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Ep #188: Why Clean Eating Feels Great Until It Doesn’t 

This is the Strong Is a Mindset podcast, Episode #188. For a lot of women, 

clean eating works until it doesn't. And when it stops working, it usually has 

less to do with food than you think. Let's talk about it. 

This is the Strong Is a Mindset podcast, where you'll learn how to build both 

a strong body and a strong mind by eating, moving, and thinking. I'm your 

host Physician, Personal Trainer, Certified Health Coach and Certified Life 

Coach, Carrie Holland.  

Hey, how are you? What's new? What's good? So, what's good here? Well, 

today, we're talking about something that comes up quite often with clients. 

And it's a pattern so common that it almost feels like it's hiding in plain 

sight. And it's also something that gets brought up all the time in the 

nutrition world, but usually in a very flashy, very Instagram-worthy, very 

oversimplified way. So, we're going to slow that down and really break it 

apart. 

So, we're talking about eating clean. And just so we're on the same page 

from the outset, because I know eating clean can mean a lot of different 

things, here's what I mean when I use that term. So, clean eating is not 

about a specific diet. There is no accepted universal definition for what 

clean eating is. But for so many of the women I work with, clean eating 

really is more about when they tighten things up. So more rules, fewer 

foods, cutting out anything that feels indulgent, and trying to eat in a way 

that feels very controlled and very right. 

So usually, that amounts to a lot of whole foods, little to no room for fun 

foods, and a lot of structure with minimal flexibility. So, to repeat and make 

this super clear, when I say clean eating, I mean loads of whole foods, little 

to no fun foods, tight structure, and minimal flexibility. And before we go any 

further, I want to make sure I say this explicitly: clean eating is not bad. 

Having discipline around your food is not bad, and wanting structure 

around food is definitely not wrong. 
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And very often, when someone takes on a clean eating approach, it works 

at first, and then it stops working. In fact, for many of the women I work 

with, eating clean starts out feeling good for very real, very substantial 

reasons. When clients tell me they're eating clean, they often describe 

feeling more focused and more energized. They feel calmer. Their decision 

fatigue goes down. There's less second-guessing and less negotiating 

around food. And there's finally a sense of being on track. 

And that makes total sense. When your food choices feel simpler and more 

predictable, as they often do when you take on a clean eating approach, 

anxiety will calm down. You're not constantly bargaining with yourself. 

You're not thinking about food all day, and there is serious relief in that. But 

often, things start to go a little haywire, and that most commonly happens 

when life speeds up, stress piles on, hunger changes, and schedules get 

tighter. And suddenly, the same clean eating plan that felt stabilizing and 

controlled starts to feel really fragile. And then, clean eating takes a whole 

lot more effort to maintain. It feels harder to hold it all together and follow all 

the rules that you've set up for yourself. 

And this is where I want to call out the paradox of clean eating. So here it 

is. The very thing that makes clean eating feel good at first—the structure, 

the clarity, the sense of control—that's often the exact thing that makes it 

hard to sustain later. Because at first, the rules you create feel supportive. 

They help you feel steady and in control. But over time, those same rules 

can start to feel like something that you've got to hold on to. If you loosen 

your grip even a little, everything will fall apart. And what starts out feeling 

good slowly turns into pressure. 

And if you've ever felt that shift where something that once felt supportive 

starts to feel heavy and constraining, you are not imagining it. And once 

you see that paradox, it starts to make sense why clean eating becomes 

about something more than just the food. And this is where I want to zoom 

out a little because this part tends to get missed. 
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For many of the women I work with, clean eating isn't just a nutrition 

strategy. It's also an emotional one. Meaning, when your life feels 

uncertain, overwhelming, or just messy, food rules and eating clean step in 

and do a different kind of work than just feeding you. Those rules reduce 

uncertainty. They create boundaries. They give your brain something solid 

and concrete to hang on to when everything else in your life is going 

sideways. 

And again, that makes sense. If work feels chaotic, or if family stuff is 

stressful, or if you're stretched super thin, having one area of your life that 

feels clear and controlled can feel comforting. You don't have to think so 

much. You don't have to negotiate with yourself. You don't have to sit in 

ambiguity because you've spelled it out for yourself. Your food rules hold 

you. And that need is totally understandable. Wanting to feel steady, 

contained, and in control, that's a very normal, very human thing. 

