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Objective: To examine factors associated with emotional eating and 
mindless eating among third-to-fifth grade students.  
Study Design, Setting and Participants: A cross-sectional survey was 
conducted with a convenience sample of 280 third-to-fifth graders 
primarily consisting of Hispanic and non-Hispanic white students from 
two low-income schools.  
Outcome Measures and Analysis: Emotional eating was assessed by 
using the validated Eating in Emotional Situations Questionnaire (EESQ), 
which includes 11 emotional situations. Mindless eating was assessed by 
adapting the validated mindful eating questionnaire (MEQ) for adults. A 
validated, age-appropriate survey was used to examine food consumption. 
Participants’ demographic information, such as grade, race/ethnicity and 
gender, was also obtained. Independent t-tests, one-way ANOVA and 
Pearson’s correlation were used for statistical analysis.  
Results: More than half (52.7%) of the sample reported eating in three or 
more emotional situations and 17% to eating in six or more emotional 
situations. There was a significant correlation between mindless eating and 
emotional eating among participants. Mindless eating was significantly 
associated with sweet snack consumption while emotional eating was not 
associated with palatable food intake. Neither ethnicity nor gender was 
associated with mindless eating or emotional eating. 
Conclusions and implications: Mindless eating behaviors may contribute 
to palatable food consumption among children. More research is needed to 
identify factors leading to mindless and emotional eating. Interventions 
focusing on mindful eating may foster healthy eating behaviors among 
elementary school children.  

ABSTRACT  

Participants 
Recruitment began by the research team holding meetings with the school 
district superintendent, school principals, teachers and staff to establish 
interest in the project and obtain approval of project protocols. 
Parent/guardian consent was acquired with assistance from teachers and 
staff. Students with parental consent were recruited from two low-income 
elementary schools (approximately 250 3rd-5th graders each) from a school 
district in rural northern California. The project was reviewed and 
approved by the Human Subjects Board at California State University, 
Chico. A total of 280 students participated with 170 from one school and 
110 from another school. 
 
Procedures 
Student surveys were conducted in the classroom via the SurveyMonkey 
platform using classroom computer carts. A minimum of three trained 
graduate or undergraduate researchers were available in each classroom to 
provide instructions and offer assistance for students who had difficulty 
reading or operating the computers. The survey included three evaluation 
instruments based on the literature review, input from nutrition experts and 
existing measures. All measures were pilot tested prior to data collection. 
 
Evaluation instruments 
Student Food Consumption Survey (SFCS): A self-report, validated and age 
appropriate survey about food intake (Fourney & Bellow, 2008). Foods 
examined included fruit, vegetables, and unhealthful energy-dense food. 
 
Mindful Eating Questionnaire for Children (MEQ-C): A validated measure 
designed to measure mindful eating skills in adults (Framson et al., 2009) 
was adapted for the purposes of this study. With permission from the 
developers of MEQ, the questions were reworded for an elementary-aged 
population. The MEQ-C has 17 items. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Eating in Emotional Situations Questionnaire (EESQ): An 11-item survey 
that was developed to measure eating in emotional situations among low-
income children in the 4th grade and older (21).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

METHODS 
More than half (53.0%) of the sample reported eating in three or more 
emotional situations and 17.3% to eating in six or more emotional 
situations.  
 
There was a significant correlation between mindless eating and emotional 
eating among participants (Pearson Correlation = .282, p-value < .001).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Mindless eating was significantly associated with sweet snack 
consumption (Pearson’s Correlation = .127, p-value = .032) while 
emotional eating was not associated with palatable food intake.  
 
Neither ethnicity nor gender was associated with mindless eating or 
emotional eating. 
 

RESULTS CONCLUSIONS 

Mindless eating behaviors may contribute to palatable food consumption 
among children. More research is needed to identify factors leading to 
mindless and emotional eating. Interventions focusing on mindful eating 
may foster healthy eating behaviors among elementary school children.  
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BACKGROUND 
 
Among school-aged children (6-11 years), 29% of non-Hispanic white 
children are overweight or obese compared to 46% of Hispanic children 
(Ogden et al., 2014). Factors that affect unhealthy food-related behaviors 
leading to obesity are complex and interrelated (Meule & Kübler, 2014). 
Behaviors associated with disordered eating have been traced back to late 
childhood (Abbott et al., 1998). 
 
Socio-cultural and environmental factors have been associated with 
children’s food behaviors and can affect consumption and satisfaction. 
Most Americans are likely to stop eating based on external cues and 
usually not aware when environmental factors lead to over-eating. One 
example is that smaller plates or serving sizes result in less food consumed 
and equal satisfaction and fullness when compared to people who eat 
larger amounts from larger plates (Wansink & Sobal 2006). Parental 
feeding practices and pressure from peers can also affect children’s food 
behaviors (Arredondo et al., 2006; Oliver & Thelen, 1996). As such, 
environmental food cues can facilitate “mindless eating” among children 
(Wansink, 2010). 
 
There is growing interest in research in regards to the impact of teaching 
mindful eating skills as a method to  improve food-related behaviors as a 
way to aid in the obesity epidemic. One study found that mindfulness in 
general is associated with less impulsive eating, reduced calorie 
consumption, and healthier snack choices (Jordan, Wang, Donatoni, & 
Meier, 2014).  
 
The goal of this study was to understand the relationships between 
mindless eating, emotional eating and food consumption and associated 
factors among 3rd-5th grade elementary school students. The findings of 
this cross-sectional study will be used as a baseline and compared to the 
findings of a future study among a sub-set of the same population after 
participating in a mindful eating intervention. 
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Table 1. Emotional Situations 

Sad Anxious Nervous 

Really mad Lonely Bored 

Have a fight with 
friends/family 

Have a hard test coming up Get a really bad grade 

Feel like can’t get stuff done Friends talk me into it 
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