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Why do we get anxiety?
The causes of anxiety are complex and different for each person. Most people are told 
anxiety is only ever linked to life experiences and/or genetics. Because of this, often, the 
only treatment offered is therapy or medication. However, there are plenty of other root 
causes of anxiety that can be treated using a functional medicine approach via nutrition, 
supplements, lifestyle and exercise.

Here are three of the most common root causes of anxiety we see:

• Gut issues: There is plenty of evidence that connects gut health to brain health. If 
someone is experiencing gut issues (like an imbalance of good and bad microflora, 
parasites, or fungal overgrowth), there’s an increased chance they’ll experience anxiety.

• HPA Axis: HPA stands for hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis, and this system regulates 
your stress tolerance. You may know it as your fight or flight response. The HPA Axis can 
be activated by psychological stressors like finances, relationships and work or physical 
stressors like nutrient deficiencies, overtraining, under-sleeping, etc. If the HPA Axis is 
chronically triggered, it can create a dysfunctional stress response that leads to anxiety. 

• Nutrient Deficiencies: There are many key nutrients that contribute to your mental 
health. Some of them include magnesium, B12, folate, zinc, copper, omega-3s (EPA + 
DHA), vitamin D, choline, B6, omega-3s, and riboflavin. When someone is deficient in any 
of these nutrients, it can lead to anxiety.
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Treating anxiety
Psychological therapy, with or without medication, is typically the most conventional 
treatment for people that experience chronic anxiety. But research shows that diet, 
supplements, and lifestyle changes can also be incredibly helpful in combating anxiety 
symptoms—and even addressing the root cause. If you are working with a psychologist and/
or psychiatrist, implementing holistic changes alongside a functional medicine practitioner 
will also support your progress. 

We’ve put together this guide to help you implement simple, holistic changes. So you can 
start alleviating anxiety, naturally. 

This guide includes: 

• Top 5 top supplements to help reduce anxiety symptoms
• Top 4 anxiety-reducing diet shifts
• Top 5 top anxiety-reducing lifestyle strategies

Important notes on using supplements
THEY AREN’T THE BE-ALL-END -ALL

These supplements are not a substitute for working with a mental health professional who 
can help you uncover behavioral or trauma-related causes. They also aren’t a substitute for 
addressing other root causes of anxiety, which can include diet, lifestyle, gut issues, mold 
toxicity, hormonal imbalances, cortisol dysregulation, etc.

CONSULT A PROFESSIONAL 

While these supplements are very safe for nearly all individuals, always consult with a 
professional before trying a new one. They will recommend the optimal dosage for you 
personally and rule out supplements if there are potential conflicts with any of your existing 
health conditions or medications. 

GO SLOW

At Birchwell, we recommend introducing 1-2 supplements at a time so that you can tell 
what’s working and what’s not. Oftentimes, supplements aren’t helpful for people because 
they’re under-dosed. This is why it’s better to focus on taking less, but choosing high-quality 
supplements and taking them at a therapeutic dose (under supervision of course).
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F I V E  A N X I E T Y - A LLEVIATING SUPPLEMENTS 

L-Theanine
L-theanine is an amino acid found in green, black, and white teas. Its healing properties are 
part of the reason green tea has been used as a restorative substance in traditional Chinese 
medicine for thousands of years. These days, L-theanine is extracted from green tea to be 
used as an anxiety treatment across Asia and, increasingly, North America.  

When consumed in tea, L-theanine has a balancing effect on the tea’s caffeine which helps 
improve cognition and attention. When consumed as a supplement, it is a purely calming 
substance.  

How It Works

L-theanine has a calming effect but doesn’t cause drowsiness. It’s classified as an anxiolytic 
substance, which simply means it reduces anxiety and there is strong research to support its 
effectiveness. 

Because of its unique amino structure, it’s able to pass through the blood-brain barrier, 
which many substances cannot. This enables it to reach the brain more directly, allowing it to 
have a stronger effect. 

