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Dietary Approaches for 
Reducing Inflammation
Erica Julson, MS, RDN, CLT

There are 3 legitimate nutrition credentials:

• Registered Dietitian Nutritionist (RDN) 
(or Registered Dietitian (RD))

• Certified Nutrition Specialist (CNS)

• Physician Nutrition Specialist (PNS)

These require….

• 4 to 8 years of college

• 1,000 hours of supervised practice 

• Certifying exam

• Continuing education hours 

Less reliable credentials….
• Certified Clinical Nutritionist (CCN)
• Certified Nutritionist (CN)
• Certified Nutritional Consultant (CNC)
• Certified Nutrition Educator (CNE)
• Certified Nutritional Therapist (CNT)
• Fitness Nutrition Specialist (FNS)

• People who call themselves:
• “Nutritionists”
• “Integrative Nutritionists” 
• “Holistic Nutritionists” 
• “Nutrition Specialists,” or 
• “Nutrition Coaches”, with no accompanying credentials.

What are registered dietitians educated on?

• Clinical Nutrition / Medical Nutrition Therapy 
• Food Service Administration
• Advanced Nutritional Science
• Food Science
• Counseling & Behavior Change
• Specialized Topics

• maternal & child nutrition
• integrative & functional nutrition
• community nutrition
• complementary and alternative nutrition
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Where can I find an RDN?
• hospital
• weight loss clinic
• bariatric center
• eating disorder clinic
• drug and alcohol rehabilitation 

center
• dialysis center
• prison
• grocery store
• research lab
• product development lab
• school district

• food bank
• gym
• sports team headquarters
• restaurant headquarters
• corporate wellness center
• private practice
• health/wellness/ or cooking 

magazine
• on a TV show 
• at a book signing
• teