
EMOTIONAL EATING 
COURSE NOTES

Homeostatic System= this system in our body includes hormones to keep us in a balanced state. 

The homeostatic system will tell signal when to eat based on energy needs. 

Leptin, Ghrelin, Insulin = a few hormones involved in the homeostatic system. For more on this topic, watch the “Hunger 
and Bariatric Surgery” course. 

Take home message: Taking care of your the basic, physical needs of the body is essential to managing the emotional 
side of hunger. 

LESSON TWO: EATING FOR PLEASURE

Hedonic System= also called the “pleasure reward system” and allows for us to enjoy food

Dopamine = a powerful neurotransmitter also called the “gas pedal” of pleasure and allows us to have a sense of 
enjoyment in life

Highly palatable foods = foods that are high in fat and sugar that release a large amount of dopamine and may 
contribute to the addictive nature of those foods 

Take home message: Knowledge is power! When we understand these high fat and high sugar foods are sending 
powerful signals of pleasure it allows us to know it’s not an issue with willpower. There is strong 
biology going on! Finding ways to manage the more addictive foods puts you back in the drivers seat. 

LESSON THREE: BOREDOM EATING

Dopamine dips when our brains are not stimulated. The brain will signal a need for something pleasurable to bring 
dopamine back up. 

Eating releases dopamine and especially the highly palatable foods rich in sugar and fat. Easy access to food means it’s 
an easy habit when dopamine dips. 

The more often we go for food when bored, the strong the brain connection to eat when bored. 

Take home message: Have a list of things you take pleasure in doing. Divide the list into shorter amounts of time and 
longer amounts of time. Utilize this list based on the amount of time you have to fill to bring dopamine up in a way that 
is more life giving to you. 

LESSON ONE: EATING FOR HUNGER

LESSON FOUR: STRESS EATING

Cortisol is the “stress hormone” and is involved in regulated blood pressure, blood sugar, inflammation, sleep cycles 
and more. 

In moments of stress, the body is flood with coritisol as a part of the “fight or flight” response. Cortisol increases appe-
tite and can make you crave sugary, salty and fatty foods to help you “fuel for the fight.”

The Parasympathetic Nervous System is the counterpart to “Fight or Flight.” When we engage this system, it tells the 
brain we are no longer in danger and cortisol will come back down (though can remain elevated for hours after the 
event) 

Take home message: Stress management is important for all apsects of our health. Use tools like breathing exercise, 
slow music, calming scents, nature and fresh air to engage the Parasympathetic nervous system.
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LESSON FIVE: SADNESS, LONELINESS, DEPRESSION

Studies have shown over one-third of Amercian adults report eating for loneliness. 

Research has also found feelings of hunger and loneliness are experienced in the same part of the brain pos-
sibly linking the need for human connection to be as essential as the need for food. 

Serotonin = a chemical in the body that impacts every part of the body including mood 

Ways to naturally boost dopamine include sunshine, getting enough sleep, listening to calming music, 
meditation and meaningful human connection. 

Take home message:  When you are having sad emotions, identify what you need most. Sleep, fresh air, a 
good conversation, etc. If it feels like more than you can manage, find a mental health provider. 

LESSON SIX: ANXIETY AND WORRY

Anxiety is often a response to fear. Instead of just the stressful event, it adds fear on top of it. 

Cortisol is released as stress is the most common factor that causes anxiety and worry. Cortisol stimulates 
the appetite for sugary, salty and fatty foods. 

Take home message: Name your worries and try to release them. Relax your mind and body. Find a profes-
sional if it feels like more than you can handle. 

LESSON SEVEN: ANGER

Different personalities cope with anger differently. Those who avoid anger may be more likely to eat to 
avoid the emotion. 

Cortisol is again involved as anger triggers the fight or flight response. Frustration tends to be a slower build 
up towards a moment of anger. 

Hanger is a real thing! Hunger stimulates some of the same areas of the brain as anger and aggression. 
Low blood sugars can make us view things in a more negative light. 

Take home message: Anger management is as important as stress management. Longer term anger is 
hard on health in the same way long term stress is. If you feel you need help managing anger or reconciling 
a relationship that causes anger, reach out to a mental health professional. 

Stress Continued:

Take home message: Stress management is important for all apsects of our health. Use tools like breathing exercise, 
slow music, calming scents, nature and fresh air to engage the Parasympathetic nervous system.
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LESSON EIGHT: FATIGUE

Endocannabinoids are involved in a system of the body related to enzymes, energy balance, appetite 
stimulation, blood pressure, pain and more. Lack of sleep is linked to peaks of endocannabinoids in the 
blood created an increased appetite. 

Ghrelin is shown to increase during times of lack of sleep. 

Willpower is shown to decrease as we make decisions through the day. 

Take home message: There are several reason why feeling tired makes us go towards food. Identify why you 
are tired (sleep, stress, poor eating) so you can better identify how to address the energy issues you’re 
dealing with.  Reach out to your dietitian or doctor if you have unexplained fatigue.

LESSON NINE: FEMALE CYCLES, PCOS, MENOPAUSE

For menstruating females, changing levels of progesterone and estrogen impact hunger and cravings 
during the cycle. The body will also retain water the week prior to menses. 

PCOS is infrequent, irregular and prolonged menstrual cycles and commonly improves after bariatric 
surgery.

The menopausal transition can take 7-14 years and menopause is after there has been no menstruation for 
a full year. The many changes in the body after this time include changes to body shape and bones. 

Take home message: Focusing on healthy living and meeting the bodys basic needs in the homeostatic 
system help females manage the other systems related to hormones and body changes. 

SUMMARY

Eating because of our emotional state does not mean we are weak, it means we are human. There are 
many hormones, chemicals and neurotransmitters at play. 

Understanding what we are feeling and identifying what we need is a lifelong journey but one worth taking. 

The brain loves to make habits. The more we turn to food for an emotional reason, the more the brain will 
associate food with that feeling. Building your toolbox of other ways to relieve emotions can become the 
new connection for your brain. 


