
Won’t  vs. Can’t
 The walls are bouncing in and out. I am anxious about nothing in particular. I 
am anxious about everything. I am afraid. I do not remember how to breathe. I feel 
like immediate action needs to be taken. Time is running out. I want to numb 
myself. I want to get out of these shaking walls. And I know just how to get out—
binge. But that would be turning to Ed for help. I won’t do it. I can do it, but I won’t.                                                                                                             
 In therapy, I learned the important distinction between “can’t” and “won’t.” 
“Can’t” suggests both that I do not have a choice and that I am not in charge of my 
life. “Won’t” acknowledges that I have a choice and that I am in charge. When I say, 
“I won’t binge,” I am taking full responsibility for my actions. I am actively 
participating in my life and not just letting things happen to me. Sure, I could 
definitely call Ed, and he would tell me the perfect food to binge on. But, now, I 
won’t do it. I choose to say no.                                                         
 Ed hated it when I made the switch from “can’t” to “won’t.” He preferred the 
times when I was not in charge of my life. Then, it was easier for him to sneak in and 
take over. When Ed would tell me, “Just skip this one meal. It’s no big deal,” I would 
reply, “No, I can’t do it.” Immediately, the “can’t” indicated to Ed that he had some 
pull in whether or not I starved myself. And he knew that I was not running the show. 
Ed would say, “Sure you can. All you have to do is tell everyone that you already ate 
lunch.” And most of the time I would take his advice. Now, I tell Ed, “No. I won’t do 
it.” The simple exchange of “won’t” for “can’t” indicates that I am in charge. I am 
making the decision to follow my food plan—no questions asked.                              
 So, as I sit here today, the walls are moving in and out around me. Ed still 
wants me to binge:                                                                                                     
 Ed: Jenni, those walls will stop shaking if you just open that refrigerator door.        
 Jenni: I won’t do it.                                                                                        
 Ed: Sure, you can.                                                                                  
 Jenni: I know I can.                                                                                        
 Ed: Then, what’s the problem?                                                           
 Jenni: I won’t.                                                                                                      
 Ed: You can.                                                                                               
 Jenni: I won’t.                                                                                                             
 I played my trump card. Ed does not have a chance.
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Jenni Schaefer is a singer/songwriter, speaker, and author of Life Without Ed and Goodbye Ed, Hello Me. She is the co-author of Almost Anorexic (released 
by Harvard Health Publications and Hazelden). For more recovery resources, visit JenniSchaefer.com. Connect at Facebook.com/LifeWithoutEd.

Excerpt From Life Without Ed

Listen to clips from the new Life Without Ed audiobook at: 
http://www.jennischaefer.com/resource/audio-book-excerpts/
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