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strive Binge Eating Disorder Support Group
Topic Sheet – March 2022
Modelling Emotional Intelligence

For many, binge eating is one part of a larger overeat-diet-overeat-diet cycle. High levels of
distress and huge waves of emotion are often present in the lead up to the binge episode and
for the period after as well.

Figure 1 Source: Monarch Wellness & Psychotherapy
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People with eating disorders often find it difficult to manage and regulate emotions. Their
emotional output may be intense and extreme or they may try to avoid feeling and
acknowledging their painful emotions. We may feel like the connection we once had with
our loved one, has been broken. We also experience a whole range of emotions - sad,
helpless, frustrated, angry, and often, all in one day! Sometimes we feel paralysed with fear
that our responses or actions make the situation worse. This fear robs us of our confidence
as carers, and the healing power we have in the recovery journey.
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Emotional coaching can support the behavioural and emotional well-being of our loved
ones and it can be used “in the moment” to help us connect more effectively with them.
Over time these approaches can help your loved one develop the capacity to manage
their own emotions, rather than responding with negative behaviours or symptoms.

Janet Treasure talks about the five basic steps to be an emotional coach. Attend, Label,
Validate, Regulate and Learn. We’ve also included tips and strategies from EmotionFocused Family Therapy. Links to resources with more information are at the end of the
document.
1. Attend: Look and listen for signs of negative emotions and show that you have

noticed. These signs may be obvious such as verbal or physical outbursts. They may
be more subtle such as self-derogatory comments in general conversation or
reduced participation in activities. There may be no words or behaviours, just
avoidance of interactions, wanting lots of space and rejecting any approaches to
engage. In the moment it can be hard to step back and see what might be going on
for your loved one.
2. Label: Encourage your loved one to voice the difficulty if they can. Do they feel

hurt, disgust, anger? If they find it too difficult to express verbally, maybe they can
express their feelings through writing or art. ‘I wonder if you’d let me take a guess
about how you may be feeling?
I can imagine you may be sad/angry/upset because …., because…, because…
Making guesses is often less pressure than asking questions.
3. Validate: Validating your loved one’s emotional experience can be extremely

powerful; it helps calm the brain and opens the door to provide comfort,
reassurance, solve problems or agree boundaries. Even if you don’t understand or
agree, it can change the interaction and have a calming effect for your loved one. It
takes practice and may feel strange for a while. Your loved one may initially react
negatively if it feels different, however try not to be put off. Acknowledge the
feeling (“name it to tame it”), help approach the difficulty rather than avoid. Listen
very carefully to painful thoughts, do not prematurely brush them off or reassure - it
is shaming and humiliating to have feelings and fears brushed aside. Try to put
yourself in their shoes.
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Change the BUT to BECAUSE, BECAUSE, BECAUSE – the impact is very different
and research shows 3 BECAUSES is the number that calms the brain:
“I can understand you don’t feel like going for a walk because you feel tired and

don’t have the energy and because you’re worried people will make negative
comments about you and because you don’t feel you have clothes that you’re
comfortable to walk in.” As opposed to “I can understand your reluctance to go
for a walk BUT you need to move or you’ll never lose weight.”
4. Regulate: Once your loved one feels validated, you can offer emotional support.

Help them to rethink a situation to reduce anger or anxiety. Model good emotional
regulation strategies (easier said than done). Give positive feedback when an
emotional response is more appropriate. Allow your loved one to feel emotional
pain sometimes, it can’t be avoided. Try not to over-identify with their feelings or
get overwhelmed by your own reaction (angry, hurt, defensive); take a break when
you need.
5. Learn: What does the emotion tell you they you might need? If your loved one is

sad, offer them comfort, a hug. If they feel angry, help them to communicate what
they need. Helping them problem solve or meeting a practical need may be the
answer. You know your loved one best, when in doubt, trust your instincts. Try to
prepare beforehand for a difficult conversation, work out what you want to say and
how to say it. It will become easier over time.

This Topic Sheet can be found at https://bit.ly/3DeDAn2
References
Mental Health Foundations Canada - https://www.mentalhealthfoundations.ca/resources
Monarch Wellness & Psychotherapy - https://monarchwellness.com/binge-restrict-cycle/
Treasure, J et al. (2016), Skills Based Caring for a Loved One with an Eating Disorder, the New
Maudsley Method, 2nd Edition
Shared knowledge and generosity of those with lived experience
Terms of Use

All information provided is merely for educational and informational purposes. It is not intended as
a substitute for professional advice. You are encouraged to consult other sources to confirm the
information contained in this document and if medical treatment is required, to take professional,
expert advice from a legally qualified and appropriately experienced medical practitioner.
We strive to provide accurate information that can help you learn more about the topics, but we
cannot take personal or legal responsibility for your use of this information.
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