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The Vicious Cycle of Food Avoidance, Fear 
and Worsening Sensitivity 
Written by: Wendy Busse, MSc, RD  

It’s easy to get caught up in trying to find the “perfect” diet to feel better. But this can often create 
confusion, frustration, and extra costs (like tests or supplements). It can also make food feel scary. 
Over time, this fear and restriction can turn into a vicious cycle – leading to a limited diet and more 
intense symptoms.  

What is Conditioned Food Sensitivity? 
When the brain repeatedly associates certain foods with feeling unwell, the body may begin to react 
to those foods —even when the food itself is not causing physical damage or inflammation. This 
process is often described as conditioned food sensitivity. 

Conditioned food sensitivity is not a medical diagnosis. Rather, it is a way of explaining how learned 
associations between foods and symptoms can develop through the mind–body connection. Viewing 
food sensitivity through this holistic lens can help broaden our understanding of how symptoms 
arise. 

The ability for the brain to trigger reactions may sound questionable, but think of this lemon example: 

 

Close your eyes and visualize cutting a lemon. Smell the 
citrus scent. Bring the lemon to your lips and squeeze a little 
juice on your tongue. Most people salivate when they do this 
visualization, demonstrating how the brain can create 
physical reactions based on associations. 

 

It is important to note that biological causes of food reactions can also occur, including food 
allergies, celiac disease, lactose intolerance and other disorders. 

The good news? You can change your brain’s food-illness associations and expand your diet! 

Is It All in My Head?  
No, it is not in your head. Conditioned food sensitivity can produce real, physical symptoms—they 
are not imagined. That said, the brain plays an important role in this mind–body process. Some food 
sensitivities begin with a biological trigger, such as an illness, allergy, or disruption to digestion. Over 
time, stress, fear, and repeated negative experiences with food can increase the sensitivity of the 
nervous system, causing symptoms to feel more intense or occur more frequently. 
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This can create the impression that the body is becoming “sicker,” even when the underlying 
biological sensitivity remains relatively stable. In this way, the brain and nervous system can amplify 
symptoms through the mind–body connection, without those symptoms being “made up.” 

  

 

How Can I Improve My Relationship with Food? 
Begin with small, compassionate shifts towards a better relationship with food. You don’t need to 
change everything at once. Here are a few simple ways to get started: 

• Don’t automatically blame food: It’s natural to assume food is the cause of symptoms, but 
many other factors—such as stress, sleep quality, hormones, nutrient intake, and your body’s 
overall state—can also play a role. Try asking yourself, “Could something other than food be 
affecting how I feel right now?” 

• Support your body in the moment: When you notice an uncomfortable sensation or 
thought, gently breathe into the experience with compassion. This may not make the 
sensation disappear, but it can help your body move through it while reducing the urge to 
worry, restrict, or search urgently for answers. 

• Revisit your restrictions: Ask yourself: Why did I start avoiding these foods? Am I following 
guidance that no longer applies to me? Our bodies and food tolerances change over time, and 
your current needs may be different from the past. 

• Shift your focus: Constantly scanning for what feels “safe” to eat can keep you stuck in a 
cycle of food fear. Instead, create a Trusted Food List to follow for the next few weeks, and use 
the mental space you gain for activities you enjoy. 

• Encourage an overall sense of safety: Any activity that helps you feel grounded—such as 
breathing exercises, meditation, or spending time with loved ones—can support your body’s 
general feeling of safety. When your body feels safer overall, it becomes easier to feel safe 
around food as well. 

• Gradually expand your diet: If your brain has learned to expect discomfort from certain 
foods, gradually reintroducing them—without the feared reaction occurring—can help break 
food–illness associations and rebuild trust in both your body and the foods you enjoy. 
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Why Should I Expand My Diet? 
Avoiding foods can feel safe, especially if you’ve had difficult experiences. Over time, however, 
gradually expanding your diet can open the door to meaningful benefits: 

• Feeling better – Symptoms no longer dominate daily life 
• Improved mental wellbeing – less worry and stress around food 
• Greater freedom – Eating out, traveling, and socializing feel easier 
• More enjoyable meals – Food becomes satisfying rather than stressful 
• Simpler routines – Grocery shopping and cooking become less complicated 
• Better nutrition – A wider variety of foods supports overall health 
• Increased tolerance – Over time, your body can handle more foods 

How Can I Expand My Diet? 
There is no single “right” way to expand your diet – everyone’s journey is different. However, these 
strategies can help guide the process.  

• Medical Assessment: Begin by speaking with your medical doctor to clarify which foods are 
safe to reintroduce and to rule out conditions that require ongoing avoidance.   

• Be intentional: Reintroducing foods with a clear, step-by-step plan helps you identify which 
foods your body tolerates and those that may still need more time.  

• Take it slow: Gradual reintroduction gives your mind and body time to adapt. Small, steady 
steps build both tolerance and a sense of safety. 

• Start without eating your restricted foods: You can begin by simply looking at, smelling, or 
touching a previously restricted food. These small exposures help reassure your brain that the 
food is safe and can be a gentle first step before eating it. 

• Mix new foods with something you already tolerate: Try adding a small amount of a new 
food to something you already tolerate—such as a single blueberry in your usual smoothie. 
This helps your brain associate the new food with familiarity and safety. 

Further Resources 
Here are some additional supports you may find helpful as you continue your healing journey. 

• Slow, Gentle Breathing Practices – Techniques such as Box Breathing can help regulate your 
nervous system.  

• FAST Freedom Program – A free, 6-week course to soften food fear and expand your diet, 
with an optional paid program. Learn more here.  

• Mobile Apps:  Programs, such as Nerva or Regulora, help people improve their brain-gut 
connection.  

• Registered Dietitians – A dietitian can help you create a simple, enjoyable eating plan and 
address barriers to food preparation.  

• Mental Health Professionals Specializing in Chronic Illness – These experts can help you 
work through food-related fear, reduce stress, and build resilience. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tEmt1Znux58
https://fastfreedomprogram.com/
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