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Maintaining healthy habits can be difficult even at the best of times but, when we are under stress, tired, 

overwhelmed or simply not in our normal routine it can be extra difficult to stick to eating well.  

‘Fight or flight’ is our natural response to stress. When we are under stress of any kind our bodies produce 

cortisol and adrenaline, this liberates energy, in the form of glucose, from bodily stores and makes us feel alert 

and ready to fight or run away (flight) from the threat we are facing (1).  

Unfortunately, today, most of the threats we face are mental and often long-lasting so we cannot outrun or deal 

with them quickly. This results in prolonged elevation of stress hormones in our blood which, if not 

appropriately managed can lead to metabolic, physical and mental health issues(2). 

Our stress response requires a huge number of resources in the form of energy and nutrients to keep going, so 

the longer we are under stress the more resources we need. If we are not eating well, the body becomes 

increasingly unable to meet the demands placed on it. This can lead to worsening stress, increased anxiety, 

reduced energy and greater cravings for high energy foods, in the short term. In the long run, this may increase 

the risk of burn out, poor immune health, poor sleep quality, digestive health problems and more severe mood 

issues, such as depression(3). 

The below tried and tested tips aim to help you stick with your healthy eating goals. Even if you pick only one 

or two that you feel you can implement easily, this can help make all the difference to how you feel and cope 

with stress. 

1. Eat the healthy foods first – if you still want the not so healthy food afterwards you are much less 

likely to overeat these. 

2. Start the day with a meal containing protein, healthy fats and fibre – such as eggs on wholegrain 

toast, or overnight oats. This helps keep blood sugars stable across the morning, and helps to 

reduce snacking later in the day(4)(5). 

 

3. EAT YOUR GREENS! Dark/leafy Green vegetables are a rich source of calcium, magnesium, and B 

vitamins(6); which are all needed to keep your brain and central nervous system firing on all 

cylinders; and vitamin C which helps keep our adrenals (which make our stress hormones) healthy. 

Try to have something green twice a day. 

 

4. If you love your caffeine, try to avoid having this on an empty stomach. Caffeine makes us feel 

awake and energised by mimicking the physiological processes of the stress response(7). Eating a 

protein containing snack or meal before having a tea or coffee helps slow absorption of caffeine by 

delaying gastric emptying(8), which in turn helps slow the release of stress hormones. 

 

5. Be prepared! Emotional, stress or ‘I have no time’ eating will happen so, carry tasty, healthy, ‘grab 

and go’ snacks with you at all times, so they are ready and waiting to nibble when needed. Nuts, 

seeds, hardboiled eggs, cheese, fruit, raw veg sticks, dark chocolate, oat cakes and peanut butter 

are all great choices.  

 

6. It’s ok to eat a little yummy, sweet food in emergencies or after a stressful day. Research even 

supports the benefits of consuming ‘comfort’ foods on blunting our stress response, in the short 

term(9)(10)! To avoid weight gain, keep portions small (one cupped handful/fist) and eat a protein 

and fat containing meal or snack first, or as part of the same meal.  
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7. Don’t have it in the house! As a rule, if you don’t want to eat it don’t buy it, this way you won’t be 

tempted. If you really want something and you have to go out or make it yourself, it is much less 

likely you will eat it. The same applies at work. If unhealthy snacks, treats and foods are being 

brought in, request to put these in a cupboard or out of sight so they are less accessible. Filling 

your environment with healthy foods means these are much more likely to be what you 

consume(11)(12).  

 

8. Try to recognise and only eat when you are hungry, rather than feeling emotional or eating because 

the food is in front of you. Once your stomach starts to rumble sit down and eat something healthy 

and nutritious.  

 

9. If you are unable to stop to eat when you are hungry consuming small healthy snacks at regular 

intervals can help prevent becoming ravenous when you haven’t had time to eat, and you will be 

less likely to fill up on any unhealthy foods in your vicinity.  

 

10. Be kind to yourself. You are doing the best you can so, whenever you can across the day, stop, take 

some deep breaths into your belly and say to yourself ‘I’m ok, I’m doing a great job’. This help 

reduce stress and foster resilience, even when faced with the toughest situation(13)(14).  
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