And the issue isn't that clean eating does this, because it most definitely 

does. The problem happens when food becomes the primary way you 

regulate yourself. Because when food is doing double duty, when it's not 

just fueling you, but it's also keeping you calm, contained, and together, 

that's when your nutrition plan ends up carrying a lot of weight. It ends up 

carrying more weight than it should. 

And this is especially true for overachievers. If you're someone who likes 

clear expectations, set guidelines, and unmistakable ways to know that 

you're doing things right, clean eating can very easily become another 

place to perform. It's another box to check, another A+ to earn. And this is 

where I often see a mix of both calm and urgency show up at the same 

time. There's the relief of clean eating that comes from the feeling of, "I'm 

doing the right thing now." But it's also underscored by a very real, very 

self-imposed pressure of, "and this better work." 

It's not just, "I'm eating healthier." It's, "I'm eating healthier now, so I should 

be seeing results, and I should be seeing them now." And if those results 

don't show up, or if they don't show up fast enough, or when life throws you 
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a curveball, that system of clean eating starts to strain. And what started 

out feeling comforting and controlled starts to feel restrictive. It starts to feel 

like instead of holding you together, it's holding you down, but not in a good 

way. 

And when clean eating starts to feel like that, when it moves from helpful to 

restrictive, your brain starts looking for relief. And it's not because you're 

weak, it's because something that once helped you cope is now adding 

pressure instead of reducing it. And when that happens, it becomes really 

hard to stay with clean eating. So this is when a lot of women start drifting 

away from a moderate approach. Some people respond by loosening their 

clean eating rules altogether. Others try to regain control by tightening their 

rules to the extreme. And either way, clean eating stops feeling steady, and 

it starts feeling reactive. 

And here's the part I really want you to hear because this is where a lot of 

women start turning on themselves. A plan that is built on restraint will 

require extra capacity. Meaning, plans that rely heavily on self-control work 

best when your life is relatively calm. They tend to go more smoothly when 

you're sleeping decently, when your stress isn't through the roof, and when 

your brain isn't already overloaded with everything else you're managing. 

So, in other words, they work best when you're not already using all of your 

restraint in other parts of your life. 

And this is where capacity really matters. So let me break this down here. 

When stress increases and your mental or emotional bandwidth shrinks, 

your tolerance for restriction drops even if your intentions haven't changed 

at all. So the same plan that felt fine a few weeks ago now feels more 

demanding. And it's because you're carrying more. And when your restraint 

stays fixed but your capacity drops, frustration is inevitable. And this is 

when a lot of women start making this mean something about themselves. 

So instead of seeing what's happening as a capacity issue, they interpret it 

as a personal failure. They assume they have no discipline, that they're not 

as motivated as they should be, or they should be able to keep this up if 
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they really wanted it badly enough. But what's actually happening here is 

so much simpler than that. The plan hasn't changed, but your stress load is 

different. Your mental bandwidth is different. Your emotional reserve is 

different, and your plan isn't adapting to any of it. And as a result, the effort 

starts to feel disproportionate to the payoff. 

So you're putting in a lot of energy just to maintain something that used to 

feel easier. And as a result, food feels bigger in your head. It takes more 

effort to make the same choices. And instead of feeling supported by eating 

clean, you start to feel boxed in by it. And that's when the negative self-talk 

starts. And it's not always loud or harsh. Sometimes, it's more subtle than 

that. Sometimes, it sounds like irritation or impatience or a sense of 

unfairness. Like, "I'm doing all this work, and it still feels hard," or, "I'm 

eating so well, but I'm not getting what I thought I would out of this." 

And once that way of thinking enters the picture, it becomes really difficult 

to stay steady because that way of thinking turns eating into a transaction. 

Like, "If I eat this way, I should get this result." And when that result doesn't 

show up or it doesn't show up fast enough, frustration builds even more. So 

here's the takeaway. If a plan only works when your life is calm and 

capacity is high, that's not built for real life. It's built for ideal conditions. And 

when you try to run that kind of plan through a stressful season, whether 

that stress is work or family or life or just being a human, something's got to 

give. 

And very often, what gives is you, and your clean eating plan unravels. But 

nothing has actually gone wrong here. The plan just wasn't designed to 

bend with your life. And here's where I want to slow things down again 

because once you see this next part, you can't unsee it. It's a cycle I see so 

many women move through, and often they don't even realize it's a cycle. 

