In this segment, we're going to talk about how to use nutrition to feed your brain.
And we're going to talk about a few nutritional deficits that can mimic mental health
disorders like anxiety and depression.
Our brain isn't just a mind, it's a five-pound chunk of fats and proteins and
chemicals and water and all sorts of other physical building blocks. In order for it to run
well, it needs really specific nutrients. Many people just aren't getting the right nutrients
that the brain needs to be healthy. In this segment we're going to talk about some of the
most common nutrient deficiencies that have been shown to contribute to depression and
anxiety, and may impact mental health. I’m also going to cover a couple of popular
supplements that rigorous research has shown to be effective.
But first a few Disclaimers:
Caveat #1- I’m not a doctor. You should work with a doctor before making any
changes to medication or supplements. I’m a therapist who reads the research, boils it
down and shares it with people.
Caveat #2- I am not anti-medication, I recommend to my clients that they
consider the pros and cons of multiple treatment approaches as we try to combat mental
illness. I just have many clients who don’t want to use medication so I want to make
sure to help them understand other treatment options.
Caveat #3- just because something is natural does not mean it is safer or has less
side effects. Snake Venom, Lead, and Arsenic are all natural substances that will poison
or kill you. Supplements are not evaluated by the FDA. That means that they haven’t
been rigorously tested for purity, safety or effectiveness. An example of this was some
homeopathic teething tablets 1 for babies, sold on the shelves of walmart and other stores.
Turns out they weren’t pure enough, some contained varying amounts belladonna and
some babies died. Because supplements aren’t regulated by the FDA, supplements
companies can claim all sorts of things that may or may not be true. So just because
something is natural does not mean that it is safe.
Caveat #4 Many of the people purporting a certain supplement are using mostly
anecdotal evidence- meaning their friend or their sister in law or someone they know
used this supplement and it helped. And while that may be true, it’s not enough to
determine if that’s going to be effective for a majority of people. There are other factors
in action (like the placebo effect). This occurs when people believe they are going to get
feeling better by taking something, and so they do feel better. So with many
supplements, when people start taking them, they report feeling better, but at the same
levels as those taking a sugar pill. Meaning that the change came from their belief and not
from the substance. Research shows some natural supplements are helpful, but I don’t
like it when people selling essential oils or supplements promise more than is backed by
rigorous research.
So Many Claims out there:
If you run a search, there will be hundreds of supplements claiming to have
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benefits for anxiety or depression- but the truth is that there isn’t enough research on
most of them to know if these are safe or effective. I’m going to cover 6 supplements that
at least have some research, but as far as the rest of these supplements go, most just aren’t
backed by solid research.
And that’s the reason most doctors aren’t prescribing supplements-because there
aren’t big enough, rigorous enough trials to determine how safe they are. Good research
includes multiple studies, high numbers of participants, randomized groups, compares
with a placebo, and minimizes research bias and conflict of interest. For this reason
controlled studies are expensive and often limited when it comes to supplements.
If you want to try any of these supplements, work with your doctor, but know that
you’re basically running a little experiment on yourself. Now taking medication also
comes with risks, there’s currently no way to know who will experience side effects from
Prozac or Xanax, but the difference is that medications approved by the FDA have been
shown through rigorous research to have a high enough benefit to risk ratio.
Ok- that being said-There are some supplements that have been shown to be
effective, so let’s talk about some of the research backed natural treatments for anxiety:
Food
Let’s start of with what should be the foundation of your health, your diet. What
you eat has a huge impact on your physical and mental health. Recent research 2 is
showing that eating a diet based on vegetables, whole grains, fish, fruit, and unprocessed
lean red meat can help prevent Depression, decrease anxiety, and can help treat those
disorders to promote healing. So start off with checking your diet and find one way to
improve, whether that’s decreasing highly processed foods, or adding some spinach to
your smoothie, even little changes can make a big difference.
Now let’s talk about some other nutrients.
Vitamin D
The first nutrient we’ll cover is Vitamin D. Vitamin D deficiency is actually
really common- about 50 3 to 70 percent of people are low on their Vitamin D levels. A
deficiency in Vitamin D has long been associated with Seasonal Affective Disorder and
Chronic Depression 4. So there are some people out there who think they're depressed
because of their thoughts or whatever else is going on in their life. But the real problem is
just a Vitamin D deficiency. Vitamin D receptors appear in a wide variety of brain
tissue, and when activated they increase nerve growth in your brain. You can get tested at
your doctor's office to see what your Vitamin D levels are and then you can begin to
supplement them if necessary. There are multiple studies showing an improvement in
symptoms of depression with high levels of D supplement.
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Anyone who is struggling with Depression or other mental health concerns should
take the time to rule out a Vitamin D deficiency, and if you are deficient you can
supplement to try to get your levels up. Vitamin D is naturally occurring in foods like
fatty fish including tuna, mackerel, and salmon. And there are some foods that are
fortified with Vitamin D like dairy products, orange juice, soy milk, et cetera. And you
can also find Vitamin D in beef liver, cheese, and egg yolks.
