
HOW TO KEEP A FOOD DIARY 

An overwhelming amount of scientific evidence shows that keeping a food diary is an 
important weight-loss tool.  We can be very motivated to keep a food diary at first, but 
then life takes over, our priorities and focus shift to other aspects of our lives and we 
stop tracking our food.  Previous bad experiences and failed attempts at keeping a food 
diary can also make us feel discouraged or afraid.  No one likes to be faced with what we 
are “not good at”. 

Studies show us that decreased focus on food journaling correlates with decreased 
focus on mindful eating.  If we are looking to change our life long habits around food 
and food behaviors, then we need to be very aware of what we are actually eating.  This 
is especially important when we become distracted from our health goals during life’s 
stressful and busy times.  What we think we are doing, what we are actually doing and 
what we should be doing are 3 different things and keeping a food diary is our best way 
of figuring it out. 

When we engage in lifestyle change there are often a variety of negatives.  We focus too 
much on what we can’t do, what we can’t eat, and what we are missing out on.  A food 
diary should put the focus on what you are doing now and where the changes need to 
be made.  It is a template for change, a template for awareness.  It can also be a great 
tool for analyzing what we are doing well.  We can build on the quality of our food 
intake and focus on our healthy choices that can be beneficial for weight loss. 

Committing to keeping a food diary, regardless of changes to our food choices, is part of 
the behavioral change process.  We can feel success even in one small change. When we 
feel success, then we think with more positivity and this motivates us to keep going.  

SOME BASIC RULES TO FOLLOW: 

1. Keep it honest:  your food diary can be for your eyes only.  This is about what you are
doing and what you are eating.  If you are going to get “creative” with your food
recording, it will not be a reflection of what you are truly eating.

2. Don’t beat yourself up:  This has to be a positive process.  This is not grade school
and it is not a test – you will not be judged.  Your character will not be judged.  This is
not an exercise in guilt and disgust.

MOTIVATION IS NOT JUST BORN…..IT IS MADE. 



No one ever gains progress or improvement by keeping themselves in the dark.  This 
diary will bring to light the areas that need to change in order for you to reach your 
goals.  This is NOT a measurement of your worth. 

3. We learn by making mistakes.  When you go through your diary entries at the end of
the day, BE KIND. Avoid negative thoughts and reactions such as “why did I eat that or
do that?”  or “I suck!”, or  “I should have known better”,  or “Tomorrow, I will be
better”.  You are not ‘bad’ and you don’t need to be ‘better’.  Those words depict
strength of character as being good or bad.  This type of thinking is not helpful.  Our
default behaviors around food are long standing and ingrained in our daily lives and
coping responses.  We must have an avenue to look into these behaviors so that they
may be changed for the long run and replaced with new behaviors that help us achieve
our health goals.  Instead of negative self-talk, ask yourself, “What can I do differently
next time?”  A positive, growth-mindset approach is key.  It is through mistakes that we
can achieve growth.

4. If you miss a day or several days, don’t give up!  Just start with today. At best, we
can do a 3 day recall, even then that might be a stretch.  Set up a pattern or schedule of
when you journal, try right after a meal, or after dinner or at bedtime.  Try different
schedules and see what one feels the best fit for you.  Remember -- its progress, not
perfection that we are looking for.

The key to keeping a food diary is not to judge how well you preformed in the process. 
Most people have been “messed up’ in the past by keeping a food diary.  Think of it this 
time as an entirely new process.   

COMMON MICONCEPTIONS AND BARRIERS TO KEEPING A FOOD DIARY 

“If I have to write it down I won’t eat it” 
This may be true for some, but that’s not the point of a food diary.  We want you to see 
a food dairy as a blueprint for change- it should reflect where you are right now and act 
as a guide for where you need to make some healthy changes.  A food diary is not a 
police office to prevent you from eating certain things.  Seeing it like this will only 
encourage you to be dishonest with yourself regarding what you actually ate or it will 
encourage you to chastise yourself about your food choices. These thoughts may cause 
you to just avoid it all together. 

“I forgot what I ate yesterday and had to sit down at night and recall the day in 
reverse” 
This is a common event.  We all have busy lives that revolve around certain habits and 
rituals.  Adding a new ritual into the mix can be a task, for sure.  It often gets missed or 
overlooked.   
If this is the case for you, keep your food diary with you at all times just for a few days so 
that it becomes a visual cue for you to keep track of and record your food as you eat. 



