
 
      

Food and emotion 
 
 

There is a strong connection between food and emotion. For instance, food 
plays a crucial part in the relationships we build with other people.  Food does 
not just satisfy our physical selves, it can satisfy our emotional feelings too.  
 
Early years 
 
The connection between food and emotion is established at a very early age. 
Babies do not only feed on milk because they are hungry, but because the act of 
feeding, closely associated with being held, is comforting. Feeding is a way to 
soothe a distressed, tired or ill infant. It is also through food that we 
demonstrate our feelings towards infants – our pleasure at good behaviour may 
be rewarded with a sweet, our frustration with bad behaviour may result a treat 
being withheld. 
 
Subconscious associations are often at the basis of our emotional reactions to 
particular foods. Early experiences of blissful or disturbing times can fix the way 
we respond to certain textures or flavours - many a person has been put off 
eating liver due to traumatic memories of school dinners. The very existence of 
the term ‘comfort food’ shows that we associate some foods with pleasant 
experiences and the feelings they conjure. 
 
Family and Friends 
 
Food is central to our notions of family and kinship, so it is not surprising that 
cooking for people and sharing food can be seen as an act of caring, giving and 
loving. On a day to day basis, sharing and exchanging food is crucial in 
maintaining good relations between people. The ability to show hospitality and 
to share food is a highly valued act in most cultures. Even if it's simply sharing a 
chocolate bar or a drink, to offer someone food or to cook for them is an 
indication of acceptance, solidarity and communion. 
 
When someone prepares a special dish or meal for others, particularly family 
members, the food can be a practical symbol of the emotional care and love that 
bind them together. Friendships and families are created and often sustained 
through the shared acts of eating and cooking. Food is not only shared on 
happy occasions like celebrations, festivals or weddings, but is often given as a 
gift after someone has suffered a bereavement or illness. Giving the gift of food 
is a practical and symbolic way of trying to restore the physical and emotional 
well-being of a loved one. Food can also conjure up feelings of sadness, hatred 
or distress which can result in certain foods being avoided, rejected or even 
causing physical revulsion. Can you think of particular foods which invoke 
strong emotions in you – foods that make you happy, sad or lonely? 
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