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DESCRIPTION
Dietary adherence is a key factor in the successful management 
of obesity. While many individuals may start a weight loss 
program with good intentions, maintaining long-term adherence 
to dietary changes can be a significant challenge, particularly for 
obese individuals. Psychological factors play a central role in 
dietary adherence, influencing both the initial decision to adopt 
a healthier diet and the ability to sustain these changes over 
time. Understanding these psychological aspects is essential for 
developing effective interventions that can support obese 
individuals in their weight loss journey and promote lasting 
lifestyle changes.

One of the primary psychological challenges in dietary 
adherence for obese individuals is the presence of emotional 
eating. Emotional eating refers to the tendency to eat in 
response to emotional cues, such as stress, anxiety, boredom, or 
sadness, rather than in response to physical hunger. Many obese 
individuals struggle with emotional eating, which can 
undermine their efforts to adhere to a prescribed diet. 
Emotional eating often leads to the consumption of high-calorie, 
unhealthy foods, particularly those rich in sugar, fat and salt. 
This can create a cycle of overeating and negative emotions, such 
as guilt or shame, which further exacerbates the emotional 
response and perpetuates unhealthy eating patterns.

Psychological factors such as stress and mood disorders, 
including depression and anxiety, are strongly linked to 
emotional eating. When individuals experience emotional 
distress, they may turn to food as a source of comfort or coping, 
even if they are not hungry. This behavior can interfere with 
dietary adherence and make it more difficult for individuals to 
maintain a healthy eating pattern. Addressing emotional eating 
through therapeutic interventions, such as Cognitive-Behavioral 
Therapy (CBT) or mindfulness-based approaches, has been 

shown to be effective in helping individuals break the cycle of 
emotional eating and improve dietary adherence.

Another significant psychological aspect of dietary adherence is 
motivation. Motivation plays a key role in whether individuals 
initiate and maintain changes to their diet. In the context of 
obesity, motivation can be influenced by both intrinsic and 
extrinsic factors. Intrinsic motivation refers to the internal drive 
to make healthy changes for personal reasons, such as improving 
health, feeling better, or achieving long-term well-being. Extrinsic 
motivation, on the other hand, is driven by external factors, such 
as societal pressure to lose weight, appearance concerns, or 
external rewards.

Research has shown that intrinsic motivation is more sustainable 
in the long term compared to extrinsic motivation. Individuals 
who are internally motivated to adopt healthier dietary habits 
are more likely to persist in their efforts, even in the face of 
challenges. However, many obese individuals may struggle with 
low intrinsic motivation, particularly if they have experienced 
repeated failures in dieting or have negative body image issues. 
In these cases, interventions that enhance intrinsic motivation, 
such as self-determination theory-based approaches, which focus 
on autonomy, competence and relatedness, can be effective in 
improving dietary adherence. Helping individuals connect with 
the deeper, personal reasons for wanting to lose weight and 
adopt healthier habits can foster lasting motivation and 
commitment.

Goal setting is another psychological factor that influences 
dietary adherence. Setting specific, measurable and achievable 
goals is a key element in many successful weight loss programs. 
However, the way individuals set and approach their goals can 
impact their ability to adhere to a diet. For example, individuals 
who set unrealistic or overly ambitious goals may become 
discouraged when they are unable to meet them, leading to 
feelings of failure and demotivation.
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