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Emotional Eating

What Is Emotional Eating?
Emotional eating is when people use food as a way to deal with feelings instead of to satisfy hunger. We've all been
there, finishing a whole bag of chips out of boredom or downing cookie after cookie while cramming for a big test.
But when done a lot — especially without realizing it — emotional eating can affect weight, health, and overall well-
being.

Not many of us make the connection between eating and our feelings. But understanding what drives emotional
eating can help people take steps to change it.

One of the biggest myths about emotional eating is that it's prompted by negative feelings. Yes, people often turn to
food when they're stressed out, lonely, sad, anxious, or bored. But emotional eating can be linked to positive feelings
too, like the romance of sharing dessert on Valentine's Day or the celebration of a holiday feast.

Sometimes emotional eating is tied to major life events, like a death or a divorce. More often, though, it's the
countless little daily stresses that cause someone to seek comfort or distraction in food.

People learn emotional eating patterns: A child who is given candy after a big achievement may grow up using candy
as a reward for a job well done. A kid who is given cookies as a way to stop crying may learn to link cookies with
comfort.

It's not easy to "unlearn" patterns of emotional eating. But it is possible. And it starts with an awareness of what's
going on.

"Comfort" Foods
We all have our own comfort foods. Interestingly, they may vary according to moods and gender. One study found
that happy people seem to want to eat things like pizza, while sad people prefer ice cream and cookies. Bored people
crave salty, crunchy things, like chips. Researchers also found that guys seem to prefer hot, homemade comfort
meals, like steaks and casseroles. Girls go for chocolate and ice cream.

This can make you wonder: Why does no one take comfort in carrots and celery sticks? High-fat foods, like ice
cream, may activate chemicals in the body that create a sense of contentment and fulfillment. This almost addictive
quality may actually make you reach for these foods again when feeling upset.

Physical Hunger vs. Emotional Hunger
We're all emotional eaters to some extent (who hasn't suddenly found room for dessert after a filling dinner?). But for
some people, emotional eating can be a real problem, causing serious weight gain or cycles of binge eating.

The trouble with emotional eating is that once the pleasure of eating is gone, the feelings that cause it remain. And
you often may feel worse about eating the amount or type of food you did. That's why it helps to know the
differences between physical hunger and emotional hunger.

Next time you reach for a snack, check in and see which type of hunger is driving it.

Physical hunger:

comes on gradually and can be postponed
can be satisfied with any number of foods
means you're likely to stop eating when full
doesn't cause feelings of guilt

Emotional hunger:

feels sudden and urgent
causes very specific cravings (e.g., for pizza or ice cream)
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you tend to eat more than you normally would
can cause guilt afterward

Questions to Ask Yourself
You can also ask yourself these questions about your eating:

Have I been eating larger portions than usual?

Do I eat at unusual times?

Do I feel a loss of control around food?

Am I anxious over something, like school, a social situation, or an event where my abilities might be tested?

Has there been a big event in my life that I'm having trouble dealing with?

Am I overweight, or has there recently been a big jump in my weight?

Do other people in my family use food to soothe their feelings too?

If you answered yes to many of these questions, then it's possible that eating has become a coping mechanism
instead of a way to fuel your body.

Breaking the Cycle
Managing emotional eating means finding other ways to deal with the situations and feelings that make someone turn
to food.

For example, do you come home from school each day and automatically head to the kitchen? Stop and ask yourself,
"Am I really hungry?" Is your stomach growling? Are you having difficulty concentrating or feeling irritable? If these
signs point to hunger, choose something light and healthy to take the edge off until dinner.

Not really hungry? If looking for food after school has just become part of your routine, think about why. Then try to
change the routine. Instead of eating when you get in the door, take a few minutes to transition from one part of
your day to another. Go over the things that happened that day. Acknowledge how they made you feel: Happy?
Grateful? Excited? Angry? Worried? Jealous? Left out?

Tips to Try
Try these three tips to help get emotional eating under control:

1. Explore why you're eating and find a replacement activity.

For example:

If you're bored or lonely, call or text a friend or family member.

