MEMBER SPOTLIGHT

Designing
for Failure

How I stopped starting over and built a system that holds

by Tania Lyon, EdD
Looking at Myself

| sat on the couch in my usual spot, the
cushion pressed deep into the shape of my
body. It was a chilly December night, and |
was sweating. The photo was on my phone.
I had already seen it once—just long enough
to feel the punch, then look away. | told
myself my weight wasn't that bad.

It was the holiday season. Trying to act
immediately—lock it down, get it right—was
how | set myself up to fail. | had done that
enough times to recognize the pattern. This
time, | wasn't going to start until after the
holidays. | was going to plan.

| had spent decades repeating the same
cycle—New Year's resolutions that began
with urgency and collapsed just as quickly,
each time leaving me further from where |
wanted to be. If this time was going to be
different, | needed a different approach.

| was going to look at myself clearly and
build something that could actually hold.

| saw my stomach bulging over the pants
that | remembered were too tight. The scarf
hid nothing. | was only fooling myself. |
didn't need a number to know where | was.
Everything was harder than it needed to be—
tying my shoes, cutting my toenails, walking
up stairs. My joints hurt. Sleep was uneven.
| woke in the middle of the night.

I was in my early fifties, and | had started to
lose friends to age-related illnesses. | felt
the weight of myself in everything | did—
physically, and in the quiet moments | tried
not to think about: the chair that didn’t

hold, the hesitation before sitting down, the
awareness of how much space | took up,
the subtle stares | couldn't ignore.

Ten years earlier, | had been eating plant-based.

I had lost weight, and | felt good. But the hill
was steep. When | stopped, my weight climbed
quickly. | told myself | would restart after |
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finished my dissertation. | defaulted back to
“I'll start tomorrow,” a mindset that had shaped
much of my adult life. Another decade passed.

In the photo, | was presenting at an
educational conference, fully engaged—clear,
connected, present. But my body dominated
the whole frame. | wanted to close the image,
delete it, and move past it, but | didn't. | let
both things stand at the same time: | had
been fully alive in that moment, and | could
see clearly what my health was costing me.
There was a better way to live.

Facing Reality

Since my teens, | had learned how to start on
a healthier course, and | had learned how to
go off that course. One exception became a
day, then a week. Eventually, | left the process
and told myself | would start tomorrow. That
pattern had repeated enough times that |
recognized it. Staying on course was the

goal | wanted most—and never kept. At that
point, continuing the same cycle wasn’t an
option. | didn't need another start. | needed to
understand what was actually happening.

So, | looked back. | opened my notebook
and traced what actually happened in

For years, I had taught
others that failure is
feedback, but I hadn't
applied that lesson to
myself. [ didn't have a
way to stay in the process
when things went off
track, and I needed one.

those attempts. Each time | stayed with
what worked, something became clear.

My strongest stretches came when | ate
unprocessed foods. | felt better. | lost weight.
The urgency around food settled until |

gave in to temptation—the “just one bite”
that never stopped at one. Then the familiar
pattern returned. One off-track decision
became a few until | was no longer on track.
| bargained. | justified. | told myself | would
tighten things up tomorrow. | drifted.

This was the part of my life that didn't hold. |
loved my family. | liked my work. | believed in
body positivity. And | still felt the cost of my
weight and the patterns that sustained it. |
needed to look at both what worked and what
didn't in order to understand myself more
clearly. So, | looked at my successes and my
failures more closely. Even though success
had been fleeting, | knew how to create it.

But when | looked at failure, something became
clear: even though | had lived in it for years,

I didn't actually know how to fail. For years,

I had taught others that failure is feedback,
but | hadn't applied that lesson to myself. |
didn’t have a way to stay in the process when
things went off track, and | needed one.



[ lost half my body weight. That mattered. What
mattered more was learning how to stay in the
process. Success and failure became part of the same
system, not separate cycles of progress and collapse.

Designing for Failure

I needed a plan for how | wanted to live and
a plan for when things went off course, so

I built one. | built a system that expected
failure and made room for it. | defined
success, failure, and how | would move
through both. Instead of one plan and
repeated restarts, | held two: Plan A for how
| wanted to live, and Plan B for how | would
respond when things went off track.

| created off-ramps and on-ramps to keep
myself contained. Off-ramps gave me a way
out before a moment expanded into a spiral.
On-ramps gave me a gradual way back in—the
next doable meal, the next decision. Together,
they kept me in motion. Failure became a
shift within the process, a different path, not
an exit. Before, failure collapsed everything;
this time, the system held—just enough.