Once L-theanine reaches the brain, it helps increase the function of inhibitory 
neurotransmitters. These neurotransmitters block an amino acid called glutamic acid from 
binding to specific receptors that cause excitement in the brain. When this binding is blocked, 
excess brain activity that causes anxiety is reduced.

Studies have also shown L-theanine can help regulate serotonin and dopamine, two 
chemicals that play an important role in reducing anxiety symptoms like a racing heartbeat. 
In addition, it has been used to help promote better sleep which is critical for anxiety 
management. 

On top of all this, some researchers have found L-theanine can help increase levels of a 
protein called brain-derived-neurotrophic-factor. This contributes to overall brain health, 
which is important for reducing stress and improving all other cognitive functions. 

Dosage

Currently, there are no official L-theanine dosage guidelines in the United States. We 
typically recommend starting with 200mg twice a day and increasing to 400mg three times 
a day if needed. If you prefer not to supplement, you get also consume l-theanine by drinking 
2-3 cups of green tea per day—or matcha for a more concentrated dose.

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/25759004/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23883567/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/22214254/
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Magnesium Glycinate
It’s estimated that over half the population in the USA have magnesium deficiencies. 
When someone is magnesium deficient, it can lead to increased stress, anxiety, insomnia, 
headaches, muscle tightness, mood disorders, or fatigue. This is because magnesium plays 
a role in 300 metabolic reactions including energy production, blood pressure regulation, 
nerve signal transmission, and muscle contraction.  

While magnesium is found in foods like dark leafy vegetables, nuts, and fish, it’s difficult 
to get enough through food sources alone. This is due to increased needs (high stress, 
medications, etc.) and changes in farming soil that have depleted mineral content. 

It’s important to note there are at least 11 types of magnesium that can be taken in 
supplement form and they all play slightly different roles. When it comes to treating anxiety, 
we recommend magnesium glycinate for most people as it’s typically easy to absorb and may 
have the most calming properties. 

Unlike other forms of magnesium, magnesium glycinate doesn’t cause an upset stomach 
or loose stools. Some people who experience constipation will benefit from the laxative 
effects of other variations, such as magnesium citrate. But, if your primary concern is anxiety, 
glycinate may be the best option. 

How It Works

There have been a variety of studies that show magnesium is effective in regulating anxiety. 
In addition to supporting overall physical and brain health, it works by blocking stimulating 
neurotransmitters and binding to calming receptors.  This helps regulate the release of stress 
hormones like cortisol and creates a calming effect. 

By reducing stress hormones, it combats common anxiety symptoms like nervousness, fast 
heart rhythms, headaches, muscle tightness, and stress-induced diarrhea.

Dosage

Magnesium glycinate is very well tolerated in most people. Most people like to take 
magnesium glycinate before bed to help promote deeper rest.

The recommended dosage to help with anxiety is about 310 mg for females 19-30, 230 mg 
for females over 31, 400 mg for males 19-30, and 420 mg for males over 31. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3198864/
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Vitamin B6
Vitamin B6 is an important vitamin that’s found in many foods and is commonly used as a 
supplement. It promotes normal brain development and helps maintain nervous system 
and immune system health. Common dietary sources of Vitamin B6 include tuna, beef 
liver, chickpeas, salmon, poultry, dark leafy greens, potatoes, and some fruits like bananas, 
papayas, and oranges. 

When consumed at a higher dose, Vitamin B6 is also found to have an anxiolytic (anti-
anxiety) effect. Studies show it’s most effective when paired with magnesium supplements. 

How It Works

Vitamin B6 works by turning protein and carbohydrates from your food into energy, which 
makes it easier for certain cells to do their jobs more efficiently. This helps with anxiety 
treatment in a few key ways.  

For one, it helps increase the production of several key neurotransmitters that regulate 
emotions. These neurotransmitters include serotonin, dopamine, and Gamma-Aminobutyric 
Acid (GABA), a chemical that blocks impulses between nerve cells in the brain to create a 
calming effect. 

