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respect to the accuracy, applicability of its contents or any omissions.  
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Introduction 

Food addiction is believed to affect 5-10% of the population. Studies show that the prevalence of 

food addiction increases in people who are clinically obese or suffer from binge-eating disorders. 

According to the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), 59% of people do not 

regularly make healthy food choices. Currently, 

approximately seven billion dollars are spent annually for 

the medical costs of diet-related chronic diseases like 

obesity, Type II Diabetes, and heart disease.  

The USDA estimates that the United States could save 16 

billion dollars over five years if $10 per person was spent 

now on improving nutrition education, increasing physical 

activity, and stop smoking campaigns. 

This dollar amount doesn’t even take into account the 

mental health issues associated with food addiction. 

Helping people to eat healthier and overcome food 

addiction would save countless people from the anxiety, 

depression, and loss of wellbeing that is related to 

dysfunctional eating and food addiction. 

Dysfunctional eating and food addiction are issues that can face people of any age, race, and 

socioeconomic background. Although there has been much research on food addiction, 

scientists believe that there is no one cause or one treatment that is most effective. A variety of 

factors contribute to food addiction, and there are multiple treatment options. 
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What Is Food Addiction 

"Increasing evidence suggests that binge eating-related disorders could be related to addiction-

like eating patterns due to the addictive potential of hyperpalatable foods. "The most common 

food addiction symptoms include consuming large amounts for a long period, repeated attempts 

to cut down, and continued use despite adverse consequences. Tolerance and time effort are 

further, but less frequent symptoms. Withdrawal symptoms and reduction of social, occupational, 

or recreational activities are rarely reported. Food addiction diagnoses are positively associated 

with BMI and, therefore, increased in obese individuals and even more in obese patients with 

BED. Moreover, this relationship between body mass and food addiction may be non-linear. 

Studies suggest that there is a plateau in food addiction symptomatology once an obese state is 

reached.” (How Prevalent is “Food Addiction?;” Adrian Meule) 

Food addiction is when a person’s body has become chemically dependent on one or more food 

substances and needs the substances to function in a normal way. It is the same as a drug or 

alcohol addiction.  

A person’s body becomes dependent on certain foods or eating behaviors. According to the 

Food Addiction Institute, the most common food addictions include foods that contain sugar, 

flour, fats, grains, or salts, or some combination of these ingredients. The most common food 

addiction behaviors include bingeing, purging, and volume eating. 

Food addiction is a chronic and progressive disease that includes seeking out the foods a person 

is addicted to, participating in food addiction behaviors, eating, or doing these compulsively, and 

having great difficultly managing the addiction, despite unhealthy and harmful consequences.  

Repeatedly eating these foods or engaging in addictive behaviors causes changes in the brain 

that deceive the mind, challenge a person’s self-control, and disturb the ability to resist these 

foods and behaviors.  
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Food addiction is a maladaptive behavior related to eating as a way to reduce stress and anxiety. 

Although addictive foods and behaviors may feel necessary or pleasurable at the time, they 

create harmful mental and physical problems that last beyond consuming the addictive foods.  

According to one study, Food Addiction: Its Prevalence and Significant Association with Obesity 

in the General Population; Pedram, et al… 

• About 1 in 20 people or 5% of the general population meet criteria for food addiction 

• “Large numbers of people do not meet all of the criteria but who demonstrate a strong 

association between food and addictive behavior--the "almost addicted"” 

• “Women were more affected than men.” 

When a person consumes foods with sugar, flour, fats, grains, and salts, these addictive foods 

activate the brain’s reward center by flooding it with the chemical dopamine. Over-activation of 

the dopamine reward circuit can cause an elevated feeling of happiness, which leads people to 

repeat the behavior, like eating these foods again.  

Over time, the brain adjusts to the higher levels of dopamine, requiring more dopamine to cause 

the same intense feeling. Tolerance to the amount and type of addictive foods can lead to 

increased consumption and food addiction. 

In a 2018 systematic literature review in Nutrients, a peer-reviewed journal, the study authors 

identified brain reward dysfunction and impaired control supported as characteristics by a large 

number of the studies reviewed.  

