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 An Intuitive Eater’s Guide to the Holidays 

The holiday season is officially here. The holidays are meant to be the most wonderful time of year, but 

when you are focused on your weight and/or following a diet, it can become a battleground full of 

forbidden foods and willpower. You can feel like you are one bite away from sabotage or slip into “I’ll be 

good in the new year.” This can create a lot of all or nothing eating. This sort of eating is usually 

mindless, often with excessive “splurges,” that fold into months of being disconnected from food and 

your body. When January comes, the “clean up” from the damage that has been done begins.  

There are a lot of layers when it comes to the holidays and eating. There are the specialty foods, all the 

desserts and sweets, the visiting of family members, the friends, the parties, the big meals and all the 

emotions tied into these. The holidays alone, bring emotions with them. Sometimes it may feel like food 

is the only soother to get you through these events in these several months.  

My hope is that this guide will help you navigate this holiday season in a more kind and loving way, 

keeping the principles of Intuitive Eating in mind. The holidays do not have to be a time of guilt, failing or 

agony with food. It can be a time to enjoy the celebrations and all the deliciousness that comes with it. 

You can stay connected to your body and have awareness with how your behaviors with food are.  

Mindfulness and permission are the key, as well as staying very curious and having a lot of compassion 

with yourself as you go through this holiday season, maybe for the first time, without the chains of a 

diet mentality. 
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The Gift of Permission 

For some people, the mere presence of the special holiday foods that only come out at this time of year, 

feel impossible to control yourself around. These foods might be loaded with memories from childhood, 

have had months of anticipation, and most likely, are delicious.  

One of the complicated dynamics with holiday foods, is that they are often limited to being served only 

during the holiday season. This of course, is what makes these foods so special. But what this creates is a 

feeling of deprivation. When it comes to sitting down and eating these foods, its game on! Now is your 

only chance, so you are going to have every last bite of it. For some, that’s the fun of it. But if you if are 

one to leave the table with a lot of guilt and shame, then there isn’t much joy in that. 

An important point to bring to attention, is that it is not a matter of having enough “willpower.” When 

you are deprived of any food, whether it be the pumpkin pie, stuffing, bread, Oreos or a bag of Doritos, 

when you are around it, you WILL overeat on it. If you know your availability of these foods is limited it 

becomes like “last supper eating,” every time you around those foods. You will almost always walk away 

extremely full, wanting more and feeling really guilty. It is this, which creates the illusion that you do not 

have willpower around these foods. When in fact, it is the deprivation of these foods that creates this 

relationship. It is the forbidden fruit cycle. You can see from this diagram below, that once you eat the 

forbidden food, the guilt comes, then the f**k it, overeat/binge the food, I’ll never eat it again, back to 

the rules. 

 

So, what can Santa put under the tree for you this holiday season? Permission, beautifully wrapped up 

in mindfulness. If there is a food you tend to struggle with during the holidays, making it outside that 

holiday, can help you when it comes to being around that food. Make the stuffing with Tuesday night’s 

dinner, make an apple pie or cookies with the kids. Whatever that food may be, making it to eat with 

permission is a really helpful exercise.  The goal is to help you connect to the permission of the food, but 

also to take away the “I can’t control myself” feeling around it. Practicing this before you are sitting at 

the holiday table when you are surrounded by ten other people or that relative that really gets under 

your skin has importance. There are so many other factors that come in when you are with company, 
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especially emotions. You are practicing a skill to be connected within yourself. This will help you have a 

higher chance of being able to do that while you are with others.  

If it feels like there isn’t enough time to make the holiday food that feels difficult, practicing it with other 

foods that feel like a struggle can be helpful.  Maybe pick the cookies, ice cream, chips, whatever it is. I 

always suggest starting with a “lower charged” food. Choose a food that sometimes can be a challenge 

and sometimes you’re ok with. Start there. Move on from there to a “higher charged” food.  Follow all 

the same steps below and see what happens. Be curious with it. 

If you decide to try this food experiment, the key is to be VERY connected and mindful while you are 

eating. Try putting it 30-60 minutes after a meal so you are not too hungry going into it. The purpose is 

connecting to the food. You are repairing your relationship with the food. So, you want it to just be you 

and the food. I tell my clients what you are working on is attachment with the food. It’s treating it like a 

relationship. Like couples counseling with food.        

When you are preparing to eat the food, check in with how you are feeling? Are you excited, nervous, 

anxious?  What sensations are you noticing in your body as you prepare to eat the food? Can you sense 

salivating? Does your tongue feel excited, ready to receive the taste? Can you almost taste the food 

without actually eating it yet? Notice how are experiencing the nervousness or excitement or 

anticipation in your body. How does the upper part of your body feel in comparison to the lower half of 

your body? Can you feel your feet on the floor, your legs and seat on the chair? All these awareness’ are 

getting you in your body. The goal is that you feel embodied when you are interacting with the food. 