Secondly, studies have also shown that Vitamin B6 increases the cellular intake of 
magnesium. This boosts the calming effects of any magnesium you consume. Research 
has shown that people who took magnesium and Vitamin B6 saw up to 24% greater 
improvement in stress management than those who took magnesium only. 

Dosage

Most people will get the recommended dose of Vitamin B6 through their diet. That said, 
many people will benefit from a supplement, especially if you’re trying to maximize the 
effectiveness of magnesium to help treat anxiety. 

Therapeutic doses of B6 for anxiety start at 50mg and can be up to 200mg.

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33864354/
https://lpi.oregonstate.edu/mic/vitamins/vitamin-B6
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0208454
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0208454
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Ashwagandha 
Ashwagandha is a supplement extracted from the leaves and roots of the Withania somnifera 
plant, an evergreen shrub that grows in India, the Middle East, and parts of Africa. It has 
been used in India as a remedy for a wide variety of health concerns for centuries. Luckily, 
it’s now easy to purchase around the world. It’s categorized as an anti-inflammatory and 
as an adaptogen, which means it helps regulate physical processes and stabilize the body’s 
stress response.  While more research is being conducted, several human trials have found 
ashwagandha to be an effective treatment for anxiety and stress. 

The two most popular versions of ashwagandha are KSM-66 and Sensoril, which are 
commonly ingested as capsules. 

• KSM-66 is standardized to 5% withanolides and contains only the root. It’s less potent 
and thought to be energizing.

• Sensoril is 10% withanolides and incorporates the leaf. This makes it more potent and 
known for its calming effect. 

How It Works

As an adaptogen, ashwagandha contains chemical compounds that have been shown to 
calm the brain, reduce swelling, lower blood pressure, and support the immune system. 
This includes decreasing cortisol, the stress hormone, and malondialdehyde, an organic 
compound that acts as a key marker of oxidative stress. Oxidative stress is a state that occurs 
when there is an excess of free radicals in your body’s cells.  

Ashwagandha contains three main bioactives that help it achieve these stress-relieving 
effects:

1. Withanolide glycosides: Naturally occurring compounds found in a variety of plants that 
support the immune system and reduce stress.

2. Oligosaccharides: A chain of carbohydrates with simple sugar units that act as prebiotics. 
These prebiotics feed probiotics and contribute to healthy bacteria in the colon, which 
supports the brain-gut connection and immune system function. 

3. Withaferin A: A part of the plant that has anti-inflammatory and anti-carcinogenic 
properties. Traditionally used in ancient Ayurveda medicine, it supports heart, brain, and 
immune health. 

Dosage

There aren’t official dose regulations for ashwagandha yet, but daily doses of 125 mg to 5 
grams for 1–3 months have shown to lower cortisol levels by 11–32%. It has also been found 
that 500–600 mg of ashwagandha per day for 6–12 weeks might help reduce anxiety and 
reduce the chances of insomnia in people with stress and anxiety disorders. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4270108/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/19718255/
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Passionflower (passiflora incarnata)
Passionflower is a type of exotic vine flower that grows in South America and some parts of 
the southern USA. It’s been used since the 16th century for medicinal purposes and is gaining 
traction in the functional medicine world thanks to increased research. It’s used to achieve 
gentle calming effects and improved sleep without the risks associated with standard sleep 
medications.  

How It Works

Like many ancient herbal remedies, more research is needed to make firm conclusions 
about passionflower’s effects on anxiety. But a variety of evidence from animal and human 
research shows the supplement to be an effective anxiolytic that regulates mood and 
reduces stress. 

Like Vitamin B6, it works by increasing levels of GABA which lowers the activity of some 
brain cells and helps you feel more relaxed. 

Passionflower can also be used in conjunction with other herbal remedies like chamomile or 
valerian depending on each individual’s needs.  

