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Nutritional approaches for supporting a healthy stress 
response 

	
	

 
The different stages of stress 
 
The normal response to stress is to 
produce more cortisol, adrenalin and 
DHEA to deal with the stress.  When 
the stress is gone levels return to 
normal.   This is known as stage 1 
stress response.  
 
Stress is supposed to be short lived 
(flight or fight), so our stress response is 
to survive that short period of stress.   
However, when stress becomes chronic 
or ongoing there are two further stages 
of stress where we see adrenal 
dysfunction. 
 
Stage 2 is known as the maladaptive 
or resistant stage.  This is where the 
adrenals are over stimulated and cortisol 
levels continue to rise at the expense of 
DHEA which starts to fall.  
 
Stage 3 is known as the exhaustion 
stage.  This is when our adrenals can no 
longer keep up with the demand of 
cortisol and produce very little cortisol. 
When cortisol runs low, more adrenalin 
is often released instead.  This means 
that we tend to have more heightened 
anxiety responses to stressors than 
usual. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Modern day lifestyles and pressures mean that stress is having a 
big impact on our lives both as individuals and as a society. 
Although a certain amount of stress can actually be healthy, the 
majority of us are living with an abundance of stress. 
The impact of stress can be so varied that a number of seemingly 
unrelated symptoms arise, however if we understand what 
happens when we are chronically stressed often these symptoms 
start to make sense. 
 
The science bit…….. 
 
Homeostasis is our ability to maintain internal balance within the 
body.  Stress in the context of nutrition can be emotional, 
physical or environmental - anything which threatens to disrupt 
our homeostasis and stimulates our sympathetic nervous system. 
This is the part of the nervous system which diverts our energy 
into the ‘fight or flight’ stress response.  The parasympathetic 
nervous system is responsible for digestion, detoxification, 
immunity and repair and the two branches counterbalance one 
another. So, when your sympathetic nervous system is stimulated 
it is hard for your digestion, your immune system etc. to function 
well as the energy is diverted away from these important 
functions. 
 
The adrenals are endocrine (hormone) glands situated above the 
kidneys that produce over 50 different hormones (chemical 
messengers) including our main stress hormones adrenaline, 
cortisol and anti-stress hormone DHEA.  
 
Their role is to help our body cope with stress and to survive.  
The body’s resilience, energy and endurance depend on the 
proper functioning of the adrenal glands.   
 
Although there are fluctuations in how much cortisol we produce 
in response to stressors in our daily life there is usually a clear 
circadian rhythm (daily pattern).  Cortisol should be at its highest 
when we first wake up (6am-8am), this gives us our get up and 
go.  It’s our natural alarm clock and then gradually decreases 
throughout the day to be at its lowest around midnight so we 
sleep and restore.  This pattern is frequently disrupted when we 
are under chronic stress (see grey box) and so can be reflected in 
our energy levels throughout the day and other symptoms. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

All hormones need to be in 
BALANCE.  If one is out, then 
this has a knock-on effect on all 
the other hormones.  Like an 
orchestra in symphony – if one 
section is out of tune the whole 
harmony sounds wrong. 
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Some of the signs and symptoms 
which may indicate your adrenals 
need supporting: 
 
Difficulty even gaining or losing weight 
 
Hard to get up and going in the morning 
 
Wired but tired in the evening 
 
Waking around 2-4am most nights 
 
Chronic fatigue  
 
Recurrent infections – particularly in the 
mucosal linings such as gut, vagina, 
throat, ears, chest and eyes 
 
Low flat mood or anxiety and panic 
attacks 
 
Dizzy, low blood pressure, sensitive 
eyes to light 
 
Frequent urination 
 
Irritable or shaky without food and need 
to eat often.  
 
PMS or any condition due to an 
imbalance in sex hormones 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

So, how can we support a healthy stress response 
with nutrition? 
 
 
The best way to support your adrenals through diet is by 
balancing your blood glucose levels as if your blood sugar levels 
drop frequently your adrenals respond by producing adrenaline 
and cortisol to tell your liver to release stored glucose, which then 
stimulates the pancreas to produce insulin in reaction to this 
sudden rise in blood glucose and our blood levels drop too low 
starting the rollercoaster all over again.  Avoid all refined sugar 
and white carbohydrates.  Very sensitive individuals may also 
need to avoid all non-vegetable carbohydrates – possibly even 
certain types of fruit, fruit juices and dried fruit.  Make sure you 
are getting enough of the right type of protein, healthy fats and 
fibre to support healthy blood glucose levels.  Sugar depletes 
magnesium.  Nearly everyone has too much sugar in their diet.  
 
