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Module 5

From Intuitive Eating by Evelyn Tribole and Evelyn Resch

Food can be used to cope with feelings in a myriad of ways. Using food in this way is not a component of 
biological hunger, but of emotional hunger. Emotional eating is triggered by feelings such as boredom or anger, 
not by actual hunger. These feelings can trigger anything from a benign nibble to an out-of-control binge. 

It’s important to understand that this coping mechanism lies on a continuum of intensity that begins at one end 
with mild almost universal sensory eating to the opposite end with numbing, often anesthetizing eating. 

      sensory gratification   -   comfort   -   distraction   -   sedation   -   punishment

Sensory gratification

The mildest and most common feeling that food can bring is pleasure. Don’t underestimate the importance of 
pleasing your palate. By letting yourself enjoy and appreciate eating, you will actually reduce the amount of food 
you need to feel satisfied and when biologically hungry. For example, allowing yourself to truly taste all of the 
special foods that appeal to you at Thanksgiving, without restriction, swill usually offset overeating. 

Comfort

Just the thought of certain foods has the ability to evoke feelings from a comfortable time or place. For example 
do you ever crave chicken soup when you are sick, or macaroni and cheese on dreary days because that’s 
what your mom made when growing up. These are examples of comfort foods. It’s normal to have a repertoire 
of these foods. If you want to curl up in front of the fireplace and sip cocoa with your dinner that’s fine. 
Occasionally eating comfort foods can be part of a healthy relationship with food, if you do it while staying in 
touch with your satiety levels and without guilt. If however, food is the first and only thing that comes to mind to 
take care of you when you are feeling sad, lonely or uncomfortable, it can be a destructive coping mechanism. 

Distraction

If you go a little further on the continuum, food can be used to distract you from feelings you choose not to 
experience. Using food to cope in this way can be troublesome, as it can be a seductive behaviour that blocks 
your ability to detect your initiative signals. It can also inhibit you from discovering the source of the feelings 
and taking care of your true needs. Whether you sit in front of the TV with a bag of chips to distract yourself 
from boredom or an unhappy relationship, or you go through a whole bowl of peanuts on your desk to distract 
yourself from an arduous meeting, this kind of eating needs to be confronted. There is nothing wrong with 
occasionally wanting to distract yourself from feelings. Experiencing your feelings 24 hours a day can be tedious 
and overwhelming. But food is not an appropriate distractor for temporary relief. 
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Sedation

A more serious form of using food to cope is eating for the purpose of numbing or anesthetizing. This form of 
eating can also be called a “food coma” and can possible lead to a “food hangover.” Eating to sedate yourself 
can be as emotionally dangerous as using drugs or alcohol. It keeps you from experiencing any feelings for 
extended periods of time. It becomes impossible to sense your intuitive signals of hunger and satiety, and it 
deprives you of the satisfying experience that food can bring to your life. Most people who use food in this 
way talk about feeling out of control, out of touch with life, and generally zoned out. They also have trouble 
recognizing basic sensations of hunger and fullness. When eating to numb and sedate is occasional and short 
run it tends to have little detrimental effect. But this kind of eating can escalate into habitual behaviour before 
you notice. 

Punishment

Sometimes eating for the purpose of sedation becomes so frequent and intense that self-blame ensues and 
ultimately triggers punishing behaviours. This may look like eating large quantities of food in an angry, forceful 
manner that makes you feel beaten up. This is the most severe form of emotional eating and can lead to the loss 
of self-esteem and self-hatred. There is no form of pleasure in this type of eating but used to punish and leads to 
the hatred of food. When you can tap into your inner nurturer and offer understanding and compassion this type 
of eating behaviour can disappear. If there is no crime committed, no punishment is required.


