
 
 

Steps to Ease Eating Stress 
 

In this topsy, turvy world of Covid-19 and social distancing, your clients may be 

describing eating behaviours that are causing them concern. We've received 

many requests to chime in on "emotional eating and the pandemic". Here are a 

couple of our tried and true strategies from Craving Change that you can try 

out to manage food cravings and problematic eating behaviours.  

 

At the bottom of this article you'll find a link to a resource to support your 

practice.  

 

Grounded in the cognitive-behavioural model, the Craving Change approach 

is to first identify some of the thoughts you may be having when you’re thinking 

of food and eating.  Your thoughts might include something like: 

 

"Man, am I ever bored. Maybe I’ll go find a snack." 

 

"I really don’t want to work on this assignment. I’ll just go eat something and then 

I’ll get started." 

 

"Life sucks! All my plans for next month are up in the air. This constant state of 

uncertainty is really getting me down. I need chocolate!" 

 

These examples of ‘recreational’ or ‘emotional’ eating are perfectly normal 

during the current period of self-isolation and unusual circumstances. Your 

thoughts and struggles are a natural response. It’s tough to maintain a routine, 

feel motivated to complete tasks and to deal with a mix of unfamiliar emotions. 

Turning to food makes sense. Food is readily available, pleasurable, socially 

acceptable and is easy to access during self-isolation. As children, most of us 

learned that food is soothing. Growing up, eating was usually a positive 

experience. It makes sense that food is often our ‘go to’. 

 

 

If eating is effectively filling a need for them right now, just enjoy your food 

choices.  At times, we all eat for reasons other than to satisfy physical hunger or 

to meet our nutrition needs, even dietitians😉  Eating can be an effective 

coping measure. However, take note of how you feel when they’re eating for 



other reasons. If you are unable to describe feeling upset, out of control, 

discouraged, guilty, distressed, or helpless, then explore if eating could be 

increasing their stress level rather than helping them cope.  If so, try the following 

simple strategies.  

 

 

Put your Food Craving on Hold – Give it a minute 

A food craving can feel very powerful. It’s like a force outside yourself that you 

can’t control. It can be an intense urge that demands immediate satisfaction. 

The fact is that given time every craving will weaken. If you can briefly put your 

food craving ‘on hold’, you will: 

-        Become more skillful at resisting urges. 

-        Not feel deprived or like a failure, if you eat what you have been craving. 

-        Discover the length of time you need to overcome a food craving. 

 

This is basically a delay strategy. Here’s what you do: 

 

1.     Give yourself permission to eat what you are craving, but only after you 

wait a specified period of time. 

2.     At first, wait 15 to 30 seconds. It is helpful to start with short delays, gradually 

building up the amount of time you put your craving on hold. 

3.     Eventually, increase the delay time to 15 minutes. The strength of the food 

craving usually weakens after 5 to 15 minutes.  

4.     Use a distraction technique during the delay time. Have a list of distractions 

handy (see below for downloadable resource). You can even just sit on your 

hands and repeat a short, positive phrase or close your eyes and visualize 

someplace pleasurable. 

 

Distract Yourself – Take Your Mind Off Food 

Eating itself can be used to distract us from thinking about something. Again, we 

may have learned this growing up. Does this sound familiar? 

"How long before we get there?" >> "Here, why don’t you eat some crackers. 

We’ll be there soon." 

 

Eating is also a quick, satisfying activity when we’re procrastinating.  

Sometimes, simply walking into the kitchen triggers the desire to eat, at any time 

of the day. 

 

To manage these possibly unwanted eating episodes, you can use a distraction. 

One way is to purposely refocus your thoughts away from food to other thoughts 

that require your concentration. You can also try an alternate pleasurable 

activity – something that’s as quick and convenient as eating a snack. It’s also 

helpful to use a distraction when you’re putting your food craving ‘on hold’. 

 



 

Click here to access a popular resource from the Craving Change program with 

a great list of distraction ideas. "Quick! Distract me!"  

 

Please take good care of yourself.  Remember the airplane oxygen mask 

directive: Put your mask on first!  In these uncertain and unprecedented times, 

go easy on yourself (really). 

https://www.dropbox.com/s/xkox0drdbuj7q2m/Quick%21%20Distract%20me.pdf?dl=0

