not  from  an  audition  for  a  healthier 
identity. This does not mean every convenient choice is automatically 
useful. It means convenience belongs in the evaluation.

If  two  actions  could  solve  the  same problem and  one  requires 
seven steps while the other requires two, the shorter one may be the 
better system choice even if the longer version looks more impressive 
on  paper.  Likewise,  enjoyment  matters.  If  an  action  depends  on 
eating something you dislike because you believe its benefits should 
compensate for the experience, repetition may tell you more about 
your tolerance than about the strength of the system. Food is allowed 
to  taste  good,  a  routine  is  allowed  to  fit  your  preferences,  and 
practicality is not evidence that you have chosen the easy way out. In 
a system intended for repeated use, practicality is part of the design.

Daily Is Not Automatically Better

The  word  habit  often  encourages  a  particular  assumption:  if 
something is useful, doing it every day must be better than doing it 
occasionally. That is not how we will use repetition in this book. Some 
central  actions  may  happen  every  day  because  the  situation  they 
address happens every day. Others may occur only on workdays, only 
on evenings with a late schedule, or only when a particular problem is 
present. The frequency should follow the function.

If  you need a prepared afternoon snack only on the three days 
when dinner is late, eating the same snack seven days a week does 
not make the system stronger. It simply increases the frequency of 
the  behavior  beyond  the  frequency  of  the  problem.  If  preparing 
breakfast the night before is useful only before early mornings, there 
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is  no  reason  to  make  nighttime  breakfast  preparation  a  universal 
ritual. Likewise, if a gelatin preparation works well as an occasional 
dessert, occasional use may be its correct place. Turning it into a daily 
requirement  would  change  the  behavior  without  necessarily 
improving its usefulness.

This matters because unnecessary repetition can make a system 
more demanding. Every behavior added to every day occupies some 
amount  of  time,  preparation,  attention,  or  physical  space.  A  small 
requirement is still a requirement. The central action should repeat 
often enough to serve its purpose, not often enough to prove your 
commitment.

Do Not Choose Compensation as Your Central Action

Some actions feel organized because they provide a response after 
something feels off. You may eat lighter after a restaurant meal, skip 
breakfast after eating late, add an extra workout after dessert, use a 
particular food to correct a day that felt excessive, or tighten the plan 
for  several  days  after  travel.  These  behaviors  can  become  highly 
repeatable.  That  does  not  make  them  good  anchors  for  eating 
stability.  A  central  action should support  the  ordinary  structure  of 
eating, not function as a punishment, repayment, or correction after 
normal variation. This distinction is especially important if weight loss 
is one of your goals. A larger meal, a vacation, a birthday dinner, or 
an  evening that  looks  different  from usual  does  not  automatically 
create a debt that the next day has to repay.

If  your proposed central action begins with “whenever I  eat too 
much,” “after a bad day,” or “to make up for,” stop and examine what 
the  action  is  being  asked  to  do.  There  may  be  a  useful  behavior 
hidden inside it. Returning to your ordinary breakfast after a different 
evening can be useful. Having groceries available after travel can be 
useful.  Re-entering  a  familiar  routine  can  be  useful.  The 
compensatory part is not necessary. The system needs a way back to 
ordinary life, not a way to punish the variation that occurred.
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The Best Central Action Is Often Boring

New behaviors receive a lot of attention precisely because they are 
new. You notice them, remember that you are testing them, wonder 
whether they are working, and may feel unusually organized because 
you performed them several days in a row. That attention can make a 
behavior seem more important than it is. A central action does not 
need  to  stay  interesting.  In  fact,  one  sign  that  you  have  chosen 
reasonably  well  is  that  the  action can eventually  become ordinary 
enough that you stop having an opinion about it every time you do it.

You put the food in your bag because tomorrow is a long workday. 
You prepare the breakfast component because you will leave early. 
You make two portions instead of one because Thursday will look like 
Tuesday. You keep a dependable dinner option in the freezer because 
one night each week rarely goes according to plan.

None of these actions creates a dramatic sense of transformation, 
and that is an advantage. An action that depends on enthusiasm has 
acquired  another  hidden  requirement.  An  action  that  still  makes 
sense  when  it  is  no  longer  interesting  has  a  better  chance  of 
becoming part of an ordinary structure.

Test the Action Against an Ordinary Week

Before deciding that an action deserves a central place, imagine it 
inside the week you actually have rather than the week in which you 
are unusually motivated. Where will it happen? What does it require? 
How often does the situation it addresses occur? What happens on 
the day when you forget? Does the action still make sense when your 
schedule  shifts  by  an  hour?  Does  it  require  ingredients  that  are 
difficult to keep available? Does performing it create another problem 
somewhere else? You do not need every answer before you begin. 
The  point  is  simply  to  notice  whether  the  action  already  contains 
obvious conflicts with your normal life. Consider two possible actions 
for  the  same  recurring  problem.  The  first  is:  “Every  Sunday  I  will 
prepare five different snacks for the workweek.” The second is: “On 
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the evenings before my two late workdays, I will make sure I have one 
afternoon option ready.”

The  first  may  work  beautifully  for  someone who enjoys  weekly 
meal preparation and has a predictable schedule. For someone else, 
it creates a large Sunday task in order to solve a problem that occurs 
only twice.  The second version is  smaller,  but it  may fit  the actual 
problem more closely. The best action is not always the smallest. It is 
the one whose cost is proportionate to the job it performs.

Your Central Action Is Allowed to Have More Than One Form

This is where an action differs from a product:  the function can 
stay stable even when the specific food changes. If the central action 
is  “have  a  realistic  afternoon option  available  when dinner  will  be 
late,”  several  foods  may  satisfy  it.  One  day  the  option  may  be  a 
gelatin-based yogurt preparation. Another day it may be something 
you  bought  rather  than  prepared.  On  a  travel  day  it  may  look 
completely different.

The  action  remains  recognizable  because  the  function  remains 
recognizable. This kind of flexibility is valuable, but it should not be 
confused with changing the entire action every day. If the definition 
becomes  so  broad  that  anything  counts,  the  central  action  stops 
giving the system much structure.

There is a useful middle ground: the action can remain stable while 
its  execution varies.  “Eat something” is  too vague. “Always eat  this 
exact gelatin recipe at 4:00 p.m.” may be unnecessarily narrow. “Have 
one prepared afternoon option available on the days when dinner will 
be late” gives the action a recognizable shape while leaving room for 
real life. That is the kind of specificity we are looking for.

One Action Does Not Have to Solve the Whole Day

Once you identify a useful central action, there is a temptation to 
keep  adding  responsibilities  to  it.  If  preparing  breakfast  makes 
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mornings  easier,  perhaps  it  should  also  improve  protein  intake, 
reduce afternoon cravings, support weight loss, save money, increase 
fiber, and eliminate the need for snacks. If an afternoon preparation 
helps with a long gap before dinner, perhaps it should also control 
evening eating and improve the nutritional quality of the entire day. 
This is how a practical action turns into a performance standard. You 
do not need it to do all of that.

If preparing breakfast makes breakfast easier, that may be enough 
reason to keep doing it. If having an afternoon option prevents you 
from  repeatedly  arriving  at  a  late  dinner  with  nothing  realistic 
between meals, that is already a meaningful job. Other goals can be 
addressed elsewhere in the system.

Keeping the central action small enough also protects your ability 
to evaluate it.  When one behavior is  responsible for six outcomes, 
almost  any  imperfect  day can be interpreted as  evidence that  the 
behavior  is  failing.  When  the  job  is  specific,  the  answer  becomes 
clearer: did it help with the thing it was chosen to help with? That is 
the question.

You May  Discover  That  the  Problem Does  Not  Need a  New 
Habit

Sometimes,  after  examining  a  recurring  difficulty,  you  discover 
that  the  most  useful  change  is  not  an  additional  action  but  the 
removal of an unnecessary complication. Perhaps breakfast does not 
need a new recipe. You simply need to stop assuming that breakfast 
must look different every day. Perhaps the afternoon problem does 
not  require another  snack strategy.  You need lunch to stop being 
postponed by a recurring meeting. Perhaps dinner does not need a 
new system.  You  need  permission  to  use  the  simple  meal  that  is 
already available rather than treating it  as an inferior backup. This 
matters  because  building  habits  can  become  a  way  of  adding 
solutions to problems created by excessive complexity. Your central 
action is allowed to be a simplification.
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It might be deciding once which two breakfasts are realistic during 
the workweek. It might be keeping the same dependable food in two 
places rather than constantly remembering to move it.  It might be 
ordering  groceries  before  the  refrigerator  becomes  completely 
empty. It might be using the meal you already know works instead of 
searching for a better one every evening. The system does not care 
whether the solution looks like a traditional habit. It cares whether 
the repeated problem becomes easier to manage.

How to Know What You Have Chosen

By the end of this chapter, you do not need a perfect habit plan. 
You need one clear sentence.  It  might look like this:  “On the days 
when  dinner  will  be  late,  I  will  make  sure  I  have  one  realistic 
afternoon option available.” Or: “Before early work mornings, I  will 
decide and prepare the practical part of breakfast the night before.” 
Or:  “I  will  keep  one  dinner  in  the  house  that  requires  almost  no 
preparation  for  the  evenings  when  cooking  is  unrealistic.”  Or,  if 
gelatin  has  already earned this  role:  “On my long workdays,  I  will 
prepare the gelatin-based snack I already know I like and bring it with 
me.”

Notice what these statements do not contain. They do not promise 
weight  loss.  They  do  not  require  a  perfect  streak.  They  do  not 
describe what kind of person you are. They do not tell you that the 
action must continue forever.  They identify a recurring situation, a 
practical response, and a reason for repeating it. That is enough for 
the next stage.

In Chapter 5, we will take this action and examine what makes it 
easy or difficult to repeat. We will look at timing, preparation, cues, 
availability, and unnecessary steps, not because the action needs to 
become inevitable, but because a useful choice should not have to be 
reinvented every time you need it.
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CHAPTER 5

Make the Useful Choice Easier to Repeat

Choosing a useful action is only the beginning. The next question 
is whether that action has a realistic place to happen. This is where 
many reasonable intentions become more complicated than they first 
appeared. You decide that bringing an afternoon snack would make 
long workdays easier,  but  the decision does not  specify  when the 
snack will be prepared, where it will be stored, or what will remind 
you to take it with you. You decide that breakfast should require less 
thought  on  early  mornings,  but  the  ingredients  are  still  scattered 
across the kitchen and the decision about what to eat remains open 
until the moment you are already late. Nothing is wrong with either 
idea. The problem is that the action still  depends on several  small 
decisions occurring at the right time.

A system begins to help when some of those decisions move out of 
the moment of use. The goal is not to make the action unavoidable or 
to  engineer  your  environment  so  aggressively  that  you  have  no 
choice. It is much simpler than that. If an action has already proved 
useful, the surrounding structure should make it reasonably easy to 
remember,  reasonably  easy  to  start,  and  reasonably  easy  to 
complete. The less rebuilding required each time, the more useful the 
system becomes.

Repetition Needs a Place

An intention such as “I want to do this more consistently” does not 
tell  you where the action belongs.  Consider the central  action you 
chose in  the previous  chapter.  If  it  is  preparing something for  an 
afternoon when dinner will be late, there are at least two moments 
involved: the time when the food will be useful and the earlier time 
when it needs to become available. If the action is having a practical 
breakfast before an early workday, the important moment may not 
be breakfast at all. It may be the previous evening, when deciding or 
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preparing part of it is still easy. This is why it helps to locate an action 
inside a sequence rather than thinking about it  only as an isolated 
behavior.

Suppose your intention is to bring food to work on Tuesdays and 
Thursdays because those are the days when dinner is usually late. If 
you continue relying on yourself to remember the food while leaving 
the house, the system has placed the important decision at a poor 
moment.  Mornings  already  contain  enough  opportunities  for 
something to be forgotten.

A  better  location  might  be  the  evening before.  When dinner  is 
finished and the kitchen is already open, you prepare or identify the 
food for  the  next  afternoon and  put  it  in  a  place  that  makes  the 
morning step obvious. The useful action has not changed; its location 
in the sequence has. That distinction can make a surprising difference 
because  an  action  is  easier  to  repeat  when  it  does  not  have  to 
compete for attention at the moment when it is most inconvenient.

Use a Cue That Already Exists

Habit research often uses the word cue to describe something in 
the context that becomes associated with an action. A cue can be a 
time,  a  place,  another  routine,  an  event,  or  some combination  of 
those  things.  Repeatedly  performing  an  action  in  a  recognizable 
context can strengthen the association between the context and the 
behavior over time. For practical purposes, you do not need to think 
about this in technical terms. You need a recognizable answer to the 
question: What is already happening when this action makes sense?

Perhaps  you  prepare  tomorrow’s  breakfast  while  putting  away 
dinner.  Perhaps you check whether  you have an afternoon option 
when you pack your work bag. Perhaps the first thing you do after 
arriving at  work is  put  the food you brought into the refrigerator. 
Perhaps you choose dinner before leaving the office on the evening 
when you know you will arrive home late. The useful part of these 
examples is not that they contain perfect behavioral cues. It is that 
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the new action is attached to something that does not have to be 
invented.

This is usually more reliable than choosing an arbitrary reminder 
simply because reminders are easy to create. A phone alarm can be 
useful,  especially  when  timing  itself  matters,  but  an  alarm  is  still 
another signal asking for attention. If the action can be connected to 
an event that already occurs naturally, the event may provide enough 
structure without adding another piece to manage.

Research comparing routine-based and time-based cue planning 
for an everyday nutrition behavior found that both approaches could 
support habit formation, with repeated enactment in response to the 
chosen cue emerging as the important ingredient. You therefore do 
not need to find the scientifically perfect cue. You need one that is 
recognizable in your actual life.

The Clock Can Help Without Running the System

Time is an obvious way to organize eating, and sometimes it is the 
simplest  one.  If  you consistently  take lunch at  one o’clock,  linking 
another  practical  action to  that  time may work perfectly  well.  The 
problem begins when the clock becomes more precise than your life. 
If your afternoon preparation is useful somewhere between four and 
five because dinner will be late, requiring yourself to use it at exactly 
4:15 may add precision without adding value. If lunch can move by an 
hour depending on work, a rigid snack time may eventually separate 
the action from the situation it was intended to address.

The question is whether the time describes the context or replaces 
it.  “On the days when dinner  will  be late,  I  usually  make sure my 
afternoon option is available by four” leaves room for the purpose of 
the action. “I must eat it at 4:00 every day” creates a different rule. 
The first uses time as useful information. The second risks making the 
time  itself  the  behavior.  This  matters  because  stability  does  not 
require every action to happen at an identical hour. If the function 
remains clear, timing can adjust when the day changes.
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For some actions, a sequence will therefore be more useful than a 
clock. “After I clear dinner, I prepare tomorrow’s breakfast” may work 
better than “At 8:30 p.m., I prepare breakfast” if dinner happens at 
different times. For another person, a specific time may be exactly 
what keeps the action from disappearing. The right choice is the one 
that fits the day you actually have.

Move Preparation Earlier Than the Problem

A recurring eating problem often becomes difficult  at  the exact 
moment  when  the  easiest  preparation  opportunity  has  already 
passed. At six-thirty, when you are hungry and dinner is still an hour 
away, it is too late to discover that the snack you intended to bring is 
sitting in the refrigerator at home. At seven in the morning, when you 
are leaving fifteen minutes earlier  than usual,  it  is  not  particularly 
helpful to remember that you meant to prepare breakfast. At eight at 
night, when cooking feels unrealistic, knowing that you should have 
shopped yesterday does not  create dinner.  This  is  not  a  failure of 
knowledge.  It  is  a  timing  problem  in  the  structure.  One  of  the 
simplest ways to make a useful choice easier to repeat is to move the 
preparation to a point at which it competes with fewer demands.

That  may mean preparing food earlier.  It  can also  mean doing 
something much smaller: placing the container where you will see it, 
putting  a  shelf-stable  option  in  your  work  bag,  deciding  which 
breakfast  you will  use,  moving something from the  freezer  to  the 
refrigerator, or checking that the food you expect to rely on actually 
exists.  Preparation  does  not  have  to  mean meal  prep.  Sometimes 
preparation is  merely  preventing tomorrow from beginning with a 
missing  piece.  This  distinction  is  important  because  elaborate 
preparation can create its own burden. If supporting one small action 
requires a two-hour weekly ritual that you dislike, the support system 
may eventually become the more difficult behavior. The amount of 
preparation should be proportionate to the problem.



46

Availability Changes the Decision

There is a large practical difference between knowing what would 
be useful and having it available when it becomes useful.  Suppose 
you have decided that a particular afternoon is easier when you bring 
something to eat. If the food is at home while you are at work, the 
quality  of  the  original  decision  no  longer  matters  very  much.  The 
action has become unavailable.

The same applies at home. A dinner option that exists only as a 
recipe, a shopping intention, or an ingredient you forgot to defrost is 
not  equivalent  to  a  dinner  option  that  can  actually  be  used.  This 
sounds almost embarrassingly obvious, but many routines depend on 
ideal availability without treating availability as part of the routine.

If a food is genuinely important to your central action, ask where it 
needs to be before you need it. For some people, this means keeping 
duplicates  of  a  practical  item  in  two  places.  For  others,  it  means 
storing  one  dependable  option  at  work  or  replacing  a  highly 
perishable  choice  with  something  easier  to  keep  available.  It  may 
mean  buying  two  servings  instead  of  one,  freezing  a  portion,  or 
placing frequently used ingredients where they are easy to see. None 
of these adjustments makes the food nutritionally better. They make 
the action operational. That is the job of the system.

Reduce Steps That Do Not Earn Their Place

The  central  action  itself  may  be  simple  while  the  process 
surrounding  it  is  unnecessarily  long.  Imagine  that  your  chosen 
breakfast  requires  choosing  a  recipe,  finding  several  ingredients, 
measuring  them,  washing  equipment,  portioning  the  result,  and 
deciding what  to  add  on  top.  If  you enjoy  doing this,  there  is  no 
problem  to  solve.  If  you  repeatedly  skip  the  breakfast  on  rushed 
mornings,  however,  the  number  of  steps  deserves  attention.  A 
common response is to tell yourself that the preparation takes only 
ten minutes and therefore should not be difficult. But ten minutes is 
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not the only cost. The action also contains setup, decisions, cleanup, 
remembering, and access to ingredients.