If you're stressed out, try a yoga routine. Or listen to some feel-good tunes and let off some steam by jogging
in place, doing jumping jacks, or dancing around your room until the urge to eat passes.

If you're tired, rethink your bedtime routine. Tiredness can feel a lot like hunger, and food won't help if
sleepless nights are causing daytime fatigue.

If you're eating to procrastinate, open those books and get that homework over with. You'll feel better
afterwards (honestly!).

2. Write down the emotions that trigger your eating. One of the best ways to keep track is with a mood and
food journal. Write down what you ate, how much, and how you felt as you ate (e.g., bored, happy, worried, sad,
mad) and whether you were really hungry or just eating for comfort.

Through journaling, you'll start to see patterns emerging between what you feel and what you eat. You'll be able to
use this information to make better choices (like choosing to clear your head with a walk around the block instead of
a bag of chips).

3. Pause and "take 5" before you reach for food. Too often, we rush through the day without really checking in
with ourselves. We're so stressed, overscheduled, and plugged-in that we lose out on time to reflect.

Getting Help
Even when we understand what's going on, many of us still need help breaking the cycle of emotional eating. It's not
easy — especially when emotional eating has already led to weight and self-esteem issues. So don't go it alone when
you don't have to.
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Take advantage of expert help. Counselors and therapists can help you deal with your feelings. Nutritionists can help
you identify your eating patterns and get you on track with a better diet. Fitness experts can get your body's feel-
good chemicals firing through exercise instead of food.

If you're worried about your eating habits, talk to your doctor. He or she can help you reach your weight-loss goals
and put you in touch with professionals who can help you get on a path to a new, healthier relationship with food.
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Smart Snacking

Between school, homework, sports, your after-school job, and hanging out with friends, it may feel like there's no
time for healthy eating. And when you do stop to eat, it's probably tempting to go the quick and easy route by
grabbing a burger and fries, potato chips, or candy.

But it is possible to treat yourself to a healthy snack. In fact, if you have a hectic schedule, it's even more important
to eat healthy foods that give you the fuel you need to keep going.

Even if you take time to eat three meals a day, you may still feel hungry at times. What's the answer? Healthy
snacks. Snacking on nutritious food can keep your energy level high and your mind alert without taking up a lot of
your time.

Why Healthy Snacking Is Good for You
You may have noticed that you feel hungry a lot. This is natural — during adolescence, the body needs more
nutrients to grow as it should. Snacks are a terrific way to satisfy that hunger and get all the vitamins and nutrients
your body needs.

To keep energy levels going — and avoid weight gain — steer clear of foods with lots of added sugars like candy bars
or soda. Look for foods that contain fiber like whole-grain breads, cereals, fruit, and vegetables and combine them
with protein-rich snacks such as peanut butter or low-fat yogurt or cheese.

Judging Whether Snacks Are Healthy
Choosing healthy snacks means shopping smart. Be cautious of the health claims on food packages. Here are some
things to watch out for:

Just because something is "all natural" or "pure" doesn't necessarily mean that it's nutritious. For example,
"all natural" juice drinks or sodas can be filled with sugar (which is, after all, a natural ingredient) but all that
sugar means they'll be high in calories and give you little nutrition.

A granola bar is a good example of a snack that seems healthy. Although granola bars can be a good source of
certain vitamins and nutrients, many also contain a great deal of fat, including a particularly harmful type of
fat called trans fat. And there can be a lot of sugar in granola cereals and bars. Check the Nutrition Facts
label on the package to be sure.

Be skeptical of low-fat food claims, too. If the fat has been eliminated or cut back, the amount of sugar in the
food might have increased to keep that food tasting good. Many low-fat foods have nearly as many calories as
their full-fat versions.

Whatever claims a food's manufacturer writes on the front of the package, you can judge whether a food is healthy
for you by reading the ingredients and the nutrition information on the food label.