Alternatively, you could try to make a new habit or ritual where every night before going 
to bed you keep your diary by your bed and do that day’s recall of the food.  You could 
also do that days recall of emotions or positive affirmations.  This could become a ritual 
exercise in self-care and positive thinking. 

“I’m really bad at keeping a food dairy” 
We all are.  Recording our behavior is not something we as human beings do.   We are 
very good at being in the moment – at engaging in the behavior.  Looking at our own 
behavior is not our strong point.  It’s not about how well you do keeping track of your 
eating; it’s about what you learn.  Forget how good or bad you are at keeping the diary 
and instead see what you learn by doing it.  You may only learn that you are bad a 
keeping a food dairy.  But more likely you will learn where some of your “problem 
areas” are regarding food – a place for growth.  Regardless, when you focus on the 
process of keeping the diary and not on the result of “how well you do” you have a 
much better chance of having a positive learning experience. 

“I don’t like keeping a food diary” 
This is probably true for most people as well, but when you think about all the things 
you do in a day that you don’t enjoy and yet do anyways, there’s a good chance you can 
do this too.  There is so much about change that is not enjoyable, just like there is so 
much about body maintenance that is not enjoyable – like brushing your teeth, washing 
your bed linens.  Does everything always have to be enjoyable to be worth doing? 
Sometimes we do things that are less than enjoyable but in the long term they become 
something that we benefit from.  This lifestyle change may be something you will 
ultimately enjoy.  A food diary is a step that you may not ever enjoy, but keep your eyes 
on the prize.  Focus on the end result here: a healthier future and all that it implies 
rather than the lack of enjoyment from a daily process that, at most, takes five to ten 
minutes of your day.   

“Keeping a food diary makes me obsess about food” 
This is a common response. Writing out your food intake will not change your food 
thoughts and obsessions because they are already there. This process will only bring 
into light an awareness of what your intake actually is and then act as a blueprint for 
change.  We can become easily distracted from dealing with the difficult ‘things’ in our 
lives.  No one likes to be constantly reminded of his or her ‘faults’.  The key here is that 
you will use your powers for good and not evil—you will think about food, but then use 
those thoughts to change patterns of behaviors for the better. 

“Look how hard I am working and see how much ‘better I eat now’ compared to 
before and I am still not losing weight” 
Unfortunately there is a physiological mal-adaptive process that is happening when we 
have obesity. This is where we inappropriately store excess fat tissue and do not burn it 
for fuel.  There can be no guarantees that changing your food choices will lead to a 
decrease in the number on the scale.   

23



However, we must remember that the process of weight-loss is to achieve increased 
health.  Moving from high calorie, highly processed foods, with little vegetable intake 
and high in saturated fats, to an increase in vegetable consumption and a decrease in 
unhealthier foods absolutely makes us healthier overall.  The number on the scale is one 
small piece of the picture.  Our emotional health, physical fitness level, nutritional level, 
disease preventability, and energy levels should be our indicators for health.  

In addition, we are changing our food intake as a treatment for your weight-loss.  When 
we are looking at diet or nutrition as a weight loss treatment, what works for some, 
may not work for others.  It is not a math equation.  How your body responds to 
carbohydrates (even healthy ones) may be completely different to how someone else 
metabolizes the same amount of carbohydrates.  By tracking, this will help us to better 
understand the amount of carbohydrate your body can tolerate.  Bringing in your diary 
to your health-care team allows for us to help you to sort through this process.  It 
provides us with a window into your every day, for example, what you like, what you 
don’t like, when do you eat out, when do you stay home and cook.  Do you like to menu 
plan or are you constantly on the run and grab “on the go” frequently?  These behavior 
patterns will help us help you to make the changes in YOUR LIFE that will be sustainable 
for you.  Whatever we do to lose weight, we have to continue to do in order to maintain 
that weight loss.   

How do I get started? 
Buy a book that you can journal in.  Make it as easy for yourself as possible.  Many 
people like the phone apps, as our phones travel with us everywhere.  Some people find 
the apps cumbersome and not quick and easy to use, while others really like the detail 
that the apps can provide.  For other people, old-fashioned pen and paper works the 
best.  We have sample food diary sheets that have the entire week on one sheet.  These 
are helpful so you can really see patterns and frequencies of certain foods.   Attached 
are a few samples of diaries and below is a list of apps for phones and computers.   
And then… YOU JUST START! 

www.myfitnesspal.com 
www.calorieking.com 

www.myfooddiary.com 
www.sparkpeople.com 

www.loseit.com 
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