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Disclaimer 

The information in this document is meant for general use only and is not intended to diagnose, cure, or 
treat disease.  The content within is for educational purposes and nothing should be considered as a 
medical diagnosis or advice.  Readers are advised to do their own research and make decisions in 
partnership with their primary healthcare provider.  The information contained therein is not a substitute 
for the knowledge, skill, and expertise of medical doctors or other healthcare professionals involved in 
direct patient care. 
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Introduction

We all overeat. It’s normal.  Food is not only sustenance. It’s pleasure and human connection.  
Run of the mill overeating is occasional.  There can be regret but it doesn’t hijack you. 

Compulsive overeating is different.  It breeds guilt and secrecy and shame. A fear of losing 
control.  It makes us deeply unhappy.  

And as we’re already painfully aware, we can’t simply mind-manage our way out of it. 

What is it? 

Compulsive overeating is a mental health problem.  It’s a symptom. The root cause is multi-
faceted.  Food isn’t the issue. We don’t really love the food we binge on either.  We abuse it. In 
fact, we may not even know what we truly enjoy.  

Eating disorders like Binge Eating Disorder (BED) are defined by clear and narrow criteria.  But 
there’s a whole contingent of us who fall in the grey zone just short of a clinical diagnosis. We  
function well in our lives but secretly cope with an enduring struggle with food.  We don’t need 
a prognosis to know the deep suffering it causes.  

Compulsive overeating is one of an array of behaviours that represent dis-ordered eating.  The 
pendulum can swing swiftly or slowly on this spectrum.  Whether it’s at various stages in our 
lives or even within the span of a week or a day, we can switch between overeating and food 
restriction.  Both are two sides of the same coin. How we think and feel and talk about food is 
also a part of this behaviour.   

Compulsive overeating can even look different from one person to another. There are weekend 
bingers, social bingers and there are those who may eat a lot of food spread throughout a day, 
and not in one sitting.   

But all share the burden of inner chaos.  They see their overeating as a character flaw, and their 
struggle as the normal price of health.   

TOTAL B.S. 

So why do we do it?  

We’re distracted when we eat.  We follow meal plans, diets and food rules.  And we turn to 
food as a way to cope with difficult emotions or to fill our need for joy in our days.    
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At the heart of it all is detachment - mental, emotional, and physical.   

My approach is rooted in engagement.  It draws on well-known mindful and intuitive eating 
principles which I break down for you into clear language and simple strategies that can be 
incorporated  into  daily life.  If you’ve ever wondered what lean into your emotions and listen to 
your body actually mean, then this is the guide for you.  

How to use this guide. 

This is a self-guided workbook, composed of journal prompts and exercises. It’s a training 
manual to chip away at a bad habit.  A jumpstart to your personal journey of freedom, self-
discovery and peace.  
  
There’s no hard and fast timeframe for this process.  The exercises need thought and time.  Use 
them at your own pace and however you feel called to do so. If you find yourself needing to 
repeat some steps, you’re doing it right.  Change isn’t linear.  

Gift yourself. Go shopping and buy a pen/pencil and two journals (one for your journal 
prompts and brain-dumps and another for your lists, action plans and the exercises in this 
workbook).  Put care into selecting these items, choose those that really appeal to you.  

Write. Write. Write. If you prefer to use your laptop or tablet, that’s fine.  Just pour everything 
onto the pages. Do this often and regularly.  You’ll only get out of this what you put into it. 
Dedicate a time of day for your writing and do your best to be consistent.  

Tweak your diet. There is a biochemical factor in compulsive eating that merits some attention.   

The binge food many compulsive overeaters turn to are the “bad” ones, aka “cheat” foods, 
aka highly palatable foods (high in sugar, fat and salt).  When we consume this type of food, the 
reward system in our noggins gets stimulated and feel good chemicals, like dopamine, are 
released.  Junk food today is far more powerful than it was a generation ago.  Some of us, if we 
binge enough on these foods, develop a tolerance to the dopamine and need to eat more to 
get the same fix.   This explains why our cravings can be quite intense.  

To prepare yourself for the exercises in this workbook and to get the most out of them, make 
some adjustments in your diet (if applicable) before you get started. These are outlined in the 
section on micro-habits, page 8.  Stick to them for the duration of this workbook.  This is NOT a 
diet or eating program.  What you eat is not the focal point.   

The methods in this guide rely on the mind-body connection: tapping into sensations and 
emotions and picking up on the subtleties of the hunger and fullness cues.  A diet heavy in junk 
food and mood altering substances, like coffee and alcohol, interferes with the signalling 
between the gut and brain.  You need this channel to be smooth and clear as much as possible.  
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Highly palatable foods, as well as alcohol, also stimulate appetite, which will interfere with your 
ability to discern cravings from true hunger. 

More than slaying a bad habit. 

Compulsive overeating is complex but it simply boils down to a relationship problem: our 
relationship with food, our bodies and, fundamentally, with ourselves. 
  
You won’t just be ending a bad habit.  You’ll be creating moments of growth, fostering deeper 
self-awareness and a more solid connection to yourself.   

Sounds good? Let’s begin. 
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I. UNDERSTANDING 
CHANGE


Our slip-ups in the path to change don’t negate previous progress.  
They’re points of growth and new directions.  

A reason why diets and New Years resolutions don’t stick is that we don!t fully grasp a key part 
of the nature of change: failure. 

Seems counterintuitive, right? You betcha! 

Many health and fitness programs gloss over this. Instead, they pedal the "fresh start syndrome!#
which is more alluring.  We don!t want to hear about how hard a product or service will be. Or 
that we!ll fail in the process. We want to be seduced by the fresh sense of possibility that 
galvanizes us to make plans and look ahead with excitement and hope. If only we could bottle 
that feeling up, right? Businesses, like the diet industry, do just that – they sell us this feeling. 
And we buy it because it!s human nature to seek pleasure. 

For ingrained habits like chronic overeating, however, this is a shiny penny syndrome to an old 
problem. Once the ballyhoo subsides, we realize we can!t simply mind-manage our way out of 
a bad habit. We become disenchanted and begin to lose our zeal. 

We fail. 

And that’s when real progress can begin. But, unfortunately, it’s also when most of us stop 
trying. 

When we make a commitment to ourselves, we need to be prepared to wade into the murky 
areas along the way. Simply put, we need to be ok with feeling not ok.  Not a sexy sales pitch, 
granted, but embracing this will give us the stick-to-it-ness to stay the course and the acuity to 
grow from our slip-ups.  Expect them.  In fact, look forward to them. They’re opportunities. Not 
setbacks.  

When backslides happen, think about why they happened, without resorting to self-criticism.  
What were the circumstances? How did you feel?  Make notes of your observations.  You’re 
building more self-awareness and self-knowledge.  

Become a Da Vinci in the art of failure.   
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Breaking (Down) a Habit 
  
    
$We always overestimate the change that will occur in the next two years and underestimate 

the change that will occur in the next ten.” 
– Bill Gates 

When it comes to behaviour change, our first inclination is to think big or go home. We shoot 
for lofty goals. If our goal is to clean up our diet, for example, as a first step we may tell 
ourselves, “Starting tomorrow, I will cut out all refined carbs.”  

That’s a drastic change if your diet typically consists of refined carbs.  While the enthusiasm is 
commendable, consider, instead, paving the way with smaller goals.   

Micro-habits, realistic and achievable little habits, are like the rungs of the ladder to lasting, 
behaviour change. 

Exercise: Go Small or Go Home


Let’s say you want to start eating more slowly as it’s a proven technique to counteract 
compulsive eating. Identify one micro habit.  

“I will eat slowly.” [ Not gonna cut it. Go smaller.]  
“I will eat slowly for breakfast.” [Nope. Keep trying…] 
“I will eat slowly for the first 10 bites of my breakfast.” [Bingo!] 

Practice it over and over. Once established, build on it.  Set another micro habit.  It could be 
something like this: 

“I will eat slowly for the remaining bites of my breakfast.” 

Once you have established this, move on to the next slow eating goal, for example: 

“I will eat slowly for the first 10 bites of [another meal, like a snack, lunch, dinner…]” 

Eventually, slow eating will  become a more entrenched habit and you’ll have accomplished this 
with little effort.   It may feel tedious over time but have faith. Slow and steady wins the race.  
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How do you know when a [micro] habit has been established ? 

- It feels natural, you put little effort into doing it for at least a few weeks in a row; 
- You’re slightly bored with it.  

Choose at least 4 of the following micro habits to begin your journey and get your body and 
mind optimized: 

- Drink more water 
- Eat slowly ( make your meal last longer)  
- Add a little bit of fibre in your meals 
- Limit coffee 
- Limit alcohol  
- Get more sleep 
- Get more movement in your days 

Focus on consistent effort and incremental progress, and not immediate 
results.   Use the micro habit technique for the exercises throughout this 

guide.  

Exercise: Enter the [Dis]Comfort Zone


At the heart of change is discomfort.  Discomfort isn’t necessarily a sign that something is 
wrong.  It could mean the potential for  growth and building the gumption to go for what you 
want.  Practice stretching out of your comfort zone.  

Make a list.  These don’t need to have anything to do with food or even health.   

The point is to engage in behaviour that’s not within your pattern, repeatedly, so that your 
mental resistance to the unfamiliar will diminish.   

The following examples range from small to more challenging changes:  

• Don!t order the same food twice  
• Listen to different genres of music 
• Take a different route home

• Sign up for something new [language course, fitness class, cooking lessons, etc.] 
• Text someone you haven't spoken to in years 
• Say hello to a neighbour or smile at passersby 
• Do something that makes you afraid… 
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As an example of the last point, for myself, this would be public speaking.  If this also applies to 
you, start small, like speaking up at an office meeting or asking questions/offering opinions in a 
class, especially ones that you fear might be provocative or unpopular.   

When you’re stuck, ask yourself what’s scarier than this? In other words, what would be the 
consequences of NOT taking this risk?  

Embrace change at every step throughout this guide.  

What micro habits will you choose to get out of your comfort zone? 

Write them down.  

Exercise: Tracking Progress 


“What gets measured, gets done.”


Measuring your progress will help enormously in staying on course and motivated with your 
micro-habits, as well as the other goals and tasks you set for yourself throughout this guide.   

The steps you’re taking to break the habit of compulsive overeating aren’t always easily 
measurable.  A lot of the work is internal which is all the more reason to track your progress.  

Check list. 

- As already mentioned, lists not only help us get organized and plan, they’re also a good way 
to track progress and can be easily included in a planner or in a journal for easy reference/
check-in.  

- Make a list of your micro habits.  
- For every two weeks (ballpark), set a daily intention regarding one or two micro-habits. 
- Every couple of weeks, place a check under a Y or N for each micro habit to indicate whether 

it was accomplished or not.  If you prefer you can track this daily with a Y or N as well.  
- You can continue for another two weeks if you don’t feel a micro habit has become 

established yet. Keep tracking your progress.  
- Over time, seeing your Y list grow will bolster your efforts.  
- Note your N items. This is a chance to identify patterns/areas where you feel stuck.  You may 

want to jot these observations down in your journal. 
- As you add to your list, you may be tempted to aim higher. Don’t.  Stick to incremental steps.  
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Start a collection. 

- Get a big glass jar, like a cookie jar or a vase. 
- For each micro-habit you achieve, add a marble or a stone or a shell. 
- Toss this item into the jar every time, not letting any accomplishment be unaccounted for. 
- You will have a visual, tangible representation of your progress.  
- The jar will be aesthetically pleasing so you can place it strategically in your home as a 

reminder of your Why and your commitment to your self.  

