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The food you eat can help manage your pain. Good nutrition is a key part  
to your overall health and wellbeing. It can help to prevent chronic disease, 
control your weight, and even boost your mood. 

The positive effects of food and nutrition can be due to the type of foods you eat, your bodyweight 
or a combination of the two. The amount of information about food, new diets, and nutrition can 
be overwhelming. Remember, just keep it simple. 

Here are the simple messages about food and pain.

Some food can reduce your pain and inflammation levels

Food can influence the amount of inflammation in your body and your pain. For example, dietary 
fats can make pain better or worse. The ‘good fats’ like Omega 3 have been shown to reduce 
inflammation and the experience of pain. Omega 3 fats can be found in fish, like salmon, canola 
oil, some nuts and in Omega 3 supplements.

Equally, you should avoid ‘bad fats’ like polyunsaturated and saturated fats because they have 
minimal nutritional value, increase the risk of heart disease, and can lead to weight gain. 

Keep your weight in the healthy zone 

Being overweight or underweight can put extra burden on your body by adding pressure on your 
joints and muscles, contributing to your overall experience of pain.

Gaining weight can make you feel tired and can make your pain worse. Being overweight can 
cause problems with mobility, transfers, muscle and joint strain, and eventually being overweight 
could impact upon independence in daily tasks.

Being underweight can also be a risk to your health. 

Use a food diary. Sometimes after a brain injury you might struggle to remember what you have 
eaten over the day. This might mean you end up eating more than you should. Writing down what 
you eat at every meal or snack can help you to keep on track and manage your weight and pain. 

All of these factors can impact upon your overall health and wellbeing and can affect your 
experience of pain. Speak to your doctor or accredited practicing dietitian for more information 
about your specific nutritional needs.
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Try to reduce emotional eating and comfort food 

You need to eat to provide your body with fuel so that it can carry out all the functions you need to 
survive. But there are many reasons why you eat more than you need, including to reward 
yourself, provide comfort, help relax or calm down, boredom or to enjoy the taste. 

Emotional or comfort eating is when you eat in response to 
your emotions, particularly when you are not hungry. It might 
start as a way to deal with a stressful day or situation, or it 
might be because something bigger is happening in your life, such as relationship problems, or 
because you are in pain. Over time, it becomes a way to make you feel better. The mood boost 
from comfort food only lasts for a short time. When you have chronic pain, this boost can be 
tempting and a distraction from the pain. Unfortunately for many people, especially when they 
binge eat (eat too much in one sitting), they often feel worse. You might become angry or 
frustrated at yourself for eating so much food and the effect this may have on your weight. You 
then might feel more depressed, which can make your pain worse.

This is called emotional 
or comfort eating

When do I comfort eat? 

What happens just before 
I started comfort eating? 

What am I thinking? 

How does all this make  
me feel? 

How often does this 
happen?

Work out what your emotional eating triggers are

It helps to think about what happens before you comfort eat. 

Ask yourself these questions:

If you really want to stop comfort eating, keeping a food and emotions diary can be really helpful. 
Write down what you eat each day and what you feel before and after you eat.

TIPS TO BREAK EMOTIONAL EATING HABITS
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Remember food should be enjoyed... but in moderation.

Be prepared for pain flare-ups

Being in pain all the time can be exhausting. Sometimes you might not have the energy or be 
physically able to shop or cook a healthy meal. It is simple to see why fast, easy food options 
can become the go-to when you have chronic pain. Make sure you have easy, healthy food 
options available when you have a pain flare-up. 

You can do this by:

• planning your meals every week 

• keeping healthy meals frozen and ready on standby for those hard days. It is also good to 
have extra frozen veggies ready to add to a meal

• doing your grocery shopping online – this can help you to save energy and stop you from 
doing any heavy lifting

• cooking extra portions that you can freeze and eat on the days when you are struggling 
with your pain. 

Find some other ways to manage your emotions

Emotional or comfort eating is used to help manage uncomfortable feelings and emotions. Think about 
ways that you could manage these emotions differently. Swap eating for something else that makes you 
feel better. This might be going for a walk, calling a good friend, or meditating. 

Have a plan for dealing with boredom

Often boredom can be a trigger for emotional eating. Think about the times when you usually become 
bored and plan some activities for this time. Find an activity to distract you until the urge to eat passes.

Swap unhealthy comfort food for a healthier food

One first step might be to swap unhealthy comfort food for a healthier version, for example, if you like 
eating chips, swap this for popcorn.
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Healthy food can help manage your mood 

Eating a range of healthy foods is linked to lower rates of depression and stress. Likewise eating 
unhealthy food, like processed foods, is linked with higher rates of depression and sometimes 
anxiety. Lots of new findings are coming out about the link between your gut health and your 
mood. Make sure you eat foods fibre rich and nutrient dense to help support your mood. If you 
want to know more about how to use the links to boost your mood, talk to a registered 
psychologist or accredited dietitian. 

Medications and constipation

Often, people with chronic pain say they have constipation as a side effect of some medications, 
like opioids, or because they are not moving much anymore. Food high in fibre, whole grains, fruits 
and vegetables can help to support healthy bowel function. If you have concerns that your 
medications may be affecting your bowel function, speak with your doctor.

Follow the healthy eating guide

All you need to do to eat well is to enjoy a range of nutritious foods from each of the five food 
groups. Make your plate into a rainbow – try to have a variety of different foods each day and 
keep hydrated. Remember to aim for the recommended serves each day.

• Fruit – 2 serves 

• Grains – 4 to 6 serves

• Protein – 1 to 3 serves

• Dairy and alternatives – 2 to 3 serves

• Vegetables – at least 5 serves. 

Use the plate guide from the Australian Dietary Guidelines  
to help you make health choices. 

Use small amounts Only sometimes and in small amounts

Enjoy a wide variety of nutritious foods 
from these five food groups every day.
Drink plenty of water.

Australian Guide to Healthy Eating

Grain (cereal) foods, 
mostly wholegrain 
and/or high cereal 
fibre varieties

Vegetables and 
legumes/beans

Lean meats and 
poultry, fish, eggs, 
tofu, nuts and seeds 
and legumes/beans

Milk, yoghurt, cheese and/or 
alternatives, mostly reduced fat

Fruit

Polenta

Muesli

Quinoa

Wheat flakes

Mixed nuts

Red kidney  
beans

Red kidney 
beans

Red lentils

Lentils

Chickpeas

Chickpeas

Penne

Fettuccine
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Alcohol and other drugs 

It can be tempting to use alcohol and other drugs to help with your pain. This might give you some 
relief in the short term, but over time, it often leads to more side-effects and problems. Most 
doctors recommend not drinking alcohol or using other drugs for at least one to two years after a 
brain injury, because it can increase your risk of further injury and can make thinking, memory and 
attention problems worse. 

Be patient 

It might take a few months for you to notice a difference from the healthy eating changes you 
have made. 

Start by making five simple changes to your eating patterns

Now that you know how to use healthy food to help manage your pain, what changes could you 
make to your diet?
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My plan for healthy eating

Five changes I can make to improve my health and pain

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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