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About Misuse of Food and Substances 
• Sometimes we use food, alcohol, drugs, and/or prescription medication to cope 

with things but it gets out of hand so that we are relying too much on them. It can 

also get in the way of coping with things if we keep binge-eating or “drowning our 

sorrows” instead of dealing with what is bothering us. 

• Using food and/or substances as a coping mechanism for feelings of stress, 

boredom, or anxiety may help in the short-term but can increase negative 

feelings in the long-term. 

• If you think you may have a problem with addiction, please talk about it with your 

primary care provider. 

 

About Misuse of Food 

• Misuse of food might be characterized by emotional eating, food as reward, 

overeating, undereating, and purging behaviors. 

• We reach for comfort foods that tend to be unhealthy. 

• Misuse of food as a coping mechanism is cyclical – we need to break this cycle 

so that our brain no longer associates negative emotions with food. 

• This module will cover common problems around emotional eating, food as 

reward, and overeating. 
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About Misuse of Substances 

• Misuse of substances might be characterized by excessive drinking, chain 

smoking, reliance on illicit drugs, or taking prescription drugs outside of a doctor’s 

recommendations. 

• Mood altering substances can help us feel better for a short period of time, until 

we experience another event that triggers the impulse again. 

• People commonly misuse prescription drugs to relax or relieve tension and to 

help with sleep. 

• Substance misuse is an unhealthy coping mechanism that can lead to abuse and 

even overdose. 

 

Strategies to Improve Food and Substance Use Behaviors 
• Problem Solving – this will be your mainstay in figuring out how to change the 

situations that have gotten control of your use of food and/or substances.  It’s 

one thing to say, “I’m just going to quit drinking on weeknights.” It’s another thing 

to make a realistic plan for doing that. That’s where problem solving comes in. 

• Coping with Temptations – dealing with temptation isn’t just a matter of having 

self-control, it’s also recognizing that we can plan ahead so that we have better 

options when temptations arise.  

 

Practical Steps 
 

Problem Solving 

• Sometimes we misuse food as an unhealthy coping mechanism for a nagging 

problem we just can’t fix or solve.  It may be: 

o A conflict with our spouse that just keeps coming between us 

o A conflict with our child that adolescence is not making go away 

o A problem at work, perhaps with our boss or coworkers 

• These problems are not all in your head – sometimes, they are objectively 

someone else’s fault. 

• Nevertheless, you are the one who is feeling bad and whom we care about. 

• So let’s see what you can do about it. 

 

The key to problem solving: Be Specific 

• We can’t solve problems like: 

o My boss doesn’t like me 

o I’m always procrastinating 

o Arguments over my children’s homework 

• We need to make them more specific: who, what, where, when, how 

http://PROSPER@unc.edu
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o Who: My oldest son who is 16 

o What: Working on his homework 

o Where: In his room 

o When: After dinner on weeknights 

o How: He starts off texting friends and never gets to his homework until 

about 10 

 

To get to the specifics, start off with the general problem – Let’s say recurring 

arguments with my spouse. 

• Then think about examples.  It may be helpful to keep notes for a week or so. 

• Try to identify the specific arguments that are most common or that seem to be 

most typical of what’s bothering you. 

• Use good judgment: you may want to try to work on the most troublesome or 

most upsetting version of the problem or you may want to start with something 

that you both feel easier about. 

• Then specify the problem in as many ways as possible 

o Who, what, where, when 

o How is it upsetting? What is most bothersome?  What are the sore points 

or triggers? 

 

Next is coming up with possible solutions. 

• Here is another key to success: Generating solutions is not the same as 

choosing the best one. 

• In generating solutions, you want to be as creative – thinking “out of the box” – as 

you can be. 

o Start with something absurd, like going away for a month to avoid 

recurring arguments after dinner. 

o That may lead to something you wouldn’t have thought of, like going for a 

walk after dinner 

• Generate as many possible solutions as possible.  Take some time with this and, 

probably, write them down. 

• And don’t forget specificity: Make the solutions as specific as possible. 

 

Finally, we come to choosing and implementing. 

• Choose the solution you think best or with which you are most comfortable. 

• Maybe ask a friend to help with this. 

• Think through the details: 

o Will you do it on your own or involve your spouse/child/coworker/boss, 

etc.? 

o Will you tell others involved what you are trying to do, or just try it? 

http://PROSPER@unc.edu
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o What will be hardest for you to do and how can you ensure you’ll do it? 

• Then try it. 

• It’s pretty likely it won’t work perfectly the first time so be prepared to revise, try 

again, trouble shoot how you are missing, etc. 

 

Coping with Temptations 

• Temptation can be a powerful impulse to do something in the moment, even if it’s 

something we know we’ll regret later. 

• When we are mentally exhausted, we will have less power to resist the 

temptation to reach for foods or substances. This is why it’s so hard to resist 

unhealthy behaviors at the end of a long workday. 

• Stress will rapidly wear down our ability to cope with temptations. 

o Reduce stress by trying meditation, deep breathing, and/or getting enough 

high-quality sleep. 

• Ways to deal with temptations 

o Take 5 minutes before giving in to a craving and check in with your 

feelings. 

o Remove access to temptation and make it more difficult to act on your 

temptation. 

o Think of the long-term consequences. 

o Distract yourself with something that completely focuses your attention on 

something else. 

o Remove choice from the equation. 

o Enlist support from someone to help you when you are facing temptation. 

 

Summary and Next Steps 
 

Specificity, Specificity, Specificity 

• Being specific about problem and being specific about what you want to do will 

be really important. 

• If it isn’t working, go back to the first steps and ask yourself whether you are 

being specific enough -- It’s very hard to solve a vague problem. 

Practice 

• Whatever you try, won’t work perfectly the first time. 

• Be prepared to review your progress and how things go and then improve your 

plan. 

• We sometimes expect that, now that I see what I’m doing wrong, the solution 

should be automatic. 

• All psychological change – whether thoughts, feelings, or actions – require 

practice. 

http://PROSPER@unc.edu
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• It’s like learning to ride a bicycle – skinning our knees is just part of the process. 

 

If it doesn’t seem to be working, if you are still feeling blue or sad, you might want to 

consider seeing a counselor.  Your primary care provider or your worksite EAP may 

help.  Check out also the list of resources below. 

 

See if one of the other patterns is related to your misuse of food and/or substances.  

You may be relying too heavily on them because of a relationship problem, some 

nagging problem you’ve been unable to solve, etc. In addition to the strategies that 

directly address these patterns you’ve gotten into, working on other problems that “set 

the stage” for your alcohol or drug use will be helpful. 

 

Resources 
Here are some suggestions for how you can find additional help in dealing with the 

problems addressed in this series of modules. 

• Your primary care provider or family doctor 

• Your employer’s EAP program – Employee Assistance Program 

• Hotlines providing support and information on resources in your area, including: 

o Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration -- 24-hour 

helpline for people dealing with mental health issues. (800) 662-HELP 

(4357) 

o National Alliance on Mental Illness -- free hotline with trained specialists 

who can provide information, resources and referrals to those who need 

mental health assistance. (800) 950-NAMI (6264) 

o National Suicide Prevention Lifeline -- (800) 273-8255 

• Affordable psychotherapy at www.openpathcollective.org 

• Helpful resources in this section of the Peers for Progress website: 

https://go.unc.edu/mhr 
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