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WHAT IS FOOD
ADDICTION?



Welcome to What is Food Addiction, an informative leaflet
designed to shed light on a topic that affects the lives of many

individuals around the world. In a time when the availability and
variety of food seems endless, it’s essential to explore the

concept of food addiction and its impact on our physical and
mental wellbeing. 

Food addiction is more than just a casual term, it’s a complex and
multifaceted issue that involves a psychological and physiological

dependence on food. This leaflet aims to provide you with an
understanding of food addiction, its potential causes and paths

towards recovery. 

Whether you are personally grappling with food addiction or
seeking knowledge to support a loved one, this leaflet is a
valuable resource to create awareness, compassion and a

commitment to a healthier, more balanced life. 

Together, let us embark on a journey of knowledge, self-discovery
and empowerment as we explore the profound impact of food

addiction and work towards creating a community that prioritises
mental and physical wellbeing. 

With gratitude,

Jodie
Health and Wellbeing Life Coach

Food Addiction UK
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What is Food Addiction?
Food Addiction is complex and multifaceted, characterised by a
profound psychological and physiological dependency on food.
This compulsive relationship with food goes beyond mere
cravings or indulgence, manifesting as a genuine addiction
similar to substance abuse. Individuals grappling with food
addiction often find themselves unable to control their
consumption of food, despite negative consequences for their
physical health, emotional wellbeing and overall quality of life. 

Food addiction can be an all-encompassing struggle, infiltrating
and dominating your thoughts throughout the day. The
relentless preoccupation with food becomes a constant mental
companion, creating an exhausting battle for those stuck in its
grip.

The mind becomes a battleground where thoughts of food
constantly intrude, overshadowing other aspects of life.
Whether occupied with planning the next meal, counting
calories, or resisting the allure of addictive foods, individuals find
it challenging to break free from the incessant mental loop
associated with their dependency. This mental preoccupation
often leads to a sense of fatigue, as the relentless focus on food
consumes mental and emotional energy, leaving little room for
other important aspects of life. 
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The physiological aspects of food addiction adds an additional
layer of complexity. Unlike certain substances, the body requires
nourishment to survive, making it impossible to completely
abstain from food. This inherent necessity intensifies the
struggle, as individuals try and find a delicate balance between
meetings their nutritional needs and managing their addictive
patterns. 

The exhausting nature of battling food addiction is not only a
result of the constant mental tug-of-war but also stems from the
profound impact it has on daily functioning. The inability to
escape thoughts of food, coupled with the physiological
imperative to eat, creates a persistent and demanding challenge
that can erode your overall wellbeing. 

Breaking free from this cycle often requires a comprehensive
approach that addresses both the psychological and
physiological aspects of food addiction, acknowledging the
profound impact it has on individual mental, emotional and
physical health. 

Is Food Addiction A Recognised Medical Condition?
Food addiction is not officially recognised as a distinct diagnosis
in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders
(DSM-5). However, it is a topic of ongoing research and
discussion within the science and health community. 04



Craving and Obsessive Thoughts
Persistent and intense cravings for food dominate the individual's
thoughts, often leading to preoccupation with planning the next
meal. 

Loss of Control
Difficulty in regulating food intake, characterised by episodes of
consuming large quantities of specific foods despite initial
intentions to eat in moderation.

Physical Tolerance
Developing a tolerance to certain foods, where larger amounts are
needed over time to achieve the same level of satisfaction or
pleasure. 

Withdrawal Symptoms
Experiencing physical and emotional discomfort with attempting 
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Signs and Symptoms
Food Addiction manifests through a range of both physical and
emotional indicators, reflecting the complex interplay between
psychological and physiological factors. Recognising these signs
is crucial for understanding and addressing the challenges
associated with this compulsive relationship with food. 

Physical Indicators



Mood Swings
Fluctuations in mood, including irritability, anxiety or depression,
associated with the cycle of craving, consumption and subsequent
feelings of guilt or remorse. 

Social Withdrawal
Avoidance of social situations that involve food, or a tendency to
eat in isolation to hide the extent of consumption.

Escalating Impact on Mental Health
Food addiction may exacerbate or coexist with mental health
conditions such as depression or anxiety, creating a cyclical
relationship between emotional wellbeing and eating patterns.

Compromised Quality of Life
Significant interference with daily functioning, work or
relationships due to the preoccupation with food, leading to a
diminished overall quality of life. 

to cut down or eliminate the consumption of addictive foods,
similar to withdrawal symptoms observed in substance
dependency.

Continued Use Despite Negative Consequences
Consuming specific foods even when aware of the adverse
effects on physical health, weight or overall wellbeing

Emotional Indicators
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Failed Attempts to Quit
Repeated efforts to cut down or control addictive eating patterns
prove challenging, with individuals often feeling powerless to
break the cycle despite recognising its detrimental effects. 

Awareness of these signs and symptoms is a crucial first step in
addressing food addiction, allowing individuals and healthcare
professionals to develop tailored interventions and support
strategies  for a comprehensive approach to recovery. 

07

Disclaimer:

The outlined signs and symptoms provided above are intended to
serve as general indicators of potential food addiction but should
not be construed as a definitive diagnostic tool. Presence of some
or all of these signs does not automatically imply an individual is
diagnosed with food addiction. 

If you or someone you know is concerned about their relationship
with food, it is strongly recommended to seek guidance from a
GP, registered dietitian or coach/counsellor, who can conduct an
assessment and provide appropriate support.

This information is provided for general awareness and
educational purposes only and is not a substitute for professional
medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. Always consult with a
qualified healthcare professional for advice regarding your specific
situation and needs. 



Food addiction is a complex issue that extends beyond just
dietary choices, delving into the intricate interplay of
predispositions, environmental influences and psychological
factors. The compulsion to consume foods, despite adverse
consequences, raises questions about its origins and potential
triggers. 

In this section, we will look at potential causes of food addiction,
ranging from inherited vulnerabilities to the impact of societal
norms and stress. We will examine the potential triggers that
may propel an individual towards addictive eating patterns,
shedding light on the different factors that contribute to the
development of this challenging condition. Understanding the
roots of food addition is vital for developing informed strategies
to address and mitigate its impact on individuals lives. 
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Causes and Triggers

Potential Causes

Genetic Factors
Genetic predisposition can play a role in an individual’s
susceptibility to developing food addiction. Certain genetic
markers may influence how the brain responds to food cues,
impacting the risk of addictive behaviours. 



Early Exposure and Habits
Childhood exposure to certain dietary patterns and familial eating
habits can significantly influence and individual’s relationship with
food in later years. Growing up in an environment where highly
palatable or processed foods are prevalent may contribute to the
development of addictive eating patterns. 

Cultural and Social Norms
Cultural and societal factors, including prevailing attitudes
towards food, body image and social norms surrounding eating,
can shape an individual’s relationship with food. External
pressures to conform to specific standards may contribute to the
development of disordered eating behaviours. 

Availability and Accessibility
The widespread availability and accessibility of hyper-palatable,
processed foods may contribute to the ease with which
individuals can engage in addictive eating patterns. The constant
exposure to these foods in the environment can foster
dependency. 

Stress and Coping Mechanisms
Psychological stressors, such as trauma, chronic stress or
emotional challenges, may drive individuals to seek comfort or
escape through food. Over time, this coping mechanism can
evolve into a dysfunctional pattern, leading to food addiction as a
means of self-soothing. 
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Emotional Triggers

Stress and Anxiety
Heightened stress levels or emotional distress can trigger the
desire for certain comfort foods, leading to a reliance on these
items as a coping mechanism.

Boredom and Loneliness
Feelings of boredom or loneliness may prompt individuals to
turn to food for stimulation or companionship, establishing a
habitual link between emotions and eating.  

Environmental Triggers

Food Availability
The presence of tempting and easily accessible foods in the
immediate environment can act as a powerful trigger for
impulsive or binge-eating episodes. 

Mental Health Conditions
Underlying mental health disorders, such as depression, anxiety
or obsessive compulsive tendencies, can contribute to the
development of addictive eating behaviours as individuals
attempt to manage their emotional states through food. 
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Potential Triggers



Social Settings
Social gatherings, celebrations, or events centred around food
can serve as triggers, creating an association between specific
foods and positive experiences, leading to overconsumption.

Cognitive Triggers

Negative Thought Patterns
Negative self-perception, body image concerns, or distorted
thoughts about food may trigger compulsive eating behaviours
as individuals attempt to alleviate emotional distress though
consumption. 
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Food addiction can significantly impact physical health, giving
rise to a range of adverse consequences that extend beyond
mere dietary concerns. The persistent consumption of foods,
often high in sugar, fats and calories, can contribute to several
health issues. 

Nutritional Deficiencies
Food addiction often involves the consumption of specific types
of food at the expense of a balances and varied diet. This can
result in nutritional deficiencies, as essential vitamins and
minerals may be lacking, leading to a range of health problems. 

Gastrointestinal Problems
Highly processed and addictive foods may contribute to
digestive issues, including indigestion, bloating and constipation.
Poor dietary choices associated with food addiction can
negatively impact the overall health of the digestive system. 

Obesity
Food addiction is closely linked to an increased risk of obesity.
The compulsive consumption of calorie dense and nutritionally
poor foods can lead to an imbalance between calorie intake and
expenditure, resulting in weight gain. 
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Impact on Physical Health



Diabetes
The frequent intake of sugary and highly processed foods
associated with food addiction can contribute to the
development of insulin resistance and type 2 diabetes.
Uncontrolled blood sugar levels become a significant concern for
individuals grappling with addictive eating patterns. 

Cardiovascular Issues
Food addiction may elevate the risk of cardiovascular conditions,
including hypertension and heart disease. Diets high in saturated
fats and sugars, often characteristic of addictive eating,
contribute to the accumulation of plaque in arteries,
compromising cardiovascular health. 

Joint Problems
Excess weight gained through food addiction can place
additional stress on joints, contributing to the development or
exacerbation of joint problems such as osteoarthritis.

Recognising the potential physical health consequences of food
addiction emphasises the importance of addressing this issue
comprehensively. Intervention strategies should not only focus
on breaking addictive eating patterns, but also on promoting
overall health and wellbeing through balanced nutrition and
lifestyle changes. Seeking professional guidance is crucial for
individuals facing the dual challenge of overcoming food
addiction and reducing its impact on physical health.
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Food addiction extends its reach beyond physical wellbeing,
profoundly impacting mental health and giving rise to a
spectrum of emotional challenges. The all-encompassing nature
of food addiction takes a toll on the mind, contributing to
various mental health issues. 

Anxiety
The constant preoccupation with food, cravings, and the
struggles to resist certain types of food can create anxiety. Fear
of the inability to control eating habits, fear of weight gain and
societal judgement and lack of understanding may intensify
feelings of unease and worry. 

Depression
Food addiction has intricate ties to depression, forming a cyclical
relationship where emotional distress may lead to overeating,
while the subsequent guilt or dissatisfaction can further
contribute to feelings of sadness and hopelessness. 

Low Self-Esteem
The impact of food addiction on body image and the persistent
battle with cravings can erode self-esteem. Individuals may
experience a negative perception of their bodies, contributing to
feelings of inadequacy and diminished self-worth. 
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Impact on Mental Health



Guilt and Shame
Failed attempts to control eating patterns and the consumption
of specific foods may lead to intense feelings of guilt and shame.
This emotional burden can exacerbate existing mental
challenges and perpetuate the cycle of addictive behaviour.

Social Isolation
Coping with food addiction often involves navigating social
situations that revolve around food, leading to isolation and
withdrawal. The fear of judgement or the inability to conform to
social norms related to eating may contribute to a sense of
loneliness. 

