
ANXIETY: How to prepare for going for a meal!!
These are some suggestions to help you manage anxiety around eating out. 

You don’t have to follow these to the letter but they may help you feel more in 
control about your thoughts and feelings around the issue. !!

1: Familiarise yourself with the restaurant, if possible visit the restaurant first before the planned 
meal. Find out where the exits and toilets are so you feel you have an escape / respite if you need. 
Being able to eat in the restaurant first is also a plus. On the day of the planned meal this means 
you are not doing anything you haven’t done before.!
2: Look for the menu online, choose what you want to eat first so that you know “what’s coming” so 
to speak. Always have a back-up or two in case the restaurant doesn’t have what you order. The 
idea is to ensure you are completely prepared, there will be no surprises, one of the main fears 
with anxiety is that a situation will arise that you cannot handle.!
3: Have a “safe food” option for each type of cuisine that you eat. Something you know that you 
like. This may seem a little boring, but it is the mundane that can help you tackle situations you find 
anxious without too many social sanctions. This is because many people who suffer with anxiety 
are afraid of “new situations”. For example, here are some “standard” food options that can be 
used when tackling anxiety when eating out:!!
• Pub meal: it’s likely they’ll have fish / scampi and chips, some sort of salad and usually 

something like lasagne or a burger. !
• Chinese / Thai / Vietnamese restaurants will usually have some sort of noodle type dish, rice 

dishes, and soup. Some popular dishes to have with the noodles / rice are chow-mein, black 
bean sauce, oyster sauce. There’s usually chicken and sweetcorn soup, spring rolls and some 
sort of satay.!

• Italian restaurants will usually have lasagne or other AlForno dishes (AlForno means “from the 
oven - so oven baked dishes), pasta with ragu or marinara (tomato sauce) and for those selling 
pizza, they’ll usually have margarita pizza.  !

• Indian restaurants will likely have korma, bhuna, tikka masala, bhaji’s and naan bread. !
• Tapas bars will usually have patatas bravas (potatoes in tomatoes), Albóndigas (meatballs in 

tomato sauce), Calamari (battered fried squid) and some form of Chorizo based dish (spicy 
Spanish sausage) -  for those that are anxious about people judging how much they’ve eaten, 
tapas can sometimes be the anxious person’s saviour owing to the fact there are lots of things to 
share so it may look less obvious as to what you have / haven’t eaten.!

• American diner type restaurants will usually have burgers and some type of waffle for desert. !!
Consider what you’re actually afraid of happening in the restaurant. Remember anxiety comes 
from a feeling a vulnerability, so think about why you feel vulnerable. For example, if you’re afraid 
of being sick, or that you may get food poisoning, you may like to keep away from meat and stick 
to non-spicy veg dishes. This is possible in an Indian restaurant - Korma has no spice at all. In a 
pub you could go for a veg lasagne. In a Chinese restaurant you could go for veg chow-mein. It 
may be a good idea to do your research and find out what you feel safe eating. !!
This is just the beginning, the idea of behavioural therapy is that the more you go out to eat the 
better you’ll feel as you “prove to yourself” that this is not a scary situation. So the next step is to 
minimise the anxiety leading up to, during, and after the meal. We can do this using the Pigeon-
Holing technique.!!
Think about when you start to feel anxious - is it a few hours before the meal? When you’re about 
to leave? A few days before even? If you start to feel anxious a few days before you can still 
handle it, but this will take another technique that I’ll discuss later. Firstly though lets imagine you 
feel anxious a few hours before the meal. Enter Pigeon-Holing:!!
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Check the time. We are now going to pigeon hole your day. The idea is to place the 
suggestion in your mind that time is moving fairly quickly and that the meal will be a 
relatively short amount of time. !
!
1: How many hours approximately do you have before the meal? !
2: What do you have to do in your day before the meal? You could make sure you 

have some tasks to complete as this will help you to not dwell on the anxiety, instead you can do 
something constructive that distracts you from feeling vulnerable. You can use the grounding 
technique throughout the day if you need to if you feel the anxiety coming on.!
3: On the way to the meal - be prepared, If you need to get a train, get the ticket well beforehand. 
This can be on your “to do” list. If driving, plan the route. However you’re getting there you could 
look out for landmarks on the way, again to distract yourself and keep your mind thinking about 
anything other than feeling vulnerable. !
4: At the restaurant: think about what happens before you even order - meeting the people there, 
what conversation topics can you talk about? What will you drink? You want to consider not 
drinking too much alcohol, although many people think that alcohol is supposed to calm you down, 
it also heightens your current emotional state meaning you could end up feeling more anxious. Use 
the grounding technique, know where the toilets and exits are so your anxiety knows you have an 
“escape route” rather than you feeling like a caged animal. Remember, anxiety is something we 
have had since the dawn of humanity, originally it kept us safe from being attacked by wild animals 
etc - subconsciously knowing you’re not trapped will help manage your anxiety levels.  !
5: After the meal is over, re-enforce that you are ok. Nothing happened. No tigers attacked. You are 
safe. This will help reinforce that going for a meal is ok, it’s something you are capable of, it’s 
something safe. !
6: When you have left, on your way back and when you are home, carry on the reinforcement. 
What did you enjoy about the evening? Try and maintain a positive mindset, even if your anxiety 
levels were quite bad, you got through it. You are ok. Who did you like chatting to at the meal? Did 
you enjoy your drink? What was nice about the food? Was there a good view from the window? 
Were the waiting staff polite? Pick as many positive things as possible, you may even want to write 
them down to remind you for next tine and to solidify the positive sections of the meal.!!
If your anxiety starts a few days before…!!
Go over everything again - where the meal is, what you will have etc etc. Then self soothe - remind 
yourself that you are ok. You’re not at the meal yet, but even when you are you will still be ok. Go 
through in your mind the positives that will likely happen at that time. What can you look forward 
to? There’s no point in running away from the anxiety or cancelling the meal because that will 
reinforce that this is an experience that should be avoided. In fact, anxiety is part of all of us and if 
everyone else can go for a meal and be ok why shouldn’t you be? What is so different about you 
that means something will happen to you / you will do something that nobody else will? You can 
normalise the experience, reminding yourself that it’s not some big scary thing - you’re just going 
out to eat. The more we build anything up to be a big deal, the more it will be. You are in control of 
your own mind, give yourself positive suggestions and remember that your anxiety is trying to help 
you but actually you don’t need it right now. Accept it is part of you, but the irrational fear you’re 
experiencing is just that…irrational. !!
Remind yourself: Everything will be Ok. You will be Ok. The anxiety won’t hurt you, it’s annoying 
but it will go away. You don’t have a sign on your head that says “I AM ANXIOUS!!!!”, try 
concentrating on what’s going on around you rather than internalising because we can become 
afraid of the fear. If you find yourself being afraid of being anxious you can ask yourself, what will 
actually happen if you feel anxious? Even when anxiety is very bad, it always goes away…
eventually at the very least. !!!
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