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• Identify the causes and understand the  

impact of your emotional eating habits 
 

• Learn how to nourish yourself without food 
 

• Practical Mindful Eating exercises to raise 

awareness and promote choice 
 

• Unleash the shackles of emotional eating to 

find freedom and peace with food. 
 



How to overcome emotional eating    
 

Welcome!  I’m so pleased you’ve taken the leap to download this workbook on How to Overcome Emotional 

Eating.  If any of these sound familiar, the Mindful Eating practices on the following pages with help you 

rediscover a more peaceful and balanced relationship to food and eating.   

• You struggle with your weight but you just can’t seem to stick to a diet - life gets in the way and 

something always knocks you off course. 

• You really enjoy your food but you can’t stop eating, even when you’re full, and you often leave the 

table feeling uncomfortable. 

• You frequently eat when you’re not physically hungry but you don’t really know why the cupboard or 

the fridge is ‘calling you’. 

• You regularly turn to food to reward and comfort yourself and a cup of tea and biscuit at the end of a 

long day can easily lead to devouring the whole packet. 

• You find yourself eating when you experience strong emotions, and when the emotion has subsided, 

you’re left with feelings of frustration, guilt and shame as you realise how much you’ve eaten. 

• You often eat on autopilot: at high speed, not thinking and eating seems out of control. 

 

You want to be in charge of your food choices and eating behaviours  

instead of food being in charge of you. 
 

 

What is emotional eating? 

 

One of the essential aspects of Mindful Eating is becoming curious about the sensations of hunger. A 

rumbling tummy is certainly one manifestation of hunger, but as most of us eat when we’re not physically 

hungry there must be other forces at play. There are many reasons that compel us to eat and drink, and 

these are known as the Eight Hungers of Mindful Eating.  The most powerful hunger is undoubtedly Heart 

Hunger, also called emotional eating.  Heart Hunger is the desire to eat to reward ourselves, comfort 

ourselves or help us cope with difficult emotions, and it has little to do with physical hunger.  

 

It’s very easy to associate food with love, comfort and reward because it starts from the moment we’re 

born.  As babies, we’re offered the breast or bottle in response to our cries and we’re cuddled as we feed. 

As we grow, food is used to reward and celebrate throughout our childhood – think of the annual birthday 

cake and edible treats when we’ve been ‘good’.  And it continues throughout our lives as we use food to 

celebrate special family occasions, religious events as well as life’s significant milestones.  It’s inevitable that 

we develop an emotional connection to food and I believe we all respond to Heart Hunger – or eat for 

emotional reasons - to some extent.   

 

Food is essential to life and we’re emotional beings so there’s nothing inherently wrong in using food to 

soothe ourselves, as long as it’s eaten with full awareness and in a way that doesn’t harm our physical, 

mental or emotional health.  The problem comes when food becomes tangled up in thoughts and emotions 

and we eat to fill a hole in our hearts.  When we use food as a coping mechanism, or to rid ourselves of 

uncomfortable feelings, we can run into difficulty as we overeat more than the body needs and can put on 

weight.  And while food may provide some relief in the moment, it doesn’t work in the long term as food can 

never appease our feelings.   

 

The food we put into the stomach will never ease an emptiness in the heart. 
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Food can serve many purposes and there are many reasons why we might eat to meet an emotional need – 

to entertain, to distract, to reward, to soothe and to numb our pain.  In fact there’s a ‘Continuum of 

Emotional Eating’ which starts with eating for nourishment and pleasure at one end of the scale (which is 

completely natural and as it should be) right through to eating to punish ourselves.  There are many layers 

in between these two extremes and we may eat for one, many or all of these reasons. 

 

 

How can Mindful Eating help? 

 

In an ideal world, we would only respond to physical hunger and thirst, with food and drink. However, we 

live in a society where food and drink is abundant and we take pleasure – as well as nourishment - from it.  

Food and drink calls to our senses and encourages us to eat for reasons other than physical hunger.  Over 

time, this has the potential to develop into an increasingly unbalanced relationship to food and eating. 

Mindful Eating enables us to untangle and separate these different experiences of hunger so we can 

respond to them in the most appropriate way: eating and drinking when the body requires fuel and 

hydration, and nourishing ourselves without food when needed. 

 

The definition of Mindful Eating is deliberately paying attention to our moment by moment experience of 

eating and drinking without judgement or criticism: fully aware of the tastes and textures in the mouth as 

well as thoughts, emotions and sensations in the mind, heart and body. 

