
How to manage Emotional Eating

About Emotional Eating
Emotional eating is quite different than eating for 
physical hunger. If you are an emotional eater, it is 
likely that you eat beyond the point of feeling full.

Emotional eating can happen in relation to any feeling, 
even positive ones. In fact, research indicates that 
people are more likely to overeat when they feel 
positive rather than negative.

Whether your main emotional eating triggers are 
positive or negative, being able to pause and reflect on 
what you're experiencing is powerful. And surprisingly, 
some of what feels like emotional eating might be due 
to something else. If you often feel like food is your 
Frenemy, the following 6 questions can help you 
tackle emotional eating.

1. Am I Physically Hungry?
Physical hunger is gradual and tied to the last time you 
ate. While emotional hunger is triggered by things such 
as stress, worry or fatigue.

It’s important to take your hunger thought seriously, but 
pause and try to figure out what’s going on first. Is Your 
Hunger Physical or Emotional?

2. Did the Hunger Build Gradually or Start
Suddenly?

There may be times that you are engrossed in what you 
are doing, only to realize that you are super-hungry.
Those experiences aside, physical hunger tends to 
come on more gradually than the emotional desire to 
eat. So if you are suddenly aware of wanting to eat, 
especially if you have a specific food in mind, it may be 
emotional.

3. Was My Last Meal Satisfying?
Learning to identify when you feel hungry and full is a 
great start. Going a step further, it is important to eat 
food that makes you feel satisfied. No amount of kale 
will make you feel satisfied if you are hungry for peanut 
butter. When you eat food that isn't satisfying, you will 
keep scrounging around your kitchen for more - even if 
your stomach is technically full. (See how this would 
seem a lot like emotional eating, but it isn't really?) 
Getting enough sleep is also crucial. 
When you don't sleep enough, stress hormones are 
released into your body. After a bad night's sleep, you 
will be hungrier and less able to feel satisfied no matter 
what you eat.



4. Can I Wait to Eat?
Emotional hunger can feel really intense and 
immediate.
When you feel hungry, do a quick check-in and ask 
yourself if you can wait to eat.
Reassure yourself that if you really want or need to eat, 
you can. You're just checking in.
If you are at the far end of the hunger scale - like you 
have a headache or feel faint - then your physical 
hunger might need quick attention.
But if it seems like what you are feeling is not due to 
physical hunger, then go on to Question #5.

5. What Am I Really Feeling?
If you find yourself going to food automatically, you 
might not be sure what you are feeling. Sometimes it 
can be surprisingly hard to identify your emotions.
Start with your body. Emotions like anxiety or fear might 
be felt as a tight chest or an upset stomach. Anger could 
be a tight jaw, or you might be flushed.
Maybe you can identify the emotion, but you don't want 
to feel it. This might even go back to how your family 
dealt with emotions when you were a kid.

6. What Do My Feelings Mean &
What Should I Do about Them?
You've done the work to recognize when you eat for 
emotional reasons, and you can identify the underlying 
emotions. Woot! Now, what's next?
When you emotionally eat (especially connected to 
feelings like sadness or fear), it's essential that you 
address the underlying reasons directly. It's okay if this 
step takes a while to do, but if you avoid the underlying 
causes long-term, you'll stay in the same place.
In other words, if you eat your feelings, you will just 
burp them up later. And that feels worse because now 

you have your own self-judgment on top of everything.

Things to Do Instead of Eat
Here are a few things you can do when you feel like you're 
going to engage in emotional eating. Sometimes, everyone 
eats for emotional reasons, so don't expect that you will 
never do it. 

 Call a friend.

 Go for a walk.

 Read a book.

 Do a craft.

 Take a deep breath.

 Write in your journal.
 Make a list of things you're grateful

for.

 Play with your pet.

 Listen to music.

 Take a nap.

 Plan your next vacation or fun outing.

 Go for a drive.

 Do a crossword puzzle.
 Stretch.

 Work in your garden.

 Play an instrument or sing.

 Write a poem.

 Go for a drive or a bike ride.