Progress Apps 

Download a Goal Tracking App (there are different kinds out there).  They have features like 
progress bars and dashboards.  They break down your goals into smaller tasks and daily goal 
setting.  You can even set reminders.    
 
Celebrate your Milestones 

Plan how you will celebrate each milestone. Whatever you do  just make sure it gives you joy.  
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II. ASK & LISTEN

Don’t think about your Why. Let it unfurl slowly from your heart. 

Ask 

Initially, when we examine our reasons for wanting to break a harmful habit, we might come up 
with general responses like ‘to get healthier’ or ‘to feel better’. 

Keep digging. 

Without examining our why at a fundamental level, we might only be reinforcing the 
undesirable habit.  The motivation to lose weight for example can stem from vanity or a need 
for social acceptance.  If we don’t identify this, our rationales for getting healthier will only 
support efforts that continue to undermine us.   

Asking why peels away these layers and gets to our hearts’ deepest desires, what’s truly 
important to us.  

How do we know this is working? 

There’s no roadmap for this.  We’ll know we’re on the right track when our answers get simpler.  
And when they start to resonate in our heart and gut first, before we conceive them in our 
analytical mind.   

And when you’re really stuck, here’s a clue:  

If you don’t like some of the answers, you’ve probably on the right track. Just keep peeling.  
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Exercise: The 5 Whys 


As a warm-up, try this as a popular technique to get to the root of a matter.  It’s typically used 
as a business strategy by companies who want to find the solution to an organizational 
problem.  But it can be applied for personal development work as well.  In this case, the aim is 
to get as close as possible to your true reason, your motivation, for change.  

Begin by asking yourself a simple question, such as, “Why do I want to want to [state your 
goal]?”  

Your answer to this question should then be met with another ‘why’, just like children who are 
notorious for continuously asking , “But why…?”   

Do this five times and you should get closer to the truth of your motivations.  5 is just a rule of 
thumb, and it’s ok to ask more or less.   

When you believe you’ve reached the end, think about this reason.   

What does it reveal about your values? What are they? These are your heart’s deepest wishes. 
What’s important to you.   

Write them down. 

Exercise: Powerful Questions


We also need to ask ourselves the right questions.   

Powerful Questions are broad and open-ended. They access the narratives of our left-brain (the 
language centre), our internal stories of who we think we are and what we think we want. When 
phrased correctly, Powerful Questions are an unfiltered lens into our essential self which can be 
buried under these stories.  

Powerful Questions cut through the crap: 

They’re open-ended and don’t elicit simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’ responses. 

What does being healthy mean to you? 

Do you want to break this habit for good? 
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They focus less on what you don’t want and more on what you want. 

 
How would ending this habit benefit you?  

How is this habit harmful to you? 

They don’t fit into your negative self-perception or other dis-empowering narratives. 

What are you doing wrong? [I never follow through with my health commitments.] 
  
What can you do to be more self-disciplined? [I’m too weak to resist my cravings. Change 
is so hard for me.] 

They help you think more constructively about your goals. 
 

What’s your self-talk when you think of [food/your body/…]?  How can you make this script 
more supportive? 

What are your powerful questions? 

Exercise: Listen 


Asking yourself high quality questions can wake you up on the inside.  Now, you must truly 
listen.   

We often hear the phrase,  “listen to your body”.  While this sounds wise, it isn’t so clear how 
to do this.  It simply means to  direct your awareness into your physical body and to feel 
whatever sensations you pick up. 

I. Still the mind.  
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The first thing is to get still inside. Let your thinking mind step aside as your attention wanders 
down into your body. Sit in whatever position is most comfortable for you.  

Start with a few long, deep breaths.  Inhale comfortably and deeply through the nose and 
exhale, more slowly, from the mouth, softening and releasing (calms the nervous system). 

The nervous system is doing the work here, and the over-worked, analytical mind is taking a 
much-deserved step back.  

II. Focus. 

After a few long, deep breaths, return to breathing normally.  Focus on the sensation of the air 
passing through your nose or mouth and keep your attention there as best as you can.   

Your mind will wander and each time it does, bring it back to the breath. Or, focus on whatever 
is physically grounding you to the present, like the floor under your feet or your hands resting 
on a surface. If you need to, stand or stretch slowly while keeping your focus.  It might even be 
easier to sway or rock gently rather than sitting still.  Stilling the mind isn!t always about stilling 
the body.     

If you catch yourself getting distracted, sceptical or having critical thoughts, create some 
distance from them and just notice those too. Breathe and wait til they pass.  

III. Feel 

Pay attention to the sensations you feel in your body.  You can do this by doing a full-body 
scan. This means a slow sensation-sweep of your whole body, directing your attention to each 
part, working your way from the feet and up to the crown of your head.   

As you scan, you might feel sensations like a constriction in your throat.  A tickle in your palm.  
Heaviness in your shoulders. General fatigue.  Pay particular attention to your stomach and 
chest.  These are where our vital organs are located and the areas that we instinctively want to 
protect the most.  

Be curious. Relax those areas. Visualize breath (air) flowing into them.  Relax your muscles with 
each exhalation. You may have heard the phrase “breathe into [place in your body where you 
hold tension]”.  This just means as you inhale deeply, imagine the cleansing air flowing into 
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those spots.  And as you exhale, imagine the air carrying away the tension that’s stored there. 
This visualization makes your brain focus on that area and tells the muscles there to soften.  

You may even notice a lack of feeling, a numbness.  These could be places that actually store a 
lot but are more deeply buried.  Focus on those frozen areas.  It may help to place a hand 
there.  Breathe into those places, letting them thaw. Accept whatever feelings/sensations come 
up.  

Remember, a gentle awareness isn’t enough. Go deep and immerse yourself in the 
sensations. Be with them.   

IV. Inquire 

Now, ask yourself a PQ. Stay with your breath and be open to feelings and sensations.   