 
Coffee, tea and alcohol stimulate the adrenals so are best avoided 
or limited. Caffeine tolerance varies massively from person to 
person so listen to how your body response.  One in the morning 
may be ok. Sensitive people may also need to avoid chocolate.   
 
 
It is important to keep a regular pattern with meals, snacks (if 
needed) and sleep to support a healthy circadian rhythm.  Chew 
chew chew your food as this will aid your digestion  
 
Take one minute to focus on your breathing before all meals and 
eat in a calm and relaxed manner. 
 
 
As the adrenals help to balance electrolytes in the body (which is 
why people with adrenal fatigue often have low blood pressure) if 
you crave salt at all, use Himalayan salt (pink) liberally in your 
cooking.  Also add H salt to your drinking water and sip little but 
often so you get a steady stream of electrolytes with your water. 
Electrolytes help to balance fluids in the body and your cells and 
by doing so also draw the nutrients, hormones and 
neurotransmitters into the cells, so your cells can utilise them 
effectively.  It is also supports your adrenals in times of stress. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

When cortisol, adrenalin and 
DHEA are out of balance it 
affects our thyroid functioning, 
our immune system, our sex 
hormone balance, our mood & 
our ability to maintain energy 
through balancing blood glucose. 
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Some adaptogens to consider: 
 
 
Moringa (leaves), reishi and Cordyceps 
(mushrooms), rhodiola and ashwaganda 
(Indian Ginseng) and astragalus are all 
generally very well tolerated.  But start 
slowly and gradually increase.  
 
Some people find Maca (Peruvian root) 
to be very beneficial and others find it 
gives them heart palpitations. 
 
Liquorice is known as an adaptogen, but 
it delays the rate cortisol is broken down.  
So, if cortisol is high from over 
stimulation it is not appropriate but if 
cortisol is low it can be very effective 
either as a supplement or as a tea. 
 
Valerian, Skull cap, lemon balm, 
lavender and hops all help to calm the 
nervous system and can be had as teas. 
 
Milky oat seed (Avena Sativa) provides a 
soothing and gentle tonic for supporting 
nerves.  It is also very nutritious 
providing a rich source of B vitamins and 
magnesium. 
 
Turmeric has anti-inflammatory effects 
so supports healthy cortisol levels and 
should be used readily in cooking. 
 
Essential oils rubbed into palms to inhale 
when feeling anxious can calm almost 
instantaneously: Lavender and clary 
sage.  
 
 
 

When your adrenals are over stimulated your 
personal requirement of nutrients will be higher, so it 
is important to eat a nutrient dense diet.  Eat a 
rainbow every day.  
 
Nutrients which are important for the functioning of the 
adrenals: 
 
Vitamin C (found in berries, particularly dark green leafy 
vegetables (DGLV) and green herbs such as parsley and 
coriander).  When the adrenals are stimulated they use large 
amounts of vitamin C. 
 
B vitamins (found in eggs, nuts, vegetables and seeds) as the 
entire B complex is needed throughout the adrenal cascade.  
Stress depletes B vitamins.  Beneficial bacteria (think 
fermented foods) also produce B vitamins. 
 
Magnesium, zinc and manganese are essential for the 
production of enzymes in the adrenal cascade.  Magnesium 
helps your body and mind to relax and is found in DGLV, 
herbs, avocados, nuts and seeds and Epsom bath salts.  
Magnesium is also important as it helps control the HPA axis 
(hypothalamus, pituitary, adrenal), a major regulating 
component of the stress system.   Minerals have a calming 
effect on the body and most people are deficient in minerals 
overall. 
 
Omega 3s help to balance hormones through supporting the 
integrity of the cell membranes.  They also increase your 
responsiveness to insulin and other hormones so help balance 
blood glucose and support the adrenals.  Eat plenty of wild oily 
fish, walnuts and almonds, flaxseeds and pumpkin seeds, 
avocados, quinoa, chia, organic eggs and dark green leafy 
vegetables and seaweeds.   Avoid trans fats and damaged fats  
from processed and fried foods as these prevent cell 
membranes from functioning optimally. The balance of fats is 
very important and often overlooked.  
  
Adaptogens are foods or herbs which help balance and stabilise 
the endocrine (hormonal) and nervous system.  They help our 
body to adapt and increase our resilience to stress. 
In theory they help to increase hormones which are low and 
decrease hormones which may be too high to achieve 
homeostasis.   
 
Having said that EVERYONE is different and from clinical 
experience what is one person’s medicine can be another 
person’s poison so always listen to how your body responds.  
Sometimes a combination of adaptogens can be more effective 
than just one. 
	
	

Eat as nature intended.  Herbs 
and plants are designed to survive 
their environment and they can 
pass that resilience onto us when 
we use them correctly. 
 

	