They also found evidence that certain foods, particularly processed foods with added sweeteners 

and fats, demonstrated the highest potential for food addiction. Although the authors felt that 

the symptoms described were more indicative of a substance use disorder than a behavioral 

addiction, they did recommend continued research into prevention and treatment.    
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Signs And Symptoms Of Food Addiction 

Certain signs and symptoms characterize food addiction. Eating Disorder Hope, a network of 

therapists, doctors, and researchers, offers this comprehensive list of signs and symptoms: 

▪ Gorging in more food than one can physically tolerate 

▪ Eating to the point of feeling ill 

▪ Going out of your way to obtain certain foods 

▪ Continuing to eat certain foods even if no longer hungry 

▪ Eating in secret, isolation 

▪ Avoiding social interactions, relationships, or functions to spend time eating certain 

foods. 

▪ Difficulty function in a career or job due to decreased efficiency 

▪ Spending a significant amount of money on buying certain foods for bingeing purposes 

▪ Decreased energy, chronic fatigue 

▪ Difficulty concentrating 

▪ Sleep disorders, such as insomnia or oversleeping 

▪ Restlessness 

▪ Irritability 

▪ Headaches 

▪ Digestive disorders 

▪ Suicidal ideations 
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Assessment: Am I A Food Addict? 

Consider these questions to assess whether you have a food addiction issue: 

▪ Do you obsess over food a lot? 

▪ Do you think about your weight a lot? 

▪ Have I spent my life losing and gaining weight repeatedly? 

▪ Do you behind emotions? 

▪ Do you have intense cravings that must be satisfied? 

▪ Do you feel you have control over what you and how 

much you eat? 

▪ Do you have health problems related to eating, 

obesity or overweight? 

▪ Do you binge on large amounts of food at a time? 

▪ Do certain feelings or stress trigger you to binge eat? 

▪ Do you binge and purge? 

▪ Do you use laxatives to get rid of food you have 

eaten? 

▪ Do you eat in secret? 

▪ Do you feel shame or guilt after eating? 

▪ Is your diet comprised mostly of unhealthy junk and processed food? 

▪ Do you feel you practice portion control and moderation? 

▪ Do you find it hard to stop eating certain foods? 

▪ Have your eating patterns caused negative consequences in your life? 

▪ Has someone in your life, a friend, family member or doctor expressed concern over your 

eating habits? 

If you answered yes to at least 2 or more of these questions it is likely that you do have a 

problem.  



6 | P a g e  
 

While many people overeat occasionally or stick to a diet for a short period, people with food 

addiction are unable to control their urges on a long-term basis.  

The Normal Eater 

The following describes the normal eater. Consider the differences with the questions above.  

• You have not struggled with weight issues throughout your life, 

your weight has been at a healthy level.  

• You can control what you eat and make healthy choices without 

struggling. 

• You have control of when you stop eating and you can stop 

when you are full.  

• You are not an emotional eater: you do not eat behind stress, 

loneliness, guilt, anger, or other difficult feelings.  

• You don’t engage in binging or purging behaviors.  

• You are not obsessed or preoccupied with losing weight, your 

figure, or with food and what you are eating. 

• You do not feel guilty when you eat. 

• You understand the dangers of junk food and limit and moderate 

its intake. 

• You choose healthy foods and are mindful of what you put into your body. 

• You practice moderation and portion control for your health. 

• If you gain a few pounds, you can stick to a plan to lose it. 

• You do not spend your life trying one diet after another.  

• You have a positive body image, you like what you see in the mirror. 

• You do not have difficulty in making healthy choices. 
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1 Week Assessment 

Make a list of the foods you feel you have lost control over. Attempt to not eat those foods for a 

1 week period. If you struggle or cannot stop eating those foods these are all signs of food 

addiction.  

Yale Food Addiction Scale (YAFA’S) 

Professionals in the mental health and medical fields use the YFAS to assess food addiction. “The 

Yale Food Addiction Scale is a measure that has been developed to identify those who are most 

likely to be exhibiting markers of substance dependence with the consumption of high fat/high 

sugar foods” (https://www.midss.org/content/yale-food-addiction-scale-yfas).  



