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Strategies for Combatting Emotional
and Stress Eating

Are you an Emotional or Stress Eater?
Is Emotional Eating a problem? Emotional eating is very common and is not necessarily a
problem. In this modern world, we often live very busy and stressed lives, we use various
methods to manage stress, numb and comfort ourselves, and food is one of these. Other
methods include but are not limited to social media, games, alcohol, cigarettes, drugs and
even busyness itself. If this habit is negatively affecting your physical or emotional health
and lifestyle then it is a problem that needs to be addressed.
I hear people say that the chocolate, soft drink or whatever you use “is the only thing that I
look forward to” or “the only thing that gets me through the day”. If this is the case I suggest
you don’t stop it overnight as this will be very stressful. You will most likely fail and believe
you have no will power and then of course feel shame, this of course will drive emotional
eating because that is your go to choice for numbing. See how it becomes a vicious circle?

What is the cause of Emotional/Stress Eating?
A great starting point is to notice what the feeling is before you push it down or numb it,
what are you pushing down? Is it sadness, fear, anger, discomfort, anxiety - start to notice.
Is it just a feeling; feelings tend to not go away until you experience them. Pushing them
down doesn’t make them go away, they are a type of energy and need to be dispersed.
Pushing feelings down just creates an exhausting emotional job of constantly pushing stuff
down and holding it together. Does that sound familiar?
What triggered the feeling? A memory, a conversation, a photo on Instagram, a comment
you saw or heard somewhere, an argument with a friend/co-worker/partner? The more you
are willing to stay present to your feelings and notice what is behind them, the more power
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you have to do something about them. Knowledge is power, how do you know how to fix it
when you don’t really know what the problem is?
The problem is NOT lack of will power, behaviours come about for a reason, and they serve
a purpose. Emotional eating serves a purpose in your life or you wouldn’t do it. It is
important to be really honest with yourself around this and discover the purpose of your
emotional eating.

Can you manage these feelings without professional help?
If you are struggling to figure this out; or you do figure it out and it feels too big to manage
yourself, there is no shame in that. Congratulations you have made a useful discovery that
will help you move forward! Now you know you will need to see a counsellor or therapist to
help you unpack and sort through some of those feelings and behaviours. Asking for help is
an indication of strength, not weakness. Some people spend a lifetime carrying around
some really heavy stuff when they don’t need to; and they certainly don’t need to go it
alone.
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Unfortunately our results in life cannot be changed if we don’t change our thinking and our
actions. These programs (we have all been programmed by our childhood and experiences)
and resulting beliefs and behaviours have been around for a lifetime, if you identify and
acknowledge this to be true, you will understand that you may benefit from help to navigate
this.

Our Relationship with Food
Our relationship to food is a good indicator of our relationship with ourselves. Many of us
have a very unhealthy relationship with food; we may see food as nasty calories making us
fat or as having to deprive ourselves of it. Then we use it to push down any unwanted
emotions, not realising that having those emotions is our path to healing and achieving our
goals. Some people even use counting calories as a stress management tool, a way of feeling
in control. This is the kind of thinking that feeds into eating disorders.
Emotional eating is often set up unknowingly by the adults in our life when we are young.
When we hurt ourselves or are unhappy and crying, the adults in our life often give us
something sweet to make us feel better, which it does. For example, when we go to the
www.informedhealth.com.au
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doctors and have an injection or when we fall over and hurt ourselves. We have now
learned two powerful messages:
1. It’s not OK to have strong feelings or emotions and definitely not OK to express them
because it makes other people uncomfortable.
2. Sugar is a good drug to give you that short term fix and make you feel better. As we
get older we often expand into using drugs, alcohol, gambling, gaming etc for the
same purposes.
Is it really a surprise that many of us turn to food as our friend? The other thing that the
adults in children’s lives often do is teach us not to listen to our body signals. I’ve heard
children say, I’m full and then they are told by an adult that they need to eat more to be a
good girl or because people are starving in the world etc. This very quickly teaches children
to ignore their body signals and we wonder why we are not connected to our body and
unable to tune into its subtle messages as adults.
As a society we perpetuate unhealthy relationships with food. Nutrition and food has
become somewhat of a religion. Everyone is the expert and when we go out to social
occasions a big part of the conversation is around the latest diet, we even use it as a way to
feel superior to someone else because we have discovered the truth/best diet etc. We set
about like born again dieters feeling the need to convert everyone to the X diet that we
have discovered.
Women are particularly caught up in this, we also for some inexplicable reason need to
verbally justify our choices to each other. When we go out to dinner, men will often just
simply order what they feel like but not women, we need to explain to each other why we
are making our choice. For example, I can’t eat that, I’m on a diet, I have been good so I
deserve to have the chips, I have been bad so I need to get back on track so I’ll just get the
salad. Why do we need to justify our choice? The answer is we don’t, so STOP IT! I’m talking
to myself here too.
Don’t talk about or comment on each other’s weight, don’t discuss the latest diet and don’t
only compliment someone if they have lost weight. It is challenging to remove this diet
culture language from our vocabulary when everyone is using it too; we need to teach each
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other to stop. If you want to talk about nutrition and health, that is fine if someone actually
asks you your opinion, otherwise it is none of your business. Remember what works for you
is not always the answer for someone else. Your off-hand comment that was well meaning
may be driving emotional eating and disordered eating in your family/friends!
To be healthy, have good energy and vitality, we need to learn to work with our body, to
check in, listen for its subtle signs and signals; learning how to nurture our body and
ourselves. This journey takes compassion, forgiveness, love, acceptance and loads of
nurturing and self-care. When we make choices about what to eat, they are personal and
they need to come from listening to our body not listening to somebody else. They also
NEVER need to be explained and justified to anyone else.

Strategies for Managing Emotional/Stress Eating
The strategies that work vary from one individual to another as we all have different
reasons for emotional eating, different supports systems and different interests. If
emotional eating is driven by deep emotional issues just finding another convenient way to
push those issues down won’t work, or at least not for long. These strategies can work for
you but you must be willing to do the work.
When you have identified what your emotional eating is about, it usually is something to do
with numbing/pushing down or changing a feeling, you can begin to put some strategies in
place to manage it. It is about creating new habits that will slowly replace your emotional
eating habit. You will also need to learn how to process some of your emotions in a healthy
way. This should be part of
our curriculum in schools
but many of us have never
heard of the concept let
alone been taught about
it. So don’t feel bad if you
have no idea, most people
don’t, however it is never
too late to learn.
www.informedhealth.com.au
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The Power of Narrative and Language
Something to keep in mind that will help you move away from emotional eating is paying
attention to your narrative (the story you tell yourself about who you are) and your
language, the way you talk to yourself or others.
When I work with clients who may need to make a dietary change to correct a health issue; I
see two main types. Say for example someone needs to stop eating gluten for health
reasons. They can approach it in two ways, and depending on their approach I know who
will struggle and who will have success. This is what they say:
A “OMG this is terrible, I can’t eat anything, this is going to be so hard and I will miss out on
all of my favourite foods”.
B “Wow look how many yummy foods naturally don’t contain gluten, I am looking forward
to trying some of these recipes and finally feeling better”.
Who do you think is most likely to struggle with going gluten free? Person A, of course,
rather than focusing on any benefits or any possibilities; person A has gone straight into
emotive, negative and dramatic language with big sweeping statements, like “I can’t eat
anything”. When you hear yourself using language like this, you need to give yourself a
reality check. Is it true that person A can’t eat anything? No, of course not!
Be aware of the power of language, when you say “chocolate is the only thing that gets me
through”, it becomes the truth; it’s a self-fulfilling prophecy, so stop describing it that way!
Powerful, emotive and closed statements like this create really “fixed thinking”. You can say
chocolate is one of my coping tools, that is still true but it is not so dramatic and so
definitive.
I will give you another example:
A “I don’t eat vegetables, I hate them”
Can be changed to:
B “So far I haven’t found a vegetable I enjoy eating”.
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The first statement (A) is absolute and closed; it allows no room for movement or change
whatsoever and it brings up a strong emotional response. If you try and change your
wording to “I love vegetables”, it just won’t ring true, you won’t believe it. That is why you
still say what is true however you allow room to move, the second (B) statement is still true
however is has now left room for you continue to explore vegetables as an option.
It is kind of funny, people who say these things have often only ever tried the thing once or
twice and often as a child and decided that they don’t like it forever. Even though they
haven’t tried it in other ways and our taste buds change as we get older, if we are willing to
try them we often grow to love foods we refused to eat as a child. The emotive statement
about I don’t eat vegetables actually brings up the rebellious child in us, good luck getting
the rebellious child to change anything!
On a side note if your children don’t like certain foods, don’t spend the rest of their life
telling everyone that he doesn’t eat/like broccoli. Parents often perpetuate the problem by
giving these children and their behaviours’ strong labels that are closed and allow no room
for movement.

Your Emotional Management Tool Box
It is going to be really important that you learn to feel
and express these emotions in a healthy way, however
sometimes you may still need to find comfort quickly
especially while you are exploring your feelings.
It is important to have other tools available in your
emotional/stress

management

toolkit,

not

just

food/drink etc. What are the other healthy things that
help you feel calm and happy and give you comfort?
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Some examples are:


Music: I often just play a song on my phone to cheer myself up or feel better,
however if I have more time and privacy, sometimes I play the music to help me to
express the emotion. For example I will play sad music and have a really good cry.
Sometimes I play something like Nirvana so I can scream along to it and express my
anger. I always feel so cleansed after these sessions and sleep so well!



Reading or listening to books or podcasts. There are books and podcasts on every
topic imaginable. I learn, I visit other worlds, get insight into other people’s lives,
check out, get perspective and find company in my audio books and podcasts.



Colouring in and drawing.



Hobbies such as art, craft, jewellery making, woodturning etc.



Chatting to a friend.



Making a pot of tea, especially in a fancy teapot or cup.



One minute of just focusing on breathing (4 seconds in breath and 7 seconds out
breath), this will put your body back into the relaxed rest and digest mode.



