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Food Fight against the Winter Blues
By Laura Kopec

Unless you live in Southern California this time of the year can be really challenging.  The North Texas weather rollercoaster has no end in sight, you still cannot put away the coats, New Year’s resolutions have fallen by the wayside, sugar cravings are increasing, and the idea of eating salad for lunch is for the birds.  If this sounds like you, have no fear, have no regrets – your future starts now.  The choices you make don’t just impact your health today, but studies show your diet and lifestyle impact health and longevity for 10 years or longer.


So how do we break the cycle?  Let’s start with some basic nutrients.  Many of us have extremely low levels of Vitamin D. We are supposed to get a dosage of 20 minutes of sunlight a day on at least 1/3 of our body.  Even when I go for a morning run these days, I am bundled up.  Most adults need to supplement between 2,000 and 5,000 units per day of Vitamin D3 (a more natural version of Vitamin D), but most people barely get 1000 units in a multivitamin.  So I supplement with Vitamin D3.  In the winter especially adequate Vitamin D3 is crucial not only for the immune system, but also helping the body make dopamine that may help keep away some of the winter blues.


Another important micronutrient in this fight is serotonin.  Since serotonin is made from light our bodies make less serotonin during the winter naturally.  Serotonin helps us feel good, regulates hunger, boosts self-esteem, helps curb anxiety and helps our body sleep.  Most of us reach for caffeine to help with tiredness. Then, we crave and eat sugar to boost emotions, fix hunger or deal with stress. The problem with this tactic is caffeine further depletes the body of serotonin and sugar may interfere in your body’s production of serotonin. Sugar also depletes the immune system.  A teaspoon of sugar (4 grams) can suppress your immune system for many hours.  Also watch the white starchy foods which can increase blood sugar levels and hours later can cause serotonin levels to drop.  Thus restarting the cycle. 
Stop the cycle. Don’t let caffeine and sugar fool you. They cannot do what the right foods can—help restore and maintain good serotonin levels. One such food is protein.  You want to make sure you eat protein at least three times a day. Proteins like turkey are high in tryptophan, a precursor to serotonin. Other great sources of serotonin stimulating proteins are eggs, nuts, and cottage cheese. Complex carbohydrates such as vegetables help slowly feed natural sugars to your body to help keep cravings down. Apples especially help curb cravings and boost the immune system. Other great foods to help the winter blues are bananas, dark chocolate, flax seeds, oatmeal, spinach, avocado and seafood. These foods are handy to help lift our spirits as we eagerly await the color and consistent warmth of spring.
Laura Kopec is a leading nutritionist living in the North Dallas Area. She is the author of Let’s Get Real about Eating. Information in this article is for informational purposes only and is not a substitute for medical advice. For additional food tips to fight winter blues, visit the Featured Article page at www.laurakopec.com 

