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What is emotional eating?
Emotional eating is when food is used to cope with unpleasant 
emotions such as being sad, lonely, stressed or angry. People 
who engage in emotional eating may use food to help make 
themselves feel better. Feelings can affect what, when and how 
much you eat.1

For example, after a hard day, you may be more inclined to:

•   Choose high-calorie macaroni and cheese over  
a healthy salad

•   Indulge in a big bowl of ice cream after dinner,  
despite being full

•   Eat a little—or a lot—more than normal

How does emotional eating affect your health?
Emotional eating can lead to overeating and unhealthy food 
choices (e.g., foods high in calories, fat and sugar). This may lead 
to weight gain and increase the risk of obesity-related health 
conditions like Type 2 diabetes, high blood pressure and heart 
disease. Plus, it may have emotional consequences, leading to 
feelings of guilt, embarrassment and low self-esteem.2

Using food to cope with emotions is common, 
but also very complex. Read below to find out 
what emotional eating means, how it may 
affect your health and tips to help avoid it.

Emotional eating:
How to kick  
the habit

What causes emotional eating?
There isn’t one direct cause; there are 
several things that may increase your risk 
of being an emotional eater.1 

You may be at risk for emotional eating  
if you are:

•   Having trouble managing  
your emotions1

•   Unhappy with your body1

•   A frequent dieter1

Note: In addition to these risk  
factors, many other things can  
trigger emotional eating.



Section continues  |  2

Emotional hunger vs. physical hunger
Read the list of characteristics below. If you think it is a sign of physical hunger, write a “P” in the box next to it;  
if you think it is a sign of emotional hunger, write an “E” in the box next to it.

   Hunger comes on slowly.    Hunger craves specific comfort foods.

   Hunger is satisfied once you’re full.    Hunger leads to feeling guilty or ashamed.

   Hunger leads to mindless eating.    Hunger is located in the stomach.

Five tips to help end emotional eating
Read below to learn tips for how to avoid emotional eating. 

Identify your triggers
To identify your triggers, think about situations, places and/or feelings that make you more likely to engage  
in emotional eating. 

Common emotional eating triggers include:

•   Stress

•   Suppressing emotions

•   Boredom or emptiness

•   Old habits

•   Social influences like friends and family

•   Celebrations

To pinpoint your triggers, it may help to keep a journal that details your food and feelings. Record what you eat, 
how much you eat, how you’re feeling at the time and why, and your level of hunger. 

After recording this information for a week or two, you may begin to notice the relationship between your mood 
and food. This will give you more insight into what your triggers are.

HALT when a craving hits
When emotional hunger strikes, take a brief pause and use the HALT method to help you understand what’s 
fueling your craving.

H
Am I feeling hungry?

A
Am I feeling angry?

L
Am I feeling lonely?

T
Am I feeling tired?

If you don’t answer yes to the first question (Am I hungry?), you may be getting ready to engage in  
emotional eating. 

Even if you end up eating after this exercise, at least you’ll have a good grasp on why you did it. Hopefully,  
this will help you be more prepared for next time.
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Find alternative ways to feed your feelings
It’s important to find non-food ways to cope with emotions. Keep in mind: No matter how hard you try, you can’t 
fill emotional hunger with food. While eating may feel good in the short-term, the feelings that prompted the 
emotional eating episode haven’t gone away. 

This is why it’s so important to find healthy ways to cope with your emotions.

If you are feeling... Consider this instead
Sad or lonely Call a friend, look at pictures

Angry or irritated Go on a walk or bike ride

Anxiety or stress Deep breathing, meditation, yoga

Bored or empty Any hobby that uses your hands

Tired or fatigue Take a nap, do some light stretching

Note: Some of these activities may even help stop negative emotions before they start. For example, exercising 
regularly, practicing stress management techniques and engaging in interesting hobbies are all part of leading 
a healthy lifestyle.

Tame temptation
In the middle of an emotional meltdown, it may be hard to resist your favorite comfort food if it’s readily available 
in your kitchen. For this reason, try to avoid keeping unhealthy, “junk food” in your house. Instead, keep healthy 
replacements in stock.

These foods and drinks may help curb negative emotions:3

•   Hot tea

•   Cherries

•   Salmon

•   Dark chocolate

Practice mindful eating
When people eat in response to emotional hunger, they often eat mindlessly. Mindless eating is eating without 
paying attention to what you’re eating and how much you’re eating.

When people eat mindlessly, they aren’t listening to their body’s cues to tell them if they are hungry or full; they 
aren’t focusing on their meal to get full enjoyment out of their food; and they are often eating for no reason.

Mindful eating is based on the concept of mindfulness: being fully aware of what’s happening in the moment. It 
involves slowing down; focusing on the colors, smells, flavors and textures of food; listening to your body’s cues; 
learning to cope with guilt and anxiety about food; and eliminating distractions.4

Follow these tips to eat more mindfully:

•   Get rid of distractions like the television or smartphone

•   Slow down and savor by using all your senses, taking small bites and chewing slowly

•   Show gratitude for your food

•   Do frequent check-ins and stop eating when you’re satisfied, not stuffed
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Final thoughts on emotional eating
Keep in mind: Ending emotional eating probably won’t happen overnight. Everyone will experience obstacles 
from time to time; the important thing is how you react. 

If you slip up and have an emotional eating episode, try to learn from it. Ask yourself three questions: 

•   Why did the episode happen?

•   What can I learn from the episode?

•   What can I do to prevent it from happening again in the future?

Note: Sometimes, self-help strategies can’t control emotional eating. In these cases, counseling may help.5 
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This information is provided for educational purposes only. It is not to be used for medical advice, diagnosis 
or treatment. Consult your healthcare provider if you have questions or concerns. Consult your doctor before 
beginning any new diet or exercise regimen.


