
 

Sugar cravings could be caused by loneliness,
study finds
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If you've spent a lonely night at home eating chocolates and/or ice
cream, you shouldn't feel guilty. That's because loneliness can cause an
intense desire for sugary foods, a new study found.
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Published in JAMA Network Open, researchers linked brain chemistry
from those who socially isolate to poor mental health, weight gain, 
cognitive decline, and chronic diseases like Type 2 diabetes and obesity.

"While it is established that obesity is linked to depression and anxiety
and that binge eating is understood to be a coping mechanism against
loneliness, I wanted to observe the brain pathways associated with these
feelings and behaviors," said senior study author Arpana Gupta, Ph.D.,
an associate professor and director of the G. Oppenheimer Center for
Neurobiology of Stress and Resilience at the University of California in
Los Angeles.

The researchers explored how brain chemistry is altered and how it
processes food cues based on social settings in 93 premenopausal
participants. Their findings revealed those who experienced loneliness or
isolation had a higher percentage of body fat and displayed poor eating
behaviors, such as food addiction and uncontrolled eating.

Scientists used MRI scans to monitor how the participants responded to
abstract images of sweet and savory foods. The results showed those who
experienced isolation had the most activity in certain regions of the brain
that play a key role in responding to sugar cravings. Those same
participants showed a lower reaction in regions that deal with self-
control.

"Social isolation can cause food cravings similar to the cravings for
social connections," Gupta said. "We show evidence for the fact that our
social bonds are key in regard to how we eat unhealthy
foods—especially highly calorie-dense foods and sweets."

If you have social anxiety and tend to self-isolate, there are ways to
overcome it, according to Calm.
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Identify your triggers

Journaling what you don't like about an event—including the
atmosphere, people, and activities—can help you create a plan to tackle
each issue. For example, if you don't like busy rooms, explore why with
a therapist or a trusted friend. Instead of jumping full force into an all-
night rave, start small with a dinner party.

According to Better Up, identifying your triggers will force you to "face
your vulnerabilities, which can reduce stress."

Focus on others

According to Calm, most social anxiety comes from the fear of being
judged. When you're out and about, try not to focus on yourself and
instead focus on the people around you. If you're feeling down about
yourself, give someone a compliment and strike up a conversation. Or, if
you have to, take a break and find an area to do breathing exercises.

Replace negative thoughts

For every self-criticism, give yourself at least three or more compliments
until those negative thoughts disappear. Here are a few examples from
the Mayo Clinic.

Instead of this: "It's too complicated." Try this: "I'll tackle it from
a different angle."
Instead of this: "I don't have the resources." Try this: "Necessity
is the mother of invention."
Instead of this: "I'm too lazy to get this done. Try this: "I couldn't
fit it into my schedule, but I can re-examine some priorities."
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If you're experiencing social anxiety or self-isolation, it's important to
seek help and a trusted community to help you overcome the fear.
Unchecked overthinking and pessimistic self-talk can lead to anxiety
disorders or depression.

  More information: Xiaobei Zhang et al, Social Isolation, Brain Food
Cue Processing, Eating Behaviors, and Mental Health Symptoms, JAMA
Network Open (2024). DOI: 10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2024.4855

2024 The Atlanta Journal-Constitution.
Distributed by Tribune Content Agency, LLC.

Citation: Sugar cravings could be caused by loneliness, study finds (2024, April 20) retrieved 4
May 2024 from https://medicalxpress.com/news/2024-04-sugar-cravings-loneliness.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

4/4

https://medicalxpress.com/tags/social+anxiety/
https://dx.doi.org/10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2024.4855
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2024-04-sugar-cravings-loneliness.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

