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Food for Thought:
How Your Diet Can 
Help Manage Stress

S
tress is a common experience for many 

people, and it can take a toll on both 

mental and physical health. While it’s 

not always possible to eliminate stress from 

our lives completely, there are many ways 

to manage stress and minimize its negative 

impact. One often-overlooked approach is 

diet and nutrition. In this article, we’ll explore 

the role that food and nutrients play in stress 

management, and offer practical tips for 

eating well to support a healthy, balanced 

lifestyle.

Stress and Nutrition:  
The Connection
When we experience stress, the body goes 

through a series of physiological changes 

that are part of the “fight or flight” response. 
This response is designed to help us react 

quickly to potential threats, but it can also 

cause physical symptoms such as increased 

heart rate, blood pressure, and muscle 

tension. In addition, chronic stress can have 

negative effects on the immune system, 

cardiovascular system, and digestive system, 

and may also lead to emotional symptoms 

such as anxiety, depression, and irritability.

One way to support the body during 

times of stress is to eat a healthy, balanced 

diet that provides the nutrients needed for 

optimal function. Eating a diet that is rich in 

nutrients and low in processed foods can 

help regulate the body’s stress response, 

support healthy brain function, and reduce 

inflammation that can contribute to chronic 
disease.

Nutrients That Can  
Help Manage Stress
Here are some key nutrients that can help 

support a healthy stress response:

l  B vitamins: B vitamins are important for 

brain function and can help regulate the 

body’s stress response. Foods that are 

rich in B vitamins include whole grains, 

leafy green vegetables, eggs, nuts, and 

seeds.

l  Magnesium: Magnesium is 

a mineral that plays a 

role in muscle and 

nerve function, 

and can help 

regulate the 

body’s stress 

response. 
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that are rich in magnesium include leafy 

green vegetables, whole grains, nuts, 

and seeds.

l  Omega-3 fatty acids: Omega-3 fatty 

acids are important for brain function and 

can help reduce inflammation that can 
contribute to chronic disease. Foods that 

are rich in omega-3s include fatty fish 
such as salmon, mackerel, and sardines, 

as well as chia seeds, flaxseeds, and 
walnuts.

l  Vitamin C: Vitamin C is an antioxidant 

that can help reduce inflammation and 
support immune function. Foods that 

are rich in vitamin C include citrus fruits, 

strawberries, kiwi, and bell peppers.

l  Probiotics: Probiotics are beneficial 
bacteria that can help support digestive 

health and reduce inflammation. Foods 
that are rich in probiotics include yogurt, 

kefir, sauerkraut, and kimchi.

Eating Well for Stress 
Management
Now that we’ve covered some of the key 

nutrients that can help manage stress, let’s 

explore some practical tips for eating well 

to support a healthy, balanced lifestyle.

Eat a variety of foods: Eating 

a variety of foods ensures that 

you get a range of nutrients to 

support optimal function. Aim 

to include fruits, vegetables, whole grains, 

lean protein, and healthy fats in your diet.

Limit processed foods: 

Processed foods are often high 

in added sugars, unhealthy 

fats, and artificial ingredients 
that can contribute to inflammation and 
poor health. Aim to limit processed foods 

in your diet and focus on whole, minimally 

processed foods instead.

Prioritise nutrient-dense 

foods: Nutrient-dense foods 

are those that are rich in 

nutrients relative to their calorie 

content. Examples include leafy green 

vegetables, berries, nuts, and seeds.

Practice mindful eating:  

Mindful eating involves paying 

attention to your food and 

eating without distractions. This 

can help you slow down your eating and 

tune into your body’s hunger and fullness 

signals, as well as help reduce stress and 

anxiety around food.

Stay hydrated: Drinking 

enough water can help 

reduce feelings of fatigue and 

improve cognitive function, 

which can also help to manage stress. It is 

recommended to drink at least 8 glasses 

of water a day (about 1.5 litres), and more 

if you are physically active or live in a hot 

climate. Herbal teas and fresh fruit juices 

are also good options, but be mindful of 

added sugars in juices and caffeine in some 

teas that can increase stress levels.

Avoid alcohol, caffeine,  

and processed foods:  

These substances can 

negatively affect your mood, 

disrupt sleep patterns, and increase 

feelings of anxiety and stress. Caffeine is 

a stimulant that can increase feelings of 

anxiety and nervousness in some people, 

while alcohol is a depressant that can 

initially have a relaxing effect but ultimately 

increase feelings of stress and anxiety. 

Consider dietary 

supplements: Some dietary 

supplements have been 

shown to have stress-reducing 

effects. These include omega-3 fatty acids, 

magnesium, and probiotics. Omega-3 

fatty acids, found in fatty fish like salmon, 
have been shown to reduce inflammation 
and improve mood. Magnesium, found in 

leafy green vegetables, nuts, and whole 

grains, has been shown to reduce muscle 

tension and anxiety. Probiotics, found in 

fermented foods like yogurt and kefir, can 
help to regulate the gut microbiome, which 

has been linked to improved mood and 

reduced stress levels.

Incorporating these foods into your 
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diet can be a great first step in managing 
stress, but it’s important to remember that 

no single food or nutrient can provide all 

the benefits needed for optimal health. A 
balanced and varied diet that includes a 

range of fruits, vegetables, whole grains, 

lean protein, and healthy fats is the best 

way to ensure you’re getting all the 

nutrients your body needs. But remember, 

everyone’s nutritional needs are different, 

so it’s important to listen to your body and 

make adjustments that work for you.

In addition to incorporating stress-

reducing foods into your diet, there are 

also a few dietary habits you can adopt to 

support your overall health and wellbeing. 

One important habit is to avoid skipping 

meals or going long periods of time 

without eating. This can lead to drops 

in blood sugar levels, which can cause 

feelings of irritability, fatigue, and even 

anxiety. Aim to eat regular meals and 

snacks throughout the day to help maintain 

stable blood sugar levels and support your 

body’s stress response.

Managing stress is an ongoing process 

that requires a holistic approach. While diet 

and nutrition can play an important role, it’s 

also essential to engage in regular physical 

activity, practice relaxation techniques like 

meditation and deep breathing, and seek 

social support when needed. By taking a 

holistic approach to stress management, 

you can support your overall health and 

wellbeing and feel better equipped to 

handle the challenges that come your way. 

By incorporating stress-reducing foods 

into your diet, adopting healthy dietary 

habits, and taking a holistic approach to 

stress management, you can support your 

body’s natural stress response and promote 

overall health and wellbeing. It’s crucial to 

make small, gradual changes to your diet 

and lifestyle for long-term success and seek 

support from a healthcare professional if 

you’re experiencing persistent feelings of 

stress or anxiety. 
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