Reducing those requirements does not mean reducing the quality 
of the behavior. Perhaps the weekday version has fewer components. 
Perhaps  two  breakfasts  alternate  instead  of  seven.  Perhaps  a 
purchased  item  replaces  one  homemade  component.  Perhaps  the 
container is prepared the night before. Perhaps the food you reliably 
eat replaces the theoretically superior option you repeatedly fail  to 
prepare. The useful question is not how little effort you can get away 
with. It is which steps contribute enough value to justify remaining in 
the  routine.  If  removing  a  step  makes  the  action  easier  without 
changing  the  function  you  selected  in  Chapter  4,  the  system  has 
become more efficient without becoming less purposeful.

Decide Once Where Repeated Decisions Add Nothing

Some food decisions genuinely  need to remain flexible because 
hunger,  schedules,  preferences,  and  social  situations  can  change. 
Other  decisions  are  repeated simply  because  no default  has  been 
established. You may stand in front of the refrigerator every workday 
asking what to take for the afternoon even though you almost always 
choose from the  same three foods.  You may reconsider  breakfast 
every morning despite repeatedly settling on the same two options. 
You may spend ten minutes deciding what dinner is possible on a late 
evening even though only a handful of meals are realistic under those 
conditions.

In situations like these,  preserving unlimited choice may not be 
adding much. A default is different from a rule: a rule says that you 
must choose the same option regardless of circumstances, while a 
default says that this is the option you use unless there is a reason to 
choose differently.

That  distinction  preserves  flexibility  while  reducing  unnecessary 
reconsideration. Your default might be one familiar afternoon option 
on late-work days, with another available when you want something 
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different. It might be two easy breakfasts for early mornings. It might 
be one freezer meal you keep replacing because you know it solves a 
recurring problem. You are still free to choose something else. The 
system simply stops requiring every ordinary decision to begin from 
zero.

Make the First Step Obvious

When an action contains several steps, it helps to know which one 
actually begins the sequence. “Prepare tomorrow’s lunch” can feel like 
a small project, while “put the container on the counter while I clear 
dinner” is a beginning. “Make sure I have something for tomorrow 
afternoon” is vague, while “put one afternoon option in my work bag 
before I go to bed” is visible. The purpose of identifying the first step 
is  not  to  turn your  life  into a  productivity  system.  It  is  to  remove 
ambiguity at the point where an intention becomes an action. If you 
repeatedly intend to do something but find yourself  postponing it, 
the problem may not be the whole behavior. The first step may simply 
be  unclear,  poorly  timed,  or  inconvenient.  Once  the  first  step 
happens, the rest may be easy.

In other cases, the first step reveals that the action was never as 
simple  as  you  thought.  If  beginning  requires  finding  a  recipe, 
discovering that one ingredient is missing, washing equipment, and 
clearing space in the refrigerator, you have learned something useful 
about the design. The system becomes clearer when the beginning is 
visible.

Do Not Build a Monitoring Job Around a Small Behavior

Once  people  begin  deliberately  building  routines,  tracking  can 
expand quickly. You can record whether you performed the action, 
when you performed it, how hungry you were, how satisfied you felt, 
whether  you  had  cravings  later,  how  much  you  slept,  what  your 
weight  did,  and  whether  the  action  felt  automatic.  There  are 
situations in which tracking helps answer a real question. Chapter 2 
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already established that recording context can be useful  when the 
same difficult eating moment keeps recurring. But monitoring has a 
cost.  If  the central  action takes three minutes and documenting it 
takes another five, the measurement system has begun to compete 
with the behavior it is supposed to support. You do not need to prove 
that repetition is occurring.

For the purposes of this chapter, a much smaller check is usually 
enough. Did the action have a recognizable place? Was it available 
when  needed?  What  repeatedly  prevented  it  from  happening?  If 
those questions reveal a pattern, adjust the structure. The workbook 
can help when you genuinely need to see that pattern over several 
days.  It  should  not  become  a  daily  administrative  requirement 
attached to every useful behavior. The system is supposed to reduce 
management, not create a new category of it.

A Missed Cue Is Information, Not a Crisis

Even a well-placed action will  sometimes be forgotten. You may 
clear dinner and forget to prepare breakfast. You may pack your work 
bag without the snack. You may walk past the food you deliberately 
placed  where  you  would  see  it.  This  does  not  prove  that  the  cue 
failed, that you lack consistency, or that the behavior needs a more 
forceful system. First look at what happened.

Perhaps the cue itself was less stable than you assumed. If dinner 
cleanup is normally shared with someone else or often skipped on 
busy evenings, it  may not be a reliable point for your preparation. 
Perhaps the action attached to the cue was too large. “After dinner, 
prepare  all  of  tomorrow’s  food”  may  ask  much  more  than  “after 
dinner, put tomorrow’s breakfast together.” Perhaps nothing needs 
changing. People forget things.

The  purpose  of  using  a  recognizable  context  is  to  make 
remembering easier over time, not to guarantee flawless execution. 
Research on habit formation supports the importance of repetition in 
recurring  contexts,  but  it  does  not  imply  that  a  cue  creates  an 
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automatic  response immediately  or  without variation.  If  the action 
works most of the time and the occasional miss creates no significant 
problem,  constant  redesign  may  be  less  useful  than  simply 
continuing.

Do Not Confuse Easier With Mandatory

There  is  an  important  boundary  in  this  chapter.  We  are 
deliberately  making  one  useful  action  easier  to  repeat.  That  can 
sound very close to making the action harder to avoid, but they are 
not  the  same  goal.  Keeping  a  realistic  snack  available  is  useful 
structure.  Feeling  that  you  must  eat  it  because  you  packed  it  is 
unnecessary.  Preparing  breakfast  in  advance  can  reduce  morning 
decisions. Believing that you must eat the prepared breakfast even 
when you wake without much appetite changes the function of the 
preparation.  Having  a  dependable  dinner  ready  can  protect  an 
evening from unnecessary  improvisation.  Deciding that  the  dinner 
must be eaten because otherwise the preparation was wasted turns 
support into obligation. A stable system has to leave room for new 
information.  You may be less  hungry  than expected.  Dinner  plans 
may  change.  Someone  may  invite  you  out.  You  may  simply  want 
something else.

The preparation has already done its job by making a useful choice 
available. Availability is not a command. This distinction is particularly 
important around food because a system designed to reduce daily 
effort should not quietly become a new source of rigidity.

Keep the Purpose Stable While the Details Move

The previous chapter allowed the central action to have more than 
one form. This chapter adds the practical consequence of that idea: 
you do not need identical  execution in order to have recognizable 
structure. Suppose the central action is having something available 
during  a  long  afternoon.  At  home,  that  might  be  a  yogurt-based 
preparation.  At  work,  it  might  be  something  easier  to  transport. 
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During  travel,  it  may  be  a  purchased  option  that  you  would  not 
normally  keep  at  home.  If  each  version  serves  the  same practical 
purpose,  the  system  has  remained  intact.  This  is  different  from 
improvising from scratch.  You already know what you are solving. 
You are adapting the form to the context.

That  makes flexibility  easier  because you are not  asking,  “What 
should I do now?” in the broadest possible sense. You are asking a 
narrower question: “What version of this useful action fits today?” The 
system  provides  continuity  without  insisting  on  sameness.  That  is 
exactly the kind of stability we defined at the beginning of the book.

Test the Structure, Not Your Commitment

Once you have given the central  action a  place,  a  cue,  enough 
availability, and a manageable number of steps, try living with it for a 
while without constantly improving it. The point is not to see whether 
you  are  capable  of  being  consistent.  You  are  testing  whether  the 
structure makes the action easier to use.

Pay attention to where the process still asks too much. If the food 
is  repeatedly  prepared  but  forgotten  at  home,  the  weak  point  is 
probably not the recipe. If the cue occurs but you rarely want to begin 
the action, the action may still be too complicated or poorly matched 
to that moment. If the preparation is easy but the food repeatedly 
goes uneaten because the situation you expected does not occur, the 
action may have been assigned to a problem that is  less common 
than you thought. If  the routine works perfectly until  the schedule 
changes, you have learned where flexibility will eventually be needed. 
None of these results requires a judgment about whether you are 
good at habits. They tell you how the structure behaves, and that is 
the information we need.

The Useful Choice Should Become Less of an Event

At  the  beginning,  a  central  action  may still  feel  deliberate.  You 
notice yourself doing it because you have recently chosen it and are 
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paying attention to how it fits. Over time, repetition in a recognizable 
context  may make the sequence feel  more familiar  and,  for  some 
behaviors, increasingly automatic. Habit research supports the idea 
that repeated performance in recurring contexts can strengthen cue-
response  associations,  although  the  process  varies  considerably 
between  behaviors  and  people.  You  do  not  need  to  wait  for 
automaticity before the system counts as successful. A much more 
practical  sign  is  that  the  action  stops  requiring  a  fresh  discussion 
every time. You know which mornings require preparation. You know 
where the food goes. You know what your default option is. You know 
what the action is there to accomplish. The decision becomes familiar 
enough that it occupies less of the day.

That  is  the  direction  we  want.  The  next  challenge  is  different, 
because  even  a  well-designed  ordinary  routine  can  become  less 
useful during the parts of the day that place unusual demands on it. 
Hunger may intensify, time may disappear, fatigue may change what 
feels realistic, or the evening may repeatedly become the point where 
earlier  problems accumulate.  In  Chapter  6,  we will  look directly  at 
those difficult parts of the day and ask what the system needs when 
the problem is not remembering the useful action, but making sure 
the action actually fits the moment in which it is supposed to help.
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CHAPTER 6

The Difficult Parts of the Day

A routine can work reasonably well for most of the day and still 
become  unreliable  during  one  recurring  stretch  of  time.  For  one 
person,  that  stretch  begins  late  in  the  afternoon,  when  lunch  is 
already  several  hours  behind  and  dinner  is  still  uncertain.  For 
someone else, it begins after arriving home, when food is available 
but  deciding  what  to  make  feels  disproportionately  complicated. 
Another person may eat comfortably through dinner and then notice 
that  the  period  afterward  repeatedly  becomes  a  series  of  small 
decisions  about  whether  to  eat  again.  These  patterns  are  useful 
because they narrow the problem. Instead of describing an entire day 
as  chaotic,  you  may  discover  that  most  of  the  day  is  functioning 
adequately and that one two-hour period repeatedly asks more from 
the system than the rest of it does.

That is a very different problem. A difficult part of the day does not 
automatically  require  greater  discipline,  a  stricter  schedule,  or 
another  rule.  It  requires  us  to  understand  what  becomes  difficult 
during that  particular  window and whether the support  already in 
place matches what the situation actually demands.

A Difficult Window Is Not the Same as a Difficult Day

Once  an  evening  feels  disorganized,  it  is  easy  to  describe  the 
whole day as though nothing worked. But breakfast may have been 
fine,  lunch  may  have  happened  normally,  and  you  may  not  have 
spent the morning preoccupied with food.  The difficulty  may have 
begun only at five-thirty, after a meeting ran long and the dinner you 
expected to eat at seven moved closer to eight-thirty.

That distinction matters because an entire-day solution would be 
poorly  matched  to  a  two-hour  problem.  If  the  difficult  period 
repeatedly begins late in the afternoon, redesigning breakfast may or 
may not be relevant. Creating new food rules for the entire day is 
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even  less  likely  to  help  unless  the  earlier  pattern  is  actually 
contributing to what happens later. A system becomes more precise 
when it can contain a difficult window without allowing that window 
to redefine everything around it.

This  also  changes  the  way  you  evaluate  progress.  A  difficult 
evening does not cancel the structure that existed earlier in the day, 
and a smooth morning does not prove that the later problem has 
disappeared. Each part of the day can give you different information. 
The first useful question is therefore simple: when does the problem 
usually  begin?  Not  when  do  you  think  you  should  have  behaved 
differently,  but  when  does  the  situation  actually  start  becoming 
harder to manage? The answer may be surprisingly consistent.

Look Back Before You Add a New Rule

The moment when you notice a problem is not always the moment 
when  the  conditions  for  that  problem  began.  If  eating  becomes 
urgent at six, it is worth looking at what happened before six. Lunch 
may have been unusually early or interrupted; perhaps you intended 
to eat something in the afternoon but did not have it with you, or 
dinner moved later without the rest of the day adjusting around that 
change.  This  does  not  mean  that  every  evening  difficulty  can  be 
explained by earlier eating. It means that the history of the difficult 
window belongs in the investigation. Imagine that you repeatedly find 
yourself  eating  while  preparing  dinner.  You  could  create  a  rule 
against eating in the kitchen before dinner, but that would address 
only the visible behavior.

But if the pattern occurs almost exclusively on the days when lunch 
ends at noon and dinner does not begin until eight, the rule may be 
aimed  at  the  least  informative  part  of  the  sequence.  The  system 
question becomes different: is the period before dinner being asked 
to  stretch  farther  than  the  existing  structure  can  comfortably 
support?
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On another day,  the answer may be no.  Lunch may have been 
adequate, the interval ordinary, and you may still want a particular 
food while cooking. That is a different pattern and should be allowed 
to remain different. Looking backward is useful because it prevents 
the latest moment in the sequence from carrying responsibility for 
everything that came before it.

When Hunger Is Plausible, Food Has to Remain an Option

One of  the easiest  ways to make a difficult  eating period more 
complicated  is  to  decide  in  advance  that  the  problem  cannot  be 
hunger.  Evening eating  is  sometimes discussed as  though hunger 
should  have  ended  with  dinner,  and  late-afternoon  eating  is 
sometimes treated as something that should be controlled until the 
next planned meal. Neither assumption is reliable enough to build a 
system around. If enough time has passed, earlier eating was limited, 
activity  has  been  substantial,  or  the  next  meal  has  been  delayed, 
hunger remains a perfectly plausible part of the situation. When that 
is the case, the system should be able to provide food rather than 
requiring you to solve hunger through interpretation. This does not 
mean  that  every  difficult  moment  needs  a  larger  meal  or  an 
additional  snack.  It  means  that  food  must  remain  one  legitimate 
response when the circumstances make hunger plausible.

The practical question is whether the available food fits the size of 
the problem. A small dessert may be perfectly appropriate when you 
want  dessert.  It  may  not  be  an  adequate  bridge  through  several 
additional  hours  before  dinner.  A  beverage  may  be  pleasant  and 
useful  in  one  situation  but  irrelevant  when  what  you  need  is  a 
substantial eating occasion. The system becomes more stable when it 
stops  asking  a  small  preparation  to  perform  a  large  job  simply 
because the preparation was already part of the plan.
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Cravings Need Context, Not Interrogation

The previous chapter on eating instability already established that 
a craving does not automatically reveal a hidden emotional need. This 
becomes  especially  important  during  difficult  parts  of  the  day 
because the temptation to explain cravings grows when they appear 
at predictable times. You may want something sweet every evening 
after dinner. That pattern is real. The explanation is not automatically 
that you are stressed, lonely, exhausted, or unable to close the day.

You may enjoy the food. You may expect it because it has become 
associated with that time. You may still be hungry. The evening may 
be one of  the few periods in  which you regularly eat  for pleasure 
without another task competing for your attention. Stress or fatigue 
may sometimes be relevant as well. The useful part is not choosing 
the most psychologically interesting explanation. It is noticing which 
explanation actually changes what would help.

If  you  want  a  specific  dessert  and  eating  it  leaves  the  evening 
feeling  perfectly  ordinary,  the  system may not  have  a  problem to 
solve.  If  you  repeatedly  begin  with  one  desired  food  and  then 
continue  searching  because  you  remain  hungry,  the  issue  may 
involve  the  eating  occasion  itself  rather  than  the  existence  of  the 
craving.  If  the craving appears most strongly on days when meals 
have been delayed or reduced, that context deserves attention. If it 
seems unrelated to hunger and you simply want the food, you are still 
allowed to decide to eat it.  The purpose of a system is not to turn 
every craving into a diagnostic exercise. It is to prevent the craving 
from automatically becoming evidence that the system has failed.

When Energy Is Low, Lower the Work Required

A difficult window can also reveal a mismatch between the amount 
of  effort  an  action  requires  and  the  amount  of  effort  you  are 
realistically willing or able to give it at that time. This is particularly 
obvious at the end of the day. A dinner that requires several pans, 
chopping,  multiple  ingredients,  and  cleanup  may  be  entirely 
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reasonable at noon and completely unrealistic at seven-thirty after a 
demanding  day.  The  nutritional  qualities  of  the  recipe  have  not 
changed. The practical cost of producing it has. Inside this system, 
that observation is enough.

You do not have to decide that fatigue is the biological cause of 
everything you eat afterward. You do not need to determine whether 
your nervous system is dysregulated or whether food is functioning 
as emotional relief. Those explanations may sometimes be relevant, 
but the system can respond to a simpler fact first: at this time of day, 
complicated preparation repeatedly stops being realistic.

The useful adjustment is therefore structural. Perhaps the evening 
version of dinner needs fewer steps. Perhaps part of the meal has to 
exist before the difficult window begins. Perhaps there needs to be 
one  option  that  you  do  not  consider  an  inferior  emergency  meal 
simply because it is easy. The same principle can apply earlier in the 
day. If an afternoon food option consistently requires preparation at 
the exact time when work is busiest, the system has located the work 
badly.  Reducing  effort  is  not  the  same  as  reducing  standards.  It 
means matching the design to the capacity that is normally available 
when the action has to happen.

Evening Is a Time Window, Not a Psychological Category

Evening deserves attention because it is a recurring difficult period 
for many people, but it should not become a diagnosis. Eating after 
dinner can happen for many reasons: dinner may have been early or 
small,  you may want dessert,  you may be socializing,  or a familiar 
food may be strongly associated with watching television or sitting 
down  after  work.  You  may  also  have  spent  much  of  the  day 
postponing eating, be tired, or simply prefer eating later. More than 
one of  these can be true at  once.  This is  why a rule such as “late 
eating  is  not  real  hunger”  creates  more  confusion  than  clarity.  It 
decides the cause before the evening has provided any evidence.
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The same caution applies to the idea that food is necessarily being 
used because the body has failed to recognize that the day is ending. 
Some  people  may  find  an  evening  routine  pleasant  and  useful. 
Turning  off  work,  changing  clothes,  preparing  for  bed,  dimming 
lights, or moving away from a screen may create a more comfortable 
transition into the night.  Those actions can be worthwhile  without 
claiming  that  they  send  a  specific  physiological  message  that 
eliminates the need to eat.

