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Module 5

From Intuitive Eating by Evelyn Tribole and Evelyn Resch

A craving for certain foods, or simply a desire to eat can be triggered by a variety of feelings and situations. 

Some people use food to cope when they have no idea that’s what they’re doing. They think they are overeating, 
just because it tastes good and deny or minimize that they’re eating emotionally. If you find that you’re doing 
quite a bit of eating when you are not biologically hungry, then there’s a good chance you are using food to 
cope. You may not have deep seated emotional reasons to eat, but just getting through life’s hassles with some 
of its irksome tasks and boredom, can trigger you to seek food to make it all easier. The best way to gauge 
whether you’re using food in this way or not, is to ask yourself the following question,

“If my body only needs a certain amount of food to feel satisfied, but I continue to eat after I’m 
 full, then what other need am I trying to fill with food?”

Here are some feelings food might be trying to take care of:

Boredom and Procrastination

One of the most common reasons you may eat when you are not hungry is boredom. Studies have shown, 
regardless of a persons weight, boredom is one of the most common triggers of emotional eating. In boredom 
eating, food is used as a way to fill time as well as a way of putting off mundane work. For some people the 
thought of the food and the actual experience of going for it and eating it breaks the tedium. 

Here are some situations that produce boredom eating:

 •  Lying around on a Sunday afternoon when you’ve made no plans for the day

 •  Getting through studying, paperwork, or a writing project

 •  Watching a boring night of TV with nothing else to do but take food breaks

 •  Killing time, waiting for something to start - a meeting or appointment perhaps

Overworked people can experience this type of eating. Some feel they should always be doing something 
productive. The moment a tiny hole in the schedule opens up, they feel the need to fill it, often with food. It’s 
acceptable to eat, but not to rest. 

Bribery and Reward

Have you ever promised yourself you could have a treat once you completed a task? If so, you have 
experienced reward eating. It’s not unusual to use food as a motivation to accomplish undesired tasks. For 
example:

•  Children are often bribed with treats - candy or ice cream, if they behave.

•  People ofter reward themselves for working hard - at work, at home, at school, at the gym - with that extra  
    snack, treat or meal. 

Using food as reward can be self-perpetuating, as there will always be ongoing tasks and challenges in daily 
life, which can be made more tolerable if they’re mitigated by food gifts and if there is something tasty to look 
forward to at the end. 
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Excitement

Food and the eating experience itself can serve as a way to add excitement when life begins to feel dull. At a 
subtle level, planning a special meal or making a reservation at a favourite restaurant can create a sense of 
excitement. 

The notion of going on a diet can trigger excited feelings of hope. This is one of the reasons dieting is so 
alluring. The thought of a new diet and the payoffs give a rush of adrenaline, imagining a new body and a new 
life. When the diet fails, the excitement is replaced with despair. At this point the experience of going to the 
store to buy large quantities of forbidden foods can be one way to re-create the excitement. And then the cycle 
continues. It’s exciting but at what cost?

Soothing

It’s not hard to understand the soothing power food can provide. It can be more appealing to go to the kitchen 
for cookies and milk than to sit on the couch and experience uncomfortable feelings. This is especially true if 
the cookies and milk remind you of a time that was pleasant and life a lot less complicated. Habitually eating to 
soothe what ails you, can evolve into a problem with food. 

Food can have other symbolic meanings of comfort. Eating lots of candy in your life as a way to bring 
sweetness, eating comfort foods your mother made as a child etc. 

Love

Food can be connected to the feeling of being loved. There is certainly a romantic link with food. Chocolate on 
Valentines Day. An intimate candle lit, home cooked, dinner for two when dating. Many people describe how the 
only way their parents showed love was through food. Some people aren’t able to show physical affection or 
speak in loving ways, but food is always plentiful and can represent love. 

Frustration, Anger and Rage

If you find yourself going through a bag of hard crunchy pretzels or chips when you are not hungry, you may 
be frustrated or angry. The physical act of biting, chomping and crunching can serve as a way to release these 
feelings for some people. 

Stress

Many people turn to the nearest food when they are stressed. Others avoid food when under stress. The rush 
of adrenaline during stressful times sets in motion a cascade of biological events to provide immediate energy. 
As a result blood sugar is elevated and digestion is slowed. these two factors alone can suppress hunger 
and heighten satiety when eating. This is our fight or flight response. It makes sense when fighting off a man 
eating tiger, but today we experience it in our everyday. When it becomes chronic it can actually lead to obesity. 
Chronic stress also raises cortisol, and prolonged high levels of cortisol can increase abdominal fat. These 
biological factors are only compounded if you cope with stress by eating. 

Anxiety

Worries, of any magnitude can trigger an urgent need to eat to relieve the anxiety. Sometimes generalized 
anxiety can be described as that uncomfortable feeling that you can’t quite pinpoint. Like butterflies in your 
stomach. Since it’s located in the stomach we often want to eat. 
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Mild depression

It’s not uncommon for people to turn to food when they are mildly depressed. In mild depression, weight gain is 
often seen, especially in dieters. 

Being Connected

The need to feel part of a group or to feel a connection to others can be very powerful for some people and can 
affect how and what they eat. You may not even like or enjoy the food that is begin served but you eat to fit in. 
Can you think of a time you have eaten to be part of a crowd? 

Loosening the reins

Frequently people who are highly successful in every other aspect of their lives, except in their eating, discount 
their accomplishments. They feel as if their food problems indicate they are truly failures in life. In most cases, 
overeating is the only mechanism that these types of people have for letting go and letting loose the tight 
reins they have on their lives. Sometimes their only outlet from a very self-imposed militaristic, rigid lifestyle, is 
overeating. Sometimes this is the only way of letting off steam.