Smart Snacking Strategies
Here are some ways to make healthy snacking part of your everyday routine:

Prepare healthy snacks in advance. Did you know that you can make your own granola or trail mix? When
you make something yourself, you get to control the ingredients and put in what's good for you! You also can
keep plenty of fresh fruit and veggies at home to take on the go. Cut up melons or vegetables like celery and
carrots in advance. Keep the servings in bags in the fridge, ready to grab and go.

Keep healthy snacks with you. Make it a habit to stash some fruit, whole-grain crackers, or baby carrots in
your backpack or workout bag so you always have some healthy food nearby.

Make it interesting. Healthy snacking doesn't have to be boring as long as you give yourself a variety of
choices. Whole-wheat pretzels with spicy mustard, rice cakes with peanut butter and raisins, or low-fat fruit
yogurt are healthy, tasty, and easy.
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Satisfy cravings with healthier approaches. If you're crazy for chocolate, try a hot chocolate drink instead
of a chocolate bar. An 8-ounce mug of hot chocolate has only 140 calories and 3 grams of fat. The
average chocolate bar, on the other hand, has 230 calories and 13 grams of fat. Substitute nonfat frozen
yogurt or sorbet for ice cream. If you're craving savory munchies, snack on baked tortilla chips instead of
regular corn chips and pair them with salsa instead of sour cream. Or satisfy salt cravings with pretzels
instead of chips.

Read serving size information. What looks like a small package of cookies can contain 2 or more servings
— which means double or even triple the amounts of fat, calories, and sugar shown on the label.

Don't slip up after dinner. Evenings can be a tempting time to indulge in sugary, fatty snacks. If you're really feeling
hungry, don't ignore it. Instead, pick the right snacks to fill the hunger gap. Whole-wheat fig bars, rice cakes, or air-
popped popcorn can do the trick, as can fruit paired with cheese or yogurt.

Treats to Try
Here are a few healthy snacking ideas:

Ants on a log: Spread peanut butter on celery sticks and top with raisins.

Banana ice: Peel several very ripe bananas, break them into 1-inch pieces, and freeze the pieces in a sealed
plastic bag. Just before serving, whirl the pieces in the blender with a small amount of water or juice. Serve
right away. Add berries for a different flavor or top with fruit or nuts.

Healthy ice pops: Freeze fresh, unsweetened 100% juice in ice pop molds or ice cube trays.

Whole-grain pita and hummus: Warm a pita in the oven on low, then cut it into small triangles. Dip it in a
tasty, low-fat hummus. Hummus is available in yummy flavors like garlic and spicy red pepper. Hummus also
makes a tasty dip for cut–up veggies.

Happy trails mix: Combine 1 cup whole-grain toasted oat cereal with ¼ cup chopped walnuts and ¼ cup
dried cranberries for a healthy trail mix.

As with everything, moderation is the key to smart snacking. People who eat regular meals and healthy snacks are
less likely to overeat and gain weight than people who skip meals or go for long periods without eating and then scarf
down a large order of fries.

It's natural to feel hungrier at certain times — like between a long afternoon of classes and your swim meet. Knowing
how much food your body needs to satisfy this hunger is critical. A handful of walnuts is great brain food before
sitting down to do that math homework. But a whole bag won't help you add anything — except pounds!
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How Much Food Should I Eat?

Portion Distortion
People today eat way more than they used to — and way more than they need to. This means that they're constantly
taking in more calories than their bodies can burn. Unfortunately, lots of us don't realize that we're eating too much
because we've become so used to seeing (and eating!) large portions.

People who consistently overeat are likely to become overweight. They also risk getting a number of medical
problems, including high blood pressure, high cholesterol, type 2 diabetes, bone and joint problems, breathing and
sleeping problems, and even depression. Later in life, people who are overweight or obese are at greater risk for
heart disease, heart failure, and stroke.

It's easy to understand why the food industry tends to serve way more food than is necessary: Customers love to
feel like they're getting the best value for their money! But the value meal is no deal when it triples our calories and
sets the stage for health problems.

So what can you do to take back control? A good place to start is knowing about two things that can help you eat
smart: serving sizes and recommended amounts of different foods.