Exposure to sunlight (specifically UVB radiation) helps the body activate Vitamin
D in your skin, so do what you can to get sunlight in healthy doses. If you do decide to
supplement Vitamin D, make sure to take Vitamin K2 and magnesium in conjunction
with it.
B Vitamins 5
B-Vitamins are really important for your the health of your brain and body. There
are eight B Vitamins, collectively called B Complex Vitamins. The very best way to get
them is by having a healthy diet, And that goes for all the Vitamins. Just supplementing
with Vitamins is not going to replace the need for a healthy diet. Eating lots of plants,
vegetables, and fruit is going to help you have better access to the multitude of nutrients
that you need.
B Vitamins are necessary for the basic upkeep of healthy nerve and blood cells
and they're essential ingredients for the production and proper functioning of several
neurotransmitters including dopamine, which is crucial to the experience of pleasure.
Deficiencies in Vitamin B 12 and B6 and perhaps other B Vitamins have been associated
with depression, anxiety and other mental health disorders. One in four people has a
Vitamin B 12 deficiency, which is associated with depression.
So again here's another deficiency that people might think "I'm depressed". And
what's really happening is not that they're crazy or that they're having bad thoughts but
that they just have a nutrient deficiency.
“Ken” had chronic low energy. He was pretty depressed and he was having some
suicidal thoughts. Ken was a really hardworking and kind guy, and he was trying really
hard to make his life better. He attended therapy and worked to improve his thinking
patterns, but still struggled with depression and low energy.
And so he did some genomic testing. He got his genes sequenced and sent it out to
some third parties and found out that he did not metabolize Vitamin B 6. So he started
supplementing with Vitamin B6. He noticed that his energy levels increased and he had
fewer symptoms of depression. He still experiences it to a degree but not as much as
before. He also found out that by supplementing with that Vitamin B6 that he needed one
less hour of sleep per night. So an extra hour of life every day.
Now obviously everyone's different. Most people are able to metabolize Vitamin
B6. So this might not apply to you. That's why I want to remind you again to work with
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the doctor as you try and figure out what's going on with your physiology when you're
working to improve your mental health.
Inositol 6 also known as Vitamin B8 is naturally occurring in food, and in the US
the average diet includes about 1 gram a day, but studies testing supplementing with
12-18 grams have shown some pretty impressive results with relatively few side effects.
It is considered safe and somewhat effective, specifically with panic disorder,
agoraphobia (fear of leaving the house) depression, and OCD though more research is
needed.
There is decent amounts of research showing that for some people supplementing
with Vit D, B6, B12 can have a positive impact on Anxiety and Depression, and taking a
multivitamin has been shown to help with GAD. But one of the reasons they’re at the
top of my list is that they are safe and cheap, there are few downsides to taking a
multivitamin every day.
Magnesium- Magnesium is a common natural element that is essential for
hundreds of bodily functions, every single cell needs magnesium to perform it’s essential
functions. It assists with energy creation, protein formation, gene maintenance and
nervous system regulation. Magnesium is naturally found in foods, especially dark leafy
greens, nuts, avocado, and bananas. Magnesium deficiency is associated with Anxiety,
OCD 7, and other mental health disorders.
During one conference on integrative health, the facilitator shared the case study
of a woman who had started taking calcium supplements and the calcium, without her
knowing it, depleted the magnesium in her body. And for the first time in her life, she
developed OCD symptoms. She was extremely anxious in her thinking and compulsive in
her behaviors because of this magnesium deficiency. By working with her doctor she was
able to find out about the deficiency and when she decreased the amount of calcium
supplements and increased the amount of magnesium supplements, the OCD symptoms
went away.
Again, it’s a story of someone who thought that there was something wrong with
them or that they were going crazy. And in reality, it was just a nutrient deficiency. There
is quite a bit of research showing positive effects, and it’s relatively safe. In a
randomized controlled trial in depressed older adults, 450 mg of magnesium daily
improved mood as effectively as an antidepressant drug. In another study Mice with Mg
deficiency were more anxious. 8More research is needed, but again, relatively safe and
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inexpensive. 9
Some people may choose to supplement with magnesium glycinate. As always,
work with your doctor to understand your options.
Omega 3 10
Omega 3 fatty acids 11 are essential for proper brain functioning. Deficiencies in
Omega 3 12 have been associated with Depression and other mental health disorders.
There are a lot of studies involving Omega 3, and one interesting study showed that
people with low levels of Omega 3 had a much more negative outlook about life in
general. Other studies have shown that supplementing with Omega 3 helps improve
13
Depression and Anxiety
So again, here’s a simple supplement that may help your brain function better.
Most people don't get enough Omega 3 14 in their diet. Omega 3 can be found in fish,
flaxseed, chia, walnuts soybeans, spinach, and you can consider taking fish oil or other
Omega 3 supplements.