Staying in the Process

My first test came six weeks in when |
pushed past my own design. | ignored the
plans | had built, and for 24 days | drifted.
One night, | sat with a family-sized fast-food
meal, wrappers curled back, pasty fries
waiting. Every bite reached for relief, but it
faded quickly. The familiar pull surfaced; let
go today, start again tomorrow. | paused. |
knew this pattern. This was where the chaos
swallowed me. So | took the food, carried it
to the kitchen, and threw it away. | buried it
under scraps. No negotiation, no ceremony.

From there, my response shifted. When
things moved off course, | adjusted quickly.
“I'll start tomorrow” became “Start where you
are now.” The work became shortening the
duration of failure and reducing its impact.
Over time, something different took hold:
continuity. | stopped starting over. | kept going.

Learning Hunger

As continuity strengthened, so did my
understanding of hunger. For years, hunger
felt loud and noisy, often shaped by what |
ate rather than what my body needed. As
my system stabilized, patterns became
visible. Some foods created urgency. Others

supported steadiness. When things were
steady, hunger felt quiet. | could go hours
without thinking about food. My attention
stayed on what | was doing.

Other times, something took over. | would
stand in front of the cupboard, doors open,
scanning. Then the refrigerator—opening
it, closing it. Looking for something rich,
something easy, something | could give
myself into. Something | would regret.

It didn't feel like hunger. It was restless,
searching, unsatisfied. Certain foods set it
in motion. Others brought it back down.
Over time, | learned the difference.

Hunger became something | could observe,
understand, and respond to—most of

the time. | worked through binge eating,
overeating, restriction, anorexic tendencies,
exercise purging, and the pull of specific
trigger foods. Each pattern showed me how
my body and mind responded. Success
showed me what supported stability.
Failure showed me where the system

didn't hold—and what to do next.

Discovering the Sensuality
of Wellness

Over time, something else emerged—
something | hadn’t known how to recognize.
When | ate consistently and stayed with it
long enough, my body settled into a rhythm.
The edge | had lived with for years softened.
Hunger no longer felt urgent or unpredictable.
It became steady, familiar. What | began to
feel was the sensuality of wellness. Satiation
built over time—a sense of warmth, of
completeness. My body felt whole instead
of scattered. A quiet fullness held.

As that rhythm deepened, my experience
sharpened. Food tasted vivid. Simple meals
carried more. Hunger found a rhythm, another
pulse through the day. Hunger and fullness
became easier to read. They rose and settled
without pulling me off course. There was
space between them, room to respond.

My body met the day differently. My
senses awakened. My breath came easily.
Consistency no longer felt like effort; it felt

like something | could live inside. Energy
moved on its own. That space changed how
| showed up. | connected to people, to the
moment, to being there fully. There was an
ease in living—open, steady, available—and
it carried through interactions without effort.
People noticed. Small moments, but clear.
But the rhythm didn't hold forever.

Life pressed in. My rhythm thinned. It didn’t
hold perfectly; no state does. The feeling
became harder to find, easier to lose, and
then it was gone. When the sensuality of
wellness faded, | felt its absence. | wanted
it back. When it thinned, old patterns
resurfaced, but something had changed. |
could recognize the difference. | knew what
steady felt like, and | knew how to return.

Knowing how to return changed everything.

Holding, then Continuing

Over time, my patterns became clear. | could
see them as they formed and respond in
ways that stabilized me, working with myself
instead of trying to override who | was.

I lost half my body weight. That mattered.
What mattered more was learning how to
stay in the process. Success and failure
became part of the same system, not
separate cycles of progress and collapse.
And | return, again and again.

As | continued, | saw more clearly what
allowed the system to hold, especially the
role of food and the choices | made each
day. Early on, | attended two National Health
Association conferences that deepened
these changes. | learned how directly food
and other choices shaped my life. As my
system strengthened, those choices became
more immediate. | could feel the difference
and adjust in real time.

The people | met mattered just as much.

I had lost weight without talking about it,
and connecting with others who had made
sustained, meaningful changes felt good.
Being around them made this way of living
feel normal—and possible.

My work continues. Most of the time it's
easier. Sometimes not. What | built is a
system | can live inside—through change,
challenge, and everything in between.

| was not broken, and | am not fixed. &

Tania Lyon, PhD, is an educator and systems
thinker focused on sustainable health change.
Learn more about her and her work at
transformshadows.com.
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