
Module 8
Triggers and Food: A Deeper Look

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

at thIS POINt in the program, you’re getting to know yourself on an intimate level. You 
are beginning to understand where you need to put more attention and how you need to be 
nurtured. Keep in mind that each of these modules have several tools you can use as options 
for your individual recovery program. You won’t use all the tools, but you will create an indi-
vidualized plan according to your own unique needs.

You know what works and what doesn’t. Perhaps you focus on adding two new tools each 
week to your program. There is no deadline for these modules to be complete; instead you 
are working with a “one day at a time” attitude. You can trust yourself. You are coming back 
each day to a place of deep self-love.

COMFORT FOOD

Unlike the average eater, who may turn to comfort food once in a while, the problematic 
eater all too often has an emotional attachment to doing so that causes unwanted stress and 
anxiety. Turning to food to ease unwanted feelings and emotions can become a destructive 
pattern, which leaves the eater feeling powerless and discouraged. If you are a comfort eater, 
most likely you have specific foods and behaviors around these foods that certain feelings 
and events in your life trigger.



What food is your comfort food?

How do you usually eat this food when you are feeling lonely, sad, angry, or upset? Do you eat 
it quickly and compulsively, barely chewing or tasting what is there?

When we feed an emotion, often we aren’t present to what we are eating or how we are 
eating it. There are many triggers for comfort eaters.

As you read the triggers below, see if you can identify with any of them. Can you think of an 
occasion when you used comfort food to ease your emotions with one or more of these triggers?

LONELINESS TRIGGER

There is often a connection between loneliness and problematic eating. This loneliness may 
show up as sadness or a feeling of being unwanted. It can surface from distorted thinking 
that creates stories the mind attaches to and believes. Sometimes not having enough human 
support, validation, or empathy can create a sense of loneliness as well as creating a sense of 
isolation or even illness. A lack of connection, lack of intimacy, or a driven loneliness from 
childhood can also create a desire to fill up that lonely space with food.



Below, write about your loneliness. What does it feel like? When does it come up? What is it 
attached to? Have you had this lonely feeling your entire life? Are there patterns to it? Write as 
much as you can about the nature of your loneliness.

Ultimately, the heart and mind need “nourishment,” not the belly; therefore, no amount 
of food will actually “fill” this empty space. Although most problematic eaters know this fact 
to be true in their minds, they find themselves turning to food over and over again, often 
confused about why they keep repeatedly doing the same insane behavior.

Most people don’t realize that they are being driven by “loneliness thinking” rather than 
simply being at the mercy of random emotions over which they have no power. In other 
words, if you change the way you think about your loneliness, you can change your reaction 
to it.

The following are ways to change your thinking and shift loneliness in the moment. The 
most important point of awareness of loneliness is to embrace it—don’t fight it! If you avoid 
loneliness by using food, you only make the problem bigger. To embrace loneliness, turn to 
your emotional work and allow the feelings to dissipate on their own.



Pity parties

Pity parties are your emotional answer to loneliness. Set a specific amount of time aside 
(twenty minutes, for example) and allow yourself to get fully into the emotions that arise. 
Feel the sadness, depression, anger, and loneliness fully. Cry, throw things, beat pillows, and 
scream—whatever you have to do to be in loneliness. Give yourself this time for your full 
expression to release. When the twenty minutes are up, let the loneliness go. You can come 
back to it anytime within the boundaries of a pity party. Release it, telling yourself that it’s 
finished for now. You can take action with pity parties to release any unwanted feelings at all. 
Be hungry, angry, frustrated, or disappointed. Stay in it, all within the boundaries of the pity 
party, and then make your decision after that to take action, nurture yourself, and change 
the energy. Because you have fully felt the feeling at this point, you are no longer caught in 
that needy state of mind. When you are constantly running from your feelings rather than 
feeling them, turning to destructive habit patterns and behaviors will be easier.

Core belief pity parties

Using pity parties works the same way with your core beliefs. In fact, you can create a big 
stew when you’re having a pity party. Are you feeling ugly? Feeling fat? Throw it in! These all 
need emotional processing as well. Simply decide to “sit” in the emotion for a set time and 
feel what needs to be released, and then let it go and move back into your day, present for 
what is to come next.

The items on the following list are some examples of core beliefs.
I believe I am the following:

• powerless
• fat
• ugly
• too big
• out of control
• needy
• not enough
• defective
• unlovable
• undesirable
• unattractive



• bad
• a failure
• not “enough”
• “too much”
• deficient
• powerless
• shameful
• guilty
• alone
• unworthy
• too different
• defective
• unwanted
• unlovable
• abandoned

What are some nurturing activities you can do when you feel loneliness creep in and you
have finished your pity party?

Make a list of them now. These might include dancing, reading a relaxing novel, taking a 
nap, cuddling with a pet, calling a friend, being around children, taking a bubble bath, get-
ting creative, and so forth.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.



9.

10.

How to Think Your Way Out of Loneliness

The first step is to become more mindful of your thinking and what thoughts trigger the 
feeling of loneliness.

Being present for your thoughts involves getting into your body and creating the space 
for a pause, reflecting on what is going on with your breath, body sensations, and environ-
ment. When you feel the sensation of loneliness, you can pause and reflect on that. What 
thoughts do you believe right now? When the mind says, “You will always be alone,” you 
are able to mindfully consider the thought rather than automatically react to it. You become 
aware of the distortion in the thought and in a compassionate, nonjudgmental way are able to 
choose what to do with that thought. In other words, you have the ability to write a cognitive 
process around your loneliness and shift your mindset to a more positive frame.

This isn’t about simply deciding you shouldn’t feel lonely and then snapping your fingers 
to change your thoughts. But by identifying the thought behind the loneliness, you are able 
to get into the present moment and begin to see the distortion in the reactive thought. This 
insight cuts loneliness to its core.

Example

Thought: “I don’t have any friends here. I’m always alone.”
My verification for this thought: “I’m alone in my house every day.”
What are the consequences of this thought? “I feel horrible—desperately lonely.”
What is an alternative perception here? “I haven’t tried to join any new groups or new 

communities to meet any new people, so that is something I could do differently.”
What did you do in the past that worked in this situation? “I got out of my comfort 

zone and went somewhere new or did something different to meet new people.”
What will you do now? “I will decide to do one new thing each week and set the inten-

tion of meeting one new person to connect with each week.”
When you have the impulse to snack this week, notice the feelings that come up before this urge. 

Are you feeling frustration, anger, sadness, and loneliness? Are there any positive emotions that 
arise or only negative ones? Notice whether this urge to eat is something connected to the feeling or 
emptiness you feel rather than a belly hunger.



Write about this experience.

After you completed this exercise, have you noticed the emotion shift slightly? Are you 
in a positive state of mind? Is there still more loneliness to work through? Perhaps through 
the exercise you have recognized where the loneliness stems from.

Share your thoughts below.



Maybe you’ve noticed that you’ve been spending a lot of time alone this week or that 
you’ve been isolating yourself. In this case, maybe your next step is to call a friend or create 
an outing. Maybe through writing you realized that in fact you’ve been with people all week 
and that this loneliness is something much deeper, something that has been with you for a 
very long time. As an adult, what can you do to take care of that lonely child inside? What 
nourishing act can you do? A walk in nature, perhaps a creative art activity, or working out-
side in the garden can nourish the soul.

Aligning with Your Highest Purpose

If you find that your core belief thoughts around being “worthy” or “purposeful” are constant 
connections to your loneliness, a good idea is to focus on shifting your attention to how con-
nected you are to your true purpose on this planet.

For example, do you work at a job you dislike, are you in a relationship that isn’t fulfilling 
to you, or are you not spending any time doing the activities that make you feel useful, joyful, 
and connected to others and a higher purpose? If so, you will feel loneliness as a disconnect 
trigger in your life. Begin to brainstorm what is most important to you in your life and how 
you are going to start to make those people, places, and things a priority.

What inspires you on those rainy days, and what brings you the most joy? How will you 
take initial steps to shift to a life that feels more in alignment with your highest purpose?

Write freely on this topic below, remembering that this is a process and that there is no right 
or wrong.



You are simply creating an opening to the creativity of your highest mission to shine 
through. Think about what you want to have accomplished when you leave this planet and 
what kind of people you want to surround yourself with on the way. What will your rela-
tionships look like when you are in your highest alignment? What about your work? Your 
financial and spiritual life? Your health?