Do your best to articulate your answer.  Write it down.  There’s a lot of power in putting things 
down on paper.  They transmute from half-formed thoughts and raw lumps of emotions into 
concrete statements that give you greater clarity.  Your Whys are emerging and becoming clear.  
They will be your buoy throughout this process when things get difficult. They will also be your 
North star, keeping you on the right path.   

 

With this practice, you’re cultivating an important skill which you will need  
throughout this guide.  Keep practising.  You won’t get all the answers at 

once.  
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III. HUNGER FIRST

As compulsive eaters, we’re desensitized to our internal regulators that signal to us when we 
need to eat and when we need to stop.   

We’re even conditioned to mistrust this innate ability.  We fear it. 

The only way to fix this is through conscious, intentional engagement.  

This is a multi-pronged approach and it begins at a basic level by learning to eat when we’re 
hungry.   

It sounds simple but, as compulsive overeaters, we aren’t able to identify true hunger anymore.  

Making hunger your primary cue to eat DOES NOT mean we only eat when we’re hungry.  

It means discerning between true hunger and the other reasons we turn to food.  

And we do this by paying attention.  
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Paying Attention: The Beginner’s Mind 

“My body, this person, half Buddhist monk, half scientist.” 
- The 14th Dalai Lama  

To pay attention is to adopt the Beginner’s Mind.  It’s a Buddhist concept that refers to seeing 
and experiencing the mundane through fresh eyes, much like a scientist.   

No censorship. No judgement.    

Just paying attention. 

Observing. 

And recording. 
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Exercise: The Fundamentals of Paying Attention 


Practice this when you eat.  It’s best to do this outside of a binge.   

Take a few deep breaths before the meal. 

Start small. It’s not realistic or necessary to pay attention moment by moment when eating. 
Just check into the present moment at various points in the meal.  You can do this in the 
beginning, the middle and at the end. 
   
But, at every check-in, be totally in it.  

At each check-in, notice the following: 

- the continuous motion of hand (utensil) to mouth, 
- the thoughts and emotions that come and go, 
- the physical sensations and senses: the smell and sight of the food, the feeling of the utensil 

in your hand, the texture of the food, the food travelling down your throat, your stomach, 
your breathing…. 

- your surroundings: the people around you, the furniture, the happenings… 

Post-meal: 

Check in. 
What are you thinking?  
What are you feeling? Emotionally? Physically? 
How do you feel about the food you just ate? Your body? Can you feel your stomach? Are you 
thinking about your next meal? 
 
 

Write it all down.  
Set a micro-habit. 
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Exercise: Onset of a Binge


Now that you’re familiar with the fundamentals of paying attention when you eat,  add the 
following steps, especially when you feel a binge coming on: 

Give yourself permission to overeat.  Stopping a binge in its tracks is not the goal here. It’s to 
pay attention and bring all of you to the table (pun intended). When you give yourself 
permission to overeat, you’re opening yourself up to the experience, rather than simply going 
through the motions in despair or on autopilot. 

Then ask yourself: 

What’s happening right now? 

Examine the circumstances. Did you just have a fight? Are you having an unpleasant thought or 
memory? Is there a lull in your day and you need a distraction? Are you bored? Is this a time of 
the day when you usually binge? 

What are you thinking? 

Notice your thoughts.  Do you want to reward yourself? Escape from a hard day/week? Need a 
pick me up? What is the tone of your thoughts? Self-critical? Fearful?  Defeated? 

What are you feeling right now? 

Notice your emotions.  Are you bored? Feeling empty? Stressed? Worried? When you think of 
not eating in this moment, what’s coming up emotionally? 

Where in your body do you feel these emotions?  
  
Every emotion has a physical response. Find some stillness within. (Section: Ask and Listen) 
While staying engaged with your feelings, explore where this is showing up in your body.  
Describe the sensation. (See Feeling Your Feelings in the following page).  

You may not get through all the questions before you succumb to eating, that’s ok. Try again 
another time.  Remember, focus on consistent effort.  

Record your observations in your journal.  
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Exercise: Take the Fun Out of Binging


When you feel you’re ready, test the skills of paying attention by practising stopping a binge or 
overeating in its tracks.    

Do this: 

Get into the beginner’s mind. 
Do your check-in’s. 
Slow down. 
Chew more. 
Pause before each bite.  
Hold your fork/spoon in your non-dominant hand occasionally for a few bites.  
Take regular sips of water. 
Slow down/stop when the food starts to lose its pleasure.  
Slow down/stop when you feel physical discomfort.  
Put (utensil, bowl, bag) down. Look around. Notice your surroundings.  
Focus on objects in your environment. A picture frame. A table. Notice its details.  
Take a deep breath.  
Push your plate away.  
Get up from the sofa/table. 
Stretch. 
Walk away.  
Place a hand on your stomach, your chest. Press your hands into your lap.  Press your feet into 
the floor.  
Tell yourself this is not a NO forever, it’s just a NO for now.   
Tell yourself the food will always be there when you want it again.    

Ask yourself: 

What will continuing this binge accomplish for me?  

Is this truly what I want and need right now?  What else can I do to meet this need? 

How am I going to feel afterwards if I continue? How will I feel about myself if I stop? 

At first,  you might only succeed in slowing down, or delaying a binge. This 
is part of the process.  That’s improvement.  
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Feeling Your Feelings 
Compulsive (over) eating is about pulling away from the present moment. It’s our go-to 
behaviour in response to an unpleasant emotion and/or thought.  It’s also learned behaviour.   

Which means we can un-learn it. Body awareness is the ONLY route.    

Linking the physical/physiological connection to our emotional and thought patterns heightens 
our self-awareness.  We’re all aware to some degree of how we react to triggers.  But this is 
peripheral awareness. We’re still spectators.  And this is the root of our suffering.  We see 
what’s going on yet feel powerless to stop it.   

We need to bring this peripheral awareness more centrally into our immediate experience. 
Body awareness is the gateway to our emotions and thoughts and ultimately, mastering our 
behaviour.   

