
 

Stress and its influence on digestion, metabolism, and mood! 

Throughout people’s quest for the ideal diet and ultimate wellness, many underestimate the 
importance of the mind when evaluating their health. One of the first things that I ask my clients 
is to rank their stress level and determine the primary causes of stress in their lives. Following 
an assessment of how stress impacts their body, we discuss coping skills to address stressors 
and nutrients to support a healthy stress response. You may think this is more of a 
psychologists realm of treatment, however, stress plays a significant role on our digestive 
health, our appetite, our blood sugar balance, and our weight. 

The increased stream of communication from technology has drastically increased stress levels 
through the expectation to never “shut down” or “log out”. Just think, prior to the internet and cell 
phones how many people worked when on vacation. Now, even if you put in an automated 
vacation response, chances are there are still clients or bosses that you are responding to and 
tasks you are accountable for. It all comes down to prioritizing our wellness as a foundational 
aspect of the way we live our lives. It is important to remember one can take time for themselves 
without being selfish. I’m sure you have heard your flight attendant say, “put on your oxygen 
mask prior to helping others”. Prioritizing your wellness starts with taking adequate time to 
sleep, reflect, practice gratitude, share in community (maybe by shopping your local farmers’ 
market), and to practice frequent eating habits with quality foods. 

Often people are stressed and rushed during meal time, in fact many people regularly skip 
meals. Consuming food during a time of high stress can cause significant digestive 
disturbances. When the body feels stressed, whether it’s from daily life occurrences or from 
serious danger, the body reacts in the same way. The body enters the fight-or-flight mode 
during stress where the heart rate increases, blood pressure increases and the blood shunts 
away from the mid body and towards the extremities. The body is concerned about survival 
rather than digesting food, so therefore digestion functions shut down. This can cause food to sit 
in the stomach, undigested and result in minimal nutrient absorption! 

Rather than food serving to nourish our bodies and fulfill our nutrient needs, corticosteroid 
stress hormones tell the body to store the food as fat. The amount of hormones released during 
a stress state is four times the amount at a relaxed state. This excess of cortisol released 
interferes with blood sugar control making our bodies less sensitive to insulin, causing 
inflammation, and leading to fat storage. If we are in fight-or-flight our body wants to ensure we 
will have food available during time of migration or battle. The problem is that stressors of 
physical survival are no longer common, these days we are typically sedentary during times of 
high stress; rather that running from a tiger, we are in rush-hour traffic, typing on a laptop, or 
crunching numbers. 

Research has also found that stress can impair the amount of saliva produced, which decreases 
the enzyme amylase, further impairing carbohydrate digestion. This is important when selecting 
foods at times of stress as proteins and fats are better digested. Did you know? The word 
stressed is “desserts” spelt backwards and due to the blood sugar spikes with high stress, we 
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typically crave sugar! Also, if our mind is improperly digesting life’s experiences, we will have 
less of the ability to digest food. Many of us are concerned about health and search for ways to 
prevent disease through diet and supplements, yet we often overlook the importance of an 
ingredient consumed at each meal, our attitude and state of emotion. 

But what can you do? You can’t eliminate most stressors and can’t slow life down. The best 
approach to coping with stress is developing a proactive method of stress reduction. This can 
be difficult to do as it seems to be an additional thing to squeeze into our already chaotic lives; 
however the reality is this: if you don’t find time to prioritize yourself, relax, and reduce your 
stress levels, you are setting yourself up for increased risk of chronic disease, malnourishment, 
and weight gain. Take small steps to create a routine that works for you! And while you are 
actively working the process, support your system with supplements when under “superhuman” 
demand. 

Fight or Flight and your body’s response 
The body is either under Sympathetic or Parasympathetic state, which may be more familiarly 
described as Fight-and-Flight or Rest-and-Digest. The Fight-and-Flight state is an active up 
regulation of stress hormones that puts the body’s metabolism on hold as it focuses on survival 
and often leads to cravings, increased fat storage, and difficulty with weight loss. While the 
Rest-and-Digest mode is a focus on relaxation of the muscles, nerves, blood vessels and surge 
of digestive enzymes aiding in the body’s ability to metabolize, absorb nutrients, and effectively 
burn fuel. This is significant as the state of the mind can greatly influence the body’s ability to 
metabolize and can imply that even a perfect diet can be unsuccessful if the mind is overworked 
and the body is not able to reset. 
Stress is experienced and defined uniquely by the individual. The physiological response to 
stress is experienced through the fight or flight sympathetic nervous system reaction includes 
the release of adrenaline and other catecholamine hormones including dopamine, serotonin, 
estrogen, and testosterone. Cortisol, a steroid hormone made by the adrenal glands, is also 
released during stressful events, which can lead to vascular restriction increasing blood 
pressure, irregular dips in energy with limited feeling of waking well rested, and blood sugar 
surge that increases fat storage.   

