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Emotion Regulation with Food



Emotion Regulation with Food

• After a tense interaction with a co-worker, you head 
to the vending machine for a candy bar and a Coke.  
Then you return to your desk even more agitated 
than before.

• You have a high stress day.  You decide not to cook 
the balanced meal you had planned, and instead you 
head to the drive-thru for an extra-value meal on the 
way home.



Physical Hunger 
vs. Emotion Regulation

• How does physical hunger affect your 
mood?

• Eating for physical hunger is always a 
good idea!

• Rarely would physical hunger alone lead 
to significant obesity



Discussing Emotional Eating
in a non-shaming manner

• “Have you noticed a link between emotions and eating?”
• ”What foods work for you?”
• “An effective “medication” with side effect of weight gain”
• “Emotional eating is often a sign that you are trying to 

meet a need and TRYING to take care of yourself”
• Your weight currently is the best weight for you based on 

the balance of emotion regulation and other factors



Neurotransmitters and Intake

• Serotonin
• Dopamine
• Endorphins

Balance is the key.



Serotonin

• More Serotonin receptors in GI system than 
the brain

• Carbohydrates – a significant component of 
“comfort foods” raises serotonin



Dopamine

• “Seek and find” chemical
• Helps explain why we feel a need for 

rewards



Endorphins

• Best known for creating the “exercise 
high”

• Intensifies pleasure associated with 
serotonin

• Believed to contribute to the 
“addictiveness” of chocolate



The 7-item BED Screener
Help identify your patients with BED using the 7-item BED Screener (BEDS-7)
This tool is intended for screening use only. It should not be used as a diagnostic tool.

1. During the last 3 months, did you have any episodes of excessive overeating 
(i.e., eating significantly more than what most people would eat in a similar period of time)? YES NO
NOTE: if you answered “no” to question 1, you may stop. The remaining questions do not apply to you.

2. Do you feel distressed about your episodes of excessive overeating? YES NO

Scoring the BEDS-7: if the response to Q1 is “YES,” Q2 through Q7 are answered. If the response to Q1 is “NO,” the remaining questions do not apply as 
the screening result is negative. If the response to Q2 is “YES” and a shaded box is checked for each of the items Q3 through Q7, the screening result is 
positive.

WITHIN THE PAST 3 MONTHS… NEVER OR 
RARELY SOMETIMES OFTEN ALWAYS

3. During your episodes of excessive overeating, how often did you feel like 
you had no control over your eating (e.g., not being able to stop eating, feel
compelled to eat, or going back and forth for more food)?

4. During your episodes of excessive overeating, how often did you continue 
eating even though you were not hungry?
5. During your episodes of excessive overeating, how often were you 
embarrassed by how much you ate?
6. During your episodes of excessive overeating, how often did you feel 
disgusted with yourself or guilty afterward?
7. During the last 3 months, how often did you make yourself vomit as a 
means to control your weight or shape?

Herman BK, et al. Prim Care Companion CNS Disord 2016; 18(2).
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