ANGER TRIGGER

Anger is an emotion that is often suppressed in society, and problematic eaters turn to food 
to do so. If uncomfortable emotions such as loneliness, sadness, and anger aren’t dealt with 
at the root level, a problematic eater will suppress them with food.

In our culture anger isn’t regarded as a positive emotion, and it is often seen as a weakness, 
especially among women. Sadness, fear, or a secondary emotion that may be more difficult 
to express or experience are often found underneath anger. Getting comfortable with your 
anger and in touch with what is underneath means freedom for any problematic eater.

When we hold onto anger, it turns into resentment, and for compulsive and emotional 
eaters, this can be dangerous. It’s like a bomb waiting to explode. Hot steam has been build-
ing up and is bound to explode at some point. It is important to express anger and look at 
why it is coming up.

Gabor Mate says, “The other way we can avoid the experience of anger is through repres-
sion. So repression and discharge are two sides of the same coin. Both represent fear and 
anxiety, and for that reason, both trigger physiological stress responses regardless of what we 
consciously feel or do not feel.”20

20 Gabor Mate, When the Body Says No: The Cost of Hidden Stress (Toronto: Random House, 2003), 272. 



Antidote to Anger Trigger: Feel Your Anger

First, you must express what is happening for you. Set a time aside and entirely give that 
allotted time to your anger. Yell, scream, punch a pillow, or throw something (safely). Do 
this somewhere alone where you can be with your anger completely.

What action can you take to express your anger this week?

Do you feel you are possessing anger or resentment in your life?

List the persons or situations you are angry about. Include your perception of each event.

1.



2.

3.

4.

5.



In each situation, is there any way you can rectify it? Do you play a part in any of the 
situations? Please explain in detail below.

1.

2.

3.

4.



5.

Do you feel angry at yourself? How does this anger come out? Why are you angry? 
Explain.

How will you let go of the anger toward yourself? Name five things you will do to love and 
accept yourself as a perfect human being who makes mistakes and is worthy of forgiveness. Talk 
to yourself as though you were a little girl or boy and bring in the type of compassion you 
would so genuinely give to your smaller self.



1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

FOOD TRIGGER

Food triggers are a big concern for problematic eaters. In most cases, this is where most 
of the attention goes. What foods can or can’t be eaten safely? The most common food trig-
gers are sugar, chocolate, salty carbohydrates, white flour products, and greasy foods. But any 
food can be a trigger for an individual.

It is most important to note that a food trigger is not about the food. Food and food sub-
stances aren’t things the body creates physical addiction to, such as a drug or alcohol, but the 
mind can create an incredible amount of attachment and pull. For example, if sugar were an 
addictive substance in and of itself, for example, everybody would be experiencing chronic 
addictive behavior from sugar. This, of course, isn’t the case. Also, nobody would ever recover 
from problematic eating issues, and this certainly isn’t the reality. Of course, sugar does affect 
the body, but it is possible to change your thinking about any food or food substance (includ-
ing sugar) and therefore have a completely different relationship with it in return.

So where does the food trigger come from?



Our perception of the food items and how they will affect us create the trigger to binge or 
abuse food in one way or another. For example, the perception that eating a certain amount 
of sugar will lead to a binge is exactly what creates the binge itself. Many problematic eaters 
find this fact very difficult to believe and often have a large list of foods that are addictive in 
and of themselves.

We have discussed “danger foods” and “trigger foods” and what you have avoided because 
you felt it might be a stressful food to eat. At this point, it is a good idea to start looking at 
the perceptions about these foods and the distortions that might be behind them.

Write down any thoughts you have about your trigger foods:

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.



COMMON DISTORTED THOUGHTS AND OUR FOOD

Distorted Thought:

“The day is ruined—I messed up, so there is no point trying now.”
Ask yourself the following questions:

• Is this black-and-white, rigid thinking? Is it self-defeating and self-punishing?

• Is there a more middle-of-the-road approach I can take here?

• Do I believe I “failed”? Is it possible that this “failure” isn’t reality?

• Is there a different perspective here? Can I decide to start over?

You can decide that just because you didn’t eat the way you wanted to doesn’t make you
a failure or ruin the day.

For example, “I’ve ruined the entire day” becomes “I always have time to turn things 
around. I will make a decision to call someone and get right back on track today.”

Distorted Thought:

“I’m too busy to eat in a healthy way every day.”
Ask yourself the following:

• Is being healthy something that really takes an extreme amount of time?

