
Module 7
Stress and Recovery: Why You Do It

Continue with the food diary and keep logging your emotions 
as they come up at each eating episode.

StreSS aNd aNxIety are often linked to problematic eating. When the body goes into a 
stressed state, the nervous system is activated, cortisol becomes heightened, adrenaline kicks 
in, and we begin to make decisions in a fight-or-flight mode. Becoming aware of the daily 
stressors in our lives and how we react to them is essential.

Stress is frequently the number one cause of triggers for a problematic eater. Stress starts 
with a thought, which quickly turns into an emotion. The emotion feeds the thought, and 
the spiral through destructive self-behaviors begins.

Most problematic eaters turn to food when intense stress or anxiety is present or when 
encountering negative emotions they don’t want to feel. Understanding where the emotions 
have come from and the thought responsible for the emotion is the first step to stopping the 
downward spiral. We buy into our distorted thinking so quickly that we often aren’t even 
aware that there was a thought leading to the negative emotion.

1. Do you find yourself acting out destructively in an emotional state of mind?

2. Do you fall into destructive patterns when you are sleep deprived or are too much on
the go?

3. Do you restrict because of a thought you believe?

4. Do you feel like you’re always in an unwanted emotional state?



When you aren’t present and conscious of your thinking, it is easy to find yourself in 
destructive behaviors stemming from untamed thoughts. What is required is the willingness 
to look at your thinking, to question it, and to decide that you will be honest about each 
thought. Deciphering truth from falsehood may be difficult in the beginning, so it is helpful 
to work with a mentor in this process.

When you’re willing to question your thinking, you are willing to put actions in place to 
avoid the pitfalls of negative, automatic eating behaviors. If you find yourself in an emotional 
state and are not clear about what the underlying thought is, find a couple of people you can 
call to break the “trance” of the state and talk about the process leading up to your negative 
state. Other options are writing, going outside for a walk, or doing any other activity that 
alters your environment.

Wanting to change the underlying problem of your problematic eating behaviors takes 
commitment. It is a daily decision, and it requires attention and conscious awareness.

RECOMMIT TO RECOVER

Do you want to recover?

Do you want to create a life worth being present for?



If your answers are yes, it starts now, at this very moment. If you answered no, look at 
what space your mind is in and what thoughts are in the way of your moving forward. Take 
the appropriate action to be conscious and question the thinking that has you stuck.

You are more likely to be in an unconscious state when you are caught in an emotion that 
was caused by a stressful thought or distressing situation.

By believing and acting on a thought, you “feed” the destructive behaviors that become 
patterns with food. The first step is to decide to change your thinking. While you may be 
powerless over the stressful event or situation, you certainly have power over your thoughts, 
interpretations, and perceptions of the event.

STRESS AND FOOD

The biggest mindset to change when we begin our recovery with food is to truly understand 
that the issue isn’t the food; rather, it is our thoughts, which our emotions influence.

We need to make a decision to face the emotional pain instead of trying to escape with food. 
When we are always running to escape, we never uncover what is truly there to be healed.

Eating doesn’t get rid of the uncomfortable emotions. It only adds to them.
When we begin to really look at the thoughts causing us to overeat, we are able to see how 

distorted they truly are, and our choices start to expand. When we can see that a thought is 
a distorted one, we can change our emotions.

When we have cognition, we have choice. When we aren’t in touch with the true nature 
of our thoughts and are not present in the moment, we are operating on automatic pilot. We 
can be very far from the present moment without even knowing it and are then much more 
likely to be triggered into a negative feeling or sensation.

What are the thoughts or emotions you surrender to before a binge or an overeating period? 
Be specific answering the following questions about what you are thinking and where you might 
have learned such thinking.

Do you feel ravished with hunger?
Do you feel incredible anxiety?
Do you feel deep loneliness?
Do you think, “I will do it anyway, so I might as well do it now”?



Are you concerned about what others think of you?
Are you in a diet or punishment mindset?
Answers:

EATING THOUGHT PRACTICE

Take all your negative thoughts from your answers above and transform each one using the 
following process, which is illustrated with two examples:

Thought: “People are always bringing in treats at work, and it’s difficult to say no if they 
bring them in. They might not like me if I refuse.”

Now change your perception for each specific circumstance.
Perception Change: “Other people in the office refuse to eat the junk food, and they are 

still liked. Maybe it would be OK to take care of myself in this way. If I bring in a snack that 
works for me, I can bring it out when the treats are going around.”

Thought: “I can’t be around sugar at all, or I will always binge.”
Perception Change: “Well, there have been times when I haven’t binged on sugar, so 

always may not be true. I have never had systems and support set up for me around my think-
ing with food, so maybe this could change.”



