
NASH: Nutrition, Activity, Sleep, and Hydration
Small steps to getting back on track

Mental and physical health are nearly inseparable, and our brains can’t function at their best when our bodies are not well taken care of. When we go through a period of feeling low on energy–whatever the root cause may be–it’s more difficult to do the things that make us feel good. We can get tired, become less active, pay less attention to what we eat, sleep too much or not enough, withdraw from our friends and family, and get less enjoyment out of our hobbies and activities than we used to. 

This can quickly become a negative cycle, and often feels hard to break out of. If we don’t have enough energy to do the things that give us energy, we start running on empty:
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If this sounds familiar, you are not alone: the most recent cycle of the National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey1 found that only 20% of respondents met national standards for “healthy behaviors'' in 4 out of 5 measured domains. 

Many of us have some idea about the things we “should” be doing, but they’re typically described as broad, all-or-nothing accomplishments: exercise, eat well, get enough sleep, and so on. The concepts are simple, but we’re not often taught what specific steps we can take towards these goals. 

This guide is meant to help outline some ways to specifically and slowly build–or rebuild–positive health habits, whether for ourselves or when counseling patients. We’ll briefly break down each of the four core areas of nutrition, activity, sleep, and hydration into smaller, more manageable goals as well as examine the research-supported benefits these add to our mental health.

Doing what we can: winning our smallest possible victories

We all know that drinking water, being active, eating well, and getting enough sleep will not magically solve all of our mental health challenges, but there is extensive research showing that the impact is not small:
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The goal is to take small steps towards our goals when we can, and to start filling our tank back up little by little. In his book Atomic Habits, author James Clear outlines ways to break down goals into the smallest possible steps. Instead of looking at one large, overwhelming task we make it smaller, easier, and less intimidating. This helps to address the number one difficulty most people have with accomplishing their goals: getting started.

One example is the goal of jogging twice per week: Clear advises that on the first day you want to go jogging, just put your shoes on. The next time, put your shoes on and walk outside. The third time you add on walking fifteen feet and back, and so on. Even though the scale starts small, Clear’s point is that getting yourself used to doing something consistently is the key to long-term behavior change. 

This way of thinking works together with the concept of seizing opportunities as they naturally come up, especially if you have less time to take out of your day. Researchers estimate that we make over 220 decisions per day just about food. Instead of focusing on fixing all of them at once, try to improve one or two per day and they quickly add up.


Here are some examples of small opportunities to make changes:
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When trying out these techniques, be sure to give credit where credit is due. One way of staying motivated is by allowing ourselves to feel proud of our accomplishments, however small they may be. The goal is to make sustainable changes where we can over time:
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Remember, the goal is to start with small, realistic goals: these concepts should be adapted to fit whatever level is safe and reasonable for one’s own circumstances and individual level of ability. Excitement can often lead us to try too much at once, and there is a danger of burning ourselves out. We all face different challenges in pursuit of our own health, but we all have control over how we choose to improve it. 


Sources: 
1. https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2807257
2. https://bmcmedicine.biomedcentral.com/counter/pdf/10.1186/s12916-017-0791-y.pdf
3. https://www.health.harvard.edu/mind-and-mood/more-evidence-that-exercise-can-boost-mood
4. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8220958/#:~:text=Participants%20who%20averaged%206%20hours,slept%20more%20than%206%20hours
5. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6147771/






image2.png
We improve our
nutrition, exercise,
or sleep

We feel a sense of
accomplishment
and motivation

The positive

self-care cycle

We feel more energetic and can
do more of the things we want
or need to do




image1.png
Our bodies and
brains become
low on fuel

We feel low-energy,
depressed, or
overwhelmed

The negative
self-care cycle

:

It's difficult to cook, clean, exercise,
and we can feel drawn towards
substance use




image3.png
Nutrition

32.3%

of experimental
subjects had remission
of depressive
symptoms after 12
weeks of dietary
intervention®

® Focus on including whole
grains and raw foods like
vegetables, legumes, and
fruit

® Decrease the amount of
refined sugars and fast food

Activity

26%

reduction in depressive
symptoms in subjects
who replaced 1 hour of
sitting per day with 1
hour of increased
movement®

o Study from Harvard Medical
School recommends 1 hour

of light walking per day

o “Increased movement” also
includes housework, taking

the stairs, and stretching

Sleep
250%

more likely to report
symptoms of mental
distress when getting
<6 hours of sleep per
night*

e Distress indicated by at
least 14 of the past 28 days

where mental health status
reported as “not good”

® Also found that at least 30%

of the US population does
not get adequate sleep

Hydration

73%

higher chance of
depressive symptoms
in study subjects
drinking <2 glasses of
water per day®

® Researchers found a
significant link between
increased water intake and
fewer depressive symptoms

e Most improvement noted in
subjects who drank =5
glasses of water per day
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Nutrition

Activity

Sleep
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Switch a single snack
with fruit

Take 5 fewer chips
than usual

If you're a nighttime
snacker, resist the
urge for 10 minutes
and see how you feel

Stand up once during
one commercial
break

Wash a single dish
Park one space
farther away than

you typically would

Take one set of
stairs

Go to bed 15 minutes
earlier

If you use screens
before bed, limit
yourself to 10 minutes
less than usual

If your goal is to get up
earlier, set your alarm
back 5 minutes

Switch out one typical
beverage with water

When filling a cup or
bottle, drink some and
then fill it again

If drinking alcohol,
alternate drinks with
water