• Does this require an immense amount of effort?

• If I prepared meals ahead of time, would being healthy be possible?

For example, “It’s OK to keep eating like this; I’ve got so much going on” becomes
“Instead of rationalizing an easy option, I’m going to prepare something ahead of time” or 
“Although I can’t sit down to order a meal, I can find a simple, healthy option (as I have 
researched this ahead of time).”



Distorted Thought:

“I don’t have the money to eat in a healthy way.”
Ask yourself the following:

• If I choose junk food, will I not end up overeating and feeling more horrible later? Will
this cost me?

• Although I can’t afford to buy certain health foods, can I brainstorm some healthy
options that are affordable?

• If I don’t eat in a healthy way, what will this cost my self-worth and relationships?

For example, “I can’t afford to eat at that salad bar, so I’ll just grab a three-dollar
treat instead” becomes “Although money is a real issue in my life right now and I need to 
be careful when I spend my money on food, I can make a healthy choice while staying in my 
budget. If I prepare ahead of time, this change will be much easier.”

Distorted Thought:

“I can’t even safely have one bite of sugar, ever.”
Ask yourself the following:

• Have I ever in my life been able to eat sugar and not take it to an extreme?

• Is it true that I always binge on sugar?

• If I’ve been mindful in the past, is it possible to learn how to be mindful and aware again?

For example, “I can’t have even one bite safely” becomes “When I am present, I can
eat a small amount of sugar mindfully.”

Notice that in this activity you have been able to bring your mind to the present moment 
and have begun to dissect your thoughts and see their true nature. They are fluid, can change, 
and are meant to be questioned. As you begin to question your thinking in this way, you 
begin to see that you have control over your mind, emotions, and well-being.



Because you have changed your thinking about your behaviors and the connections with 
these foods, they will not continue to create feelings of deprivation or cravings; therefore, a 
binge is less likely to happen. In the beginning you may still eat more of these foods than you 
desired, but as you continue to watch your thinking, the behaviors will also be transformed.

INTRODUCING DANGER FOODS

There is no specific timeline for beginning to introduce danger foods, since it is an individual 
process that is very specific for each individual. As you move into this exciting next step of 
the journey, checking in with your mentor is important.

When you are ready to introduce danger foods, it is helpful to start with the least feared 
foods on the list before moving on to those that might feel more challenging. Choose a time 
your thinking feels solid and when the situation is right to succeed with this goal. If your feel-
ings and thoughts tell you this isn’t a good idea, then postpone the exercise for another time.

Tips for Eating These Foods Mindfully

1. Eat only a small portion or plan to leave some behind.

2. Make it a special occasion by eating with a friend or in a special place. Eat slowly, savoring
every bite.

3. Plan to do something active after eating—move forward after the event is over.

4. Eat outside your house, where you are with others, and be sure there is a beginning and
ending to the eating episode. Also, eat where you are sitting down quietly and mindfully.

5. Drink something afterward or eat a small mint to signal to the brain that you are finished.

Include one or two danger foods in your diet this week. Write about your experience below.



As you slowly introduce foods in this way, you will notice how your body responds and 
what foods intuitively feel good or not so good in your body. This process takes practice and 
requires patience and deep self-love. It is important to begin the process of introducing dan-
ger foods so you can begin to let go of the restricting mentality once and for all and develop 
the intuition required to heal and care for your own body.

Jan Chozen Bays says, “The body has its own wisdom and can tell us what it requires if 
we are able to listen.”21

BEHAVIOR TRIGGER

A behavior trigger is set up from habit patterns of eating, which result in unwanted behaviors 
with food. If you can identify which behaviors with food are unwanted, you will be able to 
set up some solutions ahead of time.

Answer the following example questions to determine whether you are experiencing a behavior 
trigger:

Where do you eat? (Name all places.)

21 Jan Chozen Bays, Mindful Eating: A Guide to Rediscovering a Healthy Relationship with Food (Boston: Shambhala, 2009), 40.



How quickly do you eat? Does speed vary depending on where you eat?

Do you follow a plan of eating?

Are there places that trigger unwanted behaviors (for example, fast-food restaurants)? 

Are you present when you eat in these places?

Make a list of places that aren’t healthy locations for you to eat. Explain below.



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






