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Lifestyle Medicine Approach to Healing Anxiety 

Anxiety can come in many forms. For some it is sweaty palms before speaking in front of a group. For 
others, it is debilitating, breath-stealing, hyperventilating, armpit drenching, running to the bathroom, 
pupil-dilating doomsday. The impact of these symptoms on everyday life can be dramatic…preventing 
people from engaging in the things they need to and love to do and the things that can help them to 
feel better. Now, let me back up for a minute.  
 
Anxiety is a good thing. Really. If you are poised to walk down a dark alley at night and you suddenly 
get that sinking feeling in the pit of your stomach, you can thank anxiety for keeping you safe. If you 
are feeling anxious about a presentation you are giving at work or school so you practice the 
presentation and review your notes in preparation for questions from your audience, you can thank 
anxiety for making your presentation a success. Anxiety is your friend, until it isn’t. When anxiety 
creeps in to every facet of your life and negatively impacts your ability to eat, sleep, breathe, interact 
with others, and think clearly, then, Houston, we do have a problem.  
 
There are lots of flavors of anxiety disorders---social anxiety, phobias, generalized anxiety, etc. 
According to the latest statistics from the Centers for Disease Control (CDC), 15% of the population 
will have an anxiety disorder at some point in their lifespan. Keep in mind that this statistic represents 
only the people who are debilitated enough to go to the doctor and be given a diagnosis. This number 
doesn’t include people who are suffering and don’t reach out for help from a labeling practitioner. So, 
there are likely millions more who are suffering from the symptoms of anxiety.  
 
No matter what the flavor, there is hope. The good news is that you can make little changes to your 
life that can have a big impact on healing your dysfunctional (aka…not working for you) anxiety, and 
not surprisingly, these changes don’t come in a prescription pill bottle from your local CVS. These 
changes involve you taking responsibility for examining the things you do and think that may be 
(inadvertently) contributing to your anxiety. Here are effective lifestyle medicine strategies that you 
can implement today to improve your anxiety. 
 
1. Thoughts and Beliefs 

Beliefs underlie our thoughts. So if we believe that something like a spider or the outside world is 

dangerous, guess what? Our thoughts are going to be consistent with that belief. If our thoughts fuel 

our anxiety, we are going to have more anxious thoughts, aren’t going to approach that spider or feel 

like going out or reaching out (things that can improve anxiety), and are going to feel emotionally 

crappy. This anxiety cycle (link to graphic) is self-perpetuating. You can break it by going back to the 

roots…to the beliefs and figuring out which ones fuel the anxious thinking and why. Self-awareness is 

the first step…changing those thoughts is the next step. Here are some tools for that (link to cognitive 

reframing). 

As a psychologist my training, professional, and personal experience has taught me that our thoughts 
(and more importantly, our underlying beliefs) play a HUGE role in anxiety. Beliefs are the rules on 
which you operate.  
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“Your beliefs become your thoughts,  
Your thoughts become your words,  
Your words become your actions,  
Your actions become your habits,  
Your habits become your values,  

Your values become your destiny.” 
~Mahatma Gandhi 

 
So, how do you change your beliefs? You re-write your story. You can start by uncovering how those 
beliefs got in your head. You don’t have to lie on a couch for years talking about your childhood. 
Rather, you can ask yourself who in your early life had similar beliefs? And then BINGO. Identify if 
those beliefs are serving you, and if not, write a new story. Physically write down the new beliefs and 
read them daily, record them on your phone and play them back. It took years of programing for your 
current beliefs to become hardwired; it will take some time to update your new operating system.  
 
Our beliefs drive our thoughts, but we can also intervene at the level of our thoughts. Cognitive 
distortions are negative thoughts that distort reality. Here are examples of common cognitive 
distortions at work in anxiety*: 
 

• Catastrophizing - You exaggerate the importance of things (such as your mess up) or your 
ability to complete a task (this is too hard, I’ll never be able to do it!).  

• Mind reading: You conclude that you know what someone is thinking and that they are 
reacting negatively to you and don't bother to check it out.  

• Should statements: You try to motivate yourself with shoulds and shouldn'ts, as if you had to 
be whipped and punished before you could be expected to do anything. "Musts" and "oughts" 
are also offenders. The emotional consequence is guilt. When you direct should statements 
toward others, you feel anger, frustration, and resentment.  

*Adapted from David Burns, The Feeling Good Handbook. 
 
Those are just a sampling of them. And if you find that you use those distorted thinking patterns in 
your life, that’s a good thing! Really. Because that means that you have plenty of room to grow and 
change. Now that you have them, what do you do? Follow these steps to change them. 

1. Acknowledge – Self-awareness is key. When you find yourself in an anxiety spiral, back it up 
and ask, “What did I tell myself before I ended up here?” Be honest with yourself and write 
down the common negative distortions. 

2. Replace – Replace the negative distortion with a realistic thought. If your distortion was 
catastrophizing that everyone at your book club was going to think your opinions on the book 
are stupid. That’s going to cause anxiety, and that’s not likely true. Ask yourself what you 
might tell a good friend in the same situation. A thought such as, “My opinion might differ, but I 
know my book club members respect others’ opinions.” 

3. Practice – You’ve been using the negative distortions for years AND YEARS, so be realistic 
about the amount of time it will take to change them. Thinking this way is a new skill, and just 
like any other new skill…learning to play the guitar, learning a new language, learning how to 
use the newest tech gadget…it takes practice, patience, and repetition. 

 
Your thoughts lead to your behaviors, and the biggest behavior perpetuating anxiety is actually an 
anti-behavior…NOT doing something perpetuates the fear tied in with the anxiety. So, if you are 
feeling really anxious about going to book club, and you stay home, nothing bad happens to you and 
you reinforce the combination of no anxiety with staying home. You don’t test what will happen if you 
do attend the book club meeting. You don’t give yourself the opportunity to pair having a fabulous time 
at the book club with no anxiety! Jonathan and the What-if Monster displays catastrophizing and mind 
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reading at their finest and illustrates what good can happen if you put yourself out there…a valuable 
lesson for children and adults, alike.  
 

2. Nutrition. You are responsible for everything you put in your mouth. No one tied you down and 

force-fed you the third cupcake. You are responsible for what you put in your mouth. That delicious 

kale salad with fresh lemon…that’s all you, too.  See how that works? You can choose what you put in 

your mouth, and that food and the nutrients it does or doesn’t supply your body and brain makes a big 

ol’ difference in your mood. I’ll say it once more. What you eat can impact how anxious you feel. 

Eating whole foods is the best thing for you, but sometimes, I know those chocolate chips just call to 

you from the pantry (or is that just me??).  Anyway, we aren’t talking about a militant eat-this-way-for-

the-rest-of-my-life diet. We are talking about conducting an experiment. Try eating in different ways. 

Play scientist and observe which foods make you feel good and which ones make you feel not so 

good. It is best to do this with a blank slate, meaning with a healthy whole foods diet for a few weeks 

to establish a baseline of how good you can feel and then start adding in iffy foods to see if you have 

any kind of reaction. Does your pulse quicken, do you feel your heart race, do you start sweating, do 

you feel hyper followed by a low mood crash? This little culinary experiment will provide you with 

information, and then you will be in a position to make an informed choice about what you want to put 

in your mouth, your body, and your brain.  

 

• Start by eliminating the following foods: 

o Caffeine – The tie between caffeine and anxiety might seem obvious. Caffeine serves 

as a stimulant to our central nervous system. Caffeine gives us a boost by raising 

cortisol among other things, and cortisol is directly tied to stress, which is directly tied 

to anxiety. Caffeine also impacts our neurotransmitters, many of which are responsible 

for helping us feel calm and relaxed or wired and amped…you can probably guess 

which ones caffeine blocks and which ones it amplifies! 

o Gluten – Ah, gluten. It’s been in the news more than President Trump’s tweets. Gluten 

has the power to cause anxiety by disrupting our gut function. And as you may know, 

science has now shown us that our gut is like our second brain (or first brain depending 

on which source you quote). Dr. Kelly Brogan wrote a comprehensive blog post on the 

science-backed nitty-gritty of the links between gluten and anxiety 

(http://kellybroganmd.com/go-gluten-free-fix-your-brain/), but the jist of it is that gluten 

and its relatives can cause a leaky gut which compromises immune function, starts a 

cascade of inflammation, and eventually makes us feel sick, depressed, and anxious. 

o Sugar -Sugar, and I’m mostly referring to sugar in its nasty, processed forms, can send 

your blood sugar on roller coaster ride that rivals the latest Six Flags super coaster. 