Help Yourself: The Truth About Serving Sizes
Look at the label on any product package and you'll see a nutrition information section that gives a serving size for
that food. Contrary to popular belief, this serving size is not telling you the amount you should be eating. It's simply
a guide to help you see how many calories and nutrients — as well as how much fat, sugar, and salt — you get from
eating a specific quantity of that food.

Sometimes the serving size on a package will be a lot less than you are used to eating. In some cases, like
vegetables, it's perfectly OK (and even a good idea) to eat more than the serving size listed on the package.

But when it comes to foods that are high in calories, fat, or sugar, the serving size can alert you that you may be
getting more than is healthy. Let's say you buy a 3-ounce bag of cookies and you eat the whole bag. If the label
shows the serving size is 1 ounce, not only did you have 3 servings, you also had 3 times the listed calories as well
as 3 times the sugar.

Eat Smart: What's Recommended
Serving sizes tell you how much nutrition you're getting from a particular food. They don't tell you which foods you
need to stay healthy, though. That's where the U.S. Department of Agriculture's MyPlate comes in.

MyPlate is divided into four sections with dairy on the side to represent the five food groups:

1. fruits
2. vegetables
3. grains
4. protein
5. dairy

There's a website, ChooseMyPlate.gov, that offers guidelines to help people figure out how much of these foods they
should eat based on age, gender, and activity level.

The Divided Plate and Other Portion Tips
Serving sizes on food labels and recommended amounts on the ChooseMyPlate site are usually given in grams,
ounces, or cups. Of course, most of us don't carry around food scales and measuring cups. So how can we translate
those amounts into quantities we can relate to? That's where the following visual cues come in. (Just be warned:
Some might seem small, especially to recovering super-sizers!)

One easy way to size up portions if you don't have any measurements is to use your hand as a guide:
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A clenched fist is about a cup — and a cup is the amount experts recommend for a portion of pasta, rice,
cereal, vegetables, and fruit.

A meat portion should be about as big as your palm.

Limit the amount of added fats (like butter, mayo, or salad dressing) to the size of the top of your thumb.

Another great way to visualize appropriate portions is to use the concept of the "divided plate." Think of your plate as
divided into four equal sections. Use one of the top quarters for protein. Use the other top quarter for starch,
preferably a whole grain. Then fill the bottom half with veggies (or a combination of vegetables and fruit). None of
the foods should overlap — or be piled high! Not only will dividing your plate like this help you keep portions under
control, it can also help you to balance your meals.

Portion-Control Tips
Being aware of realistic portion sizes and using the "divided plate" concept can help you avoid overeating. But
sometimes these visual cues can be hard — especially when foods are difficult to measure, like a sandwich. It can
also be hard to estimate foods like chips and cookies that you might eat right out of the bag.

More tips for portion control:

Eat your meals on a smaller plate so your meal looks larger. A sandwich on a dinner-size plate looks lost; on
an appetizer plate it looks downright hefty.

Avoid taking an entire bag of chips or a container of ice cream to the couch. You're far less likely to overdo it if
you put your snack in a bowl, and sit at the table to eat it.

Don't eat in front of the TV or other screens.

Try single-serving size foods to help your body learn what an appropriate portion size is.

Eat three well-balanced meals (with vegetables, fruit, proteins, and starch) and one or two healthy snacks at
regular times throughout the day. Skipping meals or waiting too long between them can make you more likely
to overdo it at the next meal.

Add more salads, other vegetables, and fruit to your diet, especially at the start of a meal. This can help
control hunger and give a sense of fullness while controlling calorie intake.

Try not to rush through your meals. Eat slowly and chew well — giving yourself a chance to feel full before you
take more. If you do want seconds, go for more salad or veggies.

Be aware that most restaurant portions are three or four times the right serving size. Try sharing meals with
friends, ordering an appetizer as a main dish, or packing up the extra to take home before you begin to eat.

Don't be tempted to go for the giant value meal or the jumbo drink just because they're only a few cents more
than the regular size.

