
Intuitive Eating:
An Introduction
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The belief that we can trust our innate wisdom to guide us in making food choices runs counter to what most people 
(both health professionals and lay people alike) accept as truth. However, the evidence continues to grow in support 
of intuitive eating as a healthier and more sustainable way to relate to food than restriction and rules. See  
www.intuitiveeating.com for more information. We’ve put together this summary so you can get comfortable with the 
concepts as you develop a practice of intuitive eating. 

Please note that if you are in treatment for recovery from an eating disorder, you may still need to be following a 
food plan. Eating intuitively is the goal, but it may take time to get there. Focus on recovery first, and work with your 
treatment provider to help you build your intuitive eating practice.
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WHAT IS INTUITIVE EATING?

Intuitive eating is the practice of letting your body guide 
you in choosing what, when, and how much to eat. Eating 
intuitively means sensing the signals from your body to 
tell you what you need, and trusting yourself to make 
decisions that will nourish your unique body. Rather 
than relying on external messages to tell you what foods 
are “good” or “bad,” you take time to ask yourself what 
foods your body wants in the moment, and do your 
best to give it what it asks for, no matter how the food 
is labeled by others. When eating intuitively, you slow 
down and experiment with food. Appreciating the beauty 
of the food you eat becomes important: its smell, color, 
texture, and taste all enhance the experience of eating. 
You pay attention to how you feel after eating different 
foods and in different amounts. Eating in this way allows 
you to connect with your body and food in a balanced, 
healthful, and trusting manner. Your relationship with 
food becomes one that has moderation and variety as its 
core principles, not deprivation.

HOW WILL I KNOW WHEN I’M HUNGRY? HOW WILL I 
KNOW WHEN I’M FULL?

Each person has a unique experience of feeling hungry 
and full. Intuitive eating means listening to your own 
body’s cues for hunger and satiety, not to someone else’s 
rules or suggestions about when you should or shouldn’t 
be hungry or full. For some, hunger feels like a grumbling 

stomach. For others, it presents as a headache, weak 
shaky legs, dizziness, fatigue, or irritability. Satiety can 
feel like a heaviness in the stomach, but is also apparent 
when the food you eat starts to lose its flavor and appeal. 
If you have a hard time recognizing these signs, it may 
be that you’ve learned to suppress your body’s signals, 
and it can be helpful to eat on a regular schedule (every 
three to four hours) until your hunger is recovered. If you 
continue to struggle with over- or under-eating, please 
seek help from a weight-neutral health professional who 
can assist you in rediscovering your body’s internal cues 
for hunger and satiety.

WHAT IF I MESS UP? WHAT IF I EAT TOO MUCH, OR 
EAT THE WRONG THING?

Intuitive eating is a continual learning experience, a 
lifelong process of trial and error. It is not a diet. If you eat 
more—or less—than feels satisfactory, or eat something 
that causes your body to feel poorly, be kind to yourself! 
By releasing any guilt you feel for eating beyond satiety, 
not eating enough to nourish your body, or eating the 
“wrong” food, you apply the knowledge gained to future 
eating experiences. You use these learning times to stay 
more closely attuned to what your body truly needs. By 
knowing how you want to feel when you are done eating, 
and by remembering the experiences of eating different 
foods in varying amounts, you develop the ability to 
make balanced food choices more easily. Beating yourself 

http://www.intuitiveeating.org/
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up for making a “mistake” doesn’t allow for learning, 
which means it is easier to repeat uncomfortable events 
in the future. If you sit with your discomfort, and forgive 
yourself for your perceived “mistakes,” you have a better 
chance of remembering the bodily sensations you don’t 
want to repeat.

Over time, you’ll discover which foods tend to make 
you feel good and which ones don’t. You’ll learn how 
much food to eat to reach a state of nourishment and 
satisfaction—a state that may not always be the same. 
Experimenting is an important part of the process. 
Remember that sometimes you’ll choose to eat foods that 
may not make you feel especially great, but you still might 
want to eat them to enjoy the flavor. For example, spicy 
food may give you indigestion but you choose to eat it 
from time to time because it gives pleasure to your taste 
buds. Remember that food does not have moral value, 
and hunger is not a virtue. Your goal with intuitive eating 
is to have as many nourishing and satisfying experiences 
as possible.

WON’T I EAT “JUNK” FOOD ALL THE TIME IF I DON’T 
RESTRICT MYSELF?

When you are in the habit of restricting what you eat, 
allowing yourself the freedom to choose any food you 
want can be scary. In the beginning of your intuitive 
eating practice your body (or mind) may be drawn to the 
foods you have been denying yourself. You may  find that 
you eat more of these foods than you think you “should.” 
If you are listening closely to what your body is asking for, 
you’ll find that your craving for these formerly forbidden 
foods lessens, just by allowing yourself to have them. Over 
time you will restore your trust in your ability to make 
decisions about what and how much to eat, especially if 
you don’t beat yourself up for making “mistakes.” You will 
learn what foods and in what amounts feel best—on your 
tongue, in your stomach, and throughout your whole 
body. You’ll be able to balance the amount you eat of all 
foods, subsequently removing the need to binge or diet. It 
is important to show yourself that you can have the foods 
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you want. Eventually, you will lose interest in eating when 
you are not hungry, you will no longer be obsessively 
drawn to “forbidden” foods, your ability to nourish your 
body will improve, and food will no longer hold power 
over you. As you repeatedly practice eating behaviors 
that provide the nourishment necessary for your body 
to thrive, your brain structure will change, cravings 
for “junk” food will lessen, and your desire for more 
nutritious, wholesome foods will grow. 

Giving yourself permission to eat any food at any time 
doesn’t mean you have to eat all foods. Knowing you 
can, however, takes away the forbidden quality of certain 
foods. People often say, “If I listen to my body to tell me 
what to eat, it will only want...” and they name foods 
that are non-nutritious; that are considered “junk” food. 
Eating intuitively doesn’t mean you give up all reason 
and knowledge. You feed yourself foods that will nourish 
your body and give it the fuel it needs to get you through 
each day. But you also honor that no food is “bad” or 
forbidden because that mindset leads part of your brain 
to want those foods even more, and chances are high that 
you’ll then binge on the foods you restrict yourself from 
having.

WHAT IF I AM HUNGRY FOR SOMETHING OTHER 
THAN FOOD?

We all experience hunger for many things other than 
food. When you find yourself wanting to eat, take a 
moment to ask yourself:

“Is it food I’m hungry for, or something else?”

“Is boredom what I’m feeling? Stress? Anxiety? Grief? 
Anger? Loneliness? Something else?”

“Do I need solitude? Creativity? Community? Movement? 
Time to breathe deeply? Connection with my spirit? A nap? 
Contact with another person or pet?”

“What obstacles are blocking my ability to meet my needs 
other than hunger for food?”

“Will eating food right now satisfy what it is I’m really 
hungry for?”
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If it is food you really want, eat it—and savor every bite! 
Remain aware, though, if you are supplanting other 
needs with food. Of course, we sometimes eat for reasons 
other than physical hunger—and that’s okay. It can be 
wonderful to eat foods that give us comfort, excite our 
taste buds, or remind us of home. As we fine-tune our 
ability to determine the source of our hunger, we increase 
our ability to satisfy all of our needs, and we don’t use 
food as a substitute for connection with other people, 
movement, rest, etc. If we can be honest with ourselves, 
and make decisions from a place of compassion and 
kindness (without guilt or shame), we are able to fully 
explore all of our needs. When we let go of justifying or 
rationalizing our wants and desires, it is easier to have 
what we want and desire! Food no longer needs to be a 
substitute for the things in life we crave. We eat for the 
simple pleasure of eating, and bravely take steps towards 
meeting our other needs.

If you are bingeing or restricting on a regular basis, 
we highly recommend talking to someone about your 
struggles. You will want to seek out a  therapist or other 
support person who is not focused on weight loss as a 
source of happiness, but on holistic health and vibrant 
living, someone who honors size diversity. Your ultimate 
goal is to find balance, not lose weight. You may want 
to start by talking with someone trustworthy (a friend, 
family member, etc.) who will listen to your concerns 
without judgment. This person can help you find the 
resource you need. If this is a step you need to take, do it 
as soon as possible. It is your gift to yourself.

WHAT IF I CAN’T AFFORD THE FOODS I WANT? HOW 
DO I MEET MY NEEDS IF I GO TO SCHOOL OR WORK 
AND HAVE TO EAT ON A FIXED SCHEDULE?

Intuitive eating means doing your best to eat in 
accordance with what your body wants and needs. It is 
not about being perfect. It isn’t always possible to have 
exactly what you want, or when you want it; situations 
occur that limit our control over how and what we eat. 
Do your best to keep a variety of foods on hand. Is it 

possible to bring a snack to class or work? Can you find 
a less expensive substitute for the food you crave that 
will satisfy you in a similar way? Do you need to take 
steps to make the foods you want more accessible in 
your community, or for other people not as fortunate as 
yourself? Be flexible and forgiving when it isn’t easy to 
feed yourself what you want, especially if your budget 
restricts your choices. Do your best in the context of your 
life circumstances to nourish your body when you eat. 
Let your senses guide you in having the most pleasurable 
and healthy experience possible considering the options 
available to you. 

Remember the importance of eating when you are hungry. 
This means doing your best to eat meals throughout 
the day so you don’t go home overly hungry and binge 
on everything in sight. Review the information on the 
famine response to remind yourself what our bodies do 
when they don’t get food regularly. If you are habitually 
hungry at school or work, think about ways in which you 
can prepare food in advance to bring with you. It may 
take a bit of time and energy for food preparation, but it 
will be worth the effort so you don’t get overly hungry on 
a regular basis.

If you are working in the arena of food justice, or studying 
it in class, please be aware that much of the language 
used is connected to the “obesity epidemic.” If/when you 
can, do your part to educate people about the benefits of 
creating weight-neutral language in relation to food. The 
opportunities to address food insecurity (which naturally 
leads to binge eating because this behavior is the body’s 
appropriate response to not having enough to eat—think 
famine response) are much greater when we can remove 
“obesity” language from the conversation. 

WHAT IF I DON’T LIKE TO COOK?

Cooking is not a pleasurable task for all people. If you are 
responsible for cooking meals for yourself, try to make 
it a creative experience. Ask friends for easy recipes. Let 
your eyes take in the various colors and shapes in the 
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produce section at the market. See the food as material 
for an art project. Use your time standing in line at the 
grocery store to relax your brain, enjoy a good daydream, 
or people watch. Play your favorite music while you cook. 
Use chopping time as a way to take out your frustrations 
of the day (but be careful of your fingers!). Talk on the 
phone with a favorite person while you cook. Make extra 
food so you can have leftovers in your refrigerator—your 
dinner tonight can be your lunch tomorrow. If you are 
cooking for more people than just yourself, ask others in 
your household to join in the cooking process to create a 
sense of community. Get take out or prepared foods when 
you really can’t stand the thought of cooking—there are 
lots of nutritious, reasonably priced options these days.

If you know nothing about what foods fuel your body 
and increase its resistance to disease, gather information 
about basic nutrition from someone who knows. 
Remember, however, to experiment with the information 
you gather to figure out for yourself what works and what 
doesn’t for your unique body and life, even after getting 
“expert” advice.

WHAT WILL HAPPEN TO MY WEIGHT IF I EAT 
INTUITIVELY?

Eating in accordance with your body’s wisdom may cause 
you to lose weight, gain weight, or not change your weight 
at all. Regardless of what happens with your weight, 
cultivating a practice of intuitive eating will certainly lead 
to sustainable, pleasurable self-care.

Intuitive eating will help you get to a stable set point 
weight over time, and will reduce your chances of the 
harmful weight loss/weight gain cycling that regularly 
occurs with dieting. The set point weight range for your 
particular body will be determined by your genetics and 
your history with weight loss/weight gain cycling. You’ll 
know when you get to this range because your clothes 
will fit pretty much the same way each day. You will 
probably experience small  fluctuations in your weight 
in accordance with your menstrual cycle (if you have 

one) and the seasons. Illnesses, injuries, stressful life 
experiences, vacations, long work or study hours, and 
travel are examples of other factors that may cause your 
weight to fluctuate within its set point range.

Try not to use intuitive eating as a “good” diet, even if 
changing your habits causes you to lose weight. This will 
keep you locked into a diet mentality and focused on 
your weight instead of positive self-care. Success will be 
determined not by a number on a scale, but instead by how 
your body functions and how you feel. Intuitive eating 
gives your body the opportunity to be well nourished and 
happy.

REMEMBER...

Intuitive eating is a process. Start fresh every day with a 
renewed commitment to being kind and forgiving with 
yourself, and to staying in touch with your body. See how 
often you can experience the moment of eating when you 
are physically hungry, finding the food that best meets 
your needs for the moment, and finding satisfaction at 
the end of your meal or snack.