Obsessive Thoughts 
Food addiction consumes mental energy with obsessive
thoughts about food, weight and appearance. The persistent
mental preoccupation can overshadow other aspects of life,
making it challenging for individuals to focus on daily tasks and
responsibilities.  

Recognising the impact of food addiction on mental health
underscores the need for holistic approaches to intervention and
support. Addressing the emotional aspects of addictive eating
patterns is essential for creating sustainable recovery and
promoting overall wellbeing. Seeking professional help can
provide individuals with valuable tools to navigate the complex
intersection of food addiction and mental health. 
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Cycle of Addiction
The cycle of food addiction perpetuates a relentless pattern,
encompassing cravings, consumption and the subsequent
onslaught of guilt or shame. Understanding this repetitive cycle
is crucial for recognising the challenges individuals face in
breaking free from the grasp of addictive eating patterns. 

Cravings

Consu
m

pt
io

nG
uilt or Shame
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Cravings
The cycle typically starts with powerful cravings, compelling
individuals to seek out specific foods. These cravings are often
intense, driven by both psychological and physiological factors,
creating a compelling urge that demands satisfaction.

Consumption
Succumbing to the cravings, individuals engage in the
consumption of the desired foods. This phase is marked by a loss
of control, as the compulsive need for certain types of food
overrides rational intentions to eat in moderation. The act of
consumption provides temporary relief and pleasure but sets the
stage for the ensuing challenges.

Guilt or Shame
Following the consumption phase, a wave of guilt or shame
washes over individuals as they grapple with the consequences
of their actions. The realisation that the consumption was
contrary to their wants intensifies these negative emotions,
creating a powerful emotional burden. 

Repetition
This cycle lies in its repetition. The guilt or shame experiences in
the aftermath of consumption often triggers renewed cravings,
as individuals seek solace or comfort in the very foods that
contributed to their distress. This cyclical pattern perpetuates
the addictive behaviour, making it challenging to break free from
the clutches of food addiction. 



Understanding the Repetitive Nature
The cycle of food addiction is characterised by a repetitive, self-
perpetuating nature. Cravings lead to consumption, which
triggers negative emotions, only to be followed by renewed
cravings. This repetitive pattern reinforces the addictive nature
of certain foods, creating a formidable challenge for those
attempting to break free from the cycle. 

Breaking this cycle requires a comprehensive approach that
addresses bot the physical and psychological aspects of food
addiction. Recognising the repetitive nature of the cycle is a
crucial step in empowering individuals to develop effective
strategies for managing cravings, creating resilience and
cultivating a healthier relationship with food. Seeking support
can provide valuable tools and guidance for navigating the
intricate challenges of the food addiction cycle. 
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Overcoming food addiction needs an approach combining
various treatment options and recovery strategies to address
both the physical and psychological aspects of this challenging
condition. 

Counselling or Coaching
One to one counselling or coaching can provide personalised
support, helping individuals explore the root causes of their food
addiction and develop coping mechanisms to manage cravings
and emotional triggers. 
Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) is an evidence based
therapeutic approach that focuses on identifying and modifying
negative thought patterns and behaviours associated with food
addiction. It equips individuals with practical skills to challenge
addictive habits. 

Nutritional Support
Seeing a registered dietitian can help individuals establish
balanced and sustainable eating habits. Focussing on addressing
deficiencies, developing meal plans and educating individuals on
overall balance and wellbeing. 

Support Groups
Joining a community such as Food Addiction UK can provide a
supportive community of individuals facing similar challenges.
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Recovery Strategies



These groups emphasise shared experiences, accountability and
the adoption of healthier lifestyle choices. 
Food Addiction UK offers an online platform for individuals to
connect, share experiences and provide education and
encouragement. Support groups and community create a sense
of belonging and understanding that is integral to the recovery
process. 

Mindfulness and Mind-Body Techniques
Incorporating mindfulness into eating habits can enhance
awareness of hunger and fullness cues, promoting a healthier
relationship with food. Mind-body techniques such as yoga and
meditation can aid in stress reduction and emotional regulation,
addressing underlying factors contributing to food addiction. 

