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Does stress cause weight gain?

In today's busy world, it's hardly surprising that many of us suffer from
stress. In fact, a recent survey revealed that 85% experience stress on a
regular basis. And more and more of us are becoming overweight or obese.
But is there a connection? Could your stress be causing you to gain weight?
The simple answer is - yes. But the reasons behind this may not be as
straightforward as you think.

We are all familiar with the cravings for sugary or fatty foods that
sometimes rock up when we're feeling stressed. One reason we might crave
such foods is because we have made a connection between these often
forbidden foods and reward. If we've had a tough day, we might reason
that we ‘deserve’ that giant chocolate bar. Unfortunately, this often leads to
us feeling worse.

"We pick food we think will make us feel better, but actually often end up
feeling stressed and guilty, and upset about any weight gain,” explains Dr
Sarah Schenker, dietician and author of Eating Fat Will Make You Fat.

But the reason we might reach for the chocolate rather than the chicory
could also be down to our misreading of our body's signals.

"Most of us have heard of the ‘fight or flight' response - a release of
adrenaline and other chemicals designed to give us speed and energy
when confronting perceived danger,” explains Schenker. "However, many of
us mistake this feeling for a feeling of hunger - it's a confused response to
our body's cues.”’

Unhelpful hormones

According to GP and natural health specialist Dr Julie Coffey, long-term
stress can lead to a more chronic imbalance in our hormones, which also
contributes to weight gain.
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"When we have a bout of stress, we have adrenaline release, which releases
glucose from your system to facilitate physical activity,” she explains. "At the
same time, you get the release of another hormone called cortisol. This has
a longer-term action.’

"The function of cortisol is to prompt us to replace the energy we would
have lost had we engaged in physical activity - and it does this by making
us hungry. Not only does it increase our appetite, it also draws us towards
calorie-dense foods,” she explains.

Meaning we're more likely to reach for the biscuit barrel than the fruit bowl
in times of tension.

A vicious circle

Unfortunately, long-term stress can also interfere with our circadian rhythm
- our natural sleep-wake cycle.

"Normally cortisol levels start rising early in the morning before we get up,’
explains Coffey. "This gives us the energy to get out of bed. Levels usually
start reducing as the day goes on and are really low at night. However, in
response to ongoing stress, cortisol levels remain high; and because they're
high it has the effect of increasing appetite and cravings for often
unhealthy food."

This excess cortisol can also affect our sleep patterns.

"If cortisol is too high at night, it can stop you sleeping well, and if you're not
sleeping well other hormones that control appetite - ghrelin and leptin -
also become out of balance, again increasing your appetite.

"Worse, when we give in to those cravings for sugary snacks, our body
responds by releasing insulin to stabilise our blood-sugar levels.

Unfortunately, insulin is the trigger your body uses to start laying down fat.”

Finally we all know that when we're tired, it's harder to resist reaching for the
biscuit tin.

"When you're sleep-deprived, another thing that can happen is you lose
your self-control to an extent; you're more impulsive,” explains Coffey
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Breaking the cycle

One way to break the cycle of stress-induced weight gain is to control our
environment. Try to limit the amount of temptation you have in your home,
and have a range of healthy snacks to choose from. Plan, or even prepare,
meals in advance if you have a busy week ahead.

But the most effective way to deal with stress-induced weight gain is to
work on our stress management.

"People often focus on the thing that's making them stressed, but
sometimes we don't have full control over this - for example if it's a work
issue,” explains Coffey. "A better way might be to learn to deal with our
reactions, rather than the environment or situation itself.”

Tackling stress long-term should mean that your cravings for calorie-rich
snacks lessen; your hormones have a chance to balance out and,
hopefully, your waistband will feel a little looser.

So, don't stress. Whilst being under pressure can cause weight gain, with a
little self-care and some forward-planning you can break free from the
cycle and regain control.

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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