Zinc- Zinc is a naturally occurring element, you can get if from your food, and
there have been a couple of studies showing that a Zinc deficiency is associated with
OCD, Panic Attacks and Generalized Anxiety. And a couple of studies have shown that
supplementing with Zinc has improved anxiety symptoms.
St. John’s Wort- St. John’s wort is one of the most popular natural treatments for
depression, and one of the most researched, there are dozens and dozens of high-quality
studies showing it’s effectiveness at treating mild to moderate depression. Many studies
show that it is as effective as antidepressant medication and some show less side effects
or similar side effects. It has not been shown 15 to be effective for anxiety, but since
anxiety and depression are often comorbid (experienced at the same time) it may be one
to consider. Because of the quality and quantity of the research I feel more confident
about knowing what to expect with SJW.
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However it’s not without side effects. 16 It may come with some symptoms like
SSRI’s(a class of antidepressants that include Prozac), and it can interfere with other
medications- including anxiety medication. Adverse events reported in RCTs were
comparable to placebo and fewer compared with antidepressants. And like all
supplements it is not regulated by the FDA.
Caffeine: 17
Caffeine is the most widely used psychoative agent in the world, 90 percent of
Americans use caffeine every single day, but the effects of caffeine on the brain and
nervous system can be pretty destructive. Caffeine crosses the blood brain barrier in
minutes and shuts down the production of Adenosine- the relaxation and calming
chemical in the brain. That’s why it helps people feel more energy in the short term, but
one cup of coffee can increase anxiety and impact sleep for up to 48 hours. Caffeine
consumption is associated with Depression and Anxiety.
So if you're having a problem with Depression, Anxiety, or sleep then you should
consider cutting caffeine out of your diet for a week just to test it out and to see how that
impacts you. Nicotine, Alcohol, and other drugs also negatively affect the emotional
state. If you want to get mentally healthy consider eliminating them.
Gut Health
We've all experienced how our stomach gets upset when we have an emotional
experience right? Like having that butterfly feeling in the stomach or feeling like you
took a hit to the gut when something emotional happens. A lot of people don't know how
important your gut bacteria is for your mental health. Your gut is literally your second
brain 18. Ninety-five percent of the serotonin that's produced in your body occurs in your
gut.
So it’s important to be aware of your gut health and work to improve it.
Obviously eating healthy foods including lots of vegetables, less processed foods is
important to both phycsical and mental health. Another way to improve gut health is by
eating probiotics and fermented foods like kimchi.
Taking antibiotics can sometimes affect that gut bacterial balance and can impact
mental health. I'm not saying don't take antibiotics. I'm saying just be aware that
sometimes that can be a factor. Another thing to consider is looking into food allergies.
Food allergies are associated with mental health conditions including: “ADHD, anxiety,
autism, chronic fatigue (which can go beyond just physical feelings and affect mental
health, as well), depression, dizziness (often associated with anxiety), hyperactivity,
lethargy, PMS, tension, weight gain and weight loss (both of which tend to have an effect
on self-esteem). “
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“So how 19 exactly do these food allergies and reactions contribute to the mental
health issues named above?
Quite simply, studies have already shown a connection between stress,
inflammation, and disease…The most common food allergies include: tree nuts, peanuts,
cow’s milk, hen’s eggs, soybeans, fish, shellfish, and wheat. For most of us, many of
these are foods we eat frequently. And with a statistic like up to 60% of Americans have
delayed food allergies, it is cause for concern.”
So look into food allergies and see if that's impacting your mental health.
There are many medical conditions that mimic or influence mental health
disorders. So it's important to work with a doctor to rule out any physical causes of
mental health issues. Again, when you’re diagnosed with depression it's not telling you
“Your depression is causing you to feel this way”, the diagnosis says “you're having this
cluster of symptoms and we don't exactly know what's causing it”.
Get Checked for Physical Disorders
There are many, many physical conditions that can affect mental health and some
of them even mimic mental health disorders like depression or anxiety. These include:
Thyroid Disorders, Diabetes, Sleep Disorders, MS, Lyme Disease, Vitamin Deficiencies
(D3, B’s, Magnesium), Anemia, Food allergies, Endocrine disorders, hormonal changes,
… long story short consider getting a check up...Obviously I’m not a doctor- but I
frequently work with doctors to rule out physical conditions for my clients. Sometimes a
simple change in medications, or treatment for an illness completely changes a person’s
emotional state.
Usually this involves getting a physical, running some blood tests, and there are
other types of testing you can get done to rule things out. Some genomic testing, and
allergy testing can also be helpful in ruling out disorders.
So in summary, just take good care of your body to have a healthy mind. Small
changes can make a big difference. Work with your doctor to consider supplementing
with things like Vitamin D, B Vitamins, Magnesium, Zinc or Fish Oil. You may also
consider cutting out Caffeine, Alcohol or other psychoactive substances from your diet.
By creating a healthy body you're setting the stage for your brain to heal and function at
its very best. And this is going to lay the foundation for you to be healthier and happier.
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