If an evening routine helps you sleep or makes the end of the day 
less  chaotic,  it  has  earned  a  practical  role.  If  you  still  want  food 
afterward, the routine has not failed. If you are hungry, you are still 
hungry.  A  closing  routine  and  an  eating  decision  do  not  need  to 
compete with each other.

Sleep Changes the Context, Not the Rules

Sleep  belongs  in  this  discussion  because  insufficient  sleep  can 
influence eating,  but  the relationship  is  less  tidy  than the popular 
explanation  suggests.  Randomized-trial  meta-analyses  have  found 
that  sleep  restriction  can  increase  subjective  hunger  and  energy 
intake on average. At the same time, the evidence does not support a 
simple  universal  mechanism  in  which  short  sleep  reliably  raises 
ghrelin, lowers leptin, and therefore explains the next day’s eating. 
The hormonal findings are inconsistent, which is enough to reject that 
simple  formula  without  replacing  it  with  another  universal 
explanation.

For a practical  system, that uncertainty is not a problem. If  you 
notice  that  days  after  poor  sleep  tend  to  make  food  preparation 
harder,  increase  your  interest  in  food,  or  change the  way  hunger 
feels, sleep may be an important part of the context. You do not need 
to  know  the  exact  mechanism  before  making  the  day  easier  to 
manage.  What  would  not  be  useful  is  turning  sleep  into  another 
condition you must optimize before eating can become stable. There 
will be poor nights.
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On  those  days,  the  system  may  need  to  ask  less  from  the 
behaviors that already become difficult. A simpler breakfast, an easier 
dinner, food that is already available, or fewer decisions may be more 
realistic than expecting the same routine to require the same effort 
under different conditions.

Poor sleep does not create a debt that must be repaid through 
food restriction the next day. Nor does it mean that every desire to 
eat  is  merely a symptom of tiredness.  It  changes the context.  The 
system can respond to that without inventing a new rule.

Put Support Where the Pressure Appears

Once  you  identify  a  difficult  window,  support  can  be  placed  in 
more than one part of the sequence. Sometimes the useful change 
belongs before the window. If  the late afternoon becomes difficult 
because  lunch repeatedly  happens  too early  or  is  interrupted,  the 
most useful adjustment may occur several hours before the problem 
becomes visible. Sometimes the support belongs directly inside the 
difficult  period.  You  may  need  a  realistic  food  option  available,  a 
default  dinner,  or a simpler version of the central  action you have 
already chosen.

In  other  situations,  what  helps  comes  afterward.  Perhaps  the 
eating part of the evening works perfectly well,  but the rest of the 
night  becomes  disorganized  because  work  continues  indefinitely, 
bedtime keeps moving, and the following morning becomes harder. 
An evening transition may be useful  there,  not because it  controls 
eating, but because another part of the system needs a clearer shape.

The important point is that these are different kinds of support. 
Adding food when the problem is missing food is sensible. Adding an 
evening ritual  when the problem is a long gap before dinner may 
simply decorate the wrong part of the system. Likewise, increasing 
the size of lunch when the only issue is that you enjoy dessert after 
dinner may create a solution to a problem that  did not  exist.  The 
location of the intervention should follow the location of the pressure.
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Do Not Turn One Difficult Window Into an All-Day Rule

Once you find something that helps during a difficult part of the 
day, it is tempting to extend it. If an afternoon snack solves the late-
work  problem,  perhaps  you  should  have  the  same  snack  every 
afternoon. If a simpler dinner works on exhausted evenings, perhaps 
all  dinners should become simplified. If eating dessert intentionally 
makes  the  evening  feel  less  chaotic,  perhaps  dessert  should  be 
planned every night. None of those conclusions follows automatically. 
A support can be situational.  In fact,  keeping it  situational may be 
what prevents the system from becoming heavier than the problem. 
The central question remains the one we established earlier: what job 
is this action performing? If the job appears only three times a week, 
three uses may be exactly enough. A stable system does not need 
every useful behavior to become a daily identity. It needs the useful 
behavior to be available when the relevant situation appears.

Sometimes the Difficult Window Changes

A system built around real life has to allow the difficult part of the 
day to move. A new job may shift lunch later. A child’s schedule may 
change  the  evening.  Travel  may  remove  the  afternoon  problem 
entirely and create a breakfast problem instead. Medication changes, 
health changes, menopause symptoms, sleep disruption, or changes 
in physical activity may also alter appetite or the practical shape of the 
day.

This is one reason it is useful to build around the job rather than 
the exact clock time. If the system has become “I have my snack at 
four,” moving the difficult period can make the routine look broken. If 
the system is “I have a realistic option available when the interval to 
dinner  becomes  long,”  the  same  structure  can  move  with  the 
situation.

That flexibility also creates an important limit. If hunger, appetite, 
weight,  digestive  symptoms,  sleep,  or  eating  behavior  changes 
substantially or persistently in a way that concerns you, the task may 
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no longer be one of routine design alone. A self-help system cannot 
determine the medical or clinical cause of a significant change, and 
appropriate  professional  evaluation  may  be  more  useful  than 
continuing to adjust the routine. A system should help you organize 
ordinary  variation.  It  should  not  persuade  you  to  explain  away 
symptoms that deserve attention.

The Difficult Part of the Day Should Become More Predictable, 
Not More Controlled

The aim of this chapter is not to eliminate difficult moments. You 
may still have an afternoon when you become much hungrier than 
expected. You may eat after dinner. You may want a particular food 
for no especially interesting reason. You may sleep badly and find the 
following day less organized. You may reach an evening when the 
dinner you planned requires more effort than you are willing to give 
it. The system has not failed when any of those things happen. What 
changes is that the difficult period becomes less mysterious.

You know whether  a  long interval  is  common there.  You know 
which  food  options  are  realistic.  You  know  when  the  planned 
preparation  is  too  small  for  the  actual  situation.  You  know  which 
decisions  can  be  made  earlier  and  which  ones  genuinely  need  to 
remain  flexible.  You  also  become  less  likely  to  turn  one  difficult 
window  into  a  judgment  about  the  entire  day.  That  is  enough 
structure for ordinary difficulty.

The next chapter deals with something larger: the days when the 
normal structure itself is disrupted. Travel, illness, unusual schedules, 
missing preparation, unexpected demands, or simply a day that bears 
little  resemblance  to  the  one  for  which  the  routine  was  designed 
require  a  different  question.  Chapter  7  is  about  how to  build  the 
system  for  those  days  without  pretending  they  are  ordinary  and 
without letting one disrupted day become the beginning of another 
complete restart.
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CHAPTER 7

Build the System for Bad Days

Most routines are designed while life is cooperating. You imagine 
the groceries being available, the usual kitchen being within reach, 
work  ending  approximately  when  expected,  and  enough  energy 
remaining  to  perform  the  actions  you  have  chosen.  That  is 
reasonable.  A routine has to begin somewhere,  and ordinary days 
provide the clearest conditions in which to see whether it works. The 
problem begins when the ordinary version becomes the only version 
the system knows how to use.

There will  be days when you sleep badly,  travel,  stay later than 
expected at work, care for someone else, feel unwell, lose access to 
the  food  you  planned  to  use,  or  simply  have  less  capacity  for 
organizing  meals  than  usual.  A  system  built  only  for  normal 
conditions  can  make  those  days  look  like  exceptions  that  require 
improvisation from the beginning. A more durable system assumes 
from the beginning that some days will require a simpler version of 
the structure.

In  this  chapter,  I  will  use  the  phrase  bad  day  as  convenient 
shorthand, not as a judgment about the quality of the day or the way 
you eat during it. The important feature is that the conditions have 
changed enough that  the ordinary  version of  the routine  asks  for 
more  time,  energy,  preparation,  access,  or  attention  than  you 
realistically  have  available.  When  that  happens,  the  task  is  not  to 
reproduce the good-day version through greater effort. The task is to 
know what can become smaller without losing the practical support 
you still need.

A Reduced Version Is Part of the System

If the only acceptable version of a routine is the full version, every 
disruption creates the same choice: perform everything or abandon 
the routine for the day. That binary is unnecessary. Consider a person 
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whose ordinary  structure  includes  preparing breakfast  in  advance, 
bringing an afternoon option to work, and cooking a simple dinner at 
home.  On  most  days,  those  three  actions  may  require  very  little 
thought because the system around them is already working.

Then a difficult day begins after a poor night of sleep. She leaves 
home  earlier  than  planned,  forgets  the  afternoon  food,  works 
through  the  time  when  she  normally  decides  about  dinner,  and 
arrives home later than expected. Trying to reproduce the ordinary 
routine  at  that  point  would  require  solving  several  problems 
simultaneously,  which could easily  make the system itself  seem to 
have failed. A better interpretation is that the day has moved into a 
different  operating  condition.  The  reduced  version  might  mean 
buying  breakfast  instead  of  preparing  it,  choosing  an  available 
afternoon food instead of the one normally brought from home, and 
using the simplest realistic dinner rather than cooking the meal that 
had been planned. The foods, timing, and amount of preparation may 
all differ from the ordinary version. The important functions can still  
remain recognizable: food becomes available when it is needed, the 
day does not depend on an elaborate rescue effort, and dinner does 
not have to carry the consequences of every earlier disruption.

This is not a lesser version of the system in the sense of being 
inferior. It is the version designed for a different set of conditions.

Reduce the Form, Not Necessarily the Function

When simplifying a routine, it helps to know what you are trying to 
preserve. Suppose your ordinary central  action is  making sure you 
have  something  realistic  available  during  a  long  afternoon  before 
dinner. On a normal workday, that may involve preparing a particular 
food  the  night  before  and  taking  it  with  you.  On  a  difficult  day, 
preserving the exact preparation may be impossible. Preserving the 
function may still be easy.

You  could  buy  something  appropriate  near  work.  You  could 
choose another food that is already available. If the schedule changes 
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and dinner will now happen much earlier, you may discover that the 
afternoon action is no longer necessary at all. All three responses can 
be compatible with the same system because the system was never 
supposed to worship the preparation.  What matters is  the job the 
action is meant to perform in that situation.

This is why a reduced version should not automatically mean “do a 
smaller  amount  of  the  original  behavior.”  Sometimes  that  works. 
Sometimes the correct reduction is a different form, fewer steps, a 
purchased option, a later time, or no action at all because the original 
problem has disappeared.  A system that understands function can 
simplify intelligently without treating the simpler version as a failure. 
A  system  that  understands  only  repetition  tends  to  preserve 
behaviors after their purpose has changed.

Decide What Deserves to Survive the Difficult Day

Not every part of an ordinary routine needs protection when the 
day becomes unusually demanding. Some parts are essential to the 
practical functioning of that particular day. Others are preferences, 
optimizations,  or  conveniences  that  can  disappear  temporarily 
without  causing  any  meaningful  problem.  Suppose  an  ordinary 
morning contains a preferred breakfast, coffee prepared a particular 
way, food packed for later, a short walk, and a few minutes reviewing 
the day. If you wake late and have to leave quickly, trying to compress 
all  five  actions  into  the  remaining  time  may  make  the  morning 
harder.  The  useful  question  is  not  which  activities  you  are  most 
committed to,  but  which ones have practical  consequences if  they 
disappear today.

Perhaps leaving without any realistic opportunity to eat for several 
hours creates a predictable problem, while skipping the walk does 
not.  In  that  case,  making food accessible  deserves  more attention 
than  preserving  the  full  morning  sequence.  On  another  day, 
breakfast may already be available at your destination, making the 
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preparation unnecessary. The system can change its answer because 
the circumstances have changed.

This  prevents  the  central  action  from  becoming  symbolic.  An 
action  does  not  deserve  protection  simply  because  it  was  labeled 
central  several  chapters  ago.  It  deserves  protection  when  it  still  
serves the function for which it was chosen. That distinction keeps the 
system responsive instead of ceremonial.

Build the Difficult-Day Version Before You Need It

A bad day is a poor time to invent an elegant contingency plan. If 
the  normal  structure  has  already  disappeared,  your  schedule  is 
compressed, and several decisions are waiting at once, designing a 
new  version  of  the  system  becomes  another  demand.  It  is  more 
useful to make a few decisions while nothing is wrong. You do not 
need a detailed plan for every possible disruption. You only need to 
know what the ordinary routine can become when the most common 
supports  disappear.  If  your  usual  breakfast  requires  preparation, 
what  is  the  version  that  requires  almost  none?  If  your  afternoon 
action depends on bringing food from home, what can reasonably 
replace it  when that food is  forgotten? If  dinner normally requires 
cooking, which options count as completely acceptable dinners when 
cooking  is  unrealistic?  If  your  schedule  shifts  dramatically,  which 
actions can move and which ones simply become unnecessary?

These decisions should remain small. The purpose is not to create 
a  second elaborate  system called the bad-day system.  That  would 
double the amount you have to manage. You are identifying only the 
reductions  that  prevent  recurring  disruptions  from  becoming 
repeated emergencies.

Convenience Is More Valuable When Capacity Is Low

People often accept convenience until  the day becomes difficult 
and  then  become  strangely  suspicious  of  it.  A  prepared  meal, 
purchased  food,  a  frozen  option,  a  simple  sandwich,  repeated 
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leftovers,  or  a  breakfast  requiring  almost  no  preparation  may 
suddenly feel inadequate precisely when it is most useful. The difficult 
day  then  becomes  the  day  on  which  the  person  tries  hardest  to 
reproduce  an  ideal  version  of  eating.  That  response  can  create 
unnecessary work precisely when capacity is already limited.

Convenience is not nutritionally identical across all foods, and the 
word itself tells us very little about the quality of a specific choice. A 
frozen dinner, restaurant meal, snack, sandwich, or ready-to-eat item 
has to be evaluated for what it actually is and for the role it is being 
asked to perform. Ease of use is nevertheless a real characteristic and 
belongs in the practical evaluation of a food or meal. On a day when 
preparing food is  the main obstacle,  a  reasonable option that  can 
actually be eaten may serve the system better than a theoretically 
preferable meal that will  remain unmade. This does not mean that 
the easiest food is always the best answer. It means that the effort 
required to obtain and prepare the food belongs in the decision. A 
system designed for real life cannot treat effort as irrelevant.

The  Reduced  Version  Should  Not  Become  a  Punishment 
Version

There is a dangerous way to interpret the phrase bad-day version. 
You may imagine that because the day is  disorganized,  the eating 
should  become  smaller,  stricter,  or  more  controlled.  Perhaps  you 
skipped the planned breakfast, ate something different at lunch, or 
had  an  unplanned  meal.  The  reduced  system  then  becomes  a 
reduced amount  of  food.  That  is  not  what  reduction  means  here, 
because the target is  complexity rather than nourishment.  We are 
reducing  management,  complexity,  preparation,  and  unnecessary 
decisions.  We  are  not  automatically  reducing  nourishment.  A 
simplified dinner can still  be a complete dinner. A purchased lunch 
can still be lunch. A food eaten between meals because the next meal 
has moved later does not become excessive simply because it was not 
in the original plan.
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This  distinction  matters  because  otherwise  a  difficult  day  can 
create  a  predictable  cycle.  The  schedule  breaks,  you  respond  by 
eating  less  or  postponing  food  in  an  attempt  to  regain  control, 
hunger  becomes  harder  to  manage  later,  and  the  evening  then 
appears to confirm that the day was a failure. The reduced version 
should make the difficult  day easier  to  live through.  It  should not 
make the day more restrictive in order to demonstrate that you are 
still in control.

Do Not Compensate for Lost Structure

When a routine disappears for part of  the day, there is  often a 
temptation  to  recover  the  lost  structure  later.  You  miss  the  usual 
breakfast and decide lunch should be especially controlled. You eat 
more than expected at an unusual meal and decide dinner should be 
skipped. You miss the afternoon preparation and later try to make the 
evening  more  disciplined.  You  travel,  eat  differently,  and  begin 
mentally  designing the restrictions  that  will  start  when you return 
home. These responses make sense if  the purpose is  to restore a 
feeling of order. They do not necessarily restore useful structure. A 
system does not work like a ledger in which every deviation creates 
an  amount  that  must  be  repaid.  If  the  morning  disappeared,  the 
afternoon does not need to compensate for the morning. It needs to 
respond to the conditions that exist in the afternoon.

What  matters  on a  difficult  day is  the situation in  front  of  you: 
whether you are hungry, whether dinner is soon or still several hours 
away, and what the next useful decision needs to accomplish. That 
decision should respond to the present conditions rather than serve 
as a correction for the previous one. We will return to this idea more 
fully  in  the  next  chapter  when  we  discuss  interruptions  and 
restarting; for now, the important point is not to turn the remaining 
hours into a correction project.
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Travel  Reveals  Whether  the  System  Understands  Its  Own 
Purpose

Travel  is  useful  because  it  removes many of  the environmental 
supports that make an ordinary routine look effortless. The kitchen 
may  change  or  disappear,  meal  timing  may  move,  restaurants  or 
convenience foods may become more common, and the foods you 
normally  keep  available  may  not  exist.  Social  plans  may  also 
determine when and where you eat.  If  the system is  built  around 
specific products, containers, recipes, and times, travel can make the 
entire  structure  seem  unavailable.  If  the  system  is  built  around 
purposes, more of it can survive.

Perhaps  your  ordinary  central  action  is  maintaining  a  realistic 
option when there will be a long interval between meals. At home, 
that may involve food prepared in your own kitchen. During travel, 
the same purpose may be served by buying something at an airport, 
keeping  an  easily  transported  option  in  your  bag,  or  eating  at  a 
different time because you know the next opportunity will be much 
later. Perhaps the normal system includes a dependable dinner for 
late work evenings. That exact structure may have no relevance while 
traveling  because  dinner  is  already  determined  by  other  people. 
There  is  no reason to  recreate  a  structure whose original  job has 
temporarily disappeared. Travel therefore provides a useful test: can 
you identify what the routine was helping with, or do you only know 
how to reproduce its usual form? The stronger the answer to the first 
question,  the  less  travel  requires  you  to  choose  between  strict 
adherence and complete abandonment.

Illness Is Not a Habit Test

Illness requires a different level of caution because the practical 
conditions of the day may change for reasons that have nothing to do 
with routine design. Appetite and digestion may change, foods that 
are  normally  appealing  may  not  be,  energy  may  be  substantially 
reduced, and medical instructions may temporarily affect what, when, 
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or how you eat. During illness, protecting an eating habit is not the 
priority simply because the habit was previously useful. The system 
should become subordinate to the actual situation rather than asking 
illness to conform to the routine.

