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Teŉő͢ Which ŉignŉ poinő őo űoŖ being an

emoőional eaőerͧ
 

Emotional eaters are almost always blamed on being overweight as
well as on their eating habits and unhealthy lifestyle. It causes shame,
cynicism and often worsening of the situation. The particular
problem is something that most can't help the person in. I wrote this
guide to all emotional eaters. As an emotional eater I know all the
exact problems, symptoms, and the most important - the ways to
control emotional eating.

The common phrase "eat often͡ healthű͡ eŰercise a lot" is a good advice,
but useless in emotional eating. It is more of a psychological problem
than physiological. I want to share efficient ways to cope with
emotional healthing to you.

eating and food causes feelings that are stronger than normal,
either positive or negative, often both and even simultaneously
food is considered as a reward
food is used to help relax
eating is way to spend time
food is always on your mind, even if you're not hungry
eating is hard to control and can even be an obsession
changes in mood are followed by eating
eating causes physical disturbance - being too full, reflux, bowel
problems, overweight, but still you can't stop
certain foods cause certain moods
rituals associated to eating
you'll search for excuses to eat even if you're not hungry
elf-blaming
lying to yourself (avoiding or whitewashing things)
the personality of a perfectionist
all-or-nothing mentality
impulsive personality
diets don't work (or at least in the long run)

(more than 3 signs indicate a substantial problem)



Reaŉonŉ for emoőional eaőing
 

Emotional eating is a very complicated problem with both
psychological and physiological components. We don't understand
the problem fully yet. This is a concise summary of the most common
reasons for emotional eating. Do you recognize yourself from these?

Limiőing͠ Limiting calories, certain foods and meals causes a strong
automatic psychological  and physiological feeling to "load calories".
Willpower is a limited resource and when it fails (which happens
eventually) there is a significantly bigger risk to overeat.

Diŉorder in recogniŹing őhe ŉignalŉ of őhe bodű͠ Emotional eaters
can't recognize their body's physiological and psychical signals
correctly. For example thirst and loneliness are felt as hunger.

A shift in HPA (hypotalamus-pituitary-adrenal) hormonal system.
This is typical with people who have had trauma and stress during
childhood. Instead of stress decreasing appetite, it paradoxically
increases it and turns into emotional eating in stressful situations.

Diŉorder in oŪerŉenŉiőiŪiőű and recogniŹing eŰőernal ŉignalŉ͠
Emotional eaters are more sensitive to food-related external signals -
smell of food, seeing food, talking about food, etc. They use food
subconsciously to shift their focus away from negative feelings.

Geneőic prediŉpoŉiőion͠ During evolution, people have never had so
much food available as today. During evolution, beings have always
eaten as much as possible when food was available (since no one can
predict when the next proper meal is coming). This genetic instinct
has not vanished anywhere and some people have it stronger than
others (like any other genetic traits). When food is available in bigger
amounts, people eat more, instinctively



IőΔŉ noő űoŖr faŖlőͥ 
 

First and a very important thing to understand. The mechanisms of
emotional eating come deep from ourselves, from our history and our
genes. It is partly a totally normal phenomenon. You haven't done
anything wrong to deserve an eating disorder and all its problems
that come with it.

Most likely you have experienced some kind of childhood abuse,
stress or insecurity. It is possible that you have experienced social
criticism and shame about overeating or being overweight, which
have only made the situation worse. Free yourself from the guilt.

You haven't caused these problems to yourself in any way. Let
yourself feel guilt-free. Do not follow the guilt by media, society and
healthcare, who blame you for not controlling your eating. Always
remember that it's not your fault. While it is important to understand
cause-and-effect relationships, it is much more important to focus
on things that you can make a difference in.

YoŖ are in conőrolͥ
 

Most of us emotional
eaters feel out of control
of their life and eating too
often or constantly. It is a
natural feeling and partly
protects us from
unpleasant consequences.
But that doesn't help us to
progress at all.



You are in control of your eating!
Maybe it's only 0,1%, but even that's a start.
Think carefully - beside all problems you
have no control of - what are the things you
are in control of? Maybe you are not in
control of your mood - it might shift quickly.
You might not be in control of being
annoyed or anxious, and start overeating.
But are you in control of what food you have
at home? In control of how much you
exercise or sleep? Of how much water you
drink? Maybe even these are too much at the
moment. Maybe you are in control of
something smaller - how fast you eat? How
much salt you put in the food? Do you tinker
with your phone or watch TV while eating?
You are never without some control. Start
from very small things and take control back
1 small thing at a time. You are not the slave
of your environment and "fate". It requirels
work and patience, but I promise that it will
be worth it. You are in control of your life
and eating, don't ever forget that!

RecogniŹe őhe őriggering facőorŉͥ
 

As we mentioned earlier, emotional eaters sometimes have difficulties
in recognizing external and internal messages. Recognizing
physiological and psychological signals is a skill. It can be learned and
trained just like all skills. It is very important for emotional eaters to
learn how to listen and interpret these messages. 
Start by becoming conscious about this fact. Start thinking why you are
eating right now. Try to think if you are eating for hunger or any other
reason. Figure out the triggers in the environment that make you think
about food.



An excellent method of learning to
recognize messages is a food diary. The
purpose of a food diary is not to measure
the amount and contains of food, but what
kind of factors effect your eating habits.
Write constantly when and what you ate, 
 In addition write down how you are
feeling before and after food, your
physical and mental mood. How do you
feel after eating. Where did you eat. Try to
be thorough and find repeating patterns.
For example (a simplification):

Sőop dieőingͥ
 

One of the biggest triggers of stress eating is dieting. With dieting I'm
talking about significant limiting of calories, meals or foods. It is a
totally normal physiological phenomenon that the body starts hormonal
changes in the state of energy deficiency, where the body's mission is to
stop starvation. At the point when the "regimen" ends the reloading of
energy starts and most dieters gain weight. Other people are more
prone to this. The smartest method is to relearn eating in a regular and
even way than the changing rollercoaster of over- and undereating. If
you are overweight and want to lose weight, limiting only the calories is
not the answer. Probably you will gain all the weight back. Before
everything you will have to eliminate the processes that maintain
emotional eating. Stopping diets is one of the biggest of them.

Time and place?
The food you ate?
Mood on a scale of 1-10
Physical and mental mood
How you feel after eating



Learn őo geő along ūiőh űoŖr feelingŉ and
conőrol ŉőreŉŉ

 

ThereΔs neŪer too much stress Ϳ onlű too little recoŪerűΓ
  Nick Hall. 

Emotional eaters have the habit of "avoiding" and "dismissing" certain
feelings. It's either a learned habit or it helps in surviving. With
emotional eaters the problem is that it leads to eating instead of feeling
emotions. How to improve this habit? There's no simple or one single
answer.

It is important to become aware of your feelings, what we feel and why.
A (food) diary is one way to do that. Meditation, mindfulness,
conversational help, psychotherapy are examples of other options that
contribute to understanding and experiencing your feelings.
Uncontrolled stress transforms to distress. Distress eats willpower and
turns the person impulsive. The risk to lose control and replacing
negative feelings with food multiplies during stress. However, stress is a
fully controllable and normal phenomenon. As a counterbalance, stress
requires recovery and the best situation would be that the division of
these would be 50-50.



AŪoid or decreaŉe eŰpoŉŖre őo high riŉk
ŉiőŖaőionŉ͡ plan

 

All emotional eaters have situations where their risk to overeat is a lot
bigger then other situations. It can be the evening after a hard day at
work, holiday/vacation, coffee breaks at work, etc. When you know and
recognize these situations well, you can plan a lot better how to act in
these situations and even how to reduce their exposure. For example, if
you know that when you to to the shops after work you often buy an ice
cream to reward yourself for doing a good job, it is smarter to go
shopping at other times and with a shopping list.
I, for example, buy most of the week's foods already on Sunday and go
to the shops very rarely during the week.

Do this: List 3-5 most common situations where you overeat. After each
one write as many ways to control these before hand as you can. This
mental exercise only helps you to understand risky situations and
eating behavior a lot better.

 
Fall in a conőrolled manner

As mentioned earlier, limiting
yourself is one of the biggest
triggers of emotional eating.
Emotional eaters use a lot of
willpower, concentration and
energy. People, who don't have
a problem with emotional
eating, do not understand the
amount of work that is
constantly needed to stay on
track.



100% of people some time find themselves in a situation where there's no
more willpower left and overeating comes as an automatic cause of that.
One important to cope with this is to plan the situations of overeating
and falling over in advance. It takes the constant limiting and impulsive
reacting away from the whole picture.
For example, if you know that you have 1 meal a week where you can eat
treats freely, it is a lot easier to control eating for the rest of the week. In
addition to this you are more able to control how and what you eat.
Instead of finding yourself eating thousands of calories of pizza, ice
cream, beer or chocolate  after losing all willpower, you can plan a proper
but delicious meal that fills all the requirements you have for treats.