Most important, make it a habit to let your stomach rather than your eyes tell you when you're done with a meal. The
key to maintaining a healthy weight is to listen to your body's natural signals about when it's hungry and when it's
full.
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Food Labels

The nutrition facts label on your favorite breakfast cereal tells you it's full of vitamins and minerals. So it must be
healthy, right?

Just because a food is high in vitamins doesn't mean it's healthy overall. Sure, it's great that your favorite cereal
gives you a shot of vitamins and minerals. But what if it's also loaded with sugar?

Eating healthy means choosing lots of different types of food throughout the day to get all the nutrients you need,
such as vitamins, minerals, carbohydrates, fiber, and — yes — even fat.

So how do you figure all this out? Thank goodness for food labels!

Your Cheat Sheet to Good Eats
Labels give you information that can help you decide what to choose as part of an overall healthy eating plan. For
example, it may be OK to eat a sugary cereal if you make up for it by not eating much sugary stuff for the rest of the
day. Checking the labels on foods can alert you when a food is high in something like sugar so you can be prepared
to make tradeoffs.

Food labels provide more than just nutrition facts, though. They also tell you what's in a packaged food (i.e., the
ingredients). Some food labels also state which country the food came from, whether the food is organic, and certain
health claims.

So who decides what information goes on a food label? In the United States, it's the Food and Drug Administration
(FDA) and the Department of Agriculture (USDA). These agencies require that all food labels show the same nutrition
and health information. This allows consumers to compare different foods and make the choices that are right for
them.

The FDA and USDA regulate any health claims that companies make on their food labels. When a food says "light"
("lite") or "low fat" on the label, it must meet strict government definitions in order to make that claim. Foods that
are labeled "USDA organic" are required to have at least 95% organic ingredients.

Making Food Labels Work for You
The first step in making food labels work for you is to look at the entire label. If you focus on only one part — like
calories or vitamins — you may not be getting the full story, like how much sugar or fat is in the product. (Check out
our mac and cheese example below to see why the full story is important.)

Serving Size
Always start with the serving size amount. That's because all the information on the rest of the label — from calories
to vitamins — is based on that amount.

Take note of how much a serving is (e.g., 1 cup, 8 oz). Sometimes a serving size will be way less than you're used to
eating — like only half a cup of cereal. So make sure you check what it is!

The label will also list how many servings are in the package. Even things that seem like they'd be a single serving,
such as a bottle of juice or packet of chips, may contain more than one serving. If you eat or drink the whole thing,
you're getting more vitamins and minerals but you're also getting way more calories, sugar, fat, and other stuff that
you might not want.

Calories
A calorie is a way to measure how much energy a food provides to your body. The number on the food label shows
how many calories are in one serving of that food. To get a rough idea of how many calories you need to eat each
day, check out the personalized plan calculator on the U.S. government's ChooseMyPlate website.

The calories from fat number tells you how many calories in that serving come from fat. For most people, about 30%
of all the calories they eat in a day should come from fat. So if you eat 2,000 calories a day, about 600 of these
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calories should come from fat.

More Stats to Know
Percent Daily Value
These percentages show the amounts of nutrients an average person will get from eating one serving of that food.
For the purposes of food labels, the government chose an "average" person as someone who needs 2,000 calories a
day. So if the label on a particular food shows it provides 25% of vitamin D, that 25% is for a person who eats 2,000
calories a day.

The percent daily value information can be complicated. But one thing it makes easy is showing at a glance if a food
is high or low in a particular nutrient. Here's how:

If a food has a daily value of 5% or less of a nutrient, it is considered to be low in that nutrient.

A food is a good source of a nutrient if the percent daily value is between 10% and 19%.

If the food has 20% or more of the daily value, it is considered an excellent source of that nutrient.

Fat
Total fat shows how much fat is in a single serving of food. Although eating too much fat can lead to obesity and
health problems, our bodies do need some fat every day. Fats are an important source of energy and provide
insulation and cushioning for the skin, bones, and internal organs. Fat also distributes and helps the body store
certain vitamins.

Fat is usually measured in grams. A good rule of thumb for keeping to the 30% calories from fat rule is to check the
label and choose foods that have less than 3 grams of fat or less for every 100 calories in a serving.

