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Causes of Hunger

Lots of people eat when they don’t really need to. This usually means they end up eating too 
much, which causes weight gain. Understanding what causes hunger, and how to identify 
when you might be eating for the wrong reasons, can be an important first step towards 
preventing this. Hunger comes in two main forms: true hunger and psychological hunger.

True hunger is when you feel the urge to eat because your body needs nutrients or 
energy. This is important, as it helps to make sure your body gets enough of the things it 
needs. But when people have insulin resistance and high insulin levels they can experience 
this type of hunger a lot, because even when they have plenty of fuel in the body (in the 
form of stored glucose and fat) they struggle to use this for energy. Reducing insulin levels 
will help the body use fat for fuel, and reducing insulin resistance will help the body use 
glucose for energy more easily. This helps to reduce hunger levels; as does eating real 
foods, as they provide the body with lots of important nutrients.

Making sure you don’t eat too often can also help reduce true hunger. This is because 
your insulin levels reduce when you aren’t eating, which lets your body use its fat stores 
for energy. This might just mean avoiding snacking, or some people go further by trying 
intermittent fasting (see pages 93 to 96). It might take a little while to get used to eating 
less often (see below), but people can adjust with time, and there can be big benefits. 

Psychological hunger is when you want to eat for reasons other than true hunger. It can 
cause you to overeat, leading to weight gain. Possible causes of psychological eating include:

 Routine or habit – it is very easy to fall into a routine, such as having three meals 
plus snacks every day; or always grabbing something to eat when you sit down to 
watch a film, for example. It can be difficult to break routines/habits without feeling 
hungry, but this is often because you are used to eating at certain times rather than 
because you actually need to eat.

 Emotions – people often turn to food for comfort when they feel negative emotions 
such as sadness, loneliness or stress. Food is often eaten in response to positive 
emotions such as joy or happiness too.

 Boredom – many people have the urge to eat when it seems like there is nothing 
else to do. This might result in grazing at work or home, or regularly going out for 
meals. Unfortunately, healthy foods are rarely chosen when people eat because 
they are bored; though that is not to say that it isn’t possible to eat healthily when 
dining out (see pages 59 and 60 for more).

 Addiction – some people feel as if they are unable to resist certain foods, and like 
they cannot control how much of them they eat when they do have them. This is 
explored more on page 110.

If you think you might be eating for psychological reasons it is essential that this is dealt 
with, as it can undo many of the benefits you might see from improving the quality of your 
diet. Help with identifying and dealing with this is included on pages 108 and 109. 
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Identifying Psychological Eating

How would you know if you are eating for psychological reasons?

Some of the telltale signs that you are eating for psychological reasons are listed below, but 
you may be aware of other reasons that aren’t included here. Try to be mindful when you feel 
like you want to eat, and ask yourself if you are truly hungry, or if you could be seeking food 
for other reasons. Common signs that you might be eating for psychological reasons include:

You crave certain foods despite feeling physically full.

You are often preoccupied with food and think about it a lot of the time.

 When you eat certain foods you almost always eat them in large quantities in a 
short period of time.

You often eat to the point of feeling uncomfortable and bloated.

Eating makes you feel out of control and/or guilty.

You make excuses (to yourself and others) about why you should eat.

 You hide your eating behaviour from your family, friends and work colleagues.

You feel more determined to eat healthier foods and lose weight after an 
uncontrolled eating episode.

 You understand that your eating behaviour is causing health problems but you do 
not feel like you can control it.

You can’t stop eating at certain times of the day, e.g. during the evening. 

You often use specific foods as a reward or to make yourself feel better.

If you can relate to some of the things described above you may have an unhealthy relationship 
with food. The next page explores a number of options that might help you to deal with this.

Making changes to what you eat can go a long way to helping you reach your health goals, 
but it is important to recognise and deal with any issues related to psychological eating too. 
This will help you avoid eating for the wrong reasons, and reduce the risk of you choosing 
foods that aren’t suitable for your new dietary approach.
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Taking Control of Psychological Eating

1. Be mindful of what foods you buy. If you 
don’t buy trigger foods, you won’t eat them! 
Ask for support from family, friends and 
work colleagues to help you avoid comfort, 
snack or trigger foods. It will be better for 
their health too! If you do buy these types of 
foods for other family members try to keep 
them out of view to reduce temptation.