This means you are fully present. So, no go on phones, Netflix, TikToks or any other 

device/screen/entertainment that you may typically engage with when you are eating. Remember you 

are repairing the relationship, so you have to be present. 

Sit at a table, counter, or wherever you feel comfortable and can be connected. When you start to eat, 

eat the food slowly, deliberately, and mindfully.  Be conscious with each bite. Notice each of the flavors 

that are in the food. Notice the texture. Can you be aware of when the taste of the food changes? Is 

there a point that it doesn’t taste as good as the first couple bites? What would it be like to stop here, 

knowing you can have more later or tomorrow? Does that create anxiety, or do you feel reassured? Be 

curious with what emotions come up for you. There is so much information in that. If anxiety is present, 

that may show how much deprivation there is and/or emotions tied to that food. 

Maybe there are memories that come to mind associated with this food from when you were little. Does 

that make you feel happy, sad, or nostalgic? Does eating that food bring pleasant feelings back from that 

time, or does it make you want to numb from what comes up for you? If it feels like you recognize 

feelings from the past, pause and find your feet on the floor, feel the chair beneath you. Notice three 

things in the room you are in. The idea behind this is to help you find your back into the now as you eat, 

rather than being “back then.” 

Maybe this is your only shot to have this food, so you need to eat as much as you can of it. It is this 

strong feeling of deprivation. Remind yourself that the exercise is to do this again tomorrow. Permission 

is there.  Notice where you are experiencing these emotions and feelings in your body. You don’t have 

to do anything with them, just notice and be curious with it. When you stay in that curious place, you’ll 

find more answers than you realize. The next day, repeat and check in to see if there is anything that 

you would change to help yourself be more connected.  
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The key with the curiosity, is to have compassion with yourself. You are working on your relationship 

with this food. Again, like couples counseling with food. It can be messy and not go “perfect.” That’s ok. 

Staying compassionate is one of the hardest things to do when you are used to being so judgmental and 

critical of yourself. But this shift, is such a kinder way to be with yourself. This shift with compassion, 

may take a while to integrate, but it will take you to a far greater place of peace than you could have 

ever imagined. You will discover a new understanding of yourself with time. 
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Emotions 

The emotions that come along with the holidays can sometimes feel like you are caught up in the magic 

of the season or that a lump of coal got left in your stocking or in somewhere in between. There can be 

a vast span of feelings that come up during this time from excitement and happiness to anxiety and 

sadness. When you tend to be an emotional eater, this is a time when it feels like you are surrounded by 

food and may feel like there is no way out. So how can you take good care of yourself during this time? 

Be Aware of Your Feelings 

The recognition of your emotions is one of the most honoring things you can do, especially as an 

emotional eater. If the emotions that come up for you are uncomfortable, you are likely to try to stuff 

them down. Whatever emotion that comes up for you, can you be aware of when you are using food to 

soothe the emotion? Can you notice the beginnings of the pull to the food, or when the thoughts of 

eating come into your mind? Awareness doesn’t equate to having to change your behavior, even if that 

is the desired outcome.  It’s merely bringing more consciousness into what is usually a slightly to fully 

unconscious way of interacting with yourself.  

From a more aware place, can you bring more curiosity to the reaction of the emotion versus 

judgement? Can you try to understand the emotion more and why are you trying to numb it? When you 

bring more attention to the emotion, you are becoming more self-aware. You are learning your capacity, 

or window of tolerance, for the hard emotion. You’re drawing that connection together of the food and 

the desire to soothe the uncomfortable emotion versus staying in a judgmental place of emotional 

eating. 

Eating may feel like it is the only option to make yourself feel better. If you say, “I can’t use the food,” 

more times than not, it can lead to a worse eating episode because you now attach feelings of failure 

and shame with the eating, on top of the original emotion. This is why I never take emotional eating off 

the table and encourage awareness first. Even noticing the point where you feel relief with the eating is 

a shift. Does the relief stay? Does it even happen? Do you notice when you feel the pull to just 

completely check out? Can you be aware of your pace of eating? What would it be like to slow things 

down a little? Could you put more space before the eating? This could be going for a 10 min brisk walk 

and then notice your body settling after; your breath, your perspiration, your muscles. It could be 

journaling, doing yoga or talking with someone.  These are all shifts you can do to help you still feel that 

the eating is a choice, but you have more presence. If there is more presence, maybe another choice 

becomes available.  

 

Keeping your boundaries 

How often, whether it be at a family gathering or work party, are you drawn into a conversation that 

you do not want to have? Whether that is about politics, your love life or diet and body talk. Be aware of 

the boundary you hold or do not hold when you find yourself in this situation. You have the right to walk 

away from any conversation that does not feel comfortable or is a topic you do not wish to discuss. If 

you find it hard to set that boundary, be aware of how that may impact eating and self-care. If you tend 

to have a hard time with boundaries and/or tend to have a hard time saying ‘no’ and are a people 

pleaser, eating will often be the soother, to numb that irritation, anger, or frustration. Learning to say no 
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and setting the boundary may take time to learn and more importantly, practice. A good starting point is 

just to start to notice when your body is telling you, “Yes” and when it is telling you, “No.” What do each 

feel like. For example, when my feels yes, I feel a lot of openness in my chest. When I feel no, I feel 

closed off in that same space.  Notice what does it feel like in your body when you say yes, but your 

body is telling you no. You start to learn the felt sense of boundary. And can utilize your greatest teller 

of whether the answer is yes or no- your body! 