The table below outlines some examples of emotions and the corresponding physiological 
responses you may feel.  

The chart above might seem very basic but so many of us live predominantly in our heads that 
we underestimate how much we’re disconnected from ourselves.  To break out of the habit of 
overeating, we must learn to open up to our whole range of feelings.   

There’s so much healing power in feeling seen and being acknowledged. This is is a common 
driving force in our quest for love, especially romantic love.  We need to offer ourselves this 
love by tending to our negative/unpleasant emotions.  They too need acknowledgement, to be 
understood and expressed.  They are a part of us. 

Emotion Head Chest Abdomen/Torso Limbs

Nervous Jaw (tightness) Lungs (shallow 
breaths)

Stomach (fluttery, 
churning)

Sadness Mouth and eyes 
(heavy/weighted)

Throat 
(constriction) 

Heart (achy) Gut (sinking, 
hollow)

Shoulders 
(rounded)
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Exercise I: Feeling Your Feelings


Familiarize yourself with the chart on page 22.  

Think back and recall a recent incident/moment that triggered you to eat or crave/think of 
food.  It could also be something unrelated to food, a stressor, that caused an unpleasant 
sensation.   

- Recall your observations. 

- Bring yourself back to that moment.  

- Go inwards (Follow the steps in the previous section, Listen).   

- What physical sensations do you feel?  

- Where do you feel them?  

- What emotion best relates to this sensation?  

Take your time.  

Describe what you feel in the chart on the following page.  

Bonus:  

V. Feed the need 

The sensations that you feel from this exercise are sometimes signals from our body telling you 
what it needs in that moment.                                                                                                       
             
Identify the need.  Tightness in your chest or stomach could mean anxiety. Heaviness could 
mean stress or that you’re taking on a lot.  You’ll learn the language of your own body with 
practice.              

Respond to the need. It could be a nap, a glass of water, fresh air or a good chat with a 
supportive listener.  When you do this you’re rewarding yourself.  Our brains have a natural 
tendency to protect the body from unpleasantness, especially pain. When you feed a need   at 
the end of each practice, you!re establishing positive associations with this experience.   This  

Chokey Tsering www.semconscioushealth.com 	 	 23



Over With Overeating	 	 5 Steps to Freedom

will make you less resistant to it the next time.  Listening to your body and emotion-processing 
will become easier. You’re also learning to become more attuned to your body.  This will help 
pick up on the different degrees of hunger and fullness. 

Train this muscle.  
Micro-habit: Set aside time regularly to connect to your 

body 
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Emotion Head Chest Abdomen/

Torso Limbs
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The Threat in Our (Internal) Midst 
Our brains haven!t really evolved much from several million years ago. How our nervous 
systems kicks in when our brain senses a perceived threat, real or imagined, still follows the 
same neural patterning, to a certain extent, as our predecessors. 

We’re hardwired to shield ourselves from any stressor that “threatens” our safety so that we can 
focus on accomplishing the task at hand - not getting eaten.  But this default survival setting 
isn’t equipped to respond to our modern day “predators” which are more frequent, subtle and 
abundant : unfulfilling relationships, environmental stressors, work pressure, rumination and 
negative thoughts patterns, etc.   

Our predecessors also had the time to process the effects of their stressors once the threat was 
gone. Our lifestyles today don’t easily afford us this luxury of returning to homeostasis. 

Recognizing these ingrained responses is important because it helps us understand our 
behaviour. Our neurological mechanisms to ensure safety explains in part our tendency to cling 
to what’s familiar, what’s certain, even if what we feel is ‘safe’ undermines our happiness and our 
quality of life.   

Analysis, willpower and attitude alone - all facets of the mind - can’t get to the depth of the 
drivers of our compulsive habits. I’ve seen clients refer to past diets as a success because they 
had stuck with it for 6 months, one year or even several years.  But the point is that those 
successes DID NOT LAST.  If those diets were so successful, then why are they back where they 
started?  The problem is not them, which they’re prone to believing.  The problem is the diet.   
Many don’t offer much in the way of getting more embodied. It’s a critical counterpart to our 
cognitive experiences and understanding which we tend to prioritize.  

Our brain’s automatic resistance to what’s unpleasant, and our disconnection to our body,  
drives it into our physiology where it sits and festers.  

It doesn’t feel good.  

So we eat.  
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Exercise II: Feeling Your Feelings


Reflect back again on an earlier event.    

Follow the previous step Exercise I. Once you’ve identified the emotion and located its physical 
source, identify the ‘threat’.  

What was going on at the time?  

What were you thinking?  

Who was there?  

What was the food item you started to crave?  
 

Record your observations.  
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Exercise: Identifying Patterns


After some time, you will have recorded a fair amount of observations. Review what you’ve 
written.   

Search for patterns. It’s not a question of whether there are any but identifying what they are. 

From there, explore more deeply into why and how they came to be. 

You can use this script to get you started:  

“I usually overeat/binge when _______________________[describe the circumstances. Is there 
usually a person involved? A time of day? A recurring event?].  

In those moments, I feel ______________________ [Identify the emotion].  

It feels like ___________________ [Identify its physical sensation and location].   

I usually think ____________________[describe your thoughts/self-talk].   

When this is happening, I usually turn to ______________________[food of choice].”  
 

 
 

What is your pattern?  
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IV. FEEDING YOUR 
(NON)HUNGER


“Who looks outside, dreams; who looks inside, awakes.” 
- Carl Jung 

Compulsive eating is usually driven by an abiding emotional hunger.  This type of hunger, one 
that is enduring and recurring, at a fundamental level is driven by your core beliefs.   

They are foundational, subconscious beliefs about ourselves, others and the world, which we 
perceive as facts.  They steer our behaviour and life choices. They create our realities.  