8 | P a g e  
 

Implications Of Food Addiction 

Food addiction may result in negative physical, psychological, and social effects. Eating Disorder 

Hope lists the effects seen in these three areas: 

Negative Physical Effects 

▪ Heart disease 

▪ Diabetes 

▪ Digestive Problems 

▪ Malnutrition 

▪ Obesity 

▪ Chronic fatigue 

▪ Chronic pain 

▪ Sleep disorders 

▪ Reduced sex drive 

▪ Headaches 

▪ Lethargy 

▪ Arthritis 

▪ Stroke 

▪ Kidney/Liver Disease 

▪ Osteoporosis 

Negative Psychological Effects  

▪ Low self-esteem 

▪ Depression 

▪ Panic attacks 

▪ Increased feelings of anxiety 

▪ Feeling sad, hopeless, or in despair 
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▪ Increased irritability, especially if access to desired food is restricted 

▪ Emotional detachment or numbness 

▪ Suicidal ideation 

Negative Social Effects 

▪ Decreased performance at work or school 

▪ Isolation from loved ones 

▪ Division within family units 

▪ Lack of enjoyment in hobbies or activities once enjoyed 

▪ Avoidance of social events or functions 

▪ Risk of jeopardizing finances or career 

Negative physical effects are the result of consuming an uncontrolled and inappropriate number 

of calories and nutrients. Without help and support, food addiction can create or increase 

mental health problems. Either of these types of effects or a combination of them can contribute 

to negative social effects that create a cycle of repeated food addiction behaviors and physical 

and mental health issues. 

The negative psychological and social effects of food addiction are part of a negative feedback 

cycle. According to research from the Psychology & Behavior Journal, repeated consumption of 

addictive foods or addictive behaviors can create a state of increased brain stress.  

Continued addictive foods and behaviors are then required to lower that stress level. Ultimately, 

avoiding addictive foods and behaviors creates more stress in the body and mind than engaging 

in food addiction. This negative feedback cycle is a symptom of addiction to food, drugs, or 

alcohol.  
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Normal Eaters Versus Food Addicts 

Everyone needs to eat. Eating is how we fuel and replenish energy and nutrients for our bodies. 

A medically reviewed article in Very Well Mind, states that it is normal to eat every day, eat more 

than once a day, and to look forward to food for pleasure.  

However, because food addiction is maladaptive because food addicts eat to feel better 

emotionally. Their food addiction actually makes them feel worse emotionally and causes more 

negative feelings and stress. 

Additionally, food addiction can lead to obesity, malnutrition, and physical health problems. 

Normal eaters consume food to help them be healthy. Food addicts’ food consumption is 

unhealthy for their emotional and physical wellbeing. 

Five Ways Normal Eating Differs From The Way Food Addicts Eat 

The Center for Clinical Intervention identifies five ways normal eating differs from the way food 

addicts eat. 

Frequency of Eating 

Humans function best when they eat every three hours. Normal eating includes three main 

meals and 2-3 snacks, spaced out over a person’s waking hours. It is also normal to view eating 

as 5-6 eating or intake periods throughout the day. Food addicts often engage in irregular, 

infrequent, or delayed eating. They may eat one or two meals during the day and graze or snack 

repeatedly in between those times. 

Amount Eaten 

The amount of food a normal eater consumes may differ based on their metabolism, age, 

weight, height, level of activity, and their gender. Generally, normal eaters consume enough 

food to maintain their weight by balancing their energy needs between the foods they eat and 
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the needs of their bodies and lifestyle. Food addicts eat regardless of how their intake affects 

their weight, health, and energy level.  

Types of Food Eaten 

Normal eaters consume a healthy variety of foods both throughout the day and at each meal or 

snack. Based on the food pyramid and the MyPlate government campaigns, people should eat 

foods from each category, but keep sweets and fats to a minimum.  

The My plate campaign describes each meal as divisions on a plate. Half of a plate should consist 

of fruits and vegetables, and the other half should be protein and grains. Dairy is added as a side 

drink or small portion of food consumption.  

Food addicts are most often addicted to and eat a greater amount of the foods that are 

expressly supposed to be kept at a minimum. Foods that contain sugar, flour, fats, grains, or salts 

or some combination of these ingredients are the majority of a food addict’s diet. They generally 

eat fewer fruits, vegetables, and protein than a normal eater. 

Reason for Eating 

Humans normally eat for fuel and nutrition. It is also normal to eat for pleasure, such as enjoying 

a teat, eating during social events, or eating as a celebration. Food addicts’ primary purpose in 

eating is to reduce stress and anxiety caused by the negative feedback loop the addiction causes. 