 

In practice, Mindful Eating means having the mind completely full of all the sensations, thoughts and 

emotions that arise as we eat and drink. This gives us an awareness of not only what we’re eating, but 

crucially, why we’re eating. Mindful Eating is a powerful tool to identify, understand and overcome our 

emotional eating habits.  It is an ability we all possess and with a little practice it has the power to restore 

our natural sense of balance, satisfaction and peace with food. When we learn to engage our body, heart 

and mind and be fully present, Mindful Eating can liberate us from the unwanted behaviours that have taken 

over our eating, reconnect us with the wisdom of our body, and restore an easy pleasure in eating that is 

our birthright as human beings. 

 

“I learned that eating is related to my emotions and food is often a substitute for something else my body 

 is yearning for – knowing this has really helped me tune in and listen to what I actually need.  I know that 

when I’m tired, I need to rest rather than turning to food for energy. Emma is a wonderfully practical and 

knowledgeable coach, whilst also being incredibly intuitive.  She would quickly pick up on things and we 

covered so much more than food in our sessions! It’s really helped me understand what I need to live a 

nourished and fulfilled life as a whole.” 

 

Mindful Eating coaching client: Jo Garside, London 

 

 

Anthony’s story 

 
Anthony** came to Mindful Eating coaching because he was carrying some unwanted weight and despite 

his best efforts, he couldn’t shift the extra pounds.  During our coaching relationship, we explored his 

emotional eating habits and found that when he returned home after a long day at the office in a highly 

stressful job, he would relax and unwind with a beer and some crisps, telling himself he deserved it after the 

difficult day he’d had.  Approaching this revelation with a combination of curiosity and kindness, we 

uncovered one beer would be the first of many and the small bowl of crisps would be refilled many times 

until the large packet was empty. While there’s nothing wrong with one beer and a small bowl of crisps as a 

reward at the end of a long day, Antony had turned to emotional eating (and drinking) to relieve stress and 
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comfort himself.  As with all emotional eating, the beer and crisps provided some relief in the moment, but 

he ended up feeling tired from the alcohol, bloated from the crisps and frustrated and guilty at his food 

choices and eating behaviours. 

 

We discussed how Antony could meet his needs to reward himself and relieve stress without turning to 

food.  It turned out that Antony was physically hungry when he came home from work so he decided to 

have cup of tea and a biscuit while he helped his wife make dinner.  The hot cup of tea was comforting, the 

biscuit was the “little treat” he needed to reward himself and it took the edge off his hunger while he was 

waiting for dinner.  An earlier evening meal took care of the physical hunger and helping his wife make 

dinner provided a new opportunity for connection and intimacy as they talked about their days.  

 

We also explored how self-care practices can raise our overall level of wellbeing, reducing the need to turn 

to food.  The connection isn’t always obvious but it can be very effective.  An earlier evening meal came 

with the added bonus of a longer evening and Antony chose to take his dog for a long walk to the local 

park.  The combination of playing with his pet, moving his body and being in nature was the perfect antidote 

to a stressful day in the office. 

 

These subtle changes had a profound effect.  Antony was surprised that overcoming his emotional eating 

habits was less about denying himself and more about making small changes to how he lived his life, so he 

no longer needed to turn to food.  Antony was pleased to lose the unwanted weight but he’s more delighted 

about having full awareness of his emotional eating habits and having the practical tools to manage them.  

He also reports that he’s less stressed at work and has a much better relationship with his wife (and dog!). 
 

** Client name and aspects of the story have been changed to protect confidentiality. 

 

 

How to overcome emotional eating  

 

As you’re reading this, I’m guessing you already have some awareness of your emotional eating habits but if 

you’re not fully clear, there are two ways to know if you are eating for emotional reasons.  The first is 

keeping an eye on your emotions: if you’re experiencing strong emotions or feeling stressed, and you find 

yourself automatically reaching for food, Heart Hunger is most definitely at work.  Secondly, tune into your 

body and ask yourself if you’re physically hungry: if not and you find yourself eating anyway, there’s a good 

chance you’re eating for emotional reasons or using food as a coping mechanism. 

 

The first step to overcoming emotional eating is to keep this question in the back of your mind: 

 

“My body only needs a certain amount of food to feel full and satisfied. 