Maladaptive (negative) core beliefs usually underpin undesirable, chronic habits, like 
compulsive eating and other forms of dis-ordered eating.  Here are some common  narratives: 

Defectiveness/Shame - “I’m flawed, I’m unloveable, I’m ugly…” 

Lack of self-control - “I’m hopeless, I can’t manage…” 

Failure/Inadequacy - “I’m no good, everyone else is better than me…” 

Vulnerability - “Bad things always happen…: 

Emotional deprivation - “I’ll never feel loved, no one can love me…” 

Abandonment/Instability - “Everyone I love leaves me, it’s dangerous to be vulnerable …” 

Mistrust - “People use me, I can’t trust people…” 

Self-sacrifice - “I have to put myself aside to help others, others matter more…” 

Unrelenting high standards - “I have to be best or…” 

Can you relate to any of these?   
What might be your negative core beliefs?  
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Core Beliefs 
We all have pain from our past.    

These experiences construct our subconscious scripts.   It’s how our brain, always in protection 
mode, makes sense of what happened to us so we can move on.  But the meanings we 
extrapolate from these experiences aren’t truth.  

Our brain doesn’t know how to make us happy. Understanding, and appreciating, this 
fundamental limitation gives us the critical understanding that we can re-write our scripts.   

And guess what? 

You’re already half way there.   

The culmination of the skills you’ve been building so far in this work book have been preparing 
you to unearth your negative core beliefs.  You’ve been honing the ability to feel and identify 
the physiology of your thoughts and emotions.  You’ve been drawing on this information to 
connect the dots between your behaviour and the corresponding circumstances/triggers in 
your life and daily experiences.  And you stay present and engaged to these moments. 

 

You’ve parted the curtains.  It’s time to look in.  
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Journal Prompts : Core Beliefs

Examine your patterns. What area(s) in your life or current circumstances have you connected to 
compulsive overeating?  Those situations where you struggle with intense feelings or that bring 
up the urge to escape.   

Core beliefs can be unearthed by detecting automatic thoughts.  They’re recurring thoughts/
statements that float up in response to those areas in our life or  those particular circumstances. 
It’s difficult to identify automatic thoughts in the beginning because they’ve lived in our 
subconscious all our lives.  But with practice and persistent self-awareness, engagement, it is 
possible.   

Automatic thoughts are typically all-or-nothing thinking, global statements/generalizations, 
dwelling on the negative (rumination), and labelling or catastrophizing.  

Look for clues words like, “People/I/Things/It’s” ”always” “never” “everyone” “should’s”.  

Is there a theme to your automatic thoughts? What underlying beliefs might these thoughts be 
reinforcing?  

For example, if you notice a recurring theme in your self-talk that goes something like  “People 
suck…”,  “Everyone always disappoints…”, the underlying core belief could be related to trust 
issues and fundamental feelings of safety.   

Exercise: Q & A Strategy


This is a popular technique that can be quite effective.  When you catch a negative, automatic 
thought, ask yourself why it would be upsetting to you if it were actually true. 

Continue generating a series of negative thoughts until you reach the core belief.   Do this by 
asking yourself the following question for each negative thought: 

$What does this mean to me?” OR $Assuming that!s true, why is that so bad?” 

Example: 

You come home from work and feel overwhelmed and drained.  Your automatic thought:  
“The house is a mess.”  Remember to stay connected to your feelings and sensations. The 
body doesn’t lie. Let your brain take a backseat.  

Now, in response to your automatic thought, ask yourself:   
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Q: What does this mean to me?  A: I can’t stay on top of my responsibilities. 

Q: Why is that so bad?   A: People will think I’m incompetent. 

Q: Why is that so bad?   A: I can’t take care of my family. I’m a bad parent   
      and spouse. 

Q: Why is that so bad?   A: Because I feel worthy when I’m able to take care 
      of my loved ones. 

Core Belief: “I have to earn love.  I’m responsible for others’ happiness.”  

You can also use this strategy for other situations, like catastrophizing, with questions like:   

“What’s the worst thing that could happen?” What are you most afraid of?” “What are the odds 
of this happening?” “What would you do if this happened?” “If you were to die tomorrow, 
would this really matter?”  

After you’ve done the initial Q & A, go back and review your responses.  Now, imagine a friend 
expressing these thoughts to you.   

What would you say to your friend to give a more balanced, compassionate (and realistic)  
perspective?  

Note: Your brain will likely be a few steps ahead during this and the other exercises.  That’s its 
job.  But being smart enough to see where this exercise is taking you is irrelevant.  This isn’t a 
trick. There’s no big reveal at the end.  Resist the urge to calculate and predict.  This is your 
protective pattern talking.  Instead, go all in.  Surrender. 

Example: 

What does this mean to me?   I can’t stay on top of my responsibilities. 
      Actually, you do a great job. No one’s perfect. 

Why is that so bad?    People will think I’m incompetent. 
      People will think you’re human.  

Why is that so bad?    I can’t take care of my family. I’m a bad spouse and 
      parent. 
      You take care of your family well. They are healthy, 
      clean and well-fed.  
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Why is that so bad?    I feel worthy when I’m able to take care of my 
       loved ones. 
      You do your best. Parenthood and marriage fulfill   
      you.  They don’t define you.  
        

New Core Belief: You are worthy.  You have control only over your own happiness.  

Exercise: Counter Narratives


As your negative core beliefs reveal themselves, in your journaling, write statements that 
challenge those beliefs.  Keep them simple.  Make them reasonable, kind and practical.  Say 
them aloud.  

These exercises reinforce, little by little, and again and again,  that our core beliefs are not 
permanent.  At the same time, we’re releasing our attachment to these beliefs. We’re moving in 
the direction of aligning our reality with our Why’s, what’s truly important to us.  

 

It’s vital to go through these exercises to experience the impermanence of core beliefs. 
This practice of writing and embracing counter-narratives re-wires your brain and 

deconstructs your stuck thought and emotional patterns.  