Flexible Eating 

Normal eating varies depending on a person’s mood, likes and dislikes, schedule, hunger level, 

and proximity or availability of food. Normal eaters don’t experience stress or anxiety when their 

food options change, like when someone brings a treat to share at work or when they attend an 

event and don’t like the food choices.  

 Food addicts are often rigid in their need to eat certain foods or to eat foods in a certain way. 

Changes in their environment or food options can create psychological distress that leads to 

emotional outbursts and displays of disordered eating. 
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The Mindset Of A Food Addict 

A person’s mindset is their closely held set of attitudes about a topic. Mindset is often formed 

early in life but can be changed throughout life by a person’s 

environmental, emotional, and intellectual influences. The 

Obesity Action Coalition focusses on how food addicts 

perceive hunger.  

Normally, hunger is a group of physical symptoms that a 

person feels when they need calories and nutrition. Sensing 

an empty stomach, lightheadedness, and headaches are 

symptoms of physical hunger.  

For a food addict, the hunger mindset isn’t based on physical 

symptoms. Instead, food addicts perceive hunger based on a 

negative feedback loop and their brains being tricked by 

external stimuli like food commercials or images as well as 

emotional triggers.  

Three Areas That Affect Mindset That Can Lead To Food 

Addiction 

The Food Addiction Institute identifies three areas that affect a person’s mindset and can lead to 

food addiction. These influences can alter a person’s mindset from healthy eating to live to a 

dysfunctional view of living to eat. 

Environment 

Throughout life, a person’s social and economic status can affect their mindset. Peer pressure, 

abuse, stress, poor parental and social guidance, and early exposure to commonly addictive 
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foods can also influence their mindset. For food addicts, a disordered and dysfunctional 

environment can create a correlation between food and feelings that is unhealthy and addictive. 

Development Stages 

Many researchers and scientists have explored and categorized the human developmental 

stages. Despite different models, it is widely accepted by the scientific community that humans 

move through developmental stages as they live, learn, and grow.  

A strong negative influence during early stages or stage transitions can lead to food addiction. 

The trauma caused by negative influences can limit a person’s ability to move entirely from stage 

to stage, keeping them from realizing their full potential. When food becomes a replacement 

comfort for trauma or eating becomes a source of trauma, food addiction may develop. 

Biology 

Scientists believe that genes account for about half of a person’s risk for food addiction. Gene 

sequences that produce proteins in the body account for the genetic predisposition to addiction. 

When the genes don’t produce properly functioning proteins, the dysfunctional proteins 

increase a person’s vulnerability to addiction.  

These dysfunctional genes are hereditary and can be passed from generation to generation. 

Mental health disorders, which may also be hereditary, can contribute to food addiction as well. 

Researchers at The University of Buffalo New York found a “specific link between addiction and 

people with genetically lower levels of dopamine, the chemical that causes feelings of pleasure.” 

People with genetically lower levels of dopamine feel the need to eat more to gain the same 

sense of pleasure and satisfaction as people with normal levels of dopamine. The lack of 

dopamine creates more motivation to eat and to eat more than normal.  
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What You Can Do – 20 Steps To Overcome 

Food Addiction 

Overcoming food addiction takes time. The brain needs healthy nutrition and emotional self-care 

to rebalance pleasure chemical levels. A person needs consistency, repetition, and support to 

create a balanced lifestyle and make the life-long changed needed to overcome food addiction.  

20 Steps to end food addiction: 

1. Eliminate the foods that cause overeating, including sweets, flour, grains, and processed 

foods. By replacing these foods with healthy proteins, fruits, and vegetables, you help 

rewire your brain chemistry to lessen food cravings. A healthier diet also supports better 

physical health and wellbeing.  

 

2. Have a plan to stop eating these foods. It may take 2-5 days for cravings to diminish. 

Understand that irritability and sleeplessness or excessive sleepiness often happen during 

this period. Plan to get support from family, friends, or professionals during this time. 

 

3. Stop drinking coffee. Coffee can contribute to cravings for sweets. To avoid symptoms of 

caffeine withdrawal, cut coffee consumption in half weekly until coffee is no longer part 

of your diet. Replace coffee with herbal tea and water. 