If I eat when I’m not hungry, what emotional need am I trying to fill with food?” 
 

Heart Hunger, or emotional eating, is triggered by our thoughts and feelings which drive our desire to eat 

and drink.  Often these thoughts and feelings are difficult or painful and we turn to food as a way to make 

ourselves feel better.  It is very common for the food or drink to provide relief from the emotion and make 

you feel better in the moment, but some time later, the original emotion will return and if you have eaten or 

drank to excess, it may be accompanied by additional emotions such as guilt or shame. 

 

Once you’re fully aware of how you’re using food to fulfil your emotional needs, you can then take steps to 

nourish yourself without food. The Heart’s Hunger is nourished by self-care and connection with others.  It 

takes practice to become aware of your emotional eating habits and choose to meet your emotional needs 

in a different way - try the home practice steps below to get started. 
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Mindful Eating home practice 

 

In order to create some space for possibility of change, we need to look carefully at what is happening 

within the thinking mind and the feeling heart.  Mindful Eating is based on your experience and home 

practice is essential to identify and understand the truth of your emotional eating habits. From this place of 

awareness, the next step is to insert a mindful moment of reflection so you can make a choice to eat, or 

nourish your emotional needs without food.   

 

I suggest you practice step 1 and 2 below over one week (or more – there’s no rush).  The aim is to shine 

the spotlight of awareness on your emotional eating behaviours: to become curious and simply notice so 

you can understand what’s driving them.   

 

Awareness 

1. Comfort foods - Everyone has a repertoire of comfort foods – what are yours? Make a list of your 

comfort foods and where they have come from.  Often foods we used to eat as a child, especially when 

we were ill, hold a special place in our heart.  Then think about what comfort foods you turn to as an 

adult: when you drag yourself home at the end of a long day, what foods do you choose to reward and 

comfort yourself?   

 

2. Emotions – Think back to a time when you ate or drank to make yourself feel better.  What emotion(s) 

were you feeling at the time and what did you eat or drink?  Did the food or drink soothe the emotion in 

the moment?  How did you feel some time later – about the eating experience and the emotion itself? 

Over the coming week, notice your emotional eating habits (either in the moment or afterwards) and try 

to identify why you’re turning to food.  What are the triggers and what are the emotions? 

 

When you have a good level of awareness around your emotional eating behaviours, you can move onto 

the steps below to choose how to take care of your emotional needs without food. 

 

Choice 

3. What do you need instead of food? – How can you nourish heart hunger and meet your emotional 

needs without food?  For example, if you eat to reward yourself, how can you reward yourself without 

food? If you eat because you’re bored, how can you entertain or distract yourself without food?  Think 

about what you love, what makes you happy and what brings you peace – what self-care practices can 

you put in place? 

 

4. Practicing Mindful Eating – The next time you become aware of the desire to eat for emotional 

reasons, try choosing to nourish yourself without food.  It may take many weeks or months to unravel 

your emotional eating habits and establish healthy habits in their place so any movement in the right 

direction is to be celebrated – patience and self-compassion is the order of the day!   

 

To begin with, you may feel the difficult emotion and turn to food but if you ‘wake up’ and become 

aware of what you’re doing either at the time or afterwards, that awareness is a big step in the right 

direction.  Over time, you may choose to meet your emotional needs without food and in doing so, learn 

something new in the process.  As there are many opportunities to eat and drink every day, Mindful 

Eating is a lifelong journey and there may be occasions when things don’t go according to plan.  Be 

gentle with yourself:  there is no need for judgement and self-criticism.  Instead treat those times as an 

opportunity for learning and an early-warning alert that more self-care is needed. 

 

I’d love to hear about your Mindful Eating home practice and what you learned, please do email me 

at hello@emmahackett.co.uk with any questions, thoughts or insights. 
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 “I was drawn to the Mindful Eating programme because I was eating more than my body needed and 

putting on weight.  I’ve tried dieting, exercise, juicing and fasting over the years, but they hadn’t worked in 

the long term.  I knew I needed to do something about my relationship with food and exploring  

why and how I was eating was a different approach – I just knew Emma was the person to help me.  Not 

only have I learned about my relationship to food and eating – and I’ve lost weight too – the skills I learned 

have helped me become mindful in other areas of my life as well.” 