It’s not enough to grasp this intellectually.   
 

Journal Prompts: Changing Our Stories


As we identify our core beliefs, and start to re-write them, we must get to their source.  Without 
understanding something, its origin, we can’t uproot it.  

Trace a core belief back to an event/memory in your past.  Then trace that to another earlier/
separate event. For example, if your automatic thoughts center around issues of safety, where 
might these come from?  Keep going back in time to events that “prove”, or can be seen as 
examples of, those beliefs.  Go as far back as you can.   
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When you’ve reached a pivotal moment or have identified a significant circumstance in your 
past, write this experience down. 

What happened? Who was involved? What do you remember feeling?  

Why do you think this happened?  You might want to use the 5 Why’s technique here. Don’t 
censor yourself.  Do a thought-dump.  If strong emotions come up, keep writing.  Let it flow.  

Once you’ve written it all down, put your pen down.  Get up and move.  Get your blood 
circulating, your breath flowing. Go for a brisk walk. Get some fresh air. Do some dynamic 
stretches.  Run. Do some push-ups, jumping jacks. Climb stairs.  Drink some water.   

Now, return to your story.  Write about the event/memory  again.  Start fresh, writing from your 
current perspective, your current emotional and mental state.   

Compare the two stories.  Any differences?  Has the meaning you’ve taken from this memory/
event changed?  How so?  

Changing your physiology softens our holding patterns, especially when we’re triggered.  It’s an 
effective way to alter your mental and emotional states, which weave the narratives that 
reinforce core beliefs.   

Storyteller 

Another way to experiment with changing our core beliefs is to get into a story-teller mode.  
First, do a brain-dump, as in the preceding exercise.  Make sure to put down all the what’s, 
how’s, who’s and especially the why’s of an important event in your past.   

When you’re done, take a break.  Change your physiology. Get grounded, check in (see 
section: Ask and Listen).   

Think about your Why’s.   

Visualize the person you need to become to achieve it.   

How does this person look? Talk?  

How does this person interact with the world? With the people in your life? 

Get into this person’s character. Then, write the story again, from this person’s perspective. 
Write how you imagine this person would interpret the event. You don’t have to believe this 
version.   
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Even though the facts of the event may remain the same more or less, you may notice that the 
meaning you extrapolate is different. 

Change won’t happen overnight.  Our core beliefs were formed and solidified through 
repetition.  The more you practice deliberately changing your interpretation of past and 
current events, even if in the moment you’re not entirely convinced of this version , you’re still 
on the right track.   Just keep rolling with it. 

There’s no room for SHAMING.  Our present core beliefs weren’t a choice.  The maladaptive 
ones were formed out of necessity, our reflexive survival mechanism, in the absence of the 
resources (love), self-awareness and support we needed to balance them out.  The new 
versions we craft today must be guided with self-compassion.  Silence the inner critic and 
always be watchful, as she comes in many forms. This is why our body is a critical touchstone 
because the mind, in her diligent effort to protect, will do anything to carry out this role, even if 
it means lying.  

We’re responsible for our stories.  When we embrace this truth, we plant the seed of 
accountability.  Accountability empowers us.  

Exercise: Real Talk in Real Time


Notice your reaction to an incident that’s unsettling you and eliciting a familiar reactive pattern.  

Act as soon as you catch this. 

Watch yourself reacting. You might already be reaching for that bag of chips. 

Notice  =  Breathe  =  Connect  =  Release = Choose 

This is a simple formula that I’ve used as a mantra many times  to alter the trajectory of my fight 
or flight response in the moment.   

Notice: Notice what’s going on around you.  Your surroundings.  How you’re feeling 
   physically and emotionally.  Slip into the beginner’s mind.  Notice the mundane: 
  the keystrokes on your finger pads, the sunlight reflecting on your wall.   

Breathe: Now direct your attention to the stressor.  Breathe deeply. 
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Connect: Search for the physical sensations in that moment.  Is there a stirring in your gut? 
  A tightening in your neck? Stay present with this icky-ness. Identify the  
  correlating emotion.  

Release: Shift your posture, your position. Stay with the feelings and 
  sensations until they soften.  And they WILL.   Emotions tend to peak after 
  90 seconds.  Give yourself this time.  

Choose: Tell yourself that the thoughts you’re forming in that moment is the whispering 
  of your core belief.  Choose from a list of the counter-narratives you’ve prepared 
  and say it to yourself.  Take a breath to assimilate it,  let it seep into your mind,   
  your muscles, your gut.  Exhale deeply and slowly. 

Notice now, what’s happening to the reactive pattern? What’s happening to your urge to eat? 

Then, continue about your day.  

From personal experience, I can only describe the rewards of this practice as an outer-body, 
slo-mo experience, in real time (which sounds strange because we’re focused on getting INto 
our body). It might look like this: 

You witness an event as it unfolds (someone says something to you or you see/hear something 
that elicits a memory).  You notice your emotional reaction. You feel it in your body. You notice 
the reflexive, familiar urge to react a certain way. BUT, a space opens up, a pause appears, just 
before you’re hijacked by this urge.   

This space is choice.  It can be fleeting but it’s there. Practice recognizing it.  Practice 
prolonging that pause.  

It’s in this pause that you can apply the self-awareness and self-knowledge that you’ve 
accumulated throughout this workbook. This moment is ripe for concrete change and progress, 
where you’re recruiting all dimensions of your self that you’ve been learning to tap into and 
consciously responding in the moment.   

Even if sometimes you make the “wrong” choice, you’ve engaged with your whole self until 
that point.  

This in itself is huge progress. 
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Need More Help? 


Identifying and uprooting negative core beliefs can be tricky terrain to navigate on your own. 
There may be unprocessed trauma underneath our harmful habits.  If this is the case, 
addressing this on your own can feel like venturing into roiling high seas in a little chug-boat.   

If emotions are overwhelming, or if you keep getting stuck, therapy and counselling can help 
with this deeper self-exploration.  Unhealed wounds hold us back.   