Meditation (I use the free meditations on the Insight Timer app on my phone; you
can save some short meditations and have them when you need them).



Patting the dog/cat.



Movement: yoga, stretching, running, dancing, walking, skipping etc.



Watching silly/cute animal videos on YouTube.



Gardening, I prefer to sit in a garden drinking a cup of tea however some people get
much joy from gardening.



Spending time in nature.



Writing of any kind.



Keeping a gratitude diary, listing the things you are grateful for every day, a great
perspective tool.

Now you have some ideas, make your own list. If you are not sure, try different things to see
what works for you. When you have your stress management toolkit full, you will have lots
of options to rotate over time. Then the occasional comfort eating can be enjoyable and will
not negatively impact on your health.
www.informedhealth.com.au
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If you still struggle with this and struggle with your feelings, go to a mental health
professional to get help for your particular challenges, it is OK to ask for help, this is stuff
that is not taught at school and often not by parents as they often don’t have the skills
themselves. Be patient and show compassion to yourself, it will take time but you will
develop the skills you need to manage your emotional eating.

Eating Consciously
Once upon a time, families had a ritual of sitting down and eating dinner together discussing
the day and office workers would have an hour for lunch and go out to an eatery, the park
or lunch room. Now many of us eat on the run, in front of the tv, in the car or at a computer
while we continue to work. This change has not been good for our physical or emotional
health. I have noticed recently when reading studies that a lack of meaningful connection to
others can be a major contributing factor to mental health issues including addiction.

Another issue is stress, I have noticed that many people are feeling stressed and
overwhelmed about their work and life in general - busy-ness has become the new
“normal”. This stress and/or busy-ness often keep our body in fight or flight mode instead of
the mode it should be in most of the time which is rest and digest. Fight or flight is an
ancient coping mechanism our bodies use; it’s an evolutionary strategy to cope with
immediate dangers, such as an approaching lion! In response to an external threat, stress
hormones are released from your adrenal glands
to enable you to either stand and fight or flee. In
modern times, the feeling of being under constant
stress and busy-ness, whether from work, family
or financial pressures is interpreted by your body
in the same way and can therefore lead you to be
in a permanent state of “emergency”. Being in a
state of “emergency” long term; leads to many
health issues including weight gain, fatigue,
anxiety and heart disease.
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Our busy-ness and stress also means that many of us see eating and preparing food as being
a hassle and unimportant, we therefore go for the easy fix of fast food and instant meals.
Eating this type of “food” occasionally is fine but eating poorly most of the time puts your
body under stress; causing inflammation, driving health issues and also leads to nutritional
deficiencies. Being deficient in important nutrients such as essential fatty acids, amino acids,
zinc, magnesium, vitamin C and B vitamins will lead to more symptoms and health issues
such as stress, fatigue, mood and anxiety issues, sleep issues and much more over time.

Here’s why we need to bring back the ritual of sitting down to eat
1. Our body needs the ritual of sitting down calmly to eat to allow you to relax and help
digestion and absorption of important nutrients. We need to be in what is called
“rest and digest” mode for this to happen. Notice that rest and digest go together! If
you want to digest well, you need to rest. Eating on the run is a big contributor to
digestive issues such as heartburn and reflux.
2. Resting to eat allows you to eat consciously, to be aware of your body, listening to its
important messages/signals to know when you are satisfied as opposed to full. These
signals take time to occur, if you “inhale” your meal within five minutes your body
hasn’t had time to send any signals!
3. You are more likely to make better choices when you eat consciously, you will
choose foods that nourish your body giving you sustained energy.
4. Resting to eat allows you a moment to slow down/recharge/have a mental and
physical break from your work. This may even increase your productivity.
5. Meal times and meal preparation create a wonderful opportunity to connect with
family/friends (connecting with others is important for our physical and mental
health).
It is really important in your healing journey to learn how to be kind and compassionate
to yourself. Beating up on you will only drive more destructive behaviours. Treat
yourself as you would treat somebody you love! As you learn the many ways in which
you can nurture and nourish your mind, body and soul, you will naturally rely less on
food as the fix for emotional issues.
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At Informed Health, we have a one to one program called Your Ultimate Wellbeing Program
which has a large focus on emotional and stress eating, relationship to food etc. All
consultations are held by Telehealth video. Please seek professional help if you can’t make
this emotional journey to health alone.

Much of our behaviour is driven by our unconscious, by programs that were installed in
childhood, I help people work on these programs and beliefs to make changes in their lives.
Sometimes these programs are very strong and much harder to shift, in these cases I
recommend hypnotherapy which works on changing the program at an unconscious level. I
highly recommend Linda Campbell from Mind Mastery.

Further reading and credits:
1. Some of the graphics used in this document were downloaded from Brené Brown’s
website in her free resources section. Please check out https://brenebrown.com/ for
some great resources and to learn more
about Brené and her research/books. My
fave audio is The Power of Vulnerability
by Brené Brown, I would suggest you
start by listening to this audio book (I
use Audible), watching her TED Talks and
read all of Brené’s books.
2. The

Willpower

Instinct

by

Kelly

McGonigal
3. Playing Big by Tara Mohr
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