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EMOTIONAL VS. PHYSICAL HUNGER 

“Stress can not exist in the presence of a pie.” 

This is a big topic.  We are going to brush the surface of it in this 

module.  Many of us struggle with emotional eating.  Emotional 

eating is completely normal and part of having a healthy 

relationship with food.  However, emotional eating can quickly 

become a problem.  How do we know that it is a problem?  We 

know this from the following ways: 

We are holding excess weight because of it. 

We turn to food to ease emotions all the time, both positive and 

negative emotions. 

We feel shame and/or guilt when we emotionally eat. 

Emotional eating derails us and we can’t start eating in a healthy 

way afterwards. 

When we are not allowing ourselves to feel our emotions and 

respond to them with what we really need. 

Food is the only we are dealing with emotions. 

First, we need to start identifying the different ways emotional 

hunger and physical hunger feels in the body. 



PHYSICAL HUNGER 

*Rumbling or growling in the belly 

*Empty feeling in belly 

*Low energy 

*Comes on gradually and increases with time. 

*A headache, if you haven’t eaten in a long time. 

EMOTIONAL HUNGER 

*Feeling a negative emotion: stress, anger, frustration, sadness, 

loneliness, anxiety 

*Feeling a positive emotion: celebrating an event 

*Comes on suddenly 

*The drive to eat is very strong 

Here’s the tricky thing with emotional eating.  It works!  We eat in

response to most emotions to numb ourselves from feeling it, to 

distract ourselves, and to help ourselves feel better. It can be 

really uncomfortable to sit in our emotions and really feel what’s 

going on.  It’s normal for your brain to look for an immediate way 

to comfort you.  It’s a very strong habit pattern that is built into us

from early on in life.  When we eat certain foods, mainly those 

high in carbohydrates, fat and sugar, it releases feel good 

hormones in our brains.  So, it really does make us feel better, 

initially!   

The problem is, later on, we don’t feel good anymore.  Those feel 

good hormones in our body decrease and we are still left with the 

uncomfortable emotion.  Now, in addition to the emotion, we feel 

over full, bloated and guilty for eating.  Guess what that does?  



 It brings you right back to turning to food due to an 

uncomfortable feeling!  You feel bad and guilty, which leads to 

eating, we feel good for a short time, until we don’t.  Then, we 

feel more shame and guilt.  It’s a vicious cycle! 

 

Let’s talk about our emotions now.  Our bodies are so cool.  Our 

body gives us the gift of feeling different emotions.  Our 

emotions are signals.  They tell us when something is off either 

internally or externally.  When we use food to numb or distract 

ourselves from our emotions, we are missing the red flag our 

body is sending us.  By using food to distract ourselves from the 

emotion, we get an immediate need filled: the need to not feel 

the emotion.  But we aren’t getting the underlying need met 

that the emotion is trying to help us see.  So, the emotion won’t 

go away. 

 

Once we realize this, we can start becoming more aware of what

we are feeling and why.  All of the things you have learned up 

until this point, the mindfulness work, the conscious eating 

habits, the hunger and fullness signals, will help you with this 

work.  Our emotions are a gift.  I know it doesn’t always seem 

like that, but they will guide you to what you really need.  When 

we start identifying our emotions and giving ourselves what we 

really need, we begin living more in alignment with our true 

selves. 

 

When you find yourself feeling a strong emotion and the urge to 

eat, try this.   

 

“Thank you body for sending me this feeling.  What do I really 

need right now?  Will this help me?”  Grab your journal and 

write it out!   

 



 

Remember, we are NOT judging ourselves.  If you choose to eat, 

that’s okay.  If you tell yourself you can not eat in response to the 

emotion, the urge will become stronger. 

 

If you notice patterns, like feeling stressed at night or overeating 

when you get home from work, take notice.  Is there a way you can 

be proactive to lessen this emotional response? 

 

This takes practice!  Let us know how you are doing with this work. 

 We are here to help! 