If you are dealing with a minor short-lived illness, your routine may 
simply  become  much  simpler  until  ordinary  appetite  and  capacity 
return.  If  symptoms  are  significant,  persistent,  unusual,  or 
concerning, or if a medical condition or treatment affects eating, the 
appropriate  next  step  may  involve  professional  medical  guidance 
rather  than  further  adjustment  of  a  self-help  routine.  This  is 
important because a behavior that ordinarily supports stability should 
never become evidence that you are expected to override illness in 
order to remain consistent. The difficult-day version exists to reduce 
demands  rather  than  to  preserve  the  appearance  of  consistency. 
Sometimes the appropriate reduction is to suspend the usual action 
completely.

Social Days Do Not Need to Be Made to Look Ordinary

Some disruptions are enjoyable and should be allowed to remain 
different from an ordinary weekday. A birthday, holiday, restaurant 
meal,  weekend away,  family gathering,  or dinner with friends may 
move the timing, food, and structure of the day substantially. A stable 
system should be able to recognize that difference without treating it 
as damage.

You do not  need to reproduce your weekday afternoon routine 
inside a day where the afternoon has a completely different shape. 
You do not need to eat a planned preparation before a dinner simply 
because that is what you normally do on Thursdays. You do not need 
to create an artificial version of your ordinary schedule to prove that 
the system is  still  operating.  The relevant question is  whether any 
practical support is still useful. If there will be a long gap before the 
event  and  you  know  that  arriving  extremely  hungry  makes  the 
evening less comfortable for you, having something earlier may be 
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useful. If there is no such problem, the system may have very little to 
do. That is a sign of flexibility rather than evidence that the system 
has  disappeared.  A  system  does  not  have  to  remain  visible 
throughout every social occasion in order to exist.

The Minimum Is Personal and Situational

There is no universal list of three things everyone should preserve 
on a difficult day. For one person, having something available before 
a late dinner may matter most. For another, the crucial piece may be 
eating lunch at all on an unusually busy day. Someone else may need 
only to keep one simple dinner option available because the rest of 
the day generally takes care of itself. Even your own minimum can 
change  because  different  kinds  of  difficult  days  create  different 
practical  needs.  A  demanding  workday  may  require  one  kind  of 
simplification. Travel may require another. A day at home with very 
little  energy  may  require  something  different  again.  This  is  why  I 
prefer the idea of a reduced version to a fixed emergency routine. A 
fixed emergency routine can gradually become another rule if  it  is 
treated as mandatory in every disruption.

A reduced version asks a more useful question: given the problem 
this system was designed to solve, what is the least complicated form 
that still helps under today’s conditions? Sometimes the answer will 
be  one  action,  while  another  situation  may  require  two  closely 
connected supports. Sometimes the most sensible answer will be that 
the usual action is not needed today. The minimum is not defined by 
how little you can force yourself to do. It is defined by what remains 
useful.

Keep the Number of Difficult-Day Decisions Small

A reduced system loses its purpose if it requires a new round of 
analysis every time the day changes. Suppose your bad-day strategy 
involves  deciding  among  twelve  possible  breakfasts,  six  backup 
snacks,  four  dinner  categories,  three  timing  adjustments,  and  a 
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detailed checklist for determining which one applies.  At that point, 
the reduced version has simply become another complex system to 
manage. A better reduced structure usually contains a small number 
of  familiar  options.  Perhaps you know two breakfasts  that  require 
almost no preparation. Perhaps there are two or three foods you can 
obtain easily near work if the planned afternoon option is missing. 
Perhaps  there  are  three  dinners  you  accept  as  entirely  legitimate 
when cooking is not realistic. The value is not in the specific number. 
It is in the fact that you already recognize the options. A difficult day 
becomes easier when it does not demand creativity.

This is also why the reduced version should be tested occasionally 
by ordinary life rather than perfected theoretically. You may discover 
that the backup breakfast you thought was easy is never available 
where you need it,  or that the frozen dinner you keep for difficult 
evenings is something you consistently avoid eating. That is useful 
information because it tells you that the supposed backup does not 
work under the conditions it was meant to support. A backup that is 
never used is not providing practical support simply because it looks 
sensible on a list.

Do Not Make the Difficult-Day Version Deliberately Unpleasant

There is sometimes a subtle belief that the backup version should 
be less enjoyable than the ordinary one. If the simple dinner is too 
appealing,  perhaps  you  will  become lazy  and  stop  cooking.  If  the 
purchased option is too convenient, perhaps you will rely on it too 
often. If  the reduced routine is comfortable,  perhaps you will  start 
declaring every day difficult. This concern can lead people to design 
backup options that function partly as deterrents. That deterrent logic 
is unnecessary.

If  the easier version consistently works better than the ordinary 
version, the information may not be that you are abusing the backup 
system. It may be that the ordinary system is more complicated than 
it  needs  to  be.  A  reduced  version  can  also  teach  you  something 
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important  about  the  full  version  by  showing  which  complications 
were never essential.

Perhaps the two-ingredient breakfast you use on rushed mornings 
is  also  perfectly  good  on  ordinary  mornings.  Perhaps  the  simple 
dinner you considered an emergency option deserves to enter the 
regular rotation. Perhaps buying one component prepared makes a 
routine  much  easier  without  sacrificing  anything  you  particularly 
value.  The  difficult-day  system  is  allowed  to  improve  the  ordinary 
system when the simpler design proves more useful. Its purpose is 
not to preserve a hierarchy in which effort proves seriousness.

Know When a Difficult Day Is Becoming a Different Problem

Most of what we are discussing in this chapter belongs to ordinary 
variation:  busy  schedules,  travel,  poor  sleep,  missed  preparation, 
social  events,  low-energy  days,  and  occasional  disruptions. 
Sometimes the pattern changes enough that the system should stop 
trying to absorb it as ordinary variation.

If  eating  has  become  persistently  difficult,  appetite  changes 
substantially  for  no clear  reason,  you are frequently  unable to eat 
enough,  eating  feels  increasingly  compulsive  or  frightening, 
gastrointestinal  symptoms  interfere  with  normal  meals,  weight 
changes  unexpectedly,  or  physical  or  psychological  symptoms  are 
causing concern,  the answer may not  be a  more efficient  routine. 
Likewise,  if  food  rules  are  becoming  progressively  more  rigid,  if 
compensatory  behaviors  are  increasing,  or  if  substantial  anxiety  is 
developing  around  ordinary  eating  variation,  a  self-directed  habit 
system has reached the limit of its job. The purpose of this book is to 
make ordinary eating structure easier to manage. It is not to provide 
diagnosis or treatment for a medical condition or an eating disorder. 
Knowing that boundary is part of building a responsible system.
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The Reduced Version Should Be Easy to Recognize

By  this  point,  your  difficult-day  version  should  not  require  a 
detailed protocol. It may be enough to know something like this: On 
days when my normal preparation disappears, I make sure I still have 
a realistic way to eat during the longest gap in the day and one dinner 
option that requires very little work. For another person, it may be: 
On early, chaotic mornings, I use one of two simple breakfasts and 
make  sure  something  is  available  for  later  rather  than  trying  to 
preserve  the  entire  morning  routine.  For  someone  whose  central 
action sometimes involves gelatin, it might be:

If  the prepared gelatin option is  convenient  and still  serves the 
situation, I can use it. If it is unavailable or too small for what I need, I 
choose another food rather than trying to protect the gelatin routine. 
Notice  what  these  versions  have  in  common.  They  preserve  a 
practical purpose while allowing the form to change. They do not ask 
you to prove continuity through a token action. They do not create 
compensation. They do not require every part of the usual routine to 
survive. They make the difficult day easier to navigate with fewer new 
decisions.

A Bad Day Does Not Need to Become a Project

The most  important  property  of  a  difficult-day  system is  that  it 
remains smaller than the difficulty it is trying to solve. You should not 
need a special  journal  entry,  a perfect backup plan, a motivational 
conversation with  yourself,  or  a  complete  analysis  of  why the  day 
became difficult before you can use it. When something changes and 
the  normal  version  begins  to  require  more  than  the  day  can 
realistically support, the system should respond by becoming smaller. 
You reduce what can be reduced, keep what is still useful, and allow 
unnecessary pieces to disappear temporarily. For many difficult days, 
that modest adjustment may be all the structure that is needed.

Sometimes, however, the disruption lasts longer. One difficult day 
may become three;  travel  may  continue,  illness  may interrupt  the 
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routine, or a new schedule may change the structure for an entire 
week. You may stop using the central action, lose the usual cues, or 
find that the system has become difficult to recognize. At that point, 
the  problem  is  no  longer  how  to  operate  the  system  in  reduced 
mode.  The question becomes how to return after  the interruption 
without turning the return into another beginning. That is the job of 
the  next  chapter,  where  the  focus  moves  from  reduced-mode 
operation to re-entry after a longer interruption.
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CHAPTER 8

How to Return Without Starting Over

An interruption has a peculiar way of making the past disappear. A 
routine  may  have  worked  reasonably  well  for  several  weeks:  you 
learned which afternoons need more preparation, found a breakfast 
that  requires  very  little  thought,  or  discovered  that  keeping  one 
simple  dinner  available  makes  late  evenings  easier.  Then  travel, 
illness, work, family demands, or a change in schedule interrupts the 
pattern, and when you look at the routine again it can feel as though 
you have returned to the beginning.

You have not returned to the beginning. The conditions may have 
changed,  some  of  the  cues  that  supported  the  routine  may  have 
disappeared,  and  an  action  you  were  repeating  may  not  have 
happened for several days or several weeks. None of that removes 
what  you already  learned about  the  system.  A  return  is  therefore 
different  from  a  restart:  restarting  assumes  that  the  previous 
structure  is  gone  and  must  be  rebuilt  from  the  first  step,  while 
returning asks what is still useful from what you already know. That 
distinction  prevents  an  interruption  from  becoming  a  reason  to 
reconstruct the entire project.

An Interruption Does Not Put You Back at Zero

Zero would mean that you know nothing about the problem. You 
would  not  know  which  part  of  the  day  tends  to  become  difficult, 
which foods are practical, which preparation repeatedly becomes too 
complicated,  whether  a  late  dinner  needs  support  earlier  in  the 
afternoon, or whether your central action was useful in the first place. 
After working with a system for any meaningful  period,  that is  no 
longer true, even if you have stopped using the routine completely.

Perhaps you know that preparing breakfast the night before works 
only when the following morning begins early, or that the afternoon 
option matters on two workdays but is unnecessary on the others. 



76

You may have discovered that a particular gelatin preparation was 
convenient for a while and then stopped wanting it, or that keeping a 
simple dinner in the freezer solves a real problem more reliably than 
planning  five  ambitious  dinners  for  the  week.  Those  observations 
remain available after the routine stops, which is why the language of 
starting  from  scratch  is  inaccurate.  You  may  need  to  restore 
structure,  but  you  do  not  need  to  erase  your  own  evidence  and 
pretend that you are designing the system for the first time.

Return to the Current Problem, Not the Old Plan

One  reason  restarting  becomes  unnecessarily  difficult  is  that 
people  often  attempt  to  reproduce  the  exact  structure  they  were 
using before the interruption. Sometimes that works, but sometimes 
the old plan no longer fits. Suppose you stopped preparing breakfast 
because your work schedule changed. Three weeks later, you decide 
to get back on track and return to the old breakfast routine, even 
though your mornings now begin an hour earlier and you are rarely 
at home long enough to use the preparation in the same way. The 
important  question  is  not  how to  become consistent  with  the  old 
breakfast  again,  but whether that breakfast  still  solves the current 
morning.

The same principle applies after travel, illness, a new job, seasonal 
changes,  or  changes  in  family  responsibilities.  A  pause  may  have 
occurred because the environment temporarily disrupted the routine, 
but it can also reveal that the environment has changed enough for 
the routine to need modification. Returning therefore begins with the 
present:  what is difficult  now, which parts of the old structure still 
help, and which parts belonged to circumstances that no longer exist? 
A  return  that  ignores  those  questions  can  become an  attempt  to 
restore a previous life rather than support the one you actually have.
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The Calendar Does Not Need to Authorize Your Return

Monday has acquired far more responsibility than any day of the 
week deserves,  and the same can be said for  the first  day of  the 
month, the day after a vacation, the morning after groceries arrive, or 
the vaguely defined future moment when you expect to feel more 
organized. Waiting for a clean starting point can make a return feel 
orderly,  but  it  can  also  turn  several  ordinary  days  into  a  holding 
period during which the system is  treated as unavailable.  There is 
rarely a structural reason for that delay.

If  you  realize  on  Thursday  afternoon  that  the  long  gap  before 
dinner has become difficult again, you can make Friday easier. If you 
return  from  travel  on  Tuesday  and  know  that  having  one  simple 
dinner  available  helps,  you  can  address  dinner  on  Tuesday.  If 
breakfast  has  become unnecessarily  complicated,  you  can  simplify 
the next breakfast without declaring a new phase of the program. 
The  return  does  not  need  ceremony,  because  ceremony  tends  to 
enlarge  the  task  by  gathering  new  groceries,  new  rules,  renewed 
habits, and sometimes compensation around what could have been 
one  useful  adjustment.  The  system  benefits  more  from  the  next 
useful action occurring when it is useful than from the symbolism of a 
clean beginning.

Do Not Repay the Interruption

A pause can create a strong urge to compensate, especially when 
eating during the interruption looked different from usual. You may 
have  eaten  more  restaurant  food  while  traveling,  skipped  some 
planned  meals  and  eaten  more  later,  exercised  less,  had  more 
desserts, or simply paid less attention to the routine. None of those 
facts  creates  a  behavioral  debt,  and  there  is  no  amount  of  strict 
eating that must be completed before you are allowed to return to 
ordinary structure.

Compensation  makes  the  return  harder  because  it  asks  the 
present  day  to  correct  the  previous  one.  The  next  meal  becomes 
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smaller because yesterday felt excessive, a normal afternoon option 
disappears because the weekend felt indulgent, or the first week back 
becomes unusually  controlled because the previous week was not. 
That pattern is not a return to the system you were using before; it is 
a temporary corrective system built in reaction to the interruption. If 
your ordinary breakfast still fits your mornings, you can eat it. If you 
are  hungry  at  lunch,  lunch does  not  need to  be  reduced because 
dinner  the  previous  night  was  large.  Returning  means  allowing 
ordinary structure to become ordinary again without first earning it.

Restore Function Before Detail

When several parts of a routine have disappeared, the temptation 
is to put all of them back at once. The refrigerator needs restocking, 
breakfast  needs  organizing,  the  afternoon  preparation  needs  to 
return, dinner needs planning, the workbook has not been opened, 
and the schedule feels unfamiliar. Trying to solve everything in one 
day can make the system feel complete again, but completeness is 
not required for a useful return.

Start  with  whichever  missing  function  is  creating  the  most 
repeated difficulty. If dinner repeatedly arrives with nothing realistic 
available,  restoring one dependable dinner may matter more than 
rebuilding breakfast. If the longest problem is the afternoon interval 
before a late dinner, restore support there. If food is generally fine 
but  every morning begins with unnecessary decisions,  simplify the 
morning. The central action you chose earlier may be the right place 
to return, but it does not receive automatic priority merely because it 
was called central;  its priority depends on whether it still  solves an 
important  problem.  Re-entry  is  practical  when  you  put  useful 
supports  back  where  pressure  is  currently  appearing  rather  than 
reassembling the old routine according to an instruction manual.
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One Useful Action Can Be Enough, but It Is Not a Rule

The old version of this system placed considerable emphasis on 
returning through one central action, and there is value in that idea 
because restoring one manageable behavior can be much easier than 
attempting to reconstruct an entire routine at once. The useful part of 
the idea is its small scale, not the number one itself. A small return 
reduces the number of simultaneous changes and makes it easier to 
see what actually helps.

Sometimes one action is enough: you put a realistic afternoon food 
back  in  your  work  bag  and the  part  of  the  day  that  had become 
difficult  immediately  becomes  easier.  Sometimes  two  things  are 
tightly  connected,  as  when  buying  groceries  and  preparing  one 
dinner option make sense as a pair  because availability is the real 
problem. In other situations, the appropriate first step may not be a 
repeated behavior  at  all;  it  may be moving food to a more useful 
location,  changing  a  meeting  that  repeatedly  disrupts  lunch,  or 
deciding that an old gelatin preparation no longer deserves a place in 
the routine. There is no need to turn one action into a doctrine.

Return at the Point Where the Routine Became Difficult

A useful way to re-enter is to locate the first part of the sequence 
that  no  longer  works.  Imagine  that  your  evenings  have  become 
chaotic again. You could begin with dinner because dinner is where 
the difficulty is  most visible,  but looking backward you may notice 
that the pattern begins much earlier. Lunch has shifted later, which 
makes  the  usual  afternoon  option  unnecessary,  yet  you  continue 
preparing it out of habit. Because you are no longer hungry for that 
food, you skip it and interpret the missing snack as evidence that you 
have stopped the routine, even though the deeper problem is simply 
that the old sequence no longer fits the new timing.

In  another  case,  the  problem may genuinely  begin  with  dinner 
availability. The old freezer option disappeared several weeks ago and 
was  never  replaced,  so  every  late  evening  now  requires  another 
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decision. Re-entry becomes easier when you stop asking where you 
stopped being consistent and ask where the structure stopped being 
useful. Those are not always the same point, and finding the latter 
gives you a much more precise place to intervene.

You Do Not Have to Explain the Entire Break

Some interruptions  have  obvious  causes:  you  traveled,  were  ill, 
changed jobs, or moved. Others are less clear. The routine gradually 
disappeared, one preparation stopped happening and then another, 
or  you  simply  became  less  interested  in  the  system  without  any 
dramatic  event.  Understanding  why  can  be  useful  if  the  same 
interruption  keeps  repeating,  but  a  complete  explanation  is  not 
required before you can return.

There is a risk in making re-entry dependent on insight. You may 
begin analyzing whether you lost motivation, became bored, resisted 
structure,  felt  too  controlled,  became  emotionally  exhausted,  or 
somehow  sabotaged  yourself  before  addressing  any  practical 
problem.  Sometimes  the  explanation  is  much  simpler:  the  action 
became inconvenient,  the cue disappeared,  you stopped liking the 
food, your schedule changed, the benefit was too small to justify the 
work, or you forgot and then had no reason to think about it again. 
Begin  with  what  you  can  observe.  If  a  deeper  pattern  genuinely 
matters, repeated experience will usually provide more evidence than 
a forced explanation on the first day back.

