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INTRODUCTION
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Modern life is full of challenges and we all get stressed from time to time. We are pulled in different directions as we balance the demands of work and family, juggle our finances, keep up with the housework and cope with the daily commute. Our bodies are designed to cope with some short-term stress, but when it continues over weeks and months it can cause physical, mental and emotional problems. These problems make us feel tired, depressed and unwell – and even more stressed.

 

Of course we need to address the sources of our stress, but this may involve life changes that we can’t achieve overnight. There is, however, one change that works instantly – taking control of what we eat and drink. By choosing the right foods, we can get our bodies back to a place of calm, so that both physically and emotionally we are much better equipped to deal with whatever life has in store. There are loads of delicious, nutritious foods that positively support all the body systems during periods of stress and target the symptoms that accompany stress. We can literally eat ourselves calm.





The science of stress

The body’s initial reaction to stress is known as the ‘fight or flight’ response, because it provides the rush of energy we might need to confront or run away from a dangerous situation. Our brains trigger the release of the hormones adrenaline, noradrenaline and cortisol, which speed up the heart and breathing rates. Blood is diverted away from the digestive system, skin and organs such as the kidneys, and sent to the muscles where it might be needed to take physical action. The mouth will feel dry, we may sweat more, our hearts are racing – but we can deal with the stress.

 



 

If the stressful situation continues, different hormones swing into action to increase our blood sugar levels, giving us prolonged energy, and raising our blood pressure to help us maintain circulation. We can manage like this for a while but if we remain stressed over a long period, the body becomes exhausted because so many of its systems are being forced to overwork, while vital organs are being deprived of the nutrients they need for healthy function.

 



 

In short, our bodies are designed to cope with short bursts of stress caused by physical threat; they are ill-equipped to deal with the long-term mental and emotional stresses that we often experience in the modern world.
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The long-term effects of stress

 



 

•   Prolonged high levels of the stress hormone cortisol depress the immune system, so we are more likely to catch any bugs going round.

•   Blood sugar levels fluctuate, affecting energy levels and mood.

•   If blood pressure is high for too long it causes changes in the arteries, which means blood pressure doesn’t drop again even when the stress has passed.

•   Stress leads to raised levels of cholesterol in the blood, which is linked to heart and circulatory disease.

•   The digestive system becomes sluggish, inflamed and prone to cramps and bloating. It has trouble absorbing the nutrients in our food.

•   Cortisol makes us lay down fat round our waists, which is linked to heart disorders.

•   We sleep badly, which means the body doesn’t have time to recharge.

•   All of this plays havoc with hormones and brain function, causing a host of emotional symptoms such as anxiety, depression and mood swings.







How to eat yourself calm

 

1. Keep blood sugar levels steady

 



 

When you are very stressed, you may find you get cravings for fatty, sugary foods. These give a quick hit of energy, but soon after eating them your blood sugar will dip and you’ll feel even more sluggish than before. One of the keys to dealing with stress is to keep your blood sugar as steady as possible and that means eating regular small snacks and meals throughout the day, comprising foods that the body will burn at a slow, steady rate.

 

The Glycaemic Index rates foods according to their effect on blood sugar. High-GI foods, such as sugary drinks, white bread and sweets, are broken down quickly by the digestive system and cause blood sugar to soar, then plummet. Low-GI foods such as vegetables and pulses give a slow, steady release of energy. These are the foods to choose.

 



 

2. Top up the B vitamins

 



 

We all know that a range of vitamins and minerals, containing different antioxidants and phytonutrients, are essential for good health. But during stressful periods, B group vitamins are particularly useful because they support the nervous system and brain function and stimulate the production of feel-good hormones such as serotonin. B vitamins can become depleted when we are stressed, making us anxious and depressed, so it’s vital to top them up – and eating wholegrains, mushrooms, oily fish, poultry, nuts, vegetables and pulses is the best way.

 



 

3. Eat lots of antioxidants

 



 

Antioxidant vitamins A, C and E are also crucial to boost the immune system and protect the body from the damaging effects of long-term stress. They help to lower blood pressure, protect the heart and digestive system, and encourage brain function. Opt for fruits and vegetables with the brightest colours as these are the ones with the highest antioxidant levels.
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4. Look after your digestive system

 



 

There are several ways to support your digestive system: eat plenty of fibre-rich foods to prevent constipation, drink loads of water to flush it all through, and include plenty of probiotic live yogurt in your diet to boost levels of healthy bacteria in your gut. Junk foods, such as burgers, pizzas and fry-ups, give the digestive system a heavy load, so avoid them while your system is under strain.

 



 

5. Promote restful sleep

 



 

Getting a good night’s sleep makes everything look better the next day, and it is also essential for regulating hormones, maintaining healthy blood pressure, balancing mood, improving energy levels and keeping a strong immune system. Calcium, magnesium and certain amino acids aid restful sleep and you’ll find them in abundance in the recipes in this book.

 



 

6. Reduce caffeine and alcohol

 



 

Caffeine is a stimulant and produces many of the same effects on the body as stress hormones, so when you are trying to reduce stress, it makes sense to stick to one or two cups of coffee a day, and avoid caffeine in the evenings. Alcohol is a depressant and, while you won’t have refreshing sleep after drinking a lot, one glass of red wine from time to time can have health benefits from the antioxidants it contains.
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Achieving inner calm

The moment you start eating stress-reducing foods, you will feel the benefits. Your energy, mood and concentration will improve, and gradually the niggling symptoms of stress will disappear. Meanwhile, your internal organs will be functioning more healthily so you will be less prone to infections and long-term life-threatening disease. Follow the meal planner, or use the problem solver to identify the key ingredients that will address your specific symptoms. Find them in the section on superfoods, to discover how you can include them in your meals.

 



 

Of course, diet alone won’t solve everything that may be problematic in your life. If you have a tyrannical boss, a hectic work- and home-life schedule, credit-card meltdown or a leaking roof, improving your diet won’t take these issues away – but it will make you feel calmer and give you the energy you need to take them on. Your energy and focus will improve, and the niggling symptoms that have blighted your life will disappear. You’ll be able to deal with problems more effectively, thereby reducing stress even further. So to achieve that win–win situation, this book is the perfect guide.
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