Exercise: Feed the True Need


Compulsive eating serves a function. You may feel a sense of loss or mourning when you start 
to break away from this habit.  You need to fill the void with something else but something that 
uplifts and empowers you. 

Now that we’ve started the hard work on identifying our true needs, we can start to think of 
ways to adopt steps to fulfill them in other ways. It can be working towards a big goal like a 
career change or adopting little practices that give us joy and which we look forward to each 
day or week.  

Identify the need. Do you want more excitement? A sense of purpose? Creative expression? 
How will meeting the need foster more supportive and empowering core beliefs? Is the need in 
line with your Why? 

Make a list. Jot down some things you’d like to accomplish or pursue.    It could be something 
you’ve always wanted to do but never did.   Is it a trip to a particular destination? Learning a 
new skill? Going for that promotion? Making a big purchase? How will this fulfill your Why? 

Make a plan.  What do you need or what needs to happen to pursue this dream or wish? 
Create a plan of action.  Do you need more money? Time? More training? What other 
resources will help you?   

Get help. Do you need to enlist the support of friends and family? Have someone to share this 
goal with? Be mindful of the company you keep. Some people in our lives we keep because 
they are part of our harmful, stuck patterns. You might want to separate yourself from these 
influences.  Consider spending time with people who inspire you, who you feel better 
represents your values.  

As you work towards these new habits or goals, and find fulfillment from them, the need to 
overeat and check out will become more manageable because you’re feeding the need in more 
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sustainable and supportive ways.  You will be in a better position to put food in its proper place 
and to curb the tendency to use it to self-soothe.  

Chokey Tsering www.semconscioushealth.com 	 	 38



Over With Overeating	 	 5 Steps to Freedom

V. FOOD IS JUST FOOD

As we’ve hopefully come to understand by now, food is often the symptom and not the 
problem when it comes to compulsive eating.  When we unpack the compulsion, and see it for 
what it is, we can take charge of it.  Only then are we ready to focus on food. 

Paying attention throughout the eating experience helps us notice the foods we turn to during 
heightened (or withdrawn) emotional and mental states.  We become aware of how they make 
us feel afterwards - physically, mentally and emotionally.   

The next step is to recall this information when preparing/packing meals and shopping for 
groceries.   

This is NOT about following food rules.  Instead, you’re weighing the pros and cons of your 
options and making intentional choices based on the insights you’ve culled from checking in 
and your self-examination.   

Unlike diets, which get increasingly difficult to stick to, this approach will get easier.   

The more we practice paying attention, building our body wisdom, understanding our non-
hunger drivers, taking steps to address them, and essentially, integrating all parts of ourselves, 
the more equipped we become in making more supportive food choices.  
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Conscious Eating 
Be nutritionally aware. Responding to your true hunger and satisfaction needs not just how 
you eat but what you eat.  When you’re nutritionally aware, the primary role of food will be to 
support your ability to nourish and stay connected to yourself, mentally, physically and 
emotionally. Beware of slipping into old patterns of fixating on the nutritional or caloric content 
of food for reasons that don’t align with this intention.   

Stay flexible. Adapt your diet to your changing needs and daily demands and limitations, like 
fatigue, hormonal fluctuations and schedules and social commitments.  Rigid food rules are 
unrealistic and don’t accommodate these realities.   

Prioritize pleasure.  We fear pleasure foods, associating it with a loss of control.  Work on 
abandoning the good and evil perceptions of food. Allowing pleasure into the eating 
experience will free you to explore what you truly enjoy.  You might surprise yourself with what 
you discover. Have fun! 

Work on your relationship with your body.  Relationships take work. Taking things for granted 
poisons the relationship. Think often about the ways your body supports you.  You don’t need 
to love your body all the time but solidify respect and appreciation for it. Remind yourself that 
how you look is the least interesting thing about who you are.  

Keep things in perspective. Our fear of weight gain is irrational.   Understand the real motives 
behind the importance we place on our appearance as a factor in how we define health.  Keep 
them in check by balancing them with other health values like body appreciation, joyful and 
stimulating movement, feeling good on the inside, etc. 

Fight the Power.  Observe how unrealistic and harmful ideal-beauty/body myths are reinforced 
all around us.  Notice it in your own language and self-talk.  Loosen the grip of the value of 
appearance altogether. Beware of health and wellness programs that allude to food restriction 
and weight loss. Diet culture is insidious.   
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CONSCIOUS HEALTH 

“No matter how many mistakes you make, or how slow your progress, you’re still way 

ahead of those who aren’t even trying.” 

- Tony Robbins 

You are now well on your way to deconstructing your compulsive eating pattern.  In its place, 
you’re developing sustainable, supportive eating habits: 

- You pick up on internal hunger and fullness signals. 
- You trust these internal cues and let them guide you, instead of rigid and arbitrary food rules. 
- You’re aware of and open to your thoughts, feelings and sensations and you connect them, 

in real time, to your actions (eating behaviour) and to circumstances that trigger these 
reactions. 

- You’re learning to enjoy food without fear, guilt or shame. 
- You’re naturally gravitating towards food that support and nourish you because you’re more 

attuned to how food makes you feel. 
- You’re actively seeking better ways to address the underlying drivers of this habit.  
- You focus on persistent effort and progress, not perfection.  

These are also life skills.   

You’re consolidating your whole self.  You’re engaging more fully in the moments in your days.  
You witness the potent space between events and your reaction to them, and you choose, to 
the best of your ability, to respond in a way that’s aligned with our deepest values and the 
person you’re  evolving into.     

Each choice you make that’s rooted in this integrated awareness strengthens the emerging, 
conscious bond with yourself.  Each one reinforces the growing understanding that the only 
path to real freedom doesn’t take you somewhere “there”, but is the one that leads you here, 
to yourself, again and again.  

Thank you for giving me your time.  
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