Thought:

Perception Change:

Thought:

Perception Change:

Thought:



Perception Change:

Write the “final” positive thought, the final thought you believe to be true:

Using the second example above, the bottom thought might be: “I do not have to be afraid of 
sugar as long as I continue to do the work to change my thinking and learn how to stay present as 
I am now in this course.”

Now write your final thought:

Post this thought using sticky notes around your house this week. Allow it to sink in.



A Deeper Look: How to Shift Stressful Thoughts

Thought: “I can’t get through a day without eating compulsively.”
What happens when you think this thought?
“When I think this thought, I feel defeated before the day has even begun. I feel like there 

is no point in trying, and I usually have a ‘slip’ with food before the morning is even com-
plete. I feel anxious and am on edge with myself and those around me.”

What is an alternative perception here?
“I know that I can get through one hour without compulsive eating when I am present 

and mindful, so if I take this day one hour at a time, I will be fine. Also I have tools and can 
reach for them if I’m feeling anxious.”

What did you do in the past that worked in this situation?
“In the past I reached out to my food buddy or friend and was able to shift my thinking. 

Also, I can identify my black-and-white thinking and come back to the present moment.”
What will you do now?
“I will call a support buddy and share what’s going on. I won’t do this alone.”
What is the primary thought that has you stuck in your problematic eating? Write it below and 

follow the process as identified above to restructure and transform it.

Thought:

What happens when you think this thought?



What is an alternative perception here?

What did you do in the past that worked in this situation?

What will you do now?

STRESSFUL THOUGHTS AND SELF-ESTEEM

First, describe a negative situation in which you labeled yourself in a self-defeating way. What was 
the circumstance, and what is the label you used? Write in the space below.



Are there any other interpretations you could make in this situation? In other words, 
were you looking at things from an extreme black-and-white situation? Was there an under-
lying “should” in your label? (I should be different.) Were you focusing on yourself while 
ignoring all outside influences? Were you to blame?



What is a healthy thought you could express about yourself in this situation? Name four 
ways this could actually be true:

1.

2.

3.

4.

FOOD-RELATED STRESSORS FOR A PROBLEMATIC EATER

The Back Door

Your “back door” consists of the reasons to continue your destructive behaviors around food. 
They may not be conscious, but you may be stuck because of a thought you have not let go. 
These thoughts cause stress and anxiety in the body, and you may not even realize they are 
driving your habit patterns.

Some common back doors for problematic eaters are the following:



• I can just purge if I eat this.

• I will get back on track tomorrow.

• I will exercise it off today, so I’m going to go for it.

• I won’t eat anything else for the rest of the day.

• I will eat less tomorrow.

• I need comfort today.

• I will punish myself by not eating (or by eating) if I mess up.

There are others, and you may have your own back doors you may not even realize. What
are some of the thoughts you tell yourself before a binge or destructive eating behavior?

Body Image

How do you think and feel about your body? Negative thoughts about body image can create 
a great amount of stress and anxiety. You may realize that your beliefs about the way you look 
change throughout the day. When feeling bloated, you may believe you’re fat, or when you 
just wake up in the morning, you might feel more slender. Positive reinforcement is import-
ant when dealing with body image, and really looking closely at the thoughts beneath the 
anxiety can shift your state of mind incredibly.

First, write your experience with body image in as detailed a manner as possible.



How do you generally feel about yourself? Why do you think this is true? Is it possible 
that there could be another interpretation here? Do you feel differently at different times of 
the day or around certain circumstances? What are some of the destructive behaviors you do 
that maintain this negative thinking around your body? (Examples include obsessively check-
ing yourself in the mirror, weighing yourself, pinching your skin, reading fitness or fashion 
magazines, and watching tV shows that promote a distorted perception.)

What behaviors are you committed to change around body image? What are you not yet 
ready to let go of? What will it take to surrender all these behaviors?

Answers:

Byron Katie explains, “Any feeling of discomfort or stress is an alarm that lets you know 
you’re believing an untrue thought.”19

19 Byron Katie, I Need Your Love—Is That True? (New York: Three Rivers, 2005), 19.



COMMITMENT ASSESMENT

At this point, it is a good idea to reassess your commitment and evaluate where you are in 
the program. Are you still committed? Are you wavering?

1. Am I still committed 100 percent to my recovery and healing my problematic eating for
good?

2 Am I still willing to do whatever it takes to let go of my problematic eating?

3. Are there any destructive thoughts or behaviors I’m not willing to let go of at this point?

4. Do I understand that this is a journey and that small victories are as important as larger
ones?

5. Am I open to suggestions and feedback from the group?

6. Am I open to changing the patterns that have left me stuck?

7. Am I committed to letting go of restriction for good?

8 Am I committed to looking honestly at myself to the best of my ability?

How was your week, being present?

What can you do differently this week?

Are there any places you want to avoid?

Are there specific places and times that make you want to eat even though you aren’t 
hungry?

s






