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Many people are familiar with the term “emotional eating,” and many engage in 
emotional eating from time to time! Emotional eating is exactly what it sounds like: 
eating in response to emotions or emotional situations. People often eat when they 
experience anger, sadness, and/or loneliness.  

Emotional eating usually feels very sudden. It can be urgent, and you find yourself 
rummaging through your purse or desk drawers. Sometimes when you are experiencing 
a particular emotion, you want something very specific. You run around the office, 
frantically reporting, “I need chocolate. Who has some chocolate?”   

Many times, emotional eating is mindless eating. You don’t really even enjoy what 
you’re eating. Emotional eating is also often very unsatisfying—maybe because you 
didn’t even pay attention to the taste. You were busy eating because of a feeling. The 
truth is, you were likely trying to not feel whatever it is you were experiencing 
emotionally by stuffing the feeling down with food: food that you neither tasted nor 
enjoyed, and often feel guilty about eating.   

Emotional eating is one of the big reasons we need to talk about the role of feelings 
when it comes to weight loss and weight maintenance.   

If you tend to eat at your feelings, you need to learn some healthy ways to deal with 
your feelings, or you are likely to continue to eat in response to feelings or emotional 
situations. Doing that makes it hard to lose weight or keep it off. A lot of people are 
uncomfortable when they experience unpleasant emotions. Some people have difficulty 
allowing themselves to show anger. This may be due to having grown up seeing anger 
expressed by parents or others in very loud, aggressive, or violent ways. Therefore, 
when the person experiences anger within themselves, they try to silence it. Some 
people do this by eating to distract themselves from or to soothe painful emotions.  

There are a number of reasons people struggle to allow themselves to deal with 
feelings, and many people use food to avoid their feelings. If this is true for you, you 
may need to work through this with a professional and learn healthy ways to deal with 
your feelings. If you don’t, it could be difficult to keep weight off, if you manage to lose it 
in the first place.   

Let’s review a few things about feelings and how they can help you when it comes to 
losing weight and improving your emotional health. First of all, feelings are natural and 
normal. We all experience numerous feelings all day every day. What is unhealthy is 
trying to avoid our feelings.   



The Essential Roles of Feelings in Weight 
Loss 

 

Week 10 Behavior  

Many of us learn to avoid our feelings when we are young because we may have been 
sad, angry, scared, lonely, abandoned, criticized, discounted, or somehow given the 
message we were not good enough. As adults, any emotional situation that triggers 
those insecure feelings is met with a desire to shut those feelings down quickly. Food 
does that for a lot of people.   

Here’s the thing: feelings will not hurt you! They may be uncomfortable or bring back 
unpleasant thoughts or memories, but they are visitors. They come, and they go. They 
do not define you, so don’t define yourself by a feeling.  Say, “I am feeling anxious” 
rather than “I am anxious.” Say, “I’m experiencing deep sadness” rather than “I am 
sad.” You are a person with a full set of emotions that come and go. You are not a 
specific feeling.  

Learn to use your feelings to stop emotional eating and sabotaging your weight loss 
efforts. Here’s how this works: when you find yourself reaching for food, and it is not 
time for a meal, stop and ask yourself three questions:  

1. How am I feeling? 
2. What is this feeling tell me I need emotionally? 
3. What are some healthy ways I can get this need met? 

For example, you are home alone on a weekend night and you find yourself going 
through the cupboards and fridge, looking for something—anything—to eat, and you 
are returning to the kitchen quite regularly.  Stop! Ask:  

1. How/what am I feeling? “I’m feeling lonely.” 
2. What is the feeling telling me I need emotionally? “I need companionship.” 
3. What are some healthy ways I can get this need met? “I can call some people, 

get on an online support group, go to the book store and be around others, go 
visit someone, or do some volunteer activity. 

4. Then, do something besides eat to get your normal, healthy adult need met. 

Make friends with your enemies rather than running from them. Feelings are a great tool 
we can use to figure out what our emotional needs are. We are then responsible, as 
adults, to find healthy ways to get those needs met. Learning skills and using feelings to 
point out your emotional needs can make a big difference in terms of being better able 
to lose weight and keep it off. Why? Because you will reduce or eliminate emotional 
eating.  



The Essential Roles of Feelings in Weight 
Loss

Week 10 Behavior 

References: 
Faith, M. S., Allison, D. B., & Geliebter, A. (1997). Emotional eating and obesity: 
Theoretical considerations and practical recommendations.  

Blair, A. J., Lewis, V. J., & Booth, D. A. (1990). Does emotional eating interfere with 
success in attempts at weight control?. Appetite, 15(2), 151-157.  

Spoor, S. T., Bekker, M. H., Van Strien, T., & van Heck, G. L. (2007). Relations between 
negative affect, coping, and emotional eating. Appetite, 48(3), 368-376.  

https://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/weight-loss/in-depth/weight-
loss/art20047342  

https://www.healthline.com/health/emotional-eating#5 

https://consciousmindbody.com/5-things-need-stop-obsessing-food-emotional-eating/ 