Uŉe ŉocial ŉŖpporő

We are social creatures and we can't get over that. Social environments
affect our eating habits immensely. Use your instinctive strength for your
own benefit. Agree with someone close, a coach or even a work buddy to
follow you and support you next to you. My personal support is my
partner Ida. She reminds me of problematic situations, paradigms and
behavior that I myself don't notice, without criticizing. In addition to that
we have a subconscious need to fit into social contexts which means that
we don't want to disappoint anyone. It makes us think about eating more
consciously instead of eating through our lizard brains. Talk to people
who are important to you and ask support from them. Explain clearly
what you expect from them. Say that you need support and external
perspective instead of criticism and nagging.



don't buy foods at home that trigger overeating. Rather buy them
immediately before you "fall in a controlled manner".
have enough healthy food at home so that no situations arise where
you have to go to the shops, fast-food restaurant or order a pizza to
home when hungry
prepare food for work in advance to avoid situations of losing control
in a cafe, cafeteria or with snacks in the breakroom
plan meals in advance. One of the reasons why the mantra of regular
eating is repeated everywhere is that meal planning  prevents reactive
(as a reaction to something) eating.

This is related to the high-risk situations mentioned earlier. I wanted to
talk about this separately because with the environment I'm talking about
the circumstances where we spend most of our time. They mainly
include work and home. How to control your own environment at home,
for example?

Conőrol űoŖr enŪironmenő

Underŉőand and learn from miŉőakeŉ

Emotional eating is normal. It's not prohibited or punishable in any way.
Often emotional eaters themselves and their social environment cause
the feel of guilt from overeating. Instead of preventing this from the
future it does the opposite and increases its probability. How to prevent
this? First of all you need to understand that it's not that serious. And you
haven't done anything wrong. Feeling merciful to yourself decreases the
possibility of emotional eating and paradoxically - increases willpower.
Turn your guilt to a process of learning. Think objectively - what lead you
to this situation.

Understand that these situations will probably occur in the future. Give
yourself a permission to do so. But at the same time try to think of ways
to affect them.



Being boŅed iŉ őhe biggeŉő őŅiggeŅ of emoőional eaőing foŅ ŉome people͠
We haŪe ŉomehoū in őhiŉ digiőal ŉocieőű leaŅned őhaő oŖŅ bŅainŉ need őo
ŉőimŖlaőed all őhe őime͠ Iő can be ŉocial media͡ email͡ neőfliŰ͡ TV oŅ one of
hŖndŅedŉ of oőheŅ digiőal oŅ nonͿdigiőal channelŉ͠ When ŉőimŖlaőion endŉ
foŅ a ūhile͡ iő can eaŉilű őŅiggeŅ an empőű and boŅed feeling͠ FoŅ me iő iŉ
pŅobablű őhe biggeŉő pŅoblem͠ Aŉ menőioned eaŅlieŅ͡ foŅ emoőional eaőeŅŉ
iő leadŉ őo Ņeplacing őhe empőű feeling ūiőh eaőing͠ Aő őhaő momenő eaőing
deceiŪeŉ oŖŅ bŅainŉ őo őhink őhaő ūe aŅe doing ŉomeőhing pŅopeŅ and
impoŅőanő foŅ a feū minŖőeŉ͠

FiŅŉő of all Ϳ oŖŅ bŅainŉ do noő ŅeńŖiŅe ŉőimŖlaőion foŅ ̟̞̞ό of őhe őime
ūe aŅe aūake͠ To őhe conőŅaŅű͡ ūe ŉhoŖld leaŅn őo geő aūaű fŅom őhe
MaőŅiŰ and be alone ūiőh oŖŅ őhoŖghőŉ͠ WiőhoŖő őhem making Ŗŉ anŰioŖŉ͠
Replacing doing noőhing and being boŅed ūiőh eaőing iŉ noő a ŉolŖőion͠
LeaŅning őo geő Ņid of őhaő iŉ a long pŅoceŉŉ͡ bŖő iő ŉőaŅőŉ fŅom
ŖndeŅŉőanding őhe aboŪe͠ AnoőheŅ feeling Ϳ phűŉiological aő őhiŉ őime Ϳ
őhaő ūe haŪe ŉőaŅőed őo conŉideŅ ŖnnaőŖŅal͡ iŉ hŖngeŅ͠ Moŉőlű ΓhŖngeŅΓ iŉ
noő eŪen őhe feeling of őhaő͡ bŖő őhaő őhe ŉőomach iŉnΔő fŖll͠