 

4. Get rid of junk food. Don’t allow the temptation of having unhealthy foods easily 

available. Food choices should have no more than five ingredients to keep them from 

being overly processed and full of potentially addictive substances. Clean out the 

unhealthy food in your house. When shopping for food, make a list, and stick to it. 

 

5. Plan your meals and snacks. Use the My Plate method to plan three healthy meals a day. 

To avoid grabbing addictive foods, have other choices available for snacks. Don’t skip 



15 | P a g e  
 

meals. Regular eating throughout the day helps keep blood sugar even and decreases 

feelings of hunger and cravings. 

 

6. Drink plenty of water. The mind and body often mistake thirst for hunger. Staying well 

hydrated has numerous health benefits as well. The body needs enough water to process 

nutrients, eliminate waste, and function well. Make water available during the day and 

take regular water breaks during work and exercise to stay hydrated. 

 

7. Practice mindful eating. Eating in front of the TV, while reading, or while being on the 

computer distracts the mind and body from the essential function of eating. Multi-

tasking, while eating, can easily lead to overeating and contribute to food addiction. 

Instead, sit at the table on focus on your meal. Take time to eat slowly, properly chew 

your food, and enjoy your meal as an essential activity. 

 

8. Shop for food wisely. Plan your shopping trip instead of running into the store for a few 

things, which can lead to binge purchases of addictive foods. Buy healthy foods including 

fruits and vegetables. Shop the perimeter of the store. Most processed foods are located 

in the center aisles.  

 

9. Avoid low-fat and fat-free foods. Manufacturers replace fats in food with sweeteners and 

artificial flavors to replace the taste of fats. The body needs healthy fats, so chose the fats 

found in olive oil, nuts, seeds, and fish instead of eating low-fat or fat-free versions of less 

healthy foods. 

 

10. Cook with spices. There are a wide variety of spices available that add flavor and make 

food more enjoyable to eat. Even simple meals can be enhanced by adding spices. If you 

must purchase prepared food, chose healthy options that contain vegetables and 

proteins. 
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11. Exercise daily. Exercise releases endorphins in the brain that improve mood. Regular 

exercise can also help you avoid acting on food cravings. Exercise doesn’t need to be 

strenuous. Taking a walk, yoga, and swimming are all healthy exercises. 

 

12. Rest and relax. Stress contributes to food addiction. To overcome food addiction, a 

person must decrease the stress in their life. Change habits that lead to stress and poor 

sleeping by turning off devices earlier in the evening and doing a hobby or taking a walk 

before bed. Take time during the day for breaks and stretching to help relieve stress. 

 

13. Start your day slowly. Beginning your day in a rush can lead to stress. Take time in the 

morning to practice mindfulness and gratitude for the day. Plan your activities and 

prepare healthy snacks and meals. Take time to focus on breakfast instead of eating as 

you rush out the door or drive to work. 

 

14. Make more time for yourself. Part of limiting stress is learning self-care. Instead of 

focusing on food as an escape, use time during the day to meditate, take a walk or do 

something else that you enjoy. Avoid working through lunch and dinner. Meals should be 

times to focus on yourself and enjoy the pleasure of healthy eating. 

 

15. Create a support system. Overcoming food addiction requires a change in lifestyle. Find 

people who support your desire to change and will help keep you on track for your goals. 

Friends, family, coworkers, and professionals can all provide the support needed to 

overcome food addiction. 

 

16. Don’t expect perfection. Overcoming food addiction takes time and hard work. When you 

slip, use the experience to re-dedicate yourself to your goal instead of as an excuse to 

return to more damaging behaviors. Remember that overcoming food addiction is a life-

long process and that you can overcome obstacles and mistakes. 
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17. Develop a Healthy Relationship with Food. Unlike other addictions, a person can’t stop 

eating entirely to avoid addictive foods. Overcoming food addiction requires a lifestyle 

change that includes a healthy relationship with nutritious foods instead of junk foods 

and addictive ingredients. It requires a mindset change from living to eat to eating to live. 

 

18.  Set Boundaries with Addictive Foods. Eliminating temptation is an essential part of 

overcoming food addiction. Getting rid of junk food in the house, planning healthy meals 

and snacks, and not skipping meals all help to set healthy boundaries.  

