How a Healthy Diet and Lifestyle Can Help
Post-Natal Depression
Many women experience the “baby blues” a few days
after giving birth. This usually only lasts a short while
and you may just feel a bit low. This may be due to a
combination of reasons such as the fluctuation in
your hormones, your milk starting to flow and the
realisation that you have a little human being to look
after for the foreseeable future.
However, for some women, these feelings may start
later and continue for much longer, requiring medical
help.

Possible Physical Causes of Post Natal Depression
Although there may be many psychological components that lead to post natal
depression, there are also a number of physical factors, too, which should be considered.
Zinc Deficiency - Depression is a common side effect of a zinc deficiency. Before giving
birth, a woman transfers a large amount of zinc to her baby which may leave the mother
deficient. Signs of a zinc deficiency are white marks on three or more fingernails, a poor
appetite, and stretch marks.
Vitamin B Deficiency (B6, B9 - folate, B12) - These vitamins are vital for maintaining
mood. It’s usually caused by a low intake of green leafy vegetables, nuts, wholegrains,
citrus fruits, eggs and meat.
Amino Acid Deficiency (tryptophan and tyrosine) - Depression has two sides: feeling
miserable, and feeling apathetic and unmotivated. These feelings are controlled by two
hormones, serotonin and dopamine. Serotonin is made from tryptophan and dopamine
is made from tyrosine. Being deficient in either of these amino acids may cause the
symptoms of depression. They can be found in turkey, chicken, fish, nuts, bananas,
eggs, milk and cheese.
Blood Sugar Imbalances - Regularly consuming foods containing refined sugar will
lead to poor blood sugar control. Symptoms of this condition include fatigue, poor
concentration, anxiety and depression, and crying spells. If too little of the mineral
chromium is consumed, this will make these symptoms worse. Chromium is essential for
blood sugar balance and can be found in egg yolk, beef, cheese, brewer’s yeast and
whole grains.
Deficiency in Essential Fats - Regular oily fish eaters are less prone to depression and
this is thought to be due to the Omega 3 essential fatty acids in the fish. Omega 3
enhances the production of serotonin, one of your “happy” hormones. There are many
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studies showing relief from depression by increasing Omega 3 intake. Besides, oily fish,
omega 3 can be found in cod liver oil, fish oil, flax seed oil, walnuts and free-range eggs.
Sudden Drop in Progesterone - By the end of pregnancy, progesterone levels have
increased 30 times more than before pregnancy began. As soon as the baby is born and
the placenta has been removed, the levels of progesterone plummet and the adrenal
glands become the main source for progesterone production. Progesterone is a natural
anti-depressant, so the sudden drop may account for the “Baby Blues”. But, if the
adrenal glands are exhausted, they will not be able to produce sufficient amounts,
allowing feelings of depression to continue.
An Underactive Thyroid Gland - It has been suggested that around a third of people
who suffer with depression have an underactive thyroid gland. Therefore, it is possible
that a woman who may have been showing signs of depression before or during
pregnancy, will feel even worse post-natally, if their thyroid gland is not functioning
properly. It is important that this condition is treated and it can be diagnosed by a simple
blood test for thyroid function.

Treatment Options
Anti-depressants are often prescribed for post-natal depression in the early stages but
they can become addictive if not monitored or evaluated regularly. Some have
unpleasant side effects and some will not work at all if the underlying cause is not
addressed, such as a nutrient or hormone deficiency. If you have been prescribed
anti-depressants without being offered other non-drug therapies like counselling, or
psychological treatments, it may help to discuss these other options with your doctor.
An area sometimes overlooked as an additional treatment option by some medical
practitioners is diet and lifestyle.

Healthy Diet Recommendations
For optimum health there are a number of foods you should include in your daily diet as
well as foods you should avoid, wherever possible.
Fruit and Vegetables: Ideally you should be aiming for at
least 5 portions of fruit and vegetables every day.
Fruit should be eaten between meals because
the digestion of fruit may interfere with the
digestion of other foods. Vegetables and fruit
contain a wide range of nutrients. They are
also a good source of fibre. Try to include
some raw foods such as salads in your diet,
as very often vitamins, and the enzymes
essential for proper digestion, are lost with
cooking.
Steaming vegetables is the most
nutritious way of cooking and NEVER cook foods
in a microwave. Microwaves cause extensive damage to foods, reducing nutrient value.