In a highͿeneŅgű enŪiŅonmenő͡ iő iŉ common foŅ food őo be aŪailable aő all
őimeŉ and őhe ŉőomach őo be conŉőanőlű fŖll͠ If őhe feeling of a fŖll
ŉőomach endŉ͡ iő mighő eŪen feel a biő alaŅming͠ Thiŉ iŉ alŉo accompanied
bű őhe leaŅned knoūledge őhaő A healőhű peŅŉon eaőŉ afőeŅ eŪeŅű Ű oŅ ű
hoŖŅŉΌ͠ I challenge űoŖ őo change őhiŉ dangeŅoŖŉ inőeŅpŅeőaőion of űoŖŅ
bodűΔŉ ŉignalŉ͠ If ŉomeőhing͡ őhen a fŖll ŉőomach iŉ dangeŅoŖŉ͠ A halfͿfŖll
oŅ an empőű ŉőomach aŅe compleőelű noŅmal feelingŉͥ YoŖ ŉhoŖldnΔő be
ŉcaŅed of őhem oŅ őŅű őo pŅeŪenő őhem oŅ oŪeŅcompenŉaőe őhem͠ On őhe
conőŅaŅű Ϳ őŅű faŉőing foŅ a half daű Ϳ and űoŖΔll noőice őhaő noőhing
happenŉ͠ Inŉőead űoŖ mighő feel ŉŖŅpŅiŉinglű goodͥ

When ūe geő Ŗŉed őo őhaő őhe feeling of a noő compleőelű fŖll ŉőomach iŉ
őoőallű noŅmal͡ őhe Ņiŉk őo compenŉaőe őhe feeling bű oŪeŅeaőing
decŅeaŉeŉ ŉignificanőlű͠

Being boŅed and hŖngŅű aŅe noŅmal feelingŉ



HaŪe űoŖ eŪeŅ find űoŖŅŉelf in őhe ŉiőŖaőion ūheŅe afőeŅ a long peŅiod of
ŉőaűing on őŅack űoŖ Γfall doūnΓ and oŪeŅeaő conŉőanőlűͧ If űoŖ aŅe an
emoőional eaőeŅ͡ őheŅe iŉ a big pŅobabiliőű őhaő iőΔŉ eaŉű őo ŉaű őhaő ΓWell͡ I
loŉő conőŅol noū͠ TheŅeΔŉ noőhing őo be done anűmoŅe͠ I can jŖŉő giŪe Ŗp
noūΓ͠ BŖő naőŖŅallű͡ iő iŉ a ūŅong ŉőaőemenő and űoŖ aŅe jŖŉő lűing őo
űoŖŅŉelf͠ Falling doūn and emoőional eaőing aŅe noŅmal͡ and űoŖ
ŉhoŖldnΔő feel gŖilőű foŅ őhaő͠ BŖő Ϳ űoŖ ŉhoŖld make iő an eŰcŖŉe and giŪe
Ŗp compleőelű͠ LeaŅn őo ŉőop őhe cűcle ńŖicklű and efficienőlű͠ DonΔő eŪeŅ
Ŗŉe one miŉőake aŉ an eŰcŖŉe őo do ̣ moŅe͠ Thaő cűcle iŉ haŅdeŅ őo geő Ņid
of͠ EŪeŅű őime ūe giŪe Ŗp ūe őell oŖŅ bŅainŉ őhaő őhiŉ iŉ a noŅmal ūaű őo
acő and eŪeŅű őime in őhe fŖőŖŅe ŅŖnŉ őhŅoŖgh oŖŅ handŉ eaŉieŅ őhan őhe
laŉő͠ LeaŅn őo geő űoŖŅ ŉelf back on őŅack aŉ ŉoon aŉ poŉŉible͡ őhiŉ
incŅeaŉeŉ űoŖŅ ūillpoūeŅ͡ confidence and decŅeaŉeŉ őhe poŉŉibiliőű of
emoőional eaőing͠

Food can be a ŉignificanő ŉoŖŅce of pleaŉŖŅe͡ eŪen ūiőhoŖő őoo mŖch of iő͡
being anűőhing eŰoőic oŅ offeŅing ŉpecial feelingŉ͠ LeaŅn őo appŅeciaőe
food aŉ iő iŉ͠

Sőoł őhe cűcle