Here’s the basics: you eat sugar, your blood sugar increases, you feel “up” and maybe 

more anxious, your body pumps out insulin to reduce your blood sugar, sometimes it 

overestimates, and you feel suddenly tired lethargic, etc. Think of the afternoon, “I 

need a nap” feeling. Sugar can also cause symptoms that anxiety-prone folks may 

mistake for an impending panic attack. 

o Processed foods – These usually have some combination of the above…sugar, refined 

carbohydrates, gluten and are therefore often  

• Consider adding the following: 

o Whole food vegetables. This is a no-brainer. Whole food vegetables are filled with the 

vitamins and nutrients that you need for a healthy brain and body. And when your body 

and brain are healthier, you are happier and less anxious. Try not to get stuck in a rut 

with veggies. If you eat a lot of broccoli…high five!!...now what about trying some 

http://kellybroganmd.com/go-gluten-free-fix-your-brain/
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asparagus or beets? Experiment with different veggies and different methods of 

preparing them to maximize the nutrients you receive. 

o Protein. Protein supplies your body with the essential building blocks for making 

neurotransmitters. Neurotransmitters such as serotonin, dopamine, and GABA help to 

regulate the body’s anxiety response. Opt for whole food, clean sources such as grass 

fed beef. 

o Tryptophan-rich foods. Tryptophan is an amino acid that is particularly useful in 

creating adequate levels of serotonin in the body. Foods rich in tryptophan include 

eggs, turkey, pineapple, salmon, nuts, and seeds. 

o Fermented foods. Fermented foods are probiotic foods that improve healthy bacteria in 

your gut. We know that more than 70% of serotonin in the body is produced in the gut. 

Serotonin is vital for mood regulation. Fermented foods are sauerkraut, kimchi, coconut 

kefir, and pickles. 

Supplements (see a functional doc or functional nutritionist for more info on your specific situation) 

• Magnesium (especially before bed) 

• Supps to address neurotransmitter and hormonal imbalances 

 

3. Body 

• Breathing – If you think you’ve heard me recommend breathing for other issues…like most 

everything, you are right. Because it is like a magic health elixir, and it is free, and you already 

do it. How great is that!? Slowing your breathing down and using your belly (diaphragm) can 

help flood your body with oxygen rich blood and slower breathing signals the parasympathetic 

nervous system (our rest and relax system) to switch on. You can keep it simple and take 

three deep breaths or you can get all fancy and try the 4-7-8 breath of kundalini’s breath of 

fire. You can practice breathing during morning meditation, before bed each night, while 

standing in line at the grocery store, at a traffic light on your daily commute…you get the 

picture. The key for using breathing to help with anxiety is to practice your breathing technique 

o’ choice regularly, like when you aren’t stressed or anxious. Just as you practice hitting balls 

before a big baseball game, you want to practice breathing so that when you step up to the 

plate (or have to speak in public), your well-practiced deep breathing comes in to calm you 

down and you hit it out of the park! 

• Sleep – If breathing were the number one anti-anxiety elixir, sleep would be right behind at 

number 2. Sleep deprivation causes anxiety and paranoia, but you don’t have to be in training 

to be a Navy Seal in order to feel the anxiety-producing effects of poor sleep. Chronic under-

resting can cause low levels of irritability and anxiety. The problem often intensifies when we 

try to rev ourselves up after a poor night’s sleep with coffee or other caffeinated beverage of 

choice. The caffeine boost can in and of itself cause anxiety…no Bueno. Make a habit of 

writing your worries or anxious thoughts in a notebook and closing it before bed each night. 

You know that it will be there waiting for you in the morning if you choose to engage with it. 

Writing your worries has the added benefit of helping you to see patterns that may be 

triggering or intensifying your anxious thoughts.  So how do you get a good night’s sleep? 

Practice. Establish a night-time routine. It works for kids, and it can work for you too. It doesn’t 

have to be elaborate….turn down the lights, make a cup of herbal tea, read a book---boom, 

drift off to dreamland.  
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• Bath 
Water has the ability to soothe. When you add essential oils and/or Epsom salts, you can 
transform an ordinary bath into a true therapeutic experience. Research has shown that hot 
baths reduce pain, improve mobility, and enhance overall well-being. Test it out for yourself. 
Take a hot bath and see how you feel after. 
 

• Massage 

This one is a no-brainer. Human touch is crucial for wellbeing. Classic studies have shown that 

infants who are deprived of human contact do not grow as much and do not fare as well in life. 

In addition, massage improves circulation and turns on the parasympathetic nervous system 

causing a host of positive relaxation benefits.   