Lifestyle Changes
Engaging in regular physical activity not only contributes to
overall wellbeing but also serves as a positive outlet for stress
and emotions, reducing the likelihood of relying on food for
emotional support. 

Embarking on the journey of recovery from food addiction often
involves a combination of these strategies. Tailoring an approach
that aligns with an individual's needs, preferences and
circumstances is key. Seeking guidance and building a robust
support network are vital components of a successful recovery
journey. 
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Eating Disorders
Eating disorders are characterised by distinct patterns of
disordered eating and associated behaviours. It is important to
note that food addiction is not currently classified as a distinct
eating disorder according to UK guidelines. However, its impact
on physical and mental health can be profound and warrants
attention and support.  

Here is a brief overview of recognised eating disorders in the UK:

Anorexia Nervosa
Anorexia involves extreme restriction of food intake, leading to
significant weight loss and distorted body image. Individuals with
anorexia often exhibit an intense fear of gaining weight, despite
being underweight, and may engage in excessive exercise or
other behaviours to prevent weight gain. 

Bulimia Nervosa
Bulimia is characterised by recurrent episodes of overeating,
followed by compensatory behaviours such as self-induced
vomiting, laxative use or excessive exercise. Individuals with
bulimia are often preoccupied with body weight and shape, and
their eating patterns are typically marked by a cycle of binging
and purging. 



Binge Eating Disorder (BED)
BED involves recurrent episodes of consuming large amounts of
food in a short period, accompanied by a sense of loss of control
during the binge. Unlike bulimia, individuals with BED do not
engage in regular compensatory behaviours. BED is associated
with feelings of guilt, shame and distress. 

Avoidant/Restrictive Food Intake Disorder (ARFID)
ARFID is characterised by limited food preferences, aversions or
avoidance based on sensory aspects or concerns about the
consequences of eating. Unlike anorexia, individuals with ARFID
do not have concerns about body weight or shape, but may
experience nutritional deficiencies. 

If you suspect that you or someone you know may be
struggling with an eating disorder, it is crucial to seek
assistance from a general practitioner (GP) or other healthcare
professional. 

GPs are well-equipped to provide an initial assessment, offer
guidance and facilitate appropriate referrals to specialised
services for a comprehensive evaluation and support. Early
intervention is key in addressing eating disorders, promoting
recovery and preventing potential health complications. 
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Food Addiction UK
At Food Addiction UK, we understand the unique challenges that
individuals face when dealing with food addiction. Whether you’re
seeking support, information or a community of like-minded
individuals, our platform is here to empower you every step of the
way.

What We Offer

Practical Tools
Explore our practical tools designed to create healthier habits.
Discover ways to nourish your body while enjoying the pleasure of
foods. 

Educational Resources
Equip yourself with knowledge about food addiction, its causes
and effective strategies for overcoming it.
 
Hope and Healing
No matter where you are in your journey, there is hope. Embrace
the possibilities of healing and transformation. We’re here to
support you every step of the way.
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Mission Statement

Inspiring change, nurturing growth. 
Our mission at Food Addiction UK is to provide education,
support and inspire individuals struggling with food addiction.
Through uplifting resources, expert-led education and a
nurturing community, we aim to break the cycle of food
addiction and guide members towards a life of balance, health
and happiness.

Addressing the Gap in Food Addiction Support in the UK
Recognising a significant gap in support, particularly for those
who don’t experience binge-eating, Food Addiction UK aims to
fill this void. In the UK, individuals facing food addiction often
encounter limited resources tailored to their experiences. This
platform is here to bridge that gap, offering insights, guidance
and a supportive community for everyone affected by food
addiction, regardless of the manifestations. 

Take the first step towards a healthier, happier you. 
Join our community and start your journey to freedom from

food addiction today! 

www.foodaddictionuk.co.uk 
@FoodAddictionUK