 

19. Follow a Meal Plan. Instead of using food for comfort, a person must overcome food 

addiction by having a mindset of eating for their health. A focused meal plan includes the 

right amount of fruits, vegetables, proteins, grains, and dairy for health and wellbeing. 

Healthy eating doesn’t happen by accident. Instead of focusing on addictive foods or 

dysfunctional behaviors, a person must focus on healthy eating and enjoying the foods 

they eat. 

 

20.  Learn Healthy Coping Strategies. Since food addiction is linked to the stress response, 

overcoming food addiction involves learning better coping strategies. Self-study, support 

groups, and professional help are available to focus on mindfulness, meditation, and 

other relaxation techniques 

 (Sources: Food Addiction Research and Education; Health coaches, dietitians, and fitness 

trainers with My Fitness Pal). 

The Mindset 

One of the most important aspects of recovery form food addiction is to make a profound and 

lasting shift in your relationships with food. For the food addict the common mindset is “living to 

eat,” versus the normal eater who “eats to live.” We must realize that food is for sustenance, it is 

not comfort, pleasure, or security. Like the alcoholic who reaches for a drink to soothe pain, 
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stress or to cope, so food has become that drug of choice for the food addict. This dysfunctional 

relationship with food must be addressed and processed, so that the food addict can become a 

whole healthy person who finds healthy outlets for inner turmoil and realigns their thinking 

about food and its purpose. This may be a life long process of recovery that will require vigilance, 

determination on the part of the addict along with a strong support system.  

Sometimes, deep rooted issues, even those that stem from childhood can make this mindset 

shift difficult and professional help is required to heal. The most important thing to remember is 

that recovery is possible, and you can go on to achieve an all new level of emotional, 

psychological, and physical health.  
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Professional Help is Available 

Food addiction is a mental health issue, not a lack of willpower, discipline or of being a failure as 

a person. Food addiction doesn’t just go away on its own. Like other addictions, people with food 

addiction may benefit from professional help. Healthline, the online clearinghouse for medical 

information, describes four kinds of effective professional treatments for food addiction.  

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy 

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) is a form of talk-therapy, known as psychotherapy, that uses 

a limited number of structured sessions working with a psychologist or counselor. CBT is an 

effective tool, alone or combined with other therapies, that successfully treats mental health 

issues, including depression, anxiety, and food 

addictions. CBT is also used as a tool to help anyone 

manage stress. 

CBT can be done alone or in a group with others 

experiencing similar problems. The therapist helps 

people explore their feelings and thoughts about what 

bothers them and how they can find better ways to manage their responses to stress. CBT is 

goal-oriented, and the therapist may ask participants to read information or do homework 

between sessions to reinforce the new ways they learn to cope.  

Some CBT therapists specialize in helping people overcome food addiction. They work with the 

mental health issues that often accompany food addiction and the behaviors that food addiction 

involves. Finding a specialized therapist for food addiction can benefit those seeking to 

overcome it. 
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Psychiatrists and Drug Therapy 

Licenses medical doctors and psychiatrists can write prescriptions for mental health therapy 

while psychologists cannot. Psychologists provide talk and other therapies that often 

accompanies using medication for mental health. To obtain a prescription for these medications, 

a person must be under the care of a medical doctor or psychiatrist. The federal Food and Drug 

Administration (FDA) has not approved any medications specifically for treating food addiction, 

but there are mental health medication treatments that can help. 

One such drug, sold under the brand name Contrave, is approved for weight loss treatment. It 

contains bupropion, a medication for the treatment of depression, and is also used to help 

people stop smoking.  

 

Contrave also contains naltrexone, a medication used to manage drug and alcohol addiction. The 

combination of these two medications targets pathways in the brain that involve the addictive 

nature of food. When used in addition to healthy lifestyle changes, Contrave has been shown to 

help with food addiction.  

Because anxiety and depression are often a part of food addiction, medication to treat these 

issues can also be helpful. There are short and long-term medications available. Most of these 

medications help balance the levels of chemicals in the brain.  

 

An imbalance of various brain chemicals like serotonin and cortisol can cause anxiety and 

depression, so these medications help restore the proper balance and decrease symptoms. 

Using these medications while overcoming a food addiction can help a person to focus on their 

recovery by relieving them of other stress indicators.  