 

Mindful Eating coaching client: Anita Patel, Oxfordshire 

 

 

Wendy’s story  

 

Wendy** came to Mindful Eating coaching because she knew she ate for emotional reasons and it was 

getting out of hand.  As Wendy and I worked together, we explored her emotional eating habits and found 

that Wendy and her sister had the joint responsibility of looking after their elderly mother.  The situation was 

stressful as Wendy’s mother’s health was failing and Wendy and her sister couldn’t agree on how to provide 

the extra support their mother needed.  After a difficult conversation with her sister, Wendy would turn to 

food to make herself feel better and devour a big bag of chocolates or a whole box of sugary cereal.  

Wendy had the intention of eating just one or two chocolates but once she started, she could not stop.  She 

explained that in these moments, she felt that she was on autopilot: not thinking, eating at high speed and 

out-of-control.  Wendy was eating to relieve the stress of the situation with her mother, make herself feel 

better after conflict with her sister, and in many cases supress her anger. After an emotional eating episode, 

Wendy often felt uncomfortably full, angry at herself and ashamed. 

 

Our work focused on helping Wendy to understand how she might be triggered by her mother and sister 

and then unpick the complicated mix of emotions that arose.  I asked Wendy to look at the situation from 

her sister’s perspective and she began to see how their conflict was not a personal attack - her sister was 

just as worried and stressed as Wendy was.  Wendy chose to approach her mother’s situation with love and 

understanding (as best she could) and found that she was less triggered by her sister, and their 

conversations were less conflicted.   

 

We also worked on how Wendy could relieve stress and manage difficult emotions without numbing them 

with food.  To manage stress in the moment, Wendy chose to breathe deeply to try and stay calm and listen 

to some soothing music in the car.  When she arrived home after visiting her mum or sister, she decided to 

sit quietly and listen to a guided meditation.  And when she was frustrated and angry, she chose to write 

down her true feelings in her journal, instead of supressing the emotions she felt she could not voice with 

food.  We also explored how Wendy could manage difficult conversations and make her thoughts heard 

without conflict.  

 

Wendy was initially perplexed that in addressing her emotional eating habits, we did not discuss food but 

focused on bringing balance into her life.   Wendy worked hard to put these steps into practice and over 

time, she has transformed her emotional eating habits through full awareness of the triggers and how she 

can manage them. Wendy reports a better relationship with her sister and has included a yoga class into 

her weekly self-care routine. 

 
** Client name and aspects of the story have been changed to protect confidentiality 
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About Emma Hackett - Mindful Eating Coach 
 

As a professional Mindful Eating Coach, I help you rediscover a 

balanced, peaceful relationship with food, eating and body.  I created 

the Mindful Eating programme because I have been where you are 

now, and I learned that what you eat is only part of the story.  Food 

plays such an important role and rightly so: it fuels our precious 

bodies so we can live our lives.  However, when our relationship to 

food and body becomes unbalanced, it has the potential to have a 

much wider impact.     

 

That’s why the Mindful Eating coaching programme is designed to explore not only what you eat, 

but why and how you eat and crucially, who you are as an eater.  This holistic approach enables us to 

identify the root cause of your challenges so we can work through them and find a balanced way forward. 

I trained to become a professional coach with the prestigious Coaches Training Institute (CTI) and also 

completed training in Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction (MBSR). The programme is based on many 

years’ experience of Mindfulness and Mindful Eating practice and is a unique blend of Mindful Eating, 

Intuitive Eating and mind-body eating psychology: grounded in research and wrapped in compassion. 

I believe you are the expert in your own unique challenges with food, eating and body image and everything 

you need to rediscover a balanced, peaceful relationship with food and eating is already within you. Mindful 

Eating helped me find the ‘middle way’ and I would love to help you do the same. If you’re ready to heal 

your relationship with food and eating and you’re open to trying a new approach, please do get in touch for 

a no-obligation conversation about how Mindful Eating coaching can help you overcome emotional eating.    

Wishing you love and light until we meet, 

 

 

hello@emmahackett.co.uk : www.emmahackett.co.uk : Facebook 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Medical disclaimer 

The Mindful Eating programme is not designed to treat clinical eating disorders such as anorexia nervosa, bulimia or binge-eating 

disorder. If you suspect you have a clinical eating disorder, please visit your GP and seek help from a specialist medical 

professional.  You can also talk to an adviser from the UK charity Beat Eating Disorders. 
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https://www.facebook.com/emmahackettcoach/
https://www.beateatingdisorders.org.uk/