Do Not Turn the Break Into Evidence About Yourself

An interrupted routine describes an interrupted routine;  it  does 
not  automatically  describe  your  character.  There  is  little  practical 
value in deciding that the break proves you are inconsistent, bad at 
habits, unable to maintain progress, or someone who always gives 
up. Even a more positive label can be unnecessary, because you do 
not have to persuade yourself that you are disciplined, resilient, or 
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the kind of person who always returns in order for the structure to 
function again.

The system needs food to be available where availability matters, 
preparation to happen where preparation helps, and the routine to fit 
the conditions in which you are currently living. The less identity-level 
meaning you require the interruption to carry, the easier it becomes 
to use the information it actually provides.

Re-Entry Should Usually Reduce Decisions Before Adding Goals

After a break, the system often feels less familiar, which can create 
more decisions precisely  when you are trying to restore structure. 
You  may  wonder  what  breakfast  should  be  now,  whether  the 
afternoon  option  should  return,  whether  you  should  use  gelatin 
again,  whether  to  reopen the  workbook,  whether  the  entire  week 
needs planning, or whether anything should be tracked. This is not 
the best moment to expand the project.

If you already know two breakfasts that work, use one of them. If 
you know which dinner solves late evenings, make it available. If a 
particular food used to help during a recurring interval, restore it only 
if  that interval  still  exists.  If  the workbook would answer a specific 
question,  use the relevant page rather than turning workbook use 
itself into proof that you have returned. The first few days back do not 
need  new  goals;  their  purpose  is  to  make  ordinary  decisions  less 
expensive  again.  Once  the  structure  is  recognizable,  you  can  see 
whether anything else actually requires attention.

A Return Is Also a Chance to Remove What Was Not Working

It  is  easy  to  assume  that  successful  re-entry  means  restoring 
everything,  but  sometimes  the  break  has  done  you  a  favor  by 
revealing which parts of the routine were being maintained mainly 
because they had become part of the routine. You may discover that 
you do not miss the complicated breakfast preparation, that a gelatin 
snack once felt useful but had gradually become something you ate 
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because  it  was  scheduled,  that  daily  tracking  produced  far  more 
writing than useful information, or that you repeatedly avoided one 
meal because the recipe took too long.

You do not have to bring those parts back simply because they 
existed before. The return is an opportunity to distinguish between 
what stopped because the circumstances changed and what stopped 
because it had stopped earning its place. This is not an invitation to 
redesign  everything  immediately;  it  is  permission  not  to  restore 
unnecessary  complexity  automatically.  A  lighter  system  after  the 
interruption may be a better system.

If the Break Was Long, Relearn the Current Conditions

A break of two days and a break of six months are different. After a 
short interruption, most of the old system may still fit and you can 
often resume without much investigation. After a longer gap, your 
work schedule, appetite patterns, food preferences, family routines, 
health,  medications,  activity,  sleep,  or practical  access to food may 
have  changed  enough  that  some  previous  observations  need 
updating.

Returning  does  not  mean  assuming  that  every  old  conclusion 
remains current.  Begin with what still  appears true:  which difficult 
windows remain difficult,  which preparations still  feel useful, which 
foods remain convenient, and which parts of the system now seem 
strangely  irrelevant.  If  there  have  been  substantial  or  concerning 
changes in appetite, weight, digestion, physical symptoms, or eating 
behavior,  routine  design  should  not  be  used  to  explain  them 
automatically;  appropriate  professional  evaluation  may  be  more 
important than trying to recover an old pattern. A system can carry 
forward  experience  without  pretending  that  circumstances  never 
change.
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The First Few Days Back Should Look Ordinary

There is a tendency to make the first days of a return unusually 
good. The refrigerator is perfectly stocked, meals are planned, food is 
prepared in advance, every useful action is performed, and attention 
is high. That can create a misleading test because it proves that the 
system  works  under  conditions  of  renewed  concentration  while 
revealing little about whether it works once the return stops feeling 
new.

A better return resembles the life the system will actually have to 
support.  Use the convenient breakfast,  let  dinner be simple,  use a 
purchased  option  when  that  is  realistic,  and  allow  timing  to  vary. 
There is no need to manufacture disorder, but there is also no need 
to manufacture an ideal week. The aim is not to demonstrate that you 
are  back;  it  is  to  make  the  structure  useful  again  under  normal 
conditions. If re-entry requires unusually high attention, that itself is 
information that the system may still contain more management than 
you want it to.

Do Not Measure the Return by an Unbroken Streak

A return can include another interruption.  You may resume the 
routine for two days and miss it again on the third, and if the useful 
action  is  situational  the  absence  may  not  even  represent  a  miss 
because the situation may simply not have occurred. Even when an 
intended action genuinely  does  not  happen,  the relevant  question 
remains  practical:  what  prevented  it,  and  does  anything  need  to 
change?

Counting  uninterrupted  days  can  answer  useful  questions  for 
some behaviors, but in this system a streak is not the definition of 
stability. Stability is better reflected by whether ordinary variation can 
occur  without  requiring  repeated  reconstruction.  You  can  miss 
Thursday and still know what Friday looks like, travel for a weekend 
and still  recognize  the  useful  parts  of  Monday,  or  stop using one 
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preparation while keeping the larger structure intact.  The ability to 
continue after variation tells us more than the absence of variation.

Your Return Mode Can Be Very Small

It  may  help  to  have  a  recognizable  way  of  re-entering  after  a 
longer interruption, especially if  the same thought that you should 
start again appears repeatedly. That return mode does not need to 
become  a  program.  It  can  consist  of  three  practical  questions 
considered  together:  what  is  making  eating  unnecessarily  difficult 
right now, which previously useful support still fits that problem, and 
what is the simplest way to make that support available again?

The  answers  might  lead  to  restocking  one  food,  restoring  a 
breakfast  default,  putting  an  afternoon  option  back  at  work,  or 
deciding that the previous action no longer belongs in the system. 
You do not need to review every chapter,  repeat a twenty-one-day 
experiment, make a fresh ninety-day commitment, or reconstruct the 
weeks that were interrupted. The return mode exists only to shorten 
the distance between noticing that the system is no longer helping 
and making one useful part of it operational again.

The Workbook Should Support Re-Entry, Not Police It

The  workbook  will  eventually  include  a  place  for  this  process 
because a short written reference can be useful after a pause, but its 
job should be narrower than the current workbook suggests. You will 
not need to record whether you are inside or outside the process, 
perform a daily gesture merely to prove continuity, or write during 
every interruption.

A useful re-entry page might remind you what typically becomes 
difficult when your structure disappears, which supports have worked 
before, and which reduced options remain realistic when you return. 
That page can then remain unused for months without making the 
workbook  ineffective.  A  tool  for  returning  is  successful  when  it  is 
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available at  the moment it  is  needed, not when it  creates another 
behavior that must be maintained continuously.

Sometimes the Best Return Is to a Different System

There is one final possibility that a book about consistency has to 
allow: you may return after a break and discover that the old system 
no longer deserves to be restored. The central action may no longer 
be useful, the difficult part of the day may have moved, the gelatin 
preparation may have lost its practical role, a different job may make 
more sense, or the schedule that shaped the original routine may no 
longer exist.

Changing the  system in  that  situation  is  not  evidence  that  you 
failed  to  maintain  it.  It  is  evidence  that  you  are  still  evaluating 
whether the structure fits its purpose. The principles developed so far 
remain available: identify the recurring problem, choose something 
useful enough to repeat, give it a realistic place, reduce unnecessary 
decisions, and make a smaller version available for difficult days. You 
do not need to repeat the entire intellectual journey in order to use 
those principles again. A system is not successful because it survives 
unchanged; it is successful when it can change without forcing you to 
rebuild your relationship with eating from the beginning.

Returning Should Eventually Become Unremarkable

At first,  interruptions may attract  a great deal  of  attention.  You 
notice that you stopped, think about returning, compare the current 
week  with  the  previous  one,  and wonder  whether  the system still 
works.  Over  time,  the  return  itself  can  become  less  significant. 
Breakfast can disappear during travel and reappear when it becomes 
useful  again,  a  late-work  routine  can  become  unnecessary  during 
vacation and resume afterward, a food you stopped enjoying can be 
replaced, and a difficult week can reduce the system to its simplest 
form until ordinary conditions return.
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None of these events needs to become a new chapter in the story 
of  how  well  you  are  doing.  A  system  cannot  reduce  mental 
management  if  every  interruption  creates  another  management 
project, so returning eventually needs to become an ordinary act of 
noticing what is needed and restoring it. Returning does not require a 
reset, compensation for what happened during the interruption, or a 
perfectly organized first day; the system can simply continue from the 
circumstances  in  which  your  life  currently  finds  itself,  using  what 
remains useful and adjusting what no longer fits.

In the next chapter,  we will  move from returning to something 
more subtle:  what  happens when the system has become reliable 
enough that you no longer need to watch it so closely. The challenge 
then is  not rebuilding structure but learning when monitoring has 
stopped providing useful information, which is where trust begins to 
become practical.



87

CHAPTER 9

From Monitoring to Trust

When you are trying to understand a recurring problem, paying 
attention is useful. You may need to notice when a difficult part of the 
day begins, whether a particular food is actually helping with the job 
you gave it, or what tends to change before a familiar routine stops 
working. Observation gives you information that can be difficult to 
see while you are simply moving through the day.

The important question is what that information is for. Monitoring 
is most useful when it answers a specific question. If late afternoons 
repeatedly become difficult, you may pay attention for several days to 
the  timing  of  lunch,  the  interval  before  dinner,  what  food  was 
available,  and whether hunger was already strong by the time the 
problem appeared.  Once a recognizable pattern emerges,  you can 
change  something  in  the  structure  and  see  whether  the  change 
helps.

If you discover that Tuesdays and Thursdays regularly contain a 
long gap before dinner and that having a realistic option available 
makes those afternoons easier, the monitoring has done its job. You 
do not need another month of records to prove the same thing. A 
useful  system  should  eventually  require  less  observation  because 
some questions have already been answered.

Monitoring Needs a Job

Before  tracking  something,  ask  what  decision  the  information 
could  change.  That  standard  immediately  separates  useful 
observation from information collected simply because it is possible 
to collect it.

You might record a few difficult evenings because you are trying to 
determine whether dinner is arriving too late, whether preparation is 
the main obstacle, or whether a long afternoon gap is contributing to 
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what  happens  later.  Those  observations  could  lead  to  a  practical 
adjustment. By contrast, repeatedly documenting a breakfast that has 
been working without difficulty for months may tell you very little. If 
you already know when you use it, why you use it, and that it fits your 
morning, continued evaluation may simply add another task.

This does not mean monitoring is inherently good or bad. Its value 
depends on whether it is still producing information you can use. The 
question is therefore not whether you should be tracking something 
in the abstract, but what you are trying to learn and what you would 
do  differently  once  you  know.  If  there  is  no  clear  answer,  the 
measurement may not currently have a job.

Stop When the Answer Stops Changing

One  of  the  simplest  signs  that  observation  has  become 
unnecessary  is  that  it  keeps  producing  the  same  conclusion.  You 
already know that cooking after eight is unrealistic, but you continue 
recording it.  You know which workdays need an afternoon option, 
which breakfast is easier before early mornings, and that a particular 
preparation  has  stopped being convenient.  At  some point,  further 
evidence stops improving the design.

This is different from saying that the pattern can never change. It 
simply means that you do not need to keep verifying a stable answer 
while nothing relevant has changed. If  the situation later becomes 
difficult  again,  you  can  observe  it  again.  That  gives  monitoring  a 
natural rhythm: pay closer attention when there is a question, reduce 
attention when the answer becomes clear, and return to observation 
when  something  genuinely  changes.  The  system  does  not  need 
permanent surveillance in order to remain adjustable.

More Data Is Not Automatically More Useful

It  is  possible  to  collect  far  more information about  eating than 
most  practical  decisions  require.  You  can  track  food,  portions, 
calories, protein, fiber, hunger, cravings, sleep, activity, weight, meal 
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timing, mood, and whether a particular routine happened. Some of 
those measures can be useful for specific purposes. The fact that they 
can be recorded does not mean that all of them belong in the same 
personal system.

Suppose  your  question  is  whether  having  something  available 
during a long afternoon makes a late dinner easier to reach without 
repeated  emergency  decisions.  To  answer  that  question,  you 
probably  need much less  information  than you could  theoretically 
collect. It may be enough to know whether something was available, 
whether it fit the situation, and whether the structure was practical 
enough to repeat when the same situation occurred again.

Adding  several  unrelated  measurements  can  make  the  pattern 
harder rather than easier to interpret, especially when the numbers 
move in different directions. The solution is not necessarily a more 
complicated analysis. It may be to return to the original question and 
remove information that has no current role. A good system collects 
only  as  much  information  as  it  needs  to  make  the  next  useful 
decision.

Keep Each Measurement in Its Proper Role

Problems also arise when one measurement is asked to answer 
questions it cannot answer. If body weight is relevant to one of your 
goals and you choose to monitor it, the scale provides information 
about weight over time. It does not tell you whether one meal was a 
mistake,  whether  dessert  requires  compensation,  or  whether  a 
normal variation in eating means the system has stopped working.

A calorie total can provide information about calories, but it cannot 
tell you whether a meal was practical enough to become part of your 
ordinary life. A protein number cannot tell you whether you enjoyed 
the food, and a completed habit tracker cannot tell you whether the 
habit still deserves to exist. Keeping the job of a measurement narrow 
prevents one number from becoming a verdict on the entire day.
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This  book  does  not  need  to  prescribe  a  universal  amount  of 
tracking or weighing. The useful  amount depends on the question 
being asked, the reason for collecting the information, and whether 
the practice is helping rather than complicating the larger system.

Do Not Replace Food Monitoring With System Monitoring

There is another form of monitoring that can appear after obvious 
food tracking has decreased. You may stop evaluating every meal but 
begin evaluating whether you followed the system correctly. You may 
stop counting one type of behavior and begin counting how often the 
central action occurred, how well you managed a difficult day, or how 
quickly you returned after an interruption. The object of attention has 
changed,  but  the  amount  of  management  may not  have  changed 
very much.

That would defeat part of the purpose of this book. The system 
itself  does  not  need  to  become  another  performance  standard.  A 
useful structure should eventually allow many ordinary days to pass 
without requiring a review of whether you used it correctly.

You do not need to decide at the end of each day whether you 
were  sufficiently  inside  the  system.  You  need  the  structure  to  be 
available  when  it  helps  and  adaptable  when  the  circumstances 
change. If dinner was easy, there may be nothing to review. If the 
afternoon worked,  you do not  need to prove why.  If  one planned 
action  did  not  happen  and  no  problem  resulted,  there  may  be 
nothing to fix. A system that reduces repeated decisions should not 
replace them with repeated evaluations.

Let the Workbook Remain a Tool

This  principle  changes  the  role  of  the  workbook  as  well.  The 
workbook should help when a pattern is difficult to see, when you are 
trying  to  compare  several  situations,  when  a  routine  keeps 
disappearing for reasons you do not yet understand, or when you 
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need a short structure for returning after an interruption. It should 
not create a requirement to document ordinary days indefinitely.

If you use a worksheet for several days and the answer becomes 
obvious,  you can stop using it.  If  a section remains untouched for 
months because the relevant problem is  not occurring,  that is  not 
evidence that you have neglected the workbook. A useful workbook 
does not have to be completed from beginning to end.

It  should  function  more  like  a  set  of  tools:  use  the  part  that 
answers  the  current  question,  put  it  away  when  the  question  is 
resolved,  and return to  it  when another  problem genuinely  needs 
examination.  This  distinction will  be important when we revise the 
companion workbook. Its success should not depend on how many 
pages the reader fills in.

Ordinary Eating Does Not Need Constant Review

Some meals deserve attention because they repeatedly create a 
practical problem. Most meals do not. If lunch routinely leaves you 
trying to solve the same difficulty shortly afterward, it makes sense to 
examine what is happening. If nothing unusual is occurring, however, 
lunch  does  not  require  a  performance  review  simply  because  it 
happened.

The same principle applies to normal variation. You may eat more 
at  one meal  than you expected,  not  want  the food you prepared, 
become hungry earlier  on one afternoon and later  on another,  or 
have a  social  dinner  that  looks  nothing like  your  usual  meal.  One 
isolated  difference  does  not  automatically  require  a  system 
adjustment.

A useful structure needs enough tolerance for ordinary variation 
that  you  can  wait  for  a  pattern  before  treating  something  as  a 
problem. This is the limited form of trust that belongs in this book: 
you do not need to reopen a solved question every time reality varies 
slightly  from  expectation.  Deeper  questions  about  why  calm  or 
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reduced control  can sometimes feel  uncomfortable belong outside 
the scope of this book.

Return to Observation When There Is Something to Learn

Reducing monitoring does not mean deciding never to look closely 
again. If a familiar part of the day starts becoming difficult repeatedly, 
attention becomes useful again. Perhaps lunch timing has changed, 
the food you relied on no longer fits the interval it  is supposed to 
cover, or dinner preparation has quietly become more complicated 
after a schedule change.

You  can  observe  the  pattern  for  several  days,  identify  what 
changed, and decide whether the structure needs adjusting. Once the 
new question has a workable answer,  the monitoring can become 
smaller  again.  This  makes  observation  responsive  rather  than 
permanent.  The  system  remains  capable  of  learning  without 
requiring  you  to  behave  as  though  something  is  always  under 
investigation.

Clinical Monitoring Is Different

There  is  an  important  boundary  here.  A  doctor,  registered 
dietitian,  or  other  qualified  professional  may  ask  you  to  monitor 
symptoms,  blood  glucose,  blood  pressure,  weight,  food  intake, 
medication effects,  or other information for a specific reason. That 
kind  of  monitoring  has  a  different  job  from  the  self-directed 
observation discussed in this chapter.

Do not reduce or change professionally recommended monitoring 
because  this  book  suggests  that  routine  self-observation  can 
sometimes become unnecessary. Likewise, if weighing, tracking, food 
rules,  or  compensatory  behaviors  are  becoming  distressing, 
compulsive, or increasingly rigid, the appropriate response may not 
be a better tracking strategy. The problem may have moved beyond 
the job of a self-help system.
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The goal here is narrower: reduce information gathering that no 
longer contributes to an ordinary practical decision.