Some fats are better than others. Unsaturated fats, which are found in vegetable oils, nuts, and fish, are often
called "good fats." That's because they don't raise cholesterol levels like saturated fats and trans fats do. Both
saturated and trans fats are considered "bad" because they can increase a person's risk for developing heart disease.
These types of fat are solid at room temperature (picture them clogging your arteries).

Saturated fats usually come from animal products like cheese, meats, and ice cream. Trans fats are naturally found
in these foods too, but they are also in vegetable oils that have been specially treated (hydrogenated) so they are
solid at room temperature — like shortening. The amount of saturated and trans fats that are in a food are shown
below total fat on the nutrition facts label. Less than 10% of calories should come from saturated fats and try to keep
trans fats as low as possible.

Cholesterol
Cholesterol isn't entirely bad for you — it's important to production of vitamin D and some hormones, and to building
many other substances in the body. The liver manufactures most of the cholesterol a person needs, but cholesterol is
also found in the foods we eat.

Blood cholesterol comes in two major types: HDL (the "good" kind) and LDL (the "bad" kind). Too much LDL
cholesterol in a person's blood increases the risk of heart disease. So it's a good idea for even teens to watch how
much cholesterol they eat, along with saturated and trans fats, which tend to raise levels of LDL cholesterol in the
blood.

More Stats to Know (continued)
Sodium
Sodium is a component of salt. Almost all foods contain sodium because it adds flavor and helps preserve food.
Processed, packaged, and canned foods usually have more sodium than freshly made foods.

Small amounts of sodium keep proper body fluid balance. Sodium also helps the body transmit electrical signals
through nerves. But too much sodium can increase water retention and blood pressure in people who are sensitive to
it.

Total Carbohydrate
This amount covers all carbohydrates, including fiber and sugar. The best sources of carbohydrates are fruits and
vegetables, along with whole-grain foods like cereals, breads, pasta, and brown rice. Most of your daily calorie intake
should come from carbohydrates.

Sugars are found in most foods. When a food contains lots of sugar, the calories can add up quickly. Soda, snack
foods and other foods that are high in added sugar are considered "empty calories" because they usually don't offer a
lot of other nutrients.
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Sugars are listed separately under Total Carbohydrates. Checking sugar quantities on labels can be really eye
opening. Often there's way more than you'd expect. For example, sometimes manufacturers cut back on fat but add
sugar to keep a food tasting good. With a little label study, you may notice that some low-fat foods have nearly as
many calories as their regular versions.

Fiber
Fiber is not digested and helps keep your digestive system healthy. Fiber can also help reduce cholesterol levels. Best
of all, fiber has no calories and it can help you feel full. So check the label and pick foods that have at least 3 grams
of fiber per serving.

Protein
Most of the body — including muscles, skin, and the immune system — is made up of protein. If the body doesn't get
enough fat and carbohydrates, it can use protein for energy. So be sure the foods you eat give you some protein.

Vitamins and Minerals
It goes without saying that you want to choose foods that are high in a variety of vitamins and minerals. The FDA
requires food manufacturers to include information about vitamin A, vitamin C, calcium and iron. Sometimes you'll
see other important vitamins and minerals listed on the label, especially if the product contains significant amounts.
Some vitamins — like vitamin C — are water soluble, which means that the body can't store them so they need to be
consumed daily.

Food labels can't tell you what foods to eat — that's your decision! But they can help you find foods that taste good
and treat your body right.

Reviewed by: Steven Dowshen, MD
Date reviewed: June 2018

Note: All information on TeensHealth® is for educational purposes only. For specific medical advice,
diagnoses, and treatment, consult your doctor.

© 1995-2020 The Nemours Foundation. All rights reserved.

Images provided by The Nemours Foundation, iStock, Getty Images, Veer, Shutterstock, and Clipart.com.

http://www.nemours.org/
https://www.nemours.org/welcome.html?utm_source=khreview&utm_medium=nem&utm_campaign=steven-dowshen

