
 

 
 

  

          

 

 

 

What’s the difference between emotional 
hunger and physical hunger? 

 
Emotional hunger comes on suddenly.  It hits you in 
an instant and feels overwhelming and urgent.  Physical 
hunger comes on more gradually.  The urge to eat doesn’t 
feel as dire or demand  instant satisfaction. 
 
Emotional hunger craves specific comfort foods.  
When you’re physically hungry, almost anything sounds 
good—including vegetables.  But emotional  hunger craves 
junk food or sugary snacks that provide  instant 
nourishment. 
 
Emotional hunger often leads to mindless eating.  
Before you know it, you’ve eaten a whole bag of chips or an 
entire pint of ice cream without really paying attention or 
fully enjoying it.  When you’re eating in response to physical 
hunger, you’re typically more aware of what you’re doing. 
 
Emotional hunger isn’t satisfied once you’re full.  
You keep wanting more and more, often eating until you’re 
uncomfortably stuffed.  Physical hunger, on the other hand, 
doesn’t need to be stuffed.  You feel satisfied when your 
stomach is full. 
 
Emotional hunger isn’t located in the stomach.  
Rather than a growing belly or a pang in your stomach, you 
feel your hunger as a craving you can’t get out of your head.  
You’re focused on specific textures, tastes, and smells. 
 
Emotional hunger often leads to regret, guilt, or 
shame.  When you eat to satisfy physical hunger, you’re 
unlikely to feel guilty or ashamed because you’re simply 
giving your body what it needs.  If you feel guilty after you 
eat, it’s likely because you know deep down that you’re not 
eating for nutritious reasons. 

 
 
 

Eat Mindfully ……. Mindful eating means being fully 
attentive to your food—as you buy, prepare, serve, and 
consume it.  There are 8 steps to eating mindfully. 
 
1. Begin with your shopping list.  Consider the 

health value of every item you add to your list and stick 
to it to a voice impulse buying.  Fill most of your cart in 
the produce section and avoid the center aisles. 

 
2. Come to the table with an appetite – but not 

when ravenously hungry.  If you skip meals, you 
may be so eager to get anything in your stomach that 
your first priority is filling the void instead of enjoying 
your food. 

 
3. Start with a small portion.  It may be helpful to 

limit the size of your plate to nine inches or less. 
 
4. Appreciate your food.  Pause for a minute or two 

before you begin eating to contemplate everything and 
everyone it took to bring the meal to your table.  
Silently express your gratitude for the opportunity to 
enjoy delicious food. 

 
5. Bring all your senses to the meal.  When you’re 

cooking, serving, and eating your food, be attentive to 
color, texture, aroma, and even the sounds different 
foods make as you prepare them.  As you chew your 
food, try identifying all the ingredients, especially 
seasonings. 

 
6. Take small bites.  It’s easier to taste food completely 

when your mouth isn’t full.  Put down your utensil 
between bites. 

 
7. Chew thoroughly.  Chew well until you can taste the 

essence of the food.  You may be surprised at all the 
flavors that are released. 

 
8. Eat slowly.  If you follow the advice above, you won’t 

bolt your food down.  Devote at least five minutes to 
mindful eating before you chat with your 
tablemates.
 

How to Recognize Emotional Eating and Stress Eating 
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Behavioral Health Tip - 2 

What is Emotional Eating?    Emotional eating (or stress eating) is using food to make yourself feel better—eating to satisfy 
emotional needs, rather than to satisfy physical hunger.   Occasionally using food as a pick me up, or to celebrate isn’t necessarily a bad 
thing.   However, emotional hunger can’t be filled with food. Eating may feel good in the moment, but the feelings that triggered the 
eating are still there.   And you often feel worse than you did before because of the unnecessary calories you’ve just consumed. 

 