Maintenance Should Require Fewer Open Questions

When the system was new, many questions were useful.  Which 
part of the day is actually difficult? Is hunger part of the problem? 
What is  this action supposed to accomplish? Is the action practical 
enough to repeat?  What makes it  easier to carry out?  What can it 
become on difficult days? How do you return after an interruption? 
Those questions helped build the structure.

A functioning system should not require you to answer all of them 
indefinitely. As more of the routine becomes familiar, fewer questions 
remain open. When a new problem appears, you can ask again. When 
nothing relevant has changed, there may be nothing to investigate.

That is enough for the transition from monitoring to trust in this 
book.  Trust  here does not  mean learning to tolerate a mysterious 
absence of control or understanding why calm can sometimes feel 
threatening;  those  questions  deserve  much  more  space  than  this 
chapter can responsibly give them. Here, trust simply means that the 
system has already answered some of its practical questions, and you 
are willing to let those answers stand until new information gives you 
a reason to reconsider them.

When that happens, eating begins to require less analysis as well 
as  fewer  repeated  decisions.  The  next  chapter  follows  that 
consequence.  If  the  structure  no  longer  needs  to  be  continuously 
rebuilt,  measured,  and  reviewed,  what  remains  is  not  a  better-
managed eating project. Ideally, it becomes less of a project at all. 
That is the subject of Chapter 10.
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CHAPTER 10

When Eating Stops Being a Project

A project has a beginning, a problem to solve, a set of tasks, and 
some way  of  determining whether  progress  is  being  made.  For  a 
while, treating your eating structure as a project can be useful. You 
are trying to understand what repeatedly becomes difficult, testing an 
action, changing where it fits in the day, simplifying it, and learning 
what  happens  when  normal  conditions  disappear.  That  kind  of 
attention has a purpose while the system is being built, but it should 
not have to remain at the same level forever.

If  the  structure  becomes  useful  enough,  familiar  enough,  and 
flexible enough, there comes a point when the work changes. You are 
no longer trying to construct an eating system every day.  You are 
mostly using one that already exists, making small adjustments when 
circumstances  require  them.  This  does  not  mean  that  every  meal 
becomes  effortless,  that  hunger  becomes  perfectly  predictable,  or 
that you stop making decisions about food. It means that eating no 
longer requires a continuous improvement process simply to remain 
workable.

The difference is practical. A project repeatedly asks, “What should 
I change?” A functioning system can often continue until something 
gives you a reason to ask that question again.

A Functioning System Is Usually Less Visible

When you first build a routine, you notice almost every component 
because each one is new enough to require attention. You remember 
to prepare something, deliberately put food where you will need it, 
experiment  with  timing,  and  notice  whether  the  central  action  is 
doing the job you intended. Later,  some of those actions may still 
happen, but they no longer feel like separate pieces of a method.



95

You buy the breakfast  you usually  use because you are already 
buying groceries. You keep a realistic dinner available because you 
know  which  evenings  tend  to  become  complicated.  You  take 
something to work on the days when the interval before dinner will 
be  long.  If  the gelatin  preparation you tested earlier  still  serves  a 
practical purpose, you make it or buy the ingredients for it as part of 
the  rest  of  your  food  routine  rather  than  as  a  special  protocol. 
Nothing particularly impressive is happening, and that is often what 
useful infrastructure looks like.

A refrigerator that contains food you will actually eat, two or three 
dinners that work when time is limited, and a familiar response to a 
long afternoon may contribute more to stability than a detailed plan 
that  requires  constant  attention.  The  system  has  not  disappeared 
when you stop thinking about every component. It may simply have 
become integrated into the ordinary logistics of the week.

Maintenance Still Contains Work

There  is  a  temptation  to  imagine  that  a  successful  system 
eventually runs by itself, but eating does not work that way. Food has 
to be obtained, supplies run out,  work schedules change,  kitchens 
need restocking,  travel  disrupts  access,  preferences change,  and a 
meal that was convenient in winter may be unappealing in summer. A 
workday that once contained a long afternoon gap may also change 
enough that the old solution becomes unnecessary.

Maintenance therefore contains work, but it is a different kind of 
work from constant self-management. Much of it is ordinary logistics: 
you notice that the easy dinner has disappeared from the freezer and 
replace it, realize that the food you normally take to work is no longer 
convenient  and  choose  another  option,  stop  preparing  something 
that repeatedly goes uneaten, or adjust when the schedule changes 
instead of trying to force the old routine into the new one.

These actions preserve usefulness rather than prove commitment. 
A  system  that  requires  occasional  maintenance  can  still  be  low-
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management;  the  important  question  is  how  often  it  asks  you  to 
redesign the way you eat from the beginning.

Replenishment Is Different From Reinvention

One of the clearest distinctions between a functioning system and 
an ongoing project is the difference between replenishing what works 
and repeatedly  searching for  something better.  Suppose you have 
found three dinners that are realistic on late workdays. Maintenance 
may involve buying the ingredients again, keeping one freezer option 
available, or replacing one meal when you become tired of it. That is 
replenishment, whereas reinventing the system would mean deciding 
every  few  weeks  that  the  dinners  need  to  become  cleaner,  more 
optimized, more exciting, more efficient, or better aligned with a new 
set  of  rules  even  though  the  existing  options  are  not  creating  a 
problem.

There  may  be  legitimate  reasons  to  improve  something.  Your 
health needs can change, your budget may change, a food may stop 
being practical or appealing, and new information may matter. The 
point is not that a working routine should never change; the point is 
that change should have a job too. If you cannot identify the problem 
the new change is meant to solve, improvement can become another 
source  of  unnecessary  management.  A  system  does  not  become 
stronger merely because it is continuously updated.

“Good Enough” Is a Functional Standard

Many routines become complicated because every component is 
expected  to  be  the  best  available  version.  Breakfast  should  be 
nutritionally  ideal,  quick,  satisfying,  inexpensive,  varied,  enjoyable, 
easy to prepare, and perfectly suited to the rest of the day. Dinner 
should meet a similar set of expectations while also fitting the family, 
schedule, budget,  and groceries already in the house. Some meals 
will meet many of those standards, but they do not all have to.
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A  useful  system  needs  enough  quality  to  serve  your  actual 
nutritional and practical needs, but it also needs enough simplicity to 
remain usable. This is where good enough becomes a serious design 
standard rather  than an excuse for  neglect.  A  meal  may be good 
enough because it is satisfying, reasonably balanced, available, and 
easy  enough to  make  on  the  evening  when you  need  it.  Another 
option  may  be  nutritionally  excellent  but  require  preparation  you 
repeatedly do not have time to complete.

Theoretical  superiority  does  not  automatically  create  practical 
superiority.  The  same applies  to  the  central  action:  if  an  ordinary 
preparation performs its narrow job reliably, there may be no reason 
to keep searching for a more sophisticated version. A stable system 
benefits when some questions are allowed to remain settled.

The System Should Occupy Less Calendar Space

Projects tend to create appointments with themselves.  Planning 
sessions,  tracking periods,  meal-prep blocks,  weekly  reviews,  reset 
days,  grocery  reorganizations,  habit  check-ins,  and  repeated 
evaluations can all be useful during particular phases. The problem 
appears  when  the  support  structure  gradually  becomes  another 
significant demand on the week. Maintenance should usually reduce 
that burden.

Perhaps you still  make a grocery  list,  but  it  is  mostly  based on 
foods you already know you use. Perhaps you prepare one or two 
things ahead because doing so solves a recurring problem, but you 
do not spend half of Sunday manufacturing the entire week. Perhaps 
you occasionally review the system because something has changed, 
rather  than  scheduling  a  meeting  with  your  eating  routine  every 
seven days.

There is no ideal amount of planning. A household feeding several 
people may require considerably more organization than someone 
cooking for one, and medical, financial, cultural, work, or caregiving 
circumstances can also make planning more important. The relevant 
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measure is  whether the planning is  doing useful  logistical  work or 
whether the system has begun generating administrative work for its 
own sake.  A good structure should eventually  free some time and 
attention rather than continually claiming more of both.

Variety Does Not Need to Be Manufactured

Another way eating can remain a project is through pressure to 
keep the system interesting. Once a few meals or preparations work, 
repetition may begin to feel suspiciously unimaginative, and you may 
think that a better system should contain more recipes, more options, 
or  a  more  impressive  rotation.  Variety  can  be  enjoyable  and 
nutritionally  useful,  but  it  does  not  have  to  be  produced  at  the 
maximum level at every meal.

Many people naturally repeat some breakfasts, lunches, snacks, or 
simple dinners while getting variety elsewhere across the week. There 
is nothing inherently unstable about that arrangement. A repeated 
food  becomes  a  problem  when  it  no  longer  serves  the  situation: 
perhaps  you  dislike  it,  it  crowds  out  needed  variety,  it  becomes 
inconvenient,  or  nutritional  or  medical  circumstances  require 
something different.  Boredom itself  can also be enough reason to 
change it, but repetition does not require correction merely because 
it is repetition.

This is particularly relevant to gelatin. If one preparation remains 
useful and enjoyable, there is no requirement to keep expanding the 
number  of  gelatin  recipes  in  your  life.  If  you  become  tired  of  it, 
replace it or stop using it. The ingredient does not need continued 
attention simply because it helped introduce the idea of a system.

Maintenance Does Not Mean Preserving Every Habit

A routine can be successful and later become unnecessary. This is 
easy  to  overlook  because  habits  are  often  discussed  as  though 
longevity were evidence of success: the longer a behavior survives, 
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the better the habit appears to be. The more important question is 
whether the behavior still has a useful function.

Imagine that you began preparing an afternoon option because 
your work schedule regularly created a five-hour gap before dinner. 
Six months later, your schedule changes and you now eat lunch later. 
The afternoon food may no longer  solve  a  problem. Continuing it 
merely  because  it  became  a  habit  would  confuse  continuity  with 
usefulness.

The same can happen with planning, tracking, meal preparation, 
or gelatin. A behavior can have done exactly what you needed it to do 
and still eventually leave the system. Removing it does not erase its 
previous  usefulness.  Maintenance  is  therefore  more  flexible  than 
simple habit  preservation:  you keep the functions that matter  and 
allow  their  form  to  change,  and  when  a  function  disappears,  the 
behavior  associated  with  it  can  disappear  too.  A  system  becomes 
lighter when obsolete supports are allowed to leave.

Normal Variation Should Not Require Administrative Action

By  this  point  in  the  book,  variation  should  be  familiar.  Lunch 
moves, dinner is larger or smaller than usual, you eat something you 
did not plan, a social weekend looks different from a workweek, one 
afternoon you are hungrier than expected, and another day you do 
not want the food you prepared. A functioning system does not need 
paperwork for every one of those events.

The  Chapter  9  principle  still  applies:  observe  when  there  is 
something worth learning. An isolated variation is not automatically a 
new project. Maintenance becomes unnecessarily heavy when every 
difference generates an administrative response,  such as updating 
the plan because Tuesday was unusual, redesigning dinner because 
one recipe did not work, adding a rule because you ate differently at a 
celebration,  or  returning to tracking because appetite changed for 
one day.
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A better threshold is repetition plus consequence. Has something 
changed  often  enough  to  create  a  recurring  problem,  and  is  the 
current structure repeatedly failing to provide what you need? If so, 
the system deserves attention. If not, ordinary variation can remain 
ordinary  variation.  That  distinction  protects  flexibility  without 
requiring indifference.

A System Can Work Without Being Present at Every Meal

At the beginning, the system may seem to accompany every eating 
decision because you are actively building it. Later, it should not need 
to appear everywhere.  You may have breakfast without applying a 
framework,  order  lunch  because  it  looks  good,  or  eat  dinner  at 
someone else’s house without translating the meal into the language 
of anchors, central actions, reduced versions, or re-entry.

Those concepts are tools for solving recurring practical problems. 
They are not supposed to become a vocabulary through which every 
meal must be processed. If the system is doing its job, some meals 
will have almost no relationship to it beyond the fact that the larger 
structure remains available when needed.

This  is  particularly  important  because the phrase eating system 
can sound more comprehensive than I  intend it  to be. The system 
does not  own your  eating;  it  supports  the parts  that  benefit  from 
structure. The rest of your eating can remain ordinary, spontaneous, 
social, convenient, pleasurable, or simply unremarkable.

Maintenance Includes Updating the Environment

Although  the  system  should  occupy  less  mental  space,  the 
environment around it still matters. A breakfast cannot remain easy if 
the  food  repeatedly  disappears  from  the  house.  A  backup  dinner 
cannot help if it  was eaten three weeks ago and never replaced. A 
workday option is not really available if it exists only in your kitchen 
while you are at the office.
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Many  apparent  failures  of  maintenance  are  simply  failures  of 
replenishment  or  placement.  This  is  useful  because  environmental 
problems usually have concrete solutions: add the reliable food to the 
grocery  list,  keep  one  option  where  the  difficult  period  actually 
occurs,  change  the  preparation  because  storage  has  become 
inconvenient, or remove ingredients that repeatedly expire because 
the imagined routine is not the routine you actually use.

None of  these  adjustments  requires  a  renewed commitment  to 
eating  stability.  They  are  maintenance  tasks  in  the  same ordinary 
sense as replacing something else you use regularly.

The System Should Be Able to Shrink

Maintenance is not always a process of keeping the whole system 
intact. Sometimes stability means that fewer supports are necessary 
than before. Early in the process, you may have needed a reminder, 
preparation, backup option, and short period of observation to make 
one  difficult  afternoon  manageable.  Months  later,  perhaps  the 
reminder is  unnecessary and the observation has ended.  The only 
thing still useful is having food available, which does not make the 
system weaker; it makes it simpler.

Similarly, the central action may become less central. A behavior 
that once helped organize the structure can become just one ordinary 
option among several. If gelatin began as the action around which 
you learned to notice timing, preparation, and repeatability, it does 
not need to remain the organizing center indefinitely. The system has 
learned something larger than the original action.

As  supports  become  unnecessary,  removing  them  can  reduce 
friction further. This gives us another useful maintenance question: 
what can I stop maintaining because the system no longer needs it? 
The answer should not be forced, because simplification is useful only 
when  the  removed  piece  has  genuinely  stopped  contributing. 
Maintenance does not  have to mean preserving complexity  simply 
because it was once necessary.
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When Something Changes, Adjust the Smallest Relevant Part

A  system  that  has  become  ordinary  will  still  encounter  new 
circumstances.  Perhaps  your  workplace  changes,  your  commute 
disappears, a family member moves in, your budget becomes tighter, 
you begin traveling more often, an existing health condition changes 
what a clinician recommends, a medication affects appetite, or a food 
you  relied  on  is  no  longer  available.  When  something  relevant 
changes, there can be an impulse to review the entire system, but 
usually that is unnecessary.

Start  with  the  smallest  part  that  has  actually  stopped fitting.  If 
breakfast  is  now difficult,  look at  breakfast  before redesigning the 
entire day.  If  the late-afternoon problem has disappeared because 
lunch moved later, remove or change the afternoon support rather 
than  questioning  the  rest  of  the  routine.  If  dinner  availability  has 
become the only recurring problem, solve dinner availability.

This is one of the benefits of having built the system function by 
function. You can modify one component without treating the whole 
structure as invalid. Maintenance becomes much easier when change 
remains local whenever the problem is local.

Know When the System Is No Longer the Right Tool

The limits established earlier in this book remain important during 
maintenance. A system designed to organize ordinary eating cannot 
explain  every  significant  change  in  appetite,  weight,  digestion, 
energy,  or  eating  behavior,  and  it  should  not  absorb  concerning 
symptoms  merely  by  becoming  more  elaborate.  If  something 
changes  substantially,  persists,  or  concerns  you,  the  relevant 
question may no longer be how to optimize the routine.

Likewise,  if  food rules are becoming increasingly rigid,  eating is 
causing substantial distress, compensatory behavior is developing, or 
monitoring feels compulsive, adding another layer to the system is 
not  the  appropriate  solution.  A  practical  system  has  a  limited 
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jurisdiction, and knowing when not to use it is part of maintaining it 
responsibly.

The Signs of Maintenance Are Practical

You do not need a formal test to determine whether eating has 
become less of a project. Look instead at what the structure requires 
from  you.  Are  you  repeatedly  rebuilding  the  week,  or  do  many 
familiar decisions already have workable answers? When a difficult 
day  occurs,  do  you  have  a  simpler  version  available,  or  does 
everything have to be reconstructed? When the routine is interrupted, 
can you restore what still helps without beginning again from the first 
step?

You can also ask  whether  you know which parts  of  the system 
genuinely  need  preparation  and  which  ones  mostly  take  care  of 
themselves, whether a social meal, travel day, or unusual appetite can 
occur without automatically producing a correction plan, and whether 
you  can  change  one  part  that  stops  working  without  redesigning 
everything else.

These are functional indicators. They do not prove that eating will 
remain stable forever, and they do not require every answer to be 
yes. They show whether the system is doing increasingly more of its 
work  through  structure  and  increasingly  less  through  repeated 
intervention.

The Goal Was Always to Need Less System

There is a useful paradox at the center of this book: we have spent 
many chapters building a system so that eventually you can need less 
of it. That does not make the earlier work unnecessary. The system is 
what  allows  certain  decisions  to  become  simpler,  certain  difficult 
periods  to  become  more  prepared,  and  interruptions  to  become 
easier  to  absorb.  It  succeeds,  however,  by  reducing  its  own 
importance.
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Ideally,  some  parts  become  ordinary  logistics,  some  become 
familiar habits, some disappear because they are no longer useful, 
and others remain available only for the situations in which they have 
a  clear  job.  What  remains  is  not  perfect  eating.  It  is  an  eating 
structure  that  does  not  need  to  be  reconstructed  every  time  life 
moves.

That is a more demanding standard than strict consistency in one 
sense, because the system has to survive variation. In another sense, 
it is much less demanding because you are no longer asking every 
day to provide proof that the system still exists.