2. If you know boredom 
is a trigger, have a list 
of options ready to keep 
yourself busy when you 
don’t have anything else 
to do. Try to find healthy 
activities, such as going for a walk, to 
distract yourself when this happens.

3. When you feel hungry 
consider if the feeling is true 
hunger. Thirst can often be 
mistaken for hunger - so 
make yourself a drink and 
keep busy to see if the hunger disappears. 

4. Choose nutritious, minimally processed 
foods as much as possible, and make sure 
you include plenty of foods you enjoy as part 
of your new way of eating. This will help 
reduce hunger and maximise satisfaction, 
both of which will reduce temptation. 

Restricting carbs will 
also help you to avoid 
insulin spikes, which may 
further help to reduce 
food cravings. 

5. Take action to reduce stress, as we often 
turn to food when we are stressed (see 
pages 103 and 104).

6. Make sure you have 
enough good quality sleep 
(see page 106).

7. Keep a food and mood diary, where you 
note how you are feeling every time you eat. 
This can help you to identify how different 
moods affect what (and when) you eat. A 
template to help with this is available at 
www.xperthealth.org.uk/forums.

8. Don’t drink alcohol too often, or to excess 
(see page 50). Alcohol makes it more likely 
that you will make poor food related choices. 

9. Don’t use food as a reward. Find other 
ways to treat yourself, such as meeting 
up with a friend or watching 
a movie. Putting the money 
you would have spent on 
food into a kitty to save for 
something special can be a 
good motivator too.

10. Try to be patient, to give any changes 
you have made a chance to work. As noted 
before, lifestyle changes are not always 
easy, and it can take time to break old habits. 
It is therefore important to stick with things 
to see if they are right for you. 

Tops tips for taking charge of psychological eating: 

Although psychological eating can be a major problem there are a number of possible 
solutions. We’ve included some suggestions below, but there are other options beyond 
those included here, and you may be able to think of some others that could work for you.

Further support - If you do not feel that 
any of these tips are right for you, or if you 
have tried some and are still struggling 
to manage your eating, you may wish to 
seek advice from your healthcare team. 
They should be able to direct you to 
specialist services, if this is needed. 
Online resources are available from 
organisations such as Mind UK (www.
mind.org.uk/information-support/tips-
for-everyday-living/food-and-mood) 
and the NHS (www.nhs.uk/conditions/
stress-anxiety-depression/pages/
mindfulness.aspx), as well as from 
forkintheroad.co.uk.
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Food Addiction

Whether you can be truly addicted to food or not is still debated, but for people who experience 
feelings of this nature it doesn’t really matter what label you put on it. What is clear is that for 
many it is difficult to avoid certain foods and/or to control eating in certain situations. There 
are also a lot of similarities in the way this affects people compared to what is seen with other 
addictions. It is therefore essential that this issue is recognised, and that individuals who 
experience any addiction-like feelings are provided with suitable support.

A major cause of this problem is the way 
many modern foods are produced. Food 
manufacturers combine ingredients in a 
manner that makes people want to eat 
more of them. The body has pathways 
in place to promote hunger (or fullness) 

based on the availability 
of energy and nutrients, 
but the way lots of ultra-
processed foods are 
designed overrides these 
control mechanisms. 

One of the main ways these foods do this 
is through causing a pleasure response, 
with both the texture and flavour of 
ultra-processed foods contributing to 
this. The brain is wired to respond to 
things that it likes. These foods can 
have a powerful impact on the pleasure 
centres in the brain, triggering the desire 
for more of them. In some people this 
desire becomes a need, and they feel like 
they cannot resist it.

The foods that have the biggest impact 
on these pleasure centres are foods 
that contain refined carbohydrates AND 
processed fats; a combination found in 
many junk foods (including crisps, cakes 
and a wide range of other baked goods). 
They also tend to be easy to chew, 
though often have a crunchy element too 
which people find pleasant. Sweet and 
salty tastes also have an effect on these 
pleasure responses, though the extent of 
this will be different for different people. 
It is important that people who struggle 
to manage their eating behaviour find 
which foods are triggers for them.

