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Our energy, 
our mood and our food

Health coach, Cathy Houghton looks at 
why we are what we eat.

F ew women go through the menopause without 
energy levels, or moods, being affected. Peaks and 
troughs, unpredictability and instability - sound 

familiar? And of course, both can impact weight gain too.
 
We know why. The impact of those declining / 
fluctuating estrogen and progesterone levels is far 
reaching. For example, women report better sleep 
when progesterone (our natural relaxant) levels are 
higher. i When estrogen levels decline this impacts the 
mitochondria (our power houses) in each cell. The brain 
has to adjust to these changes in hormone levels, which 
can cause forgetfulness and memory lapses. ii

Whether pre, peri or post-menopausal, eating in a way 
to provide steadiness, is helpful.  This means balancing 
blood sugar levels. 

A simple concept really – a fairly steady level of sugar in 
our bloodstream is what is needed.  This can be affected 
by food of course but also sleep, iii  stress, movement, 
alcohol and smoking, even dehydration, but let’s 
concentrate on food here. 

When we eat carbohydrates, insulin is released from the 
pancreas to move excess sugar from the bloodstream 
into the cells, to be stored until needed.  

Some carbohydrates have more sugars than others 
(think sweets, or white refined foods like crumpets).   

This can mean too much sugar in the blood, and can 
result in a rollercoaster ride of an initial energy and 
mood spikes, until later energy slumps.  This is ‘hanger’ 
– irritation, frustration, weariness - grabbing more 
carbohydrates - the cycle starts again. Over time this 
could lead to insulin resistance or perhaps  
Type 2 diabetes. 

A recent study by Zoe iv  explains why some people feel 
hungrier, especially for carbohydrates, even when not 
long eaten.  Some people’s blood sugar levels dip more 
than others after eating the same foods, and this dip 
means hunger and low mood.  This research is a much-
needed explanation for women who beat themselves up 
about how frequently they want to eat.  

Many midlife women are so busy, and so responsible for 
others – careers, growing children, ageing parents, and 
unfortunately perhaps divorce (average age is 45) v. And 
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dealing with those mid-life hormones. Prioritising food 
and self-care are difficult, yet so important.  When well 
nourished, you have more energy to deal with this busy 
life, and provide your brain with the nutrients to keep 
moods more even. 

So how do you look after our blood sugar levels  
through food?  

It isn’t just what, it is when and how you eat: - 

1.  We live in a world that tries to tempt us to eat 
unhelpful things, too frequently.  The ‘Bigs’ spend 
£millions perfecting and marketing highly processed 
foods. Becoming aware of this can help us feel kinder 
about what might initially seem being ‘weak-willed.’ 

2.  Yet trying to ban these foods doesn’t work.  If I 
say ‘don’t eat croissants,’ you will want a croissant.  
Instead, a big portion of self-compassion when you 
find it hard to change eating habits. Self-compassion 
= less stress = emotional stability = better choices in 
foods = more energy.

3.  White / sugary carbohydrates have a high ‘GI’  
rating – sugar enters the bloodstream quicker and in 
greater quantities. So wholegrain carbohydrates (e.g. 
brown rice, wholemeal bread) or starchy vegetables 
(e.g. butternut squash, carrots), are better, higher 
fibre, choices. 

4.  What you eat your carbohydrates with counts– if 
you can’t ignore white carbohydrates, have them with 
fibre, healthy fats, and protein.  For example, swap 
white toast, margarine and marmalade, for white 
toast with quality nut butter (protein & fat) and apple 
(fibre).  Getting enough healthy fats and proteins over 
a day is important. 

5.  Fruits are healthy, some unfortunately have high 
sugars, e.g. tropical fruits (though still nutritious).   
Eat them combined with other foods, such as seeds 
or yoghurt. 

6.  Being ‘low-carb’ is trendy, that doesn’t make it right for 
everyone.  Carbohydrates are fuel, we do need them.  
But how much and what type?  It’s an individual thing.  
Listen to your body, become aware of how food 
makes you feel.  Keeping a simple food and mood 
record can really help.  

7.  How often we eat is also controversial.  Is fasting right 
for everyone?  Eating too often or too infrequently will 
impact our mood and energy.  Again, monitor your 
eating. (a phone app works well here).
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8.  As a general guide, making non-starchy vegetables 
and fruits fill half your plate, will help allow for 
a reasonable size portion of grainy/ starchy 
carbohydrate + provide loads of fibre for a happy gut.  

9.  Drink plenty of hydrating fluids – preferably de-
caffeinated.  This helps reduce the concentration of 
sugar in our bloods  , and helps prevent dehydration 
which research shows that menopausal women are 
more at risk of.  

It is easy to make these recommendations, harder to 
put them into practice.  Start with one, and build up 
gradually. Any change is better than none and can build 
momentum.  All women deserve to do their best by 
their bodies and minds as they go 
through this mid-life transition. 

Cathy Houghton is an 
Integrated Nutrition Health 
Coach, specialising in 
Disordered Eating. Cathy 
partners women of mid and 
later life to find peace around 
the issues of eating, food, and 
wellbeing. She works with women to help them 
take charge of their own wellbeing, transform 
unhealthy habits, and work through the midlife in 
the best way they can.

cathy@blossomhealthcoaching.co.uk   
www.blossomhealthcoaching.co.uk  
@blossomhealthcoaching
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