
Can Stress be 
Alleviated by Diet & 
Lifestyle Changes

The effect of the stress hormones (epinephrine, 
norepinephrine and cortisol) on the brain may be altered 
through movement such as swimming, running, cycling or 
any other form of exercise. However, it can also be alleviated 
through mindful techniques such as yoga or meditating. 

Stress creates greater physiological demands for specific nutrients as dictated 
by the pathways that are emphasized during periods of stress. More energy, 
oxygen, circulation, and therefore more metabolic cofactors are needed (e.g. 
vitamins and minerals) for each of these metabolic processes. The irony is that 

most people who find themselves in stressful situations, especially ongoing, chronic stress, 
actually NEED a more nutrient-dense diet and yet CHOOSE so-called comfort foods like 
sugar-laden and fatty foods, which completely lack any nutrition whatsoever, let alone 
EXTRA nutrients required to manage stress. In most situations, stress not only influences the 
choice of foods that people eat, but also the quantities that are eaten.

The role of specific nutrients involved in homeostatic mechanisms and emotional 
processes is very complex. I think most of you have heard references to ‘the happy 
hormones’ of which serotonin is one. This particularly powerful hormone is formed 
form a protein (amino acid) called tryptophan so it makes sense that if the diet 

is deficient in tryptophan, then insufficient serotonin will be produced and an individual may 
become depressed or anxious as a result. These events then are NOT psychological as they 
have a very clear physiological pathway. complex carbohydrate foods, such as whole grains 
(potatoes, brown rice, wholewheat bread), vegetables and fruits all contain abundant sources of 
tryptophan. Diets that are low or deficient in carbohydrates will automatically reduce the 
availability of this important protein. Tryptophan is directly converted to serotonin when the 
diet has a higher carbohydrate (as in unrefined, whole grains) component. Research has found 
that when serotonin synthesis (due to lack of tryptophan in the diet) is reduced, there is an 
increase in depression in healthy individuals even without a history of depression. 

Eating more unrefined carbohydrates and whole grains increases the fibre 
intake and this helps to manage the gut bacteria in the digestive system as it 
slows down the movement of food through the gut, so it gives more opportunity 
to absorb more carbohydrates, which ultimately will help to keep serotonin levels 

stable. Phenylalanine and tyrosine are 2 different amino acids (proteins) that also promote 
alertness and help increase the rate at which the natural antidepressants such as dopamine and 
norepinephrine are produced by the body. The main sources of phenylalanine and tyrosine are 
tofu, dairy products, avocados, lima beans, pumpkin seeds, sesame seeds and almonds. 

Vitamin C is required to to metabolize both of these amino acids effectively so 
citrus fruits (oranges, lemons, grapefruit) as well as other fruit rich in vitamin C, like 
kiwi fruit and pineapple, can help boost this vitamin intake. Both emotional and 
physical stress will increase vitamin C requirements so when the diet is inadequate 

in providing sufficient vitamin C, the body’s natural resistance to infection and disease is 
reduced, therefore increasing the damaging effects of stress. Therefore, when vitamin C intake 
is increased, either through supplementation or eating vitamin C-rich foods, the harmful effects 
of stress can be mitigated. There have been several studies in which vitamin C supplementation 
has been used and proved to benefit the individuals experiencing different types of stressful 
situations from running marathons, to acting on stage to long periods of emotional stress. 

This discussion would also not be complete without mentioning the B complex 
vitamins, of which there are several. Suffice to say, that B vitamins are required 
to produce energy as well as the normal functioning of the nervous system. A 
deficiency of B complex vitamins will lead to irritability, fatigue, lethargy and 

depression. Almonds (raw) are packed with vitamins B and E, both of which help to boost the 
immune system. Folic acid (one of the B vitamins) deficiency is closely linked with mental illness 
as well as depression. Folic acid is present in kidney beans, whole grain bread (wholewheat 
and rye), broccoli, Brussels sprouts and other dark green vegetables as well as chicory, 
peanuts, peas and egg yolks. Asparagus is also high in B vitamins. Niacin (vitamin B3), often 
referred to as nicotinamide, must not be confused with nicotine found in tobacco products. 
A deficiency of niacin will affect oxidation of glucose (to make energy) and adversely affects 
skin and mucous membranes, resulting in a skin condition known as pellagra. This condition is 
common in developing countries and is accompanied by depression and confusion. Obviously, 
pellagra is the most extreme form of niacin deficiency, but mild deficiencies will affect the 
skin and mucous membranes, so people having these issues may also benefit from vitamin B 
supplementation as well as a change in diet. Good sources of niacin include yeast extracts 
(like Marmite or Vegemite), meat, fish, poultry, peanuts, legumes and whole grain cereals.

Since vitamins C and the B complex cannot be stored by the body, there has to be a constant 
source available through food intake or supplementation. Improving the diet is ALWAYS more 
beneficial than relying on supplements and eating poor quality foods and using supplements to 
make up the deficit is NOT the answer!

Other  important factors are omega 3 fatty acids and magnesium. It has been 
found that people who have a higher intake of omega 3 fatty acids tend to be 
less  depressed. Flaxseed, hemp and walnut oils are rich sources of omega 3 fats. 
Magnesium and stress are interrelated, as stress will cause magnesium loss from 

cells so increasing the requirement for this mineral. If the increased requirements are not met, 
then recovering from stress or stressful situations will be compromised. Magnesium is found in 
all wholegrains as well as raw nuts, seeds and legumes 

Physical activity improves the body’s ability to use oxygen and also improves blood 
flow or circulation. Exercise increases the production of endorphins (those ‘feel 
good’ hormones) that are responsible for the sense of well-being and euphoria that 
many people experience after exercise. Exercise can take your mind off your worries 

and frustrations as you focus on your body and achieving physical goals. Improving your overall 
fitness may also make you manage your stressful situations more effectively. 

Many studies have shown that exercise not only helps to strengthen muscles and bones, but will 
increase your immunity, therefore decreasing risk of infection and disease, lower blood pressure, 
improve blood cholesterol levels, facilitate a good night’s sleep and improve your self image. 
People with a good self-image tend to be less stressed than those with low self confidence and a 
poor self-image. 

STRESS AND EXERCISE

DIET AND STRESS

Tips to 
Relieve Stress

Exercise

Take a nap

Play with a pet
Meditate

Listen to music