It usually starts with rules about clean eating. And those rules create calm. 

They reduce the mental noise. They give you something concrete to follow. 

And that calm feels really good, especially if other parts of your life feel 

chaotic. So, you follow the plan. You stick to the rules. You have the 
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security of feeling focused and on track. And that calm makes it easier to 

comply. But that compliance requires restraint. So, you're saying no more 

often. You're monitoring yourself. You're holding a line, even when you're 

tired, stressed, hungry, or emotionally depleted. And over time, that 

restraint starts to wear on you. 

And then, restraint leads to resentment. And often, this does not show up in 

a big, dramatic way. Sometimes, it's a quiet but real feeling of, "This is 

taking a lot of effort," or, "I'm doing everything right, and it still feels hard," 

or, "I am giving a lot here." And once that resentment seeps in, rebellion is 

not far behind because once your resentment hits a tipping point, like a 

really bad day at work when you come home tapped out and eat your 

weight in chocolate, that is when things can really unravel. 

And rebellion might look like emotional eating. It might look like blowing 

past your rules. It might look like giving up on clean eating altogether. Or it 

might look like swinging in the total opposite direction, tightening things up 

even more and trying to regain control. And either way this plays out, the 

calm is gone. And here's the part that really matters. That rebellion almost 

always gets labeled as a lack of discipline. And this is when women often 

tell themselves, "I can't stick to anything. I start out fine and I always mess 

it up. Why can't I just be consistent?" 

And then how does this all end? They go back to rules, tighter rules, more 

structure, less flexibility, and the cycle starts all over again. So, here is the 

cycle I want to spell out for you. Rules create calm. Calm creates 

compliance. Compliance requires restraint. Restraint breeds resentment. 

Resentment leads to rebellion. Rebellion gets mislabeled as a personal 

failure, and the cycle repeats. 

None of this is random. This cycle plays out the same way for a lot of 

women for the same reasons because food has taken on a role it was 

never meant to have. At some point, eating stopped being just about food 

or energy and started becoming a way to feel okay, a way to feel in control, 

a way to feel steady when everything else feels unpredictable. And when 
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food is carrying that much emotional weight, it's almost impossible for it to 

stay neutral. Every choice ends up mattering more than it should. Every slip 

feels bigger than it is. And every hard day puts a huge stress on the whole 

system. 

Food can support you. It can fuel you. It can even be part of how you care 

for yourself, but it cannot be the thing that keeps you regulated, steady, and 

together when life gets hard. When we ask food to do that, the cycle I just 

described becomes almost inevitable because food can't consistently meet 

our emotional needs, especially when life is stressful or unpredictable. 

All right. So, at this point, you might be hearing all of this and thinking, 

okay, so now what? If clean eating breaks down under stress, if rules 

eventually create resentment, and this cycle is destined to repeat itself, 

then what am I actually supposed to do? This is the part I want to be really 

clear about. The answer is not to stop caring, and it's also not to eat 

whatever you want and hope for the best. 

Instead, what works long-term is not to eat in a way that feels heroic but to 

eat in a way that feels reliable. So, sustainable eating tends to feel 

surprisingly neutral. It doesn't require a lot of drama or mental energy, and 

it's also not about proving that you're being good, and it's not about white-

knuckling your way through hard days. It's really just how you eat. When 

food is working the way it's supposed to, it supports your day, but it's not 

the thing holding you together. It gives you energy, it helps you feel steady, 

but it's not doing the emotional heavy lifting of managing stress, proving 

yourself, or keeping everything from falling apart. 

And on a practical level, this doesn't mean doing anything extreme or 

complicated. In fact, it usually looks pretty boring. So, your eating can still 

involve structure, but it's structure that supports you instead of constrains 

you. It looks like eating meals that reduce decision-making without relying 

on restriction. It looks like eating foods that you consistently eat because 

they make you feel good and keep you satisfied, not because they're 

allowed. 
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So yes, there's protein. There is fiber. There's veggies and fruit. There's 

whole foods. There's less ultra-processed stuff. There's regular eating 

without trying to starve yourself. There are meals that you eat often enough 

you don't have to think so hard about them or waste your limited time and 

energy on them. And most importantly, there's enough flexibility that life can 

happen without the whole thing falling apart. 