HPA-axis 
The hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis is based on the primary glands that regulate the 
fight-and-flight mechanisms of the body. When under chronic stress, any one of these glands 
can demonstrate dysfunction leading to hindered metabolism and immune system distress.  
The hypothalamus gland plays a primary role in homeostasis or keeping the body at its 
set-point. It plays a role in satiety at meal times telling the body when it has consumed enough 
fuel and plays a key role in body temperature, which influences how thermogenic or warm the 
body is ultimately impacting caloric burn at basal metabolic rate. Beyond hunger and body 
temperature, the hypothalamus also plays a role in circadian rhythms, sleep cycles, fatigue, and 
thirst regulation. 
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The pituitary gland plays a great influence on the thyroid a major metabolic organ and the 
adrenal glands the primary stress responding agents. This endocrine gland releases many 
hormones that regulate fluid, sexual function, growth, mood instability/anxiety, pain 
management, and caloric burn.  

The adrenal glands above the kidneys release steroids such as cortisol, and stress chemicals 
norepinephrine and epinephrine (adrenaline). Under stress, more cortisol is released which 
increases blood sugar production and release while reducing the body’s ability to use fat as fuel. 
The adrenals also produce DHEA a hormone-building precursor for estrogen and testosterone 
that aids in stress resilience and naturally declines with age. High levels of adrenaline overtime 
can take a tax on the adrenal glands leading to cortisol depletion or adrenal fatigue.  

The HPA-axis works in a feedback mechanism where the chemical signals of the pituitary and 
hypothalamus stimulate cortisol production in the adrenal glands during stressful events and the 
release of cortisol leads to reduced activity in the pituitary and hypothalamus. Too little cortisol 
can lead to dysfunction in overworked glands trying to stimulate release, while too much cortisol 
can lead to gland shut down with steroid immune-suppressing influence. In both excess or 
deficiency, cortisol is a key element in making weight loss a difficult feat. 

Cortisol and Adrenal Fatigue 
Cortisol has two primary functions: 
 
“Regulatory” – promoting the coordination of circadian events such as the sleep/wake cycle 
and food intake 

“Reactive” – providing the ability to react to, cope with, adapt to, and recover from stressful 
events and triggering episodes 

In a Regulatory mode, cortisol peaks in the morning allowing a natural awakening response that 
provides a balanced sense of energy where one would report waking “well rested”. A healthy 
cortisol response will gently cascade throughout the day allowing for a deep uninterrupted sleep 
in the evening. If the body is not taxed or overworked by physical or emotional stress, which 
drives the reactive mode, the individual will maintain optimal energy, sleep, and immune 
function. 

In the Reactive mode, cortisol does not have a predictable cascade or optimal flow. The peaks 
of cortisol are in response to emotional or physical stressors. Emotional or mental stress can be 
from an argument, worrying about a parent or a child, financial woes, or professional struggles. 
Where as, physical stressors can come from recovering from an accident or injury, carrying a 
child, and even exercise, especially HIIT (high intensity interval) which can be perceived by the 
adrenals as running from a cheetah, so the body goes into cortisol surge through fight-or-flight 
response! In this fight-or-flight response, the blood pressure rises, the breath becomes shallow, 
blood sugar spills out from the liver into the bloodstream, and digestive processes shut down. In 
fact you are either in rest-and-digest or fight-and-flight and the body only makes 1/4 the amount 
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of digestive compounds when in fight-or-flight mode leading to bloating, indigestion, weight gain, 
inflammation, and increased susceptibility to food sensitivities! 

It is important to acknowledge that many of us thrive on adrenaline or fight-or-flight mode based 
on lifestyle, external demands, or the way we react to stressors. This fight-or-flight response is 
regulated by the Hypothalamic-Pituitary-Adrenal system, which plays an intimate role on sexual 
hormone (estrogen, progesterone, testosterone) and adrenal output (DHEA, norepinephrine, 
epinephrine, cortisol). These hormones play a significant role in belly fat, fatigue, cravings, and 
even immune function. Excessive estrogen has been proposed as potential cause to 
autoimmune disease while cortisol inhibits histamine response, so when cortisol levels are low 
in adrenal fatigue often an individual will have increased allergies, food sensitivities, and 
inflammation. 

Working virtually or in-person with your Naturally Nourished practitioner you can create a 
customized Adrenal Rehab or Hormone Reboot program. In your initial assessment your 
dietitian will do a thorough assessment and may recommend a lab that will aid in interpretation 
of where the imbalance lies. Then in your follow-up session you will review the results and make 
successful intervention plans with food-as-medicine and targeted natural formulas. 