Dosage

Since passionflower comes in a variety of forms, always read the product label or speak to 
your health practitioner to determine your ideal dosage. 

That said, here are some general guidelines:

• Infusions: 2.5 grams, 3 to 4 times daily

• Teas: Tea made from 4 to 8 grams of dried herb, daily2

• Liquid extract: 10 to 30 drops, 3 times daily

• Tincture: 10 to 60 drops, 3 times daily

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5770524/
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N U T R I T I O N  T I P S  FOR ANXIETY-ALLEVIATION

To get the most out of any supplement routine, you must also address your overall diet. Here 
are the most important nutrition considerations we recommend to our clients. 

• Balance blood sugar: Pair carbohydrates with fat and protein to prevent glucose spikes. 
We also recommend keeping a regular eating schedule where you eat about every 3-5 
hours.  

• Eat more protein: Adequate amino acids are important for the production of anti-anxiety 
neurotransmitters so try to incorporate a protein source in each meal. Whenever 
possible, we recommend animal protein because it has a more complete amino acid 
spectrum. If you’re vegan, pair legumes with grains for a complete protein source.  

• Address nutrient deficiencies: When you lack certain vitamins, minerals, and/or omega-3 
fatty acids, it can contribute to anxiety. We recommend testing to see if you’re low in any 
essential nutrients so you can address it with your diet or supplements. 

• Switch from coffee to matcha: It’s important to note that caffeine can trigger anxiety 
for many people. If you notice your symptoms increase after a cup of joe, consider 
alternatives. We love matcha because it has slightly less caffeine and is a natural source 
of l-theanine to help combat the stimulating effects.
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L I F E S T Y L E  T I P S  FOR ANXIETY-ALLEVIATION

There are also important lifestyle changes worth addressing to further decrease anxiety 
symptoms. Here are the most important lifestyle tips we recommend to our clients. 

• Maintain a natural sleep/wake cycle: A consistent sleep cycle plays a huge role in managing 
anxiety. To help you stay on track, get morning sunlight, avoid screens close to bedtime, 
and keep your bedroom cold, dark, and quiet. Ultimately, do your best to wake up and go 
to sleep at the same time each day. 

• Move your body daily: Exercise increases oxygen flow and reduces muscle tension, which 
makes it incredible for reducing anxiety symptoms—both in the immediate moment and 
in the long term. Our favorite combination is a mix of strength training, yoga, and walking 
outside. But find what works for you and what you enjoy the most.

• Prioritize relationships: Social health is often an overlooked aspect of wellbeing. Socializing 
with people who make you feel comfortable can help promote happy neurotransmitters 
while directing attention away from yourself and any anxious thoughts. 

• Keep a morning routine: Starting the day in a way that grounds and energizes you can 
set the tone for the hours that follow. We recommend picking 2-3 things you enjoy. For 
example, meditation, journaling, working out, taking a morning walk, cooking breakfast, 
etc.

• Get regular lab testing: In order to address the root causes of any symptoms you’re having, 
it’s important to keep tabs on what’s going on inside your body. We recommend getting 
bloodwork done about every 4-6 months, comprehensive stool testing every 6-12 
months, and additional testing if merited. This will allow you to address any issues and 
make changes to your regimes if needed—because you don’t know what you don’t know.
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I N T E R E S T E D  I N LEARNING MORE?

Book a no-obligation, complimentary discovery call 
to chat with one of our practitioners and see if our 

functional health consulting is right for you.

Get to the bottom of your health concerns 
When used in combination with diet and lifestyle strategies, the right supplements can 

be incredibly beneficial in alleviating anxiety. That said, a root cause approach is needed 
to address why your illness is manifesting in the first place, instead of simply medicating 

your symptoms. 

At Birchwell, we team you up with a Registered Dietitian who specializes in Functional 
Medicine. They take the time to understand your health from the inside out using 

advanced lab testing, nutrition, supplements, and lifestyle changes.
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