 

The two sides of guilt 

Guilt that comes with holiday eating can come in two forms. Either feeling guilty about the food you are 

eating or being guilted into eating more than you want. Both can create a lot of turmoil. The key in 

either of these is to stay connected and do what is best for you.  

This may look like saying no to the second helping of stuffing offered multiple times or passing on the 

dish that you know doesn’t make your body feel well, even though Aunt Mary slaved all day over it. You 

do not have to do anything or eat anything that is not honoring you. Your only agenda needs to be 

staying true and connected to you.  Remember that.  

On the flip side, you have the right to enjoy and savor every bite of your meal. You have the right to the 

second serving of whatever deliciousness you want more of. You have the right to eat the pumpkin pie 

and the cookies for dessert. I just encourage you to be mindful. Stay connected. Listen to when your 

body is saying it is full. Give yourself permission to have more later if you want. There are no rules, only 

YOU guiding you and your decisions. This consciousness also creates the awareness of when you may be 

in the “f-you” eating. When you may be eating just to piss off your mom because she made a comment 

about your weight or gave you that judgmental look. Be aware of all of it. None of it is right or wrong. 

But it is how you are treating YOU that matters. When you are in that place, the only person you are 

hurting is you. 

Remember, that you are the only expert of you, no one else. You are the only one that knows how you 

feel emotionally and physically. Honor that. Staying in a place of self-love and respect is the best present 

you can give yourself. 
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Logistics of Eating 

When it comes to the holidays, there can be weird timing with meals that can make it feel difficult to 

figure out eating and can bring you to the table too hungry. It can be going to the holiday parties that 

only offer heavy appetizers that leave you feeling unsatisfied to the 3pm dinner that has you conflicted 

whether to eat or on how to eat for the day. It can seem confusing and almost like a trap to navigate 

these events. 

Let first talk holiday parties. Often, you can go into a holiday party not knowing what is going to be 

served or knowing it may be appetizers for a meal. You need to ask yourself how you tend to do in those 

situations. There are people that can go with the flow and not feel a difference. And then there is 

everyone else that attend these events with varying degrees of stress and anxiety around the food. It 

can be from the foods being served, to the timing, to the lack of satiation that is felt. It can be a myriad 

of things that can make it feel like one big set up. How I suggest navigating these events, is if you are 

able, have a big snack before you go to the party. This may look like a sandwich, a protein smoothie, or a 

large handful of nuts. Something that has good staying power. Walking into an appetizer meal, being 

really hungry is a complete set up to overeating. Your body is wanting a meal and creating one with little 

finger foods can feel difficult and not satisfying. Prioritizing that large snack before or even having a 

small meal before-hand can be really helpful.  

When it comes to odd mealtimes, restricting yourself throughout the day is not the answer. Of course, 

these holiday meals are going to be bigger.  It’s a celebration. It is meant to be a festivity rather than just 

a normal meal. It is how you come to the table that can make the difference. I suggest from when you 

wake up, have a normal balanced breakfast. This means protein, carbs and fat. Maybe this looks like 

eggs and toast, Greek yogurt and granola, toast with peanut butter, or a protein smoothie, just to name 

a few examples (you know what you like). You do not need to skimp on your day because dinner is so 

big. Three to four hours after breakfast, have a lunch. Again, do not restrict your day. This will help you 

not to be extremely hungry when you go to eat your meal. You must keep in mind, even though if seems 

like a good idea to eat less in the day to “save up” it creates such a set-up to overeating and getting to a 

painfully full place. That just piles on more guilt and shame with food and that eating experience.  

When it comes down to eating the holiday meal, keep checking in with yourself.  How are you feeling 

fullness wise?  Be aware of your pace with eating. Remember, that if you are starving going into the 

meal, then you will eat fast. It’s just instinct to do. Most people walk away from a holiday meal, fuller 

than their usual fullness. This is NORMAL!! Keep checking in to see how you are fullness wise. When we 

are listening, we can tend to know when that last bite is going to send you into a place that feels too 

uncomfortable. Listen. 

The holidays bring so much with them. But guilt and self-sabotage do not have to be one of them. 

Staying intuitive is a skill you are reconnecting with. It is a gift that is already inside of you. You may just 

need to unwrap a lot of layers to get to that place where you can trust yourself again. Intuitive Eating is 

a journey, and a messy one at that. There is no right or wrong. Just realizations of what is supportive to 

you and your body and not. Curiosity allows you to start to replace the fear that diets have created with 

respect and compassion for yourself. Two of the best gifts you can give yourself this holiday season. 

 