 

• Thyroid issues, both an overactive and underactive thyroid, can make you feel wired. These 

issues can make it hard to fall asleep. In addition, other symptoms of thyroid issues (e.g., 

increased heart rate, insomnia, breathing issues, irritability, brain fog) can be mistaken for 

anxiety. If you have thyroid issues in your family or you have been told that your thyroid 

numbers are “off,” consider getting a functional evaluation of your thyroid health. 

 

4. Spirituality 

• Meditate. I know…it seems to be touted as the modern-day cure-all for everything, but that’s 

because it kind of is. You don’t have to sit on an organic cotton pillow draped in a flowly robe, 

overlooking the ocean for hours to benefit. Three minutes. Repeat a mantra. Boom…you are 

on your way to a more peaceful mind. 

• Join a spiritual group. Whether it is going to church or a bible study or a non-denominational 

meeting, connecting to a higher power can help you disconnect from irrational anxiety. 

• Gratitude. This is another one that’s gotten some really popular press lately, and for good 

reason. Writing down the things for which you are grateful shifts your focus. It’s difficult to feel 

anxious when you are starting your day focused on how good it feels to be greeted each day 

upon waking by your adorable puppy’s wagging tail or about how grateful you are to be 

healthy, to have a job you love (or don’t hate), to have friends who make you laugh, to drink 

good coffee, etc. If you need help getting started, you can express gratitude for 1) a person, 2) 

something in nature, and 3) something that happened to you that day or the day before. 

• Nature. There are many benefits of spending time in nature. Nature can be very therapeutic, 

reducing stress, reducing inflammation, enhancing concentration and clarity of thinking, 

improving mental clarity, and reducing anxiety and depression. Walking barefoot in the grass 

or spending a day hiking or walking in a park can have lasting immune benefits.  

 

5. Exercise-Activity 

Exercise and activity help with anxiety for a number of reasons. First, physiologically when you 

exercise, your body produces feel good hormones (i.e., endorphins) that flood your body. Second, if 

you exercise outside, you get the boost of light to regulate your circadian rhythm and some Vitamin D. 

Third, if you exercise with a friend or in a group, you get the benefit of social support. Fourth, if you 

are active, you aren’t ruminating on your anxious thoughts.  

6. Social-Get out there 

Anxiety’s master is fear. When our decisions are based on fear, we don’t grow, and when we don’t do 

something because of fear, nothing bad happens, so the non-doing reinforces the fear. For example, 
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if you are too anxious to go to a meetup meeting and are telling yourself that no one will want to talk to 

you, you won’t have anything intelligent to say, and you won’t’ have a good time, then you probably 

won’t go. If you don’t go, none of those hypothetical things can happen, and because of that your 

anxiety is actually reinforced. If you did go to the meetup, and those things didn’t happen…or at least 

didn’t happen to the extent which you had feared, the fear chain would be interrupted, and your 

anxiety would be reduced. So, moral of the story…get out there. It is going to be uncomfortable, but 

so is staying in your house for the next 50 years because you are too afraid to try something that you 

really want to try. Reach out to a friend. Join a group.  

 

I hope that you found this information helpful. Anxiety is often a messenger that something is off in our 

lifestyle. You can be curious and experiment with ways modify your thoughts, behaviors, and 

environment. Check out the resources below for additional tools. If you’d like help creating a 

personalized lifestyle medicine approach to healing anxiety, please reach out to me at 

kellydonahuephd@gmail.com.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:kellydonahuephd@gmail.com
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Resources 
Apps 
Calm  
Headspace 
Insight Timer  
 
Books 

• A Mind of Your Own by Kelly Brogan, MD 

• How to Make Disease Disappear by Ranjan Chatterjee, MD 

• The Anti-Anxiety Food Solution by Trudy Scott 

• Everyday Self-Care: Your Proven, Holistic Guide to Feeling Better by Kelly Donahue, PhD 
 
Podcasts 

• Sean Croxton’s Quote of the Day Show 
• Chris Kresser’s Revolution Health Radio 
• The Everyday Wellness Podcast 
• Live More Feel Better Podcast 

 
Websites 

• Wellness Mama (www.wellnessmama.com) 
• Chris Kresser (www.chriskresser.com) 
• World’s Healthiest Foods (www.whfoods.org) 
• Kelly Donahue, PhD (www.kellydonahuephd.com) 
• Dr. Mercola (www.mercola.com) 

 
 
 

https://amzn.to/2zRb2jx
https://amzn.to/2MTC56l
https://amzn.to/2NS3HZc
https://amzn.to/2LhYDM2
www.wellnessmama.com
www.chriskresser.com
www.whfoods.org
www.kellydonahuephd.com
www.mercola.com