That means if you have a cookie when you didn't plan to, that's okay. You 

acknowledge it and you get on with it. But your eating doesn't entirely 

unravel because of that one cookie. And honestly, I want there to be space 

in your plan for things like a cookie or a piece of cake or chips and salsa 

because your diet is not meant to be all clean all the time. That is no fun, 

and that is not sustainable. 

And now, here is where this connects to self-trust, and this is important. 

You do not need to fully trust yourself around food before you start eating 

this way. What matters more is what happens after you eat. When you take 

small, reasonable actions with food, and then you don't punish yourself for 

not being perfect, when you don't overreact, overcorrect, or overhaul 

everything, something starts to shift. And over time, that's what actually 

builds trust, seeing that you can eat imperfectly and keep going. 

And when there's room for all foods, not just clean foods, and when nothing 

is off-limits or loaded with meaning, something else changes too. Food 

stops being a test. It stops being proof that you're doing this right. And food 

stops carrying so much emotional weight. That's when I start to see one of 

the biggest shifts in people who move out of control-based eating. The way 

they think and talk about food changes. There's less drama. They stop 

nickel-and-diming themselves. Their language gets more neutral. They 

don't freak out over a cookie or a handful of chips. And if something doesn't 

go exactly as planned, it doesn't turn into a spiral. So instead of thinking, 

"Well, I blew it. What's the point?" they just carry on. 

And eating becomes less formulaic, less rigid, and less brittle. And this is 

possible because they stopped turning every food choice into such a huge 
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deal. They've stopped making their food choices a moral decision. And 

when that happens, self-trust builds. It's gradual. So a lot of people think 

that self-trust has to come first, that you need to feel confident or feel 

healed around food before you can eat this way. But in practice, it usually 

works the other way around. You eat in a more neutral, calm way first. You 

don't overreact. You don't overhaul everything. And over time, you show 

yourself that you can handle food without swinging between extremes. 

And that's when eating clean stops being about rigidity and starts being 

about choosing mostly healthy foods most of the time in a way that actually 

holds up in your real life. So, as we wrap up, I don't want you to walk away 

from this episode thinking about what you need to change or fix. So 

instead, I just want you to notice. If food rules feel like the only place in your 

life where you can breathe, that's information. If eating clean feels like the 

one thing holding you together when everything else is a mess, that 

matters. And it doesn't mean you're doing anything wrong, and it doesn't 

mean you need more willpower. 

For a lot of women, the instinct is to tighten things up even more, to try 

harder, be better, get stricter, especially when other parts of your life feel 

out of control. But what you might actually need isn't more control. You 

might need more stability and more permission to let food be food instead 

of the one thing that carries everything else. And none of that is a failure. 

It's just a signal. 

This episode isn't an argument against clean eating, or against having 

structure, or against caring about what you eat. It's really an invitation to 

look at why you're eating the way you are and what role food is playing in 

your life right now. If food rules feel like the only place you feel steady, that 

doesn't mean you need better rules. It means food is doing more work than 

it should be. And you don't fix that by tightening the reins. You fix it by 

building something that actually holds up even when life is busy, messy, or 

stressful. 
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All right? And if you want help with this, let's go. If eating clean has become 

the place where you try to feel steady or in control and you want help 

untangling that, let's talk. When you coach with me, we don't just tweak 

how you're eating. We look at how food fits into your life, how you respond 

when things get hard, and how to build habits that actually hold up when 

real life happens. Check out my website, send me a message at 

www.CarrieHollandMD.com/contact and let's talk about how coaching can 

help you. All right? Thank you again for hanging out with me, and I'll catch 

you again next week. 

— 

Hey if you want to build muscle but don’t know where to start, I’ve got you 

covered. Head over to CarrieHollandMD.com/buildstrength and download 

my free guide to help you maximize your strength training. Inside, you’ll find 

the essential exercises for building muscle, plus simple one, two, and 

three-day workout plans you can follow with just dumbbells and a bench. 

You’ll also find strength training tips to help you train smarter and see real 

results. My goal is to help you get strong and this strength-training guide 

will help you do it. Go to CarrieHollandMD.com/build strength and check it 

out. 

Thank you for listening to the Strong Is a Mindset podcast. If you want to 

learn more about how to build both a strong mind and a strong body by 

eating, moving, and most importantly, thinking, check out 

CarrieHollandMD.com.
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