
Emotional Overeating 
Emotional overeating can be defined as eating large amounts of food in response to negative 

emotions (such as anxiety or depression) rather than physical hunger. 

This kind of eating is used as a way of coping with, or silencing, a range of negative emotions. 

However, the feelings of guilt and shame which follow an episode of emotional overeating 

usually leave the person feeling worse rather than better. 

As overeating can cause weight gain, over time emotional overeating can lead to further 

difficulties such as greater dissatisfaction with body image and diminished self-esteem 

 

Emotional Hunger    Physical Hunger 
Comes on suddenly    Comes on gradually 

Feels like it needs to be satisfied 

instantly 
   Is not urgent in nature 

Craves specific foods, 

especially those high in fat and 

sugar 

   A range of foods sound 

appealing 

Not satisfied with a full stomach    Satisfied with a full stomach 

Causes feelings of guilt, shame 

and powerlessness 

   Does not cause negative 

emotions 

What do we know about emotional overeating? 

During the summer of 2014, Beat carried out a national survey into emotional overeating. The 

purpose of the survey was to learn more about the personal experiences of people who are 

affected by emotional overeating, in order to gain a deeper understanding of the issue. 

The survey was aimed at over 18s who binge eat, compulsively overeat, feel they have emotional 

eating issues and are obese or struggling with their weight. A total of 1017 responses were 

received, the key results of the survey are shown below: 

 85% of respondents said they have a negative body image of themselves. 

 79% felt pressure from society to lose weight. 

 Of the respondents who saw their GP about their weight, only 21% were asked about their 
emotional health. 

 91% of respondents said they would like peer support, either in person or online, to help them 
with their emotional overeating. 

 