The next chapter introduces one final structured period: a 90-day 
practice window. Its purpose is not to turn maintenance back into a 
challenge  or  create  a  scientifically  magical  deadline  for  habit 
formation.  It  is  simply  a  long  enough  practical  container  to  see 
whether the structure you have built remains useful across ordinary 
weeks, interruptions, changing schedules, and days when very little 
needs your attention. The point of those ninety days will  not be to 
keep the project alive, but to find out how little of a project it  can 
become.
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CHAPTER 11

A 90-Day Practice Window

Ninety days can sound like a program before it has even begun. It 
is long enough to invite calendars, streaks, progress charts, phases, 
and the feeling that something important should happen by the end. 
That is not how I want to use it here. There is no scientific point at 
which ninety days reliably turns a behavior into a habit. Research on 
health-related  habit  formation  shows  substantial  variation  across 
behaviors  and  individuals,  with  some  patterns  becoming  more 
automatic  relatively  quickly and others taking much longer.  Ninety 
days  is  therefore  not  a  deadline  for  automaticity,  a  guarantee  of 
consistency,  or  a  threshold  you  need  to  cross  before  the  system 
becomes real. It is simply a practical window.

Three months are long enough for a system to encounter more 
than one kind of  week.  Weekends occur,  work becomes unusually 
busy and then less busy, groceries are missed, social meals happen, 
and routines are interrupted.  Something you expected to use may 
turn out  not  to  be useful,  while  something you thought would be 
temporary  may  prove  surprisingly  practical.  The  purpose  of  the 
window is not to keep the system unchanged for ninety days, but to 
give it enough ordinary life to reveal which parts deserve to remain.

Begin With What Already Exists

The first day of the ninety-day window should not look like the first 
day of a new plan. By this point, you have already done the important 
design  work.  You have  considered  where  eating  tends  to  become 
difficult,  distinguished  different  kinds  of  problems,  chosen  useful 
actions,  reduced  unnecessary  steps,  created  simpler  versions  for 
demanding days, and learned how to return after interruptions. The 
practice window begins with that existing structure.

You do not need a new grocery overhaul,  a  stricter schedule,  a 
fresh set of rules, or a larger collection of habits. Adding several new 
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behaviors  at  this  point  would  make  the  window  less  informative 
because you would no longer know whether you were testing the 
system you built or a new system created for the occasion. Begin with 
what  currently  seems  useful:  perhaps  a  dependable  breakfast  on 
early  workdays,  something  available  when  the  afternoon  interval 
becomes long, and two dinners that require little preparation. Gelatin 
may still have a practical place in one of those situations, or it may 
not. The starting system does not need to look comprehensive; it only 
needs to be recognizable enough that you can see what happens to it  
as real life continues.

You  Are  Practicing  a  Structure,  Not  Performing  a  Set  of 
Behaviors

This distinction matters throughout the ninety days. If you think 
you are practicing a behavior, then every time the behavior does not 
occur you have to decide whether you missed it. If you think you are 
practicing a function, the interpretation becomes more accurate.

Suppose the function of your afternoon structure is to make a long 
interval  before  dinner  easier  to  manage.  On  Monday,  that  may 
involve food you brought from home. On Thursday, lunch happens 
much later and no additional eating occasion is useful. On Friday, you 
are away from your normal workplace and buy something instead. 
The  behavior  changed  three  times,  but  the  function  remained 
available when it was needed. That is the level at which this practice 
window should be evaluated.

The same applies if  gelatin is  part  of  your system. Its  presence 
every day is not the objective. If a gelatin preparation still  solves a 
specific practical problem, it  can remain one option. If the relevant 
problem does not occur, there is no need to use gelatin to preserve 
continuity, and if another food becomes more useful, changing the 
food does not break the practice window. The ninety days belong to 
the system, not to one ingredient.
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Do Not Create a Ninety-Day Streak

A streak would measure the wrong thing because it would require 
us  to  define  a  daily  action,  count  its  completion,  and  treat 
uninterrupted repetition as evidence that the system is succeeding. 
Some useful actions in your system may not be daily. Some may be 
relevant only on workdays, during long intervals, or when dinner will 
be  late,  and  some  may  disappear  entirely  when  the  schedule 
changes.

There will also be interruptions. You may travel for a week, become 
ill,  spend several days eating differently from usual, or simply stop 
using part  of  the structure for  a  while.  The useful  question is  not 
whether the ninety-day sequence remains unbroken, but whether the 
system  can  respond  to  those  events  without  requiring  complete 
reconstruction.  There  is  therefore  no  new  Day  1.  If  Day  37  looks 
nothing like Day 36, Day 38 is still Day 38. If a routine disappears for a 
week and you later restore one useful part, the practice window has 
not been invalidated; the interruption is part of what the ninety days 
were  supposed  to  encounter.  A  system  tested  only  during 
uninterrupted conditions has not been tested very thoroughly.

Let Ordinary Weeks Do Most of the Testing

You do not need to manufacture difficult  conditions to find out 
whether  the  system  is  flexible.  Ordinary  life  will  provide  enough 
variation.  What matters is  allowing enough time for the difference 
between  theoretical  usefulness  and  actual  usefulness  to  become 
visible.

A breakfast can look excellent when considered once, yet after six 
weeks  you  may  realize  that  you  use  it  only  occasionally  because 
another option is easier. A dinner that seemed almost too simple may 
become one of the most dependable parts of the week. An afternoon 
preparation may turn out to solve a problem only on two specific days 
rather than every weekday, while something you expected to prepare 
regularly  may repeatedly  expire  in  the  refrigerator.  Those  are  not 
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failures of the ninety-day period. They are exactly the information the 
period  is  meant  to  provide.  The  system  is  being  tested  against 
repetition,  inconvenience,  preference,  access,  timing,  and changing 
circumstances  rather  than  against  your  willingness  to  follow 
instructions.

Change Something When the Same Problem Keeps Returning

A  practice  window  should  be  stable  enough  to  produce 
information,  but  it  should not  freeze the system. If  the same part 
repeatedly  fails,  change it.  Suppose dinner  becomes difficult  every 
Wednesday  because  the  option  you  planned  still  requires  twenty 
minutes of preparation you consistently do not want to do. You do 
not  need  to  wait  until  Day  90  to  prove  that  the  problem  is  real; 
replace the dinner.

If the afternoon food repeatedly goes uneaten because lunch now 
occurs later,  stop preparing it  or  move it  to  the days  when it  still  
serves a purpose. If the gelatin preparation becomes inconvenient, 
unpleasant,  or  irrelevant,  modify  it  or  remove  it.  The  criterion  is 
repetition plus consequence, just as it was in the previous chapter. 
One unusual day does not require redesign, but a recurring mismatch 
deserves attention. The goal is not to protect the starting version for 
ninety  days.  It  is  to  see  whether  the  system  can  become  more 
accurate without becoming more complicated.

Make the Smallest Change That Solves the Problem

When  something  repeatedly  stops  working,  begin  locally.  If 
breakfast  is  the  problem,  change  breakfast.  If  access  during  the 
workday is  the problem, change where food is  kept.  If  the dinner 
backup  is  never  available  when  you  need  it,  change  the 
replenishment system. If  one behavior is no longer useful,  remove 
that behavior before reconsidering the whole method.

This principle prevents the ninety-day window from becoming a 
series  of  mini-resets.  You are  not  expected to  redesign  the  entire 
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structure  every  time  new  information  appears;  most  useful 
adjustments  should  affect  the  smallest  part  connected  to  the 
recurring problem. Over three months,  that may mean the system 
gradually looks different from the one you began with, and that can 
be a sign that the practice window is working. A system that learns 
from use should not be expected to remain identical to its first draft.

Do Not Make Day 30, 60, or 90 Into Tests

A structured period often creates milestone anxiety even when the 
milestones themselves are arbitrary. Thirty days can begin to feel like 
the moment when the routine should be easier, sixty days can feel as 
though you should be more consistent, and ninety days can become a 
final examination. None of those conclusions is justified.

If you want occasional review points, they should have a modest 
purpose: check whether a repeated practical problem has appeared 
that you have been ignoring, whether something is still in the system 
despite  no  longer  serving  a  function,  or  whether  the  system  has 
quietly become more complicated than necessary. That kind of review 
may take several minutes and does not require scoring the month. 
You do not need to compare your percentage of adherence with the 
previous thirty days or decide whether you are on track. The window 
has no prescribed trajectory. A change can become useful in Week 2, 
Week  7,  or  after  the  ninety  days  are  over.  The  calendar  gives  us 
observation time; it does not tell us what the result should look like 
on a particular date.

Do Not Track the Window More Than the Question Requires

Chapter  9  established  a  principle  that  matters  especially  here: 
monitoring needs a job. A ninety-day practice window does not justify 
ninety  days  of  daily  documentation.  If  there  is  a  question  you 
genuinely need to answer, a short period of observation may help. 
You might  record  several  late  afternoons  to  understand why they 
have changed or compare a few versions of an easy dinner because 
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none  is  proving  practical.  Once  the  answer  becomes  clear,  stop 
recording.

You do not  need a ninety-box habit  tracker simply because the 
chapter  contains  the  number  ninety.  The  companion  workbook 
should  follow the  same rule  when we revise  it.  A  concise  starting 
reference,  space  for  specific  problems  that  arise,  and  an  end-of-
window review are more useful  than ninety  nearly  identical  pages 
asking whether you performed the system correctly. The workbook 
should  capture  useful  information,  not  create  evidence  that  you 
participated every day.

What You Are Actually Looking For

The ninety-day window does not need a numerical outcome, but it 
does  need  a  purpose.  You  are  looking  for  evidence  about  the 
structure:  which supports  continued to solve  real  problems,  which 
became  unnecessary,  which  required  so  much  management  that 
their  practical  benefit  no  longer  justified  the  work,  which  difficult 
parts of the day became easier because something useful was reliably 
available, and which problems kept returning even after you adjusted 
the obvious part of the system.

You  are  also  looking  for  which  routines  survived  changing 
circumstances by changing form and which existed only under the 
exact  conditions in  which you originally  designed them. These are 
more informative questions than how many days you followed the 
plan. You may discover that the most valuable change is something 
you  barely  notice  anymore:  groceries  are  easier  because  you 
repeatedly  buy  what  you  actually  use,  dinner  requires  fewer 
emergency  decisions,  travel  no longer  makes  the  entire  week feel 
disconnected, or one food you once considered central  has quietly 
become optional. Those are structural findings because they tell you 
how well the system fits the life around it.
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The Starting Action Does Not Have to Survive the Full Window

This  deserves  explicit  emphasis  because  the  old  version  of  this 
method treated continuity differently. You do not need to choose one 
action  on  Day  1  and  protect  it  for  ninety  days.  Doing  so  might 
occasionally  be  useful  if  the  action  continues  to  solve  the  same 
recurring problem, but there is  no reason to make its survival  the 
definition of success. The central action introduced earlier in the book 
was  a  starting point  for  building structure;  it  was never  meant  to 
become a permanent obligation.

During  the  practice  window,  it  may  remain  central,  become 
occasional, change form, be replaced, or disappear. What matters is 
what you learn from that change. If  the action disappears and the 
original problem immediately returns, perhaps the action was doing 
useful work. If it disappears and nothing becomes harder, perhaps 
the system no longer needs it. If another action performs the same 
function with less effort, the replacement may be better. A practice 
window should make those conclusions possible rather than prevent 
them by requiring loyalty to the first version.

A System Can Become Better by Becoming Smaller

By Day 90, you may be doing less than you were on Day 1, and that 
possibility  should  be built  into  the  design.  Perhaps  you no longer 
need  a  reminder  because  the  relevant  food  is  routinely  available. 
Perhaps you have stopped tracking something because the question 
was answered. Perhaps you removed an afternoon preparation on 
days when it was unnecessary, reduced five backup dinners to two 
that you actually use, or found that gelatin is still useful once or twice 
a week rather than every day.

None of those changes represents deterioration simply because 
the  system  contains  fewer  visible  components.  The  relevant 
comparison is not how much structure existed at the beginning and 
how much remains at the end. It is whether the remaining structure 
does  enough  useful  work  for  the  amount  of  effort  it  requires. 



112

Efficiency here means fewer unnecessary moving parts, not doing as 
little as possible.

If the System Keeps Requiring Repairs, Pay Attention to That

The window can also reveal  that  the structure is  not  yet  stable 
enough.  Perhaps  every  week  produces  a  different  emergency  and 
you  continually  have  to  restore  food  availability,  rethink  timing, 
change  meals,  and  solve  the  same  late-evening  problem  from 
another  angle.  That  does  not  automatically  mean  you  need  more 
discipline or more structure.

It may mean the system is solving the wrong problem, the solution 
requires more work than your normal conditions support, or several 
different problems have been treated as though one behavior could 
solve  all  of  them.  Return  to  the  earlier  logic  of  the  book:  what  is 
actually  repeating,  where  does  the  difficulty  begin,  what  does  the 
current  action  claim to  solve,  does  it  really  perform that  job,  and 
would removing part of the system clarify the problem rather than 
make it worse?

If  substantial  changes  in  appetite,  weight,  digestion,  health,  or 
eating behavior are contributing to the instability, routine design may 
also  have  reached  the  boundary  of  what  it  can  explain.  A  longer 
practice window should not be used to delay appropriate professional 
evaluation when something significant or concerning is happening. 
Ninety days can provide more experience, but they cannot make the 
wrong tool become the right one.

Day 90 Is a Review Point, Not a Finish Line

At the end of the window, you do not graduate from the system, 
nor do you need another ninety days in order to prove that the first 
ninety worked. The useful task is simply to look at what the period 
taught  you.  Some  parts  of  the  system  may  deserve  to  continue 
unchanged because they remain easy and useful.  Others may stay 
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but become more flexible,  some can be removed, and a recurring 
problem may still need a different solution.

You  may  also  decide  that  there  is  nothing  worth  formally 
changing, which is a legitimate outcome. The end of the window does 
not  require  a  transformation  significant  enough  to  justify  the 
calendar. It simply gives you a point at which to distinguish between 
what seemed useful when the system was designed and what actually 
proved useful while you were living with it. After that, the ninety-day 
container has completed its job. You keep what works and continue 
with ordinary life.

There Is No Next Level

Many programs end by creating another stage. Once you complete 
the first period, you progress to maintenance, optimization, advanced 
practice, or another challenge designed to protect what you achieved. 
This  book does  not  need that  structure  because  maintenance has 
already  been  happening  during  the  ninety  days.  Every  time  the 
system  was  replenished,  simplified,  interrupted,  restored,  or 
adjusted, you were maintaining it.

After Day 90, there is no advanced version of eating stability. There 
is simply the structure that still earns its place. You continue using it 
while  it  is  useful,  change  it  when  circumstances  change,  observe 
more closely when a repeated problem gives you something worth 
understanding, and use fewer tools when fewer tools are needed. If 
gelatin remains useful, it can remain; if the workbook is useful for a 
new problem, you can reopen it. If neither is needed, neither requires 
preservation. The system was never meant to make itself permanent. 
It was meant to make ordinary eating easier to continue, easier to 
adapt, and easier to return to.

What the Ninety Days Are Really For

The ninety-day practice window is not a test of whether you can 
follow  a  plan  for  three  months.  It  is  an  opportunity  to  see  what 
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happens  when  a  reasonably  designed  eating  structure  is  given 
enough time to encounter  real  life.  Some pieces will  prove useful, 
some will need modification, and some may disappear. The system 
may become simpler than you expected, while a few problems may 
turn out to require more attention than you initially gave them. All of 
that is useful information.

At  the beginning of  this  book,  the question was how to stop a 
useful  behavior  from  depending  on  motivation,  perfect  days,  and 
repeated fresh starts. After ninety days, the more important question 
is whether you still need to think about the system as often as you did 
when you began building it. If the answer is less often, that matters. If 
the  answer  is  that  one  particular  problem  still  needs  work,  that 
matters too. The practice window does not dictate the conclusion; it 
gives  the  system  enough  room  to  show  you  what  conclusion  the 
evidence supports.

From there,  there is  no further program to complete.  The final 
question of the book is simpler: after all this structure, what is actually 
worth carrying forward? That is where we will end.
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CONCLUSION

When the System Becomes Ordinary

At  the  beginning  of  this  book,  the  problem  was  not  that  you 
needed  a  better  collection  of  food  rules.  The  problem  was  that 
something useful could work for a while and still remain surprisingly 
fragile. A preparation might help during one part of the day, a routine 
might feel easy during a calm week, or a new behavior might make 
eating  more  predictable  for  a  time.  Then  the  schedule  changed, 
preparation  disappeared,  dinner  moved,  travel  interrupted  the 
pattern, or one unusual day became the beginning of another restart.

The useful behavior was not necessarily wrong; it simply did not 
yet  have  enough  structure  around  it.  That  is  what  we  have  been 
building: not a system designed to make every day look the same, but 
one that can recognize different kinds of days without treating each 
difference as a failure. It does not remove hunger, cravings, fatigue, 
social  eating,  travel,  or  inconvenience.  Instead,  it  becomes  more 
accurate about what those situations actually  require and remains 
useful even when its form changes.

The important word throughout has been useful. A behavior earns 
a  place  because  it  solves  a  recognizable  problem  well  enough  to 
justify  the  work  it  requires.  It  does  not  earn  permanence  simply 
because  you  once  committed  to  it.  That  principle  applies  to 
everything in this book, including gelatin.

What Began With One Action Became a Larger Question

Gelatin provided a useful starting point because a single food is 
concrete. You can prepare it, try it at a particular time, notice whether 
you like it, and decide whether it contributes anything useful. But a 
food can only take us so far. If a gelatin preparation helped in the late 
afternoon,  the  more  interesting  question  was  not  how  to  make 
gelatin permanent. It was why that part of the day needed support 
and what made the preparation practical enough to help.
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Once you ask that question, the system becomes larger than the 
ingredient.  You begin noticing timing,  access,  preparation,  hunger, 
satisfaction,  repeated  decisions,  difficult  parts  of  the  day,  and  the 
difference  between  what  works  under  ideal  conditions  and  what 
remains usable when conditions change. Gelatin can still  belong in 
that  structure.  It  may  be  one  food  you  genuinely  enjoy  and  find 
useful, it may appear only occasionally, or it may disappear entirely. 
None of  those outcomes changes the larger lesson:  the point  was 
never to make one ingredient indispensable, but to learn how to tell 
when something deserves a place.

Stability Does Not Mean Preserving the First Version

A fragile plan often depends on protecting its original form: the 
same breakfast must happen, the same food must be used, the same 
time must be preserved,  and the same preparation must continue 
because changing it feels like losing the plan. A more stable system 
works differently because it protects function more than form.