4 Signs of Excess Cortisol: 
-Apple body or excess abdominal fat 
-immune resistance less susceptibility to cold/virus and potential autoimmune reactivity 
(hyper-immune response) 
-insomnia 
-anxiety 
 
4 Signs of Insufficient Cortisol or Adrenal Fatigue: 
-low energy 
-brain fog 
-increased histamine response (more susceptible to seasonal or food allergies/sensitivities) 
-bloating 
 
There is a strong relationship between hormonal balance and our stress response in the body. 
The HPA-axis refers to the feedback mechanisms that regulate our flight-or-fight response from 
a stress stimuli. Based on our situations and reactivity one can easily become over-HPA 
responsive or under-HPA responsive this plays a role in our hormonal balance as our pituitary 
gland regulates growth, sexual hormones, and metabolic function. This can wreak havoc on our 
sex drive, menstrual cycle, and it can slow our metabolism causing weight gain! 

Naturally Nourished Note: If your stress response is imbalanced even the perfect diet will 
not yield results! 

Once you have assessed your response to stress, whether you are over or under responsive we 
can determine the ideal approach for treatment, but in the meantime, focus on these nutrients to 
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de-stress! If you scored more than 25 in either section of quiz you need stress reset with 
advanced formulas and/or testing! 

Vitamin B6 (pyridoxine): is necessary for serotonin production. Serotonin combats stress as it 
has a calming impact on the brain and helps combat depression. 
-Chicken, Turkey, Beef, Pork (pasture-raised/grass-fed, wild), Wild fish, Green beans, Spinach, 
Legumes, Whole grains 
 
Vitamin B9 (Folate or 5-MTHF): helps make dopamine our “feel good” neurotransmitter. 
-Leafy greens, Asparagus, Broccoli, Avocado 
 
Vitamin C (ascorbic acid): boosts immune system and works to fight brain cell damage from 
prolonged cortisol hormone exposure. 
–Citrus fruit, Bell peppers, Strawberries, Fresh Thyme/Parsley 
 
Magnesium: aids in dopamine production. Stress depletes magnesium, which is also necessary 
for vascular health and smooth muscle relaxation. 
-Nuts, Seeds, Dark Chocolate, leafy greens 
 
Omega 3 Fatty Acids: target the inflammatory response of stress; help to decrease cytokines 
and cortisol hormones aiding with weight loss. 
-Cold water wild fatty fish (salmon, tuna, mackerel), egg yolks, flax seed, chia seed 
Although greens and flaxseed are sources of omega-3s in the ALA vegetation form, the active 
compounds EPA/DHA, are only found in animal products. The liver and kidneys of the animal 
take the vegetation and convert it. People can convert the ALA form but it will not have as 
potent of effects as EPA/DHA. Try wild fish and eggs as the best source! 

Adaptogens: Adaptogens are a group of traditional herbs that help us face and handle stress 
as it happens – although the classification is often complicated and the boundaries difficult to 
define. These herbs restore overall balance and strengthen the functioning of the body as a 
whole without impacting the balance of an individual organ or body system 

Adaptogens facilitate these changes by a wide range of actions and energetics, rather than one 
specific action. Adaptogens can be stimulating and/or relaxing, many help improve focus, 
support immune system functioning, or provide some other broad-spectrum normalizing 
influence on unbalanced physiological processes. 

By definition, the active properties of the adaptogenic herb must be safe, non-toxic, and 
non-habit forming, even when taken over a long period of time. When taken daily as a tea or 
extract, these herbs can help improve your mental functioning and allow your body to adapt 
more easily to stressful situations, relieving an overactive response. 

Holy Basil or Tulsi - An important adaptogenic herb in India that helps restore vitality and 
promotes overall health and a softened reaction to stress. 
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Schisandra Berries - Improves concentration, coordination, and endurance. Chinese folklore 
says that Schisandra calms the heart and quiets the spirit. Stimulating to the central nervous 
system without excitation. Helps with insomnia and supports immunity. 

Rhodiola - Improves the brain’s ability to analyze, evaluate, calculate, and plan. Normalizes the 
heart rate after exercise or a stressful event. Stimulates release of dopamine and serotonin, 
strengthens immune system against bacteria, viruses, and toxins.  

AdaptogenBoost is an herbal formula for stress induced fatigue. It is 
comprised of adaptogenic herbs designed to build resilience and enhance 
stamina in individuals who are feeling weak and fatigued due to stress. 
This formula aids in reducing the impact of stress to the adrenal glands by 
helping the body respond more directly and providing support for energy. 

Calm and Clear is designed to support healthy catecholamine levels with 
adaptogenic herbs and nutrients that may help mood and promote 
calmness and relaxation. This unique formulation addresses adrenal 
gland health, which may help people handle stress more effectively while 
reducing excess cortisol output to reduce undesired blood sugar spikes 
and body fat storage. 

 

Bundles: Adrenal Rehab and 
Stress Manager!  
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