Raw nuts and seeds, such as pumpkin and sunflower seeds, contain a good supply of
nutrients which are beneficial to health.
Meat: Although it is not necessary to eat meat every day, it is important to include it in
your diet because it contains a good source of vitamin B12. If you are a vegetarian or
vegan, chlorella, an algae is an alternative source of vitamin B12. Meat also contains
tryptophan and tyrosine.
Fish: It is wise to eat fish at least once a week. Oily fish such as herring, mackerel, tuna,
salmon and sardines provide a good source of Omega 3 essential fatty acids. Omega 3
may also be obtained from fish oil supplements.
Dairy Products: A small amount of dairy products is usually fine, although some people
may have an intolerance to the lactose in milk. Do not replace butter with margarine
which contains hydrogenated or processed fat. Organic sources of dairy products are
best as they should not contain traces of synthetic hormones which may worsen
symptoms of depression. If you are concerned that you may not get enough calcium,
alternative sources are nuts (Brazil), seeds (sesame), eggs, broccoli, kale and greens.
Processed Foods: Avoid processed foods including takeaways and ready-meals as
much as possible. These have far fewer nutrients than freshly prepared foods and often
contain artificial additives which may damage health. White foods, such as white bread,
white rice, and white pasta should be replaced with wholemeal versions to prevent a
sudden surge of glucose into the bloodstream. When this happens, the pancreas has to
produce insulin to process the blood sugar and this can lead to blood sugar imbalance
and diabetes. Products containing white sugar should also be avoided or minimised.
Instead of seeking artificial sweeteners, which are even more hazardous to health, a
natural sweetener such as Xylitol is a safe alternative.
Vitamin and Mineral Supplements: In an ideal world our food should provide us with
sufficient vitamins and minerals to sustain our bodies.
Unfortunately, that is no longer the case due to intensive
farming practices, the use of pesticides, and crops picked
before they are ripe then stored or transported for long periods
of time. If you wish to maintain good health for as long as
possible, it is wise to take a multi-vitamin and mineral
supplement every day which includes the anti-depressant
nutrients, zinc, chromium, magnesium, Vitamin B6, B12 and B9
(folate). A fish oil supplement containing Omega 3 would also
be beneficial.
Fluids: Ideally, we should drink 2 litres of water a day to keep the body hydrated. Tea
coffee and sugary, fizzy drinks should be kept to a minimum as these can be very
dehydrating. A glass of fruit juice can be counted as one of your required daily portions
of fruit but you should not drink more than two a day because they can be quite acidic.
Filtered water is better than water straight from the tap but remember to change the filters
regularly to prevent bacteria, nitrate, and metal build up. Mineral water is also good,
preferably “still” water from glass bottles rather than plastic. Plastic bottles may contain
chemicals which are similar to oestrogen.

Healthy Lifestyle Recommendations
In addition to choosing a healthy diet, making healthy lifestyle choices should also help
to support you whilst coping with post natal depression.
Exercise: Exercising for at least 30 minutes, 3 - 5 times a week is not only good for the
body but good for the mind, too. Activities can include a brisk walk, swimming, aerobics,
jogging or cycling. Getting outside in daylight or sunlight each day is essential for
serotonin production.
Smoking and Alcohol: Smoking and alcohol both deplete the body of the nutrients that
are essential for optimum health. Deficiencies can lead to reduced production of the
hormones needed to prevent depression. Women should not drink more than two small
glasses of wine, a pint of beer or two shots of spirits a day.
Oestrogen Mimics: Some chemicals in everyday products such as toiletries, cleaning
products, air fresheners, and plastic packaging are similar in structure to the female
hormone oestrogen. They can cause a hormone imbalance within the body which can
lead to oestrogen dominance. There are now a number of companies who produce
alternatives which may help to reduce exposure to oestrogen mimics. Bio-identical
progesterone cream may also help to counter balance excess oestrogen, which can be
prescribed by a doctor practicing in natural medicine.
Sleep: During sleep, our bodies repair, renew and
rejuvenate. A regular lack of sleep can cause feelings
of anxiety and depression. Most people need seven
to eight hours of sleep a night which is not easy to get
when you have a baby. A milky drink or a banana may
help to induce sleep as they contain tryptophan which
stimulates the production of the sleep hormone,
melatonin, similar to serotonin. A dark room will also
stimulate the production of melatonin.
Laugh: It’s often been said that laughter is the best medicine and it really can help by
reducing the production of one of the damaging stress hormones, cortisol, and
increasing the production of “happy” hormones which stop depressive feelings. Watching
a funny film or doing a fun activity with family and friends on a regular basis can help ease
the symptoms of anxiety and depression.
Pregnancy: If you have been diagnosed with post natal depression after a first
pregnancy, there is an increased chance that you will have post natal depression after
subsequent pregnancies. Increasing intake of zinc, the B vitamins, omega 3 from fish
oils, and choosing a healthy diet and lifestyle should help minimise the risk of a recurrence.
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