If a long afternoon still needs support but the food changes, the 
function remains. If the afternoon problem disappears because lunch 
moves  later,  the  support  can  disappear  too.  If  dinner  becomes 
difficult  for  a  new reason,  you  can  adjust  dinner  without  treating 
breakfast as part of the problem. Stability and flexibility are therefore 
not  opposites.  Some things  become easier  through repetition  and 
familiar defaults, while other things need to change because life has 
changed. A workable system can do both without requiring you to call 
one success and the other failure.

The system becomes stronger  when you can tell  the difference 
between something worth keeping and something you are keeping 
only because it used to belong there.

A Difficult Day Does Not Need a Different Philosophy

One of the most useful changes in this book has been reducing the 
distance between ordinary days and difficult ones. A difficult day may 
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require  a  simpler  dinner,  food  bought  rather  than  prepared,  a 
different  eating  time,  fewer  steps,  or  a  temporary  suspension  of 
something that normally works well. It does not require a different 
moral interpretation.

You do not become less committed because the reduced version is 
easier, and you do not need to compensate because the day looked 
different  from the plan.  Nor do you need to protect  one symbolic 
behavior in order to prove that the system still  exists.  You need a 
version  that  fits  the  conditions  you actually  have.  Sometimes  that 
means keeping one useful  support;  sometimes it  means  changing 
several details; sometimes the ordinary action is simply not needed 
that day. The system survives difficult conditions because you know 
which pieces still have a job, not because every piece stays visible.

Returning Is Part of Continuity

The  same  is  true  of  interruptions.  A  system  designed  around 
uninterrupted  performance  will  eventually  encounter  a  serious 
problem  because  real  life  contains  interruptions.  The  more  useful 
question is what happens afterward: whether you need a ceremonial 
beginning, a stricter week, a new tracker, or a promise that this time 
you will maintain the routine properly, or whether you can look at the 
situation that  exists  now,  identify  what  still  helps,  and restore the 
smallest useful part.

That second response is continuity too. Returning does not erase 
the interruption;  it  makes the interruption less  powerful.  You may 
resume the same action, use a different version, or discover that what 
you were doing before the break no longer fits. The important point is 
that you do not need to lose everything you learned simply because 
the  sequence  stopped.  A  system  becomes  more  durable  when 
interruption no longer requires amnesia.
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Observation Is There When You Need Information

We  also  gave  monitoring  a  smaller  and  more  specific  role. 
Observation can be valuable when something is unclear. If one period 
of  the  day  keeps  becoming  difficult,  a  few  days  of  attention  may 
reveal  a  timing  problem,  an  availability  problem,  an  unrealistic 
preparation demand,  or  something else worth changing.  Once the 
question  is  answered,  the  observation  does  not  need  to  become 
permanent;  if  another problem appears later,  you can look closely 
again.

The goal was not to graduate from paying attention. It was to stop 
turning  attention  into  a  requirement  when  it  no  longer  produces 
useful information. The same rule will guide the workbook: you can 
use it when writing helps make something visible and leave it closed 
when  there  is  nothing  you  need  it  to  clarify.  A  tool  can  remain 
available without becoming a responsibility.

What You Carry Forward Should Be Smaller Than the Book

You  do  not  need  to  carry  eleven  chapters  of  terminology  into 
ordinary life. You do not need to mentally classify every meal, identify 
an  anchor  every  morning,  evaluate  the  function  of  each  food,  or 
decide  which  chapter  applies  to  an  unusual  afternoon.  The  book 
should eventually become simpler than itself.

What is worth carrying forward is a small set of questions that can 
be retrieved when something repeatedly becomes difficult:  What is 
actually happening? What part of the situation keeps repeating? What 
is the current action supposed to help with, and is it helping enough 
to  justify  the  work?  Can  the  structure  become  easier  without 
becoming  less  useful?  If  the  day  changes,  what  version  fits  the 
conditions that exist now? If the pattern is interrupted, what is worth 
restoring? And if nothing is repeatedly going wrong, does anything 
need to be changed at all?
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You will not need all of these questions every time, and most of the 
time  you  may  need  none  of  them.  Their  value  is  that  they  are 
available when a familiar problem stops having an obvious answer.

The System Does Not Need to Win Against Your Life

There  is  one  final  standard  worth  making  explicit.  A  successful 
eating system should not require ordinary life to become smaller in 
order to preserve it. Travel can still be travel, restaurants can still be 
restaurants, and social meals can look different from meals at home. 
A demanding week can contain more convenience, while a quiet week 
can  contain  more  cooking  if  you  enjoy  it.  Appetite  can  vary  and 
preferences can change.

Structure  is  useful  when  it  makes  those  realities  easier  to 
accommodate. It becomes less useful when maintaining the structure 
requires  you to  remove everything that  makes  life  variable.  There 
may  be  periods  when  tighter  organization  is  genuinely  helpful. 
Medical  needs,  financial  constraints,  family  responsibilities,  work 
schedules,  or  specific  goals  may  make  some  structure  more 
important at one time than another.  The point  is  not to maximize 
flexibility; it is to avoid mistaking rigidity for durability. A system that 
works only when life remains narrow has not solved the problem this 
book set out to solve.

Ordinary Is Not the Same as Permanent

The title of this conclusion is When the System Becomes Ordinary, 
not When the System Is Finished. Those are different ideas. Ordinary 
means the structure no longer needs to introduce itself every day. It 
exists in the foods you normally keep available, the decisions you no 
longer need to reinvent, the simpler version you know you can use on 
a  demanding  evening,  and  the  fact  that  an  interruption  does  not 
automatically erase the larger pattern.

It can still change. A food that works now may not work later. A 
schedule  may  move.  A  health  condition  may  change  what  is 
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appropriate. An action that once solved an important problem may 
stop earning its place. That does not make the system temporary in a 
useless sense; it makes it responsive.

The durable part is  not the exact  breakfast,  snack,  recipe,  clock 
time, gelatin preparation, worksheet, or ninety-day plan. The durable 
part  is  your  ability  to  notice  what  is  making  eating  unnecessarily 
difficult  and  respond  without  automatically  rebuilding  everything 
else.

You Are Allowed to Stop Building

After a book about systems, it would be easy to end by giving you 
another system: a maintenance checklist, a monthly review, a set of 
rules for the next year, or a score to tell  you whether you are still  
stable. I do not think you need one.

If something in this book solved a real problem, keep it while it 
continues to solve that problem. If  the ninety-day practice window 
would help you see how the structure behaves over time, use it. If the 
workbook helps you answer a specific question,  open the relevant 
section.  If  gelatin  remains  useful,  keep  using  it  in  the  form  and 
frequency that make sense to you. If any of those things stop helping, 
you are allowed to stop maintaining them.

The  objective  was  never  to  become  exceptionally  good  at 
managing  a  method.  It  was  to  reduce  the  amount  of  repeated 
management  required to  eat  in  a  way that  works  reasonably  well 
inside your actual  life.  At  some point,  that  means the most  useful 
thing the system can do is stop asking to be the subject of another 
decision.

What remains should be simple enough to use, flexible enough to 
change,  and  specific  enough  that  when  something  genuinely 
becomes difficult again, you know where to look first. That is enough 
structure, and when it is enough, you can let it be ordinary.



121

Selected References

Garutti M, Sirico M, Noto C, Foffano L, Hopkins M, Puglisi F. Hallmarks 
of Appetite: A Comprehensive Review of Hunger, Appetite, 
Satiation, and Satiety. Current Obesity Reports. 2025;14(1):12. 
doi:10.1007/s13679-024-00604-w.

Sun W, Kober H. Regulating food craving: From mechanisms to 
interventions. Physiology & Behavior. 2020;222:112878. 
doi:10.1016/j.physbeh.2020.112878.

Jun D, Kong S, Lee G, Fazzino TL. Ecological momentary assessment 
studies on food craving among healthy adults: A systematic review. 
Appetite. 2026;227:108721. doi:10.1016/j.appet.2026.108721.

Zhu B, Shi C, Park CG, Zhao X, Reutrakul S. Effects of sleep restriction 
on metabolism-related parameters in healthy adults: A 
comprehensive review and meta-analysis of randomized controlled 
trials. Sleep Medicine Reviews. 2019;45:18–30. 
doi:10.1016/j.smrv.2019.02.002.

da Silva AD, Guimarães KC, Oliveira RA, Rosa DA, Crispim CA. Time-
restricted eating increases hunger in adults with overweight and 
obesity: A systematic review and meta-analysis of randomized 
controlled studies. Nutrition Research. 2025;138:76–88. 
doi:10.1016/j.nutres.2025.04.003.

Veldhorst MAB, Nieuwenhuizen AG, Hochstenbach-Waelen A, et al. A 
breakfast with alpha-lactalbumin, gelatin, or gelatin + tryptophan 
lowers energy intake at lunch compared with a breakfast with 
casein, soy, whey, or whey-GMP. Clinical Nutrition. 2009;28(2):147–
155. doi:10.1016/j.clnu.2008.12.003.

Nieuwenhuizen AG, Hochstenbach-Waelen A, Veldhorst MAB, et al. 
Acute effects of breakfasts containing alpha-lactalbumin, or gelatin 
with or without added tryptophan, on hunger, ‘satiety’ hormones 



122

and amino acid profiles. British Journal of Nutrition. 
2009;101(12):1859–1866. doi:10.1017/S0007114508131774.

Hochstenbach-Waelen A, Westerterp KR, Soenen S, Westerterp-
Plantenga MS. No long-term weight maintenance effects of gelatin 
in a supra-sustained protein diet. Physiology & Behavior. 
2010;101(2):237–244. doi:10.1016/j.physbeh.2010.05.005.

Keller J, Kwasnicka D, Klaiber P, Sichert L, Lally P, Fleig L. Habit 
formation following routine-based versus time-based cue planning: 
A randomized controlled trial. British Journal of Health Psychology. 
2021;26(3):807–824. doi:10.1111/bjhp.12504.

Stojanovic M, Grund A, Fries S. Context Stability in Habit Building 
Increases Automaticity and Goal Attainment. Frontiers in 
Psychology. 2022;13:883795. doi:10.3389/fpsyg.2022.883795.

Singh B, Murphy A, Maher C, Smith AE. Time to Form a Habit: A 
Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis of Health Behaviour Habit 
Formation and Its Determinants. Healthcare. 2024;12(23):2488. 
doi:10.3390/healthcare12232488.

U.S. Food and Drug Administration. Substances Added to Food: 
Gelatin. FDA Food Substance Database.



123

About Lucy Rowen

Lucy Rowen is an independent author and researcher who writes 
practical nonfiction about habits, eating behavior, overthinking, and 
the conditions that can make change easier or harder to sustain. Her 
work  focuses  on  clear  explanations,  realistic  experiments,  and 
evidence-aware  guidance  without  exaggerated  promises  or  false 
authority.

www.lucyrowenauthor.com


	Copyright
	Important Note

	From a Trick to a System
	What Eating Stability Actually Means
	Stability Is a Pattern, Not a Perfect Day
	The System Is Bigger Than the Food
	One Useful Action Is Enough to Begin
	What This Book Will Not Ask You to Do
	The Workbook Has a Different Job
	Where We Begin

	When a Good Plan Depends on a Good Day
	The Requirements You Do Not Notice Until They Disappear
	A Good Plan Can Still Be Fragile
	Look at the Plan Before You Judge the Person
	Good Days Can Hide Weak Points
	The Difference Between a Plan and a Structure
	What Does Your Plan Quietly Ask From You?
	The Day That Changes the Plan Is Part of the Plan

	What Makes Eating Feel Unstable
	Hunger Is Important, but It Does Not Explain Everything
	Finishing a Meal and Staying Satisfied Are Different Questions
	A Craving Is Not Just Hunger With Better Marketing
	Fatigue Changes the Situation Without Becoming the Explanation for Everything
	Timing Gives an Eating Moment a History
	Satisfaction Deserves More Precision Than “I Should Be Full”
	Too Many Choices Can Make a Simple Moment Complicated
	Describe the Moment Before You Explain It
	Stability Begins With the Right Problem

	Where Gelatin Fits — and Where It Doesn’t
	What the Research Actually Allows Us to Say
	The Practical Role Is More Important Than the Theoretical One
	A Preparation Has to Match the Situation
	An Anchor Is a Reference Point, Not an Obligation
	Where Gelatin Does Not Belong
	You Do Not Have to Keep Something Because It Once Helped
	If Gelatin Works for You, Make the Conclusion Specific
	If Gelatin Does Not Work for You, the Book Still Works

	Choose One Thing Worth Repeating
	Start With a Repeating Problem, Not an Impressive Habit
	An Outcome Is Not an Action
	Choose Something That Already Makes Sense
	The Action Needs a Job You Can Describe
	Do Not Choose the Behavior You Think You Should Want
	Daily Is Not Automatically Better
	Do Not Choose Compensation as Your Central Action
	The Best Central Action Is Often Boring
	Test the Action Against an Ordinary Week
	Your Central Action Is Allowed to Have More Than One Form
	One Action Does Not Have to Solve the Whole Day
	You May Discover That the Problem Does Not Need a New Habit
	How to Know What You Have Chosen

	Make the Useful Choice Easier to Repeat
	Repetition Needs a Place
	Use a Cue That Already Exists
	The Clock Can Help Without Running the System
	Move Preparation Earlier Than the Problem
	Availability Changes the Decision
	Reduce Steps That Do Not Earn Their Place
	Decide Once Where Repeated Decisions Add Nothing
	Make the First Step Obvious
	Do Not Build a Monitoring Job Around a Small Behavior
	A Missed Cue Is Information, Not a Crisis
	Do Not Confuse Easier With Mandatory
	Keep the Purpose Stable While the Details Move
	Test the Structure, Not Your Commitment
	The Useful Choice Should Become Less of an Event

	The Difficult Parts of the Day
	A Difficult Window Is Not the Same as a Difficult Day
	Look Back Before You Add a New Rule
	When Hunger Is Plausible, Food Has to Remain an Option
	Cravings Need Context, Not Interrogation
	When Energy Is Low, Lower the Work Required
	Evening Is a Time Window, Not a Psychological Category
	Sleep Changes the Context, Not the Rules
	Put Support Where the Pressure Appears
	Do Not Turn One Difficult Window Into an All-Day Rule
	Sometimes the Difficult Window Changes
	The Difficult Part of the Day Should Become More Predictable, Not More Controlled

	Build the System for Bad Days
	A Reduced Version Is Part of the System
	Reduce the Form, Not Necessarily the Function
	Decide What Deserves to Survive the Difficult Day
	Build the Difficult-Day Version Before You Need It
	Convenience Is More Valuable When Capacity Is Low
	The Reduced Version Should Not Become a Punishment Version
	Do Not Compensate for Lost Structure
	Travel Reveals Whether the System Understands Its Own Purpose
	Illness Is Not a Habit Test
	Social Days Do Not Need to Be Made to Look Ordinary
	The Minimum Is Personal and Situational
	Keep the Number of Difficult-Day Decisions Small
	Do Not Make the Difficult-Day Version Deliberately Unpleasant
	Know When a Difficult Day Is Becoming a Different Problem
	The Reduced Version Should Be Easy to Recognize
	A Bad Day Does Not Need to Become a Project

	How to Return Without Starting Over
	An Interruption Does Not Put You Back at Zero
	Return to the Current Problem, Not the Old Plan
	The Calendar Does Not Need to Authorize Your Return
	Do Not Repay the Interruption
	Restore Function Before Detail
	One Useful Action Can Be Enough, but It Is Not a Rule
	Return at the Point Where the Routine Became Difficult
	You Do Not Have to Explain the Entire Break
	Do Not Turn the Break Into Evidence About Yourself
	Re-Entry Should Usually Reduce Decisions Before Adding Goals
	A Return Is Also a Chance to Remove What Was Not Working
	If the Break Was Long, Relearn the Current Conditions
	The First Few Days Back Should Look Ordinary
	Do Not Measure the Return by an Unbroken Streak
	Your Return Mode Can Be Very Small
	The Workbook Should Support Re-Entry, Not Police It
	Sometimes the Best Return Is to a Different System
	Returning Should Eventually Become Unremarkable

	From Monitoring to Trust
	Monitoring Needs a Job
	Stop When the Answer Stops Changing
	More Data Is Not Automatically More Useful
	Keep Each Measurement in Its Proper Role
	Do Not Replace Food Monitoring With System Monitoring
	Let the Workbook Remain a Tool
	Ordinary Eating Does Not Need Constant Review
	Return to Observation When There Is Something to Learn
	Clinical Monitoring Is Different
	Maintenance Should Require Fewer Open Questions

	When Eating Stops Being a Project
	A Functioning System Is Usually Less Visible
	Maintenance Still Contains Work
	Replenishment Is Different From Reinvention
	“Good Enough” Is a Functional Standard
	The System Should Occupy Less Calendar Space
	Variety Does Not Need to Be Manufactured
	Maintenance Does Not Mean Preserving Every Habit
	Normal Variation Should Not Require Administrative Action
	A System Can Work Without Being Present at Every Meal
	Maintenance Includes Updating the Environment
	The System Should Be Able to Shrink
	When Something Changes, Adjust the Smallest Relevant Part
	Know When the System Is No Longer the Right Tool
	The Signs of Maintenance Are Practical
	The Goal Was Always to Need Less System

	A 90-Day Practice Window
	Begin With What Already Exists
	You Are Practicing a Structure, Not Performing a Set of Behaviors
	Do Not Create a Ninety-Day Streak
	Let Ordinary Weeks Do Most of the Testing
	Change Something When the Same Problem Keeps Returning
	Make the Smallest Change That Solves the Problem
	Do Not Make Day 30, 60, or 90 Into Tests
	Do Not Track the Window More Than the Question Requires
	What You Are Actually Looking For
	The Starting Action Does Not Have to Survive the Full Window
	A System Can Become Better by Becoming Smaller
	If the System Keeps Requiring Repairs, Pay Attention to That
	Day 90 Is a Review Point, Not a Finish Line
	There Is No Next Level
	What the Ninety Days Are Really For

	When the System Becomes Ordinary
	What Began With One Action Became a Larger Question
	Stability Does Not Mean Preserving the First Version
	A Difficult Day Does Not Need a Different Philosophy
	Returning Is Part of Continuity
	Observation Is There When You Need Information
	What You Carry Forward Should Be Smaller Than the Book
	The System Does Not Need to Win Against Your Life
	Ordinary Is Not the Same as Permanent
	You Are Allowed to Stop Building

	Selected References
	About Lucy Rowen

