
Mindful Eating1, also called intuitive eating2, applies the concept of mindfulness to our eating 
behaviors3. Mindful eating refers to eating with presence, intention, and awareness4. While variably defined, 
mindful eating is “nonjudgmental awareness of physical and emotional sensations associated with eating.”5 
In contrast to mindful eating, mindless eating is a lack of awareness of the food that we are consuming1.
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There are many distractions in our fast-paced society 
where people may choose foods of convenience over 

freshly prepared meals or choose to eat their meals and snacks 
while driving, working, or viewing a screen.  Promoting 
behavioral change to encourage healthy 
and sustainable choices is a complex 
and multifaceted issue. Mindfulness, 
and more specifically mindful 
eating, is one strategy that we can 
use to encourage behavioral choices 
that support healthy and sustainable 
food systems3. Ultimately, the goal of 
mindful eating is to foster a healthy 
relationship with food towards 
healthier eating habits6.

The prevalence of people who 
are overweight or obese and the 

related health concerns are among 
the most challenging public health 
burdens of our time, and are associated with numerous 
diet-related chronic diseases7. Mindful eating is associated 
with healthy weight management and improvements in 
eating behavior5. For example, mindful eating has been 
shown to support a reduction in impulse and binge eating 
as well as consumption of fewer calories6. In association 

with mental and emotional challenges that often drive 
overeating or mindless eating, mindful eating is linked with 
decreased stress and depression, which support healthier 
food choices8. Importantly, mindful eating is associated 

with encouraging preferences for 
and improving our attitudes towards 
healthier foods6, which often includes 
foods that are more sustainable for 
people and the planet, such as fresh or 
local minimally processed foods. 

The practice of mindful eating 
consists of making conscious and 

intentional food choices as well as 
developing an awareness of physical 
and emotional sensations about food, 
including hunger and body cues 
regarding the amount we have eaten1. 
Mindful eating further consists of the 
sensory experience of eating, including 

noting of the aromas, tastes, and textures of food. Applied to 
sustainability, mindful eating comprises an understanding 
of where and how our food was produced and a reflection 
on its sustainability attributes, including the environmental 
and social processes that enabled food to come to the table.

Importance of Mindful Eating

Mindful Eating 

K E Y  P O I N T S
Mindful eating is about creating healthy relationships with food. 

Mindful eating calls for us to slow down and to pay attention to what we are eating 
as well as how our body is responding.

Mindful eating influences what and how much we are eating so that our choices 
support human and planetary health.

I.

II.

III.



1.	 Nhat Hahn, T., and Cheung (2011). Savor: Mindful Eating, Mindful Life. Illustrated edition. New York: HarperOne.
2.	 Mathieu, J. (2009). What Should You Know about Mindful and Intuitive Eating? Journal of the American Dietetic Association 

109, 1982–1987. doi:10.1016/j. jada.2009.10.023. 
3.	 Warren, J. M., Smith, N., and Ashwell, M. (2017). A structured literature review on the role of mindfulness, mindful eating and intuitive eat-

ing in changing eating behaviours: effectiveness and associated potential mechanisms. Nutrition Research Reviews 30, 272–283. doi:10.1017/
S0954422417000154. 

4.	 Hendrickson, K. L., and Rasmussen, E. B. (2013). Effects of mindful eating training on delay and probability discounting for food and money in obese and 
healthy-weight individuals. Behav Res Ther 51, 399–409. doi:10.1016/j.brat.2013.04.002. 

5.	 Framson, C., Kristal, A. R., Schenk, J. M., Littman, A. J., Zeliadt, S., and Benitez, D. (2009). Development and Validation of the Mindful Eating Questionnaire. 
Journal of the American Dietetic Association 109, 1439–1444. doi:10.1016/j.jada.2009.05.006. 

6.	 Jordan, C. H., Wang, W., Donatoni, L., and Meier, B. P. (2014). Mindful eating: Trait and state mindfulness predict healthier eating behavior. Personality and 
Individual Differences 68, 107–111. doi:10.1016/j.paid.2014.04.013. 

7.	 Swinburn, B. A., Kraak, V. I., Allender, S., Atkins, V. J., Baker, P. I., Bogard, J. R., et al. (2019). The Global Syndemic of Obesity, Undernutrition, and Climate 
Change: The Lancet Commission report. The Lancet 393, 791–846. doi:10.1016/S0140-6736(18)32822-8. 

8.	 Dalen, J., Smith, B. W., Shelley, B. M., Sloan, A. L., Leahigh, L., and Begay, D. (2010). Pilot study: Mindful Eating and Living (MEAL): Weight, eating behavior, 
and psychological outcomes associated with a mindfulness-based intervention for people with obesity. Complementary Therapies in Medicine 18, 260–264. 
doi:10.1016/j.ctim.2010.09.008.

Acknowledgments
Funding for this publication was provided by the National Science Foundation (NSF RII Track-2 FEC OIA 1632810), Montana INBRE, and the Center for Amer-
ican Indian and Rural Health Equity at Montana State University (supported by the National Institute of General Medical Sciences of the National Institutes of 
Health under Award Numbers P20GM103474 and P20GM104417). The content is solely the responsibility of the authors and does not necessarily represent the 
official views of the National Science Foundation and the National Institutes of Health. Acknowledgments for illustrations featured here: Julia Poleeva/Shutterstock.
com; Natalia Hubbert/Shutterstock.com; vector_ann/Shutterstock.com; vine_suede/Shutterstock.com. 

References

Consumer Practices  for Mindful 
E ating

Mindful eating starts with planning your meals ahead 
of time so you can make the most of your time and resources towards 

supporting healthy and sustainable food choices. Bring a shopping list when 
purchasing foods. Avoid impulse buying by eating before you go to the market. 

At the market, reflect on the sustainability attributes (health, environmental, cultural, economic) 
of every item you purchase.
Prepare your own meals so you can build awareness of your food and help improve your 
psychological relationship with food1. 
Slow down by sharing food and sitting down to eat with family, friends, and community. Appreciate 
the food, including its flavors and how it was produced. Pay attention to how you are feeling while you eat.
Eat your meals at regular intervals where you have an appetite but are not overly hungry so you can 
enjoy your food2. 
Start with a small portion size that you serve in a plate or bowl. You can refill if still hungry.
Show gratitude to the food and all the natural resources and people involved in bringing the food to 
your table. Before you eat, observe the food and reflect on how it was produced and 
prepared. Deep belly breaths can help make you present and bring awareness to your 
meal. 
Use your senses to savor the flavors of the food while you are eating 
and avoid distractions such as watching TV, working, or using other electronics. 
Take small bites, eat slowly, and take pauses while you are eating in 
order to allow your body to provide signals when you are full1.
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Institutional  Practices  to Enhance Mindful E ating
In an institutional setting, such as preschool or elementary school, scheduling recess before lunch is a 
mindful eating practice that is associated with increased consumption of healthful foods, greater focus on lunch, 
improved cafeteria behavior, and reduced plate waste1. 
Creating an atmosphere conducive to conversation and connection with limited distractions such as 
an inviting environment with comfortable lounge, booth, or home-style seating; removal of televisions; and the 
addition of relaxing music enhances mindful eating. 
Offering reduced dinnerware sizes and portions based on guidance from dietary guidelines leads to 
increased mindful eating as well.
Including signage, such as in a dining hall, with information on benefits of fruit and vegetable 
consumption, or ingredient lists featuring local or seasonal foods may give the consumer time to 
reflect on where the food came from and how the food is nourishing their body.
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