These feelings of addiction can also be 
linked to some of the factors introduced 
on page 107, so it is not necessarily just 
the properties of the food that are the 
problem. For example, some people feel 
like they need to eat certain foods to 
provide them with comfort, or even as a 
reward, in certain situations. Where this 
is the case, it is important the triggers are 
recognised, and steps are taken to try 
and reduce or remove them. Where the 
triggers cannot be removed, 
people should try to change 
their response to them to 
something that does not 
involve food.

Some of the steps for recognising and 
dealing with psychological eating that 
were introduced on pages 108 and 109 
may be helpful here. However, like other 
addictions, additional help and support may 
be required. Where this is the case, you 
should speak with your healthcare team. 
Useful information and resources can also 
be found at: www.phcuk.org/far/.

It is also important to acknowledge that 
the common suggestion for people to have 
“everything in moderation” is useless in this 
situation. It is fairly unhelpful advice anyway, 
as it lacks any real meaning and provides 
no practically useful information. But with 
foods that are designed to make you want to 
eat more of them, as many ultra-processed 
foods are, it can be almost impossible to 
control your eating when you have them. It 
is therefore essential that trigger foods are 
identified, and it will probably be necessary 
to cut them out entirely. 
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For most people the journey towards better health is not a straight line. It is common for people 
to relapse into old habits, and/or make choices which are not a good fit for their new lifestyle. 
It is important to recognise this, and to think about ways to reduce the risk of it happening. It 
can also be useful to put plans in place for what to do if it does. 

Managing Relapses

When experiencing a set back some 
people lose motivation and give up. 
However, a relapse can actually be a 
good chance to reflect on what you are 
doing and why you are doing it, and to 
make improvements to your approach. 
Whatever the reason, it is important to 
accept that the relapse has happened 
and that this cannot be undone. People 
often feel shame when they do something 
they wish they hadn’t, but this negative 
response is more likely to lead to other 
unhealthy behaviours. This can then 
become a vicious cycle. When thinking 
about what happened it is important 
to try and do this in a non-judgemental 
way. Understanding why it happened 
will help you to put plans in place to try 
and stop it happening again.

Reducing the risk of relapsing
Taking some time to think 
about what might trigger 
a relapse can help you 
to avoid one. Developing 
routines and new habits 
that support your new lifestyle, like 
making shopping lists or having a regular 
meet up with a friend to go for a walk, 
can be helpful. 

Considering situations which are more 
likely to lead to temptation is important 
too, to help you plan for them. For 
example, having a plan for what to do 
when going out for a meal with work 
colleagues, or even for how to avoid 
buying trigger foods when you go 
shopping, can help you to take more 
control over your eating.

Preparing for a relapse
It is also important to acknowledge that 
relapses are common, and to think about 
what you will do if it does occur. Having an 
action plan that you can immediately put in 
place if something goes “wrong” can make 
it easier to respond in a positive way. This 
is sometimes called “If - then” planning, as 
you are thinking: “IF this happens, THEN I 
will do this”. 

If you do experience a relapse, some of the 
suggestions below may be helpful:

•  Remind yourself that a slip up does not 
mean any previous progress is wasted. 
You are not back to square one.

•  Forgive yourself. You are only human, 
and we all make mistakes.

•  Remind yourself of your goal, and WHY 
you want to achieve it. Reconsider if 
this is the right goal for you, and if your 
reasons are a strong enough motivator.

•  Think about if the changes you are trying 
to make are a good fit for your needs, 
preferences and lifestyle. If they are not 
it will be difficult for you to stick to them.

•  Explore the relapse itself, and what 
triggered it. Once you understand the 
cause, make plans to reduce or remove 
the risk of it happening again. This may 
mean coming up with different ways to 
respond to a similar situation.

•  If the cause is not something you can 
easily reduce or remove, consider what 
sources of support you have to try and 
help you manage this. For example, you 
might benefit from talking to supportive 
friends or family members, or you may 
wish to speak to your healthcare team.
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