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Managing food cravings
Every now and then we all experience food cravings. Cravings become stronger and more frequent when they are acted on - the behaviour becomes an automatic ‘habit’ over time. But by waiting a while and thinking about other things, cravings often fade away. By learning to recognise and consciously act against cravings you can learn how to control these urges. The more you succeed, the more confident you will become. We suggest the following three step process 1) be aware of the craving and put up a mental STOP sign so that you can make a clear decision and 2) try out different strategies to reduce or resist the craving 3) learn from experience what works for you.
1. First, put up the STOP sign!
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When you experience a craving, imagine shouting ‘hang on’ or ‘stop’ (imagine a big red STOP sign like the one above!). Give yourself a bit of time to check the situation and make sure that you are making a clear, conscious decision (and not working on automatic pilot). It may be useful to bring to mind the main reason why you are trying to manage your diet or lose weight, or to design your own bit of “self-talk” for use in these moments. An example might be “Hold on! let’s just check my options here.” – of course, you will have your own ideas about what makes sense for you. You may still decide to have a snack and of course, it is fine to have treats and enjoyment in your life. The key is to make sure that you are keeping track of your overall diet to make sure that it is well balanced. The other important thing is that YOU are challenging your ‘automatic pilot’ and bringing these decisions under your conscious control.
2.  Try out some different strategies
The following may be helpful ...
Put it off: Often food cravings only last a few minutes, so if you put off the decision you may find that the craving goes away – try saying to yourself “I’ll leave it for now and see if I want one later”
Distraction tactics: Find something else to do – maybe say to yourself “I might have one later after I have (for example) watched Eastenders”, or after I have been for a walk”. Physical activity is often a good distraction tactic as it releases chemicals (endorphins) that stimulate the pleasure centres of the brain. This can often help relieve cravings that relate to stress or mood (so called ‘comfort eating’). So maybe try doing a few stretches or muscle-strength exercises whilst watching the telly, instead of having a snack.

Having regular meals helps to avoid hunger related cravings. Planning and preparing meals and snacks in advance also helps to manage situations in which cravings tend to arise. This could be done for example by eating a healthy snack before going to the supermarket, or only buying things written on your shopping list. 


Eat smarter to avoid hunger related cravings. If you eat foods that are higher in fibre (like whole-grain foods, fruit and veg and pulses) these take longer to digest and keep you feeling full for longer.

Avoid storing up trouble! Be careful what you put in your cupboard /what kind of snacks you buy at the shops. Make sure that you have some healthy snacking options available (or even lower fat versions of what you might otherwise eat). 
Don’t shop when you are hungry: When you are hungry, your brain is primed to make more unhealthy choices and you are more likely to put high fat and high sugar products in your basket. You could try having a healthy snack before going to the supermarket.
Control the amount you eat: Have a smaller portion and savour the experience so that you can get more satisfaction from a smaller quantity (see the section at the end of this piece about ‘being mindful’ about your lifestyle). An example of this is if you are watching TV at the same time as snacking, you are unlikely to really enjoy the snack and it is easy to eat a lot without realising it. If you put a big bowl of nuts or crisps in front of you, they will go! So think about the amount you serve up and try to avoid eating your dinner in front of the TV.
Take steps to avoid boredom or to manage stress: Boredom and stress can be causes of food cravings, so have a look at our other materials on managing stress (like using relaxation techniques) and try to avoid spending long periods of time being inactive – maybe some kind of fun physical activity or group would be worth considering? 

3.  Learn from experience

It is possible to control cravings if you are prepared to engage in a bit of trial and error. It doesn’t always work and it doesn’t always work first time, but the more times you try, the more you will learn about what works for you. Feel free to do the following learning task any time you get a food craving during the next couple of weeks. Be aware of what happens and try to answer the following questions:

1. What were you craving for?  

_________________________________________

_________________________________________
2. How did I try to deal with the situation?

_________________________________________

_________________________________________
3. How well did I control the craving?

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

4. What did I learn from this experience in order to better manage future cravings?

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

It can also be worth thinking about what are the main situations when cravings occur (for example “when I am watching TV later in the evening”) and thinking in advance about what strategies you might try to use to reduce or avoid them.