Commercial Treatment Programs 

A combination of various therapies is usually most effective in treating food addiction. To offer 

all these options to people, some companies and organizations provide commercial treatment 
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programs. For a cost, participants can have both a short-term stay during the withdrawal period 

or relapses and long-term therapy, counseling, and support.  

Some programs specialize in specific eating disorders, while others handle a variety of food 

addiction symptoms and behaviors. 

Healthline highlights these major commercial treatment programs available: 

• ACORN 

• Milestones in Recovery 

• COR Retreat 

• The Turning Point 

• Shades of Hope 

These organizations and treatment centers are located throughout the United States. There are 

also other commercial treatment programs available. If a person chooses this option, they 

should research the types of therapies offered, the success rate of the facility or organization, 

and the cost. 

12-Step Programs 

The effectiveness of Alcoholics Anonymous as a 12-step program for overcoming addiction has 

been widely documented. Because of their success, 12-steps have become available for other 

addictions as well. The next section discusses this option in more detail. 

The original 12-step program, Alcoholics Anonymous, was started in 1935 by Doctor Bob Smith 

and businessman Bill Wilson, both of whom were trying to abstain from alcohol and quit 

drinking. Abstinence is a core component of most 12-step programs.  

Spirituality is another core component. Participants acknowledge a higher power than 

themselves and look to that power for help in recovery. 12-step programs also view addiction 

recovery as a life-long, never-ending process. 
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12-step programs offer free support to people trying to overcome food addiction. Support is 

provided in the form of group discussion, with individuals telling their personal stories about 

food addiction, while others who have the same issues offer support and advice. Some programs 

also match a sponsor to new participants, to help them individually when needed. Licensed 

therapists or doctors do not run 12-step groups. Instead, people with the same addiction 

support each other.  

12-step programs for food addiction are anonymous. Participants use their first name and the 

initial of their last name, if needed when introducing themselves within the group. It is against 

the groups’ rules to discuss specific information about other members with people outside of 

the group. Reporters are not allowed at meetings.  

12-step programs and groups for food addiction are available across the United States, online, 

and around the world. Meetings are held at various hours of the day so people can find support 

when they need it, or they can contact their sponsor directly. Groups may ask for contributions 

for operating costs, like written materials, but there is no fee to be a part of the group.  

The 12 steps used in food addiction groups are 

1. We admitted we were powerless over food - that our lives had become unmanageable. 

2. Came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity. 

3. Made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we understood 

Him. 

4. Made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves. 

5. Admitted to God, to ourselves, and to another human being the exact nature of our 

wrongs.  

6. Were entirely ready to have God remove all these defects of character.  

7. Humbly asked Him to remove our shortcomings. 

8. Made a list of all persons we had harmed and became willing to make amends to them 

all. 
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9. Made direct amends to such people wherever possible, except when to do so would 

injure them or others. 

10. Continued to take personal inventory, and when we were wrong, promptly admitted it. 

11. Sought through prayer and meditation to improve our conscious contact with God as we 

understood Him, praying only for knowledge of His will for us and the power to carry that 

out.  

12. Having had a spiritual awakening as the result of these steps, we tried to carry this 

message to others and practice these principles in all our affairs. 

According to the American Medical Association Journal of Ethics, a combination of treatments, 

possibly including a 12-step program, is the most effective for food addiction treatment.  

For a 12-step food addiction program for work, the participant must accept a higher power and 

abstain from addictive foods and behaviors. They must also be comfortable in a group setting 

and with peer support.  

Healthline lists several prominent 12-step groups available for food addicts: 

• Overeaters Anonymous 

• Greysheeters Anonymous, which offers a three-meal a day healthy eating plan 

• Food Addicts Anonymous 

• Food Addicts in Recovery Anonymous 
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Conclusion 

Dysfunctional eating and food addiction cause a great deal of harm to a person’s mind, body, 

and emotional state. Chemical changes in the brain, chronic health problems, and mental health 

issues like anxiety and depression are all damage known to affect people with food addictions.  

More than a show of willpower, overcoming food addiction requires support and help, often 

provided by mental health professionals. Food addiction recovery involves lifestyle changes in 

food choices and coping with stress. For food addicts, these changes are a life-long process that 

shapes their path to better physical, mental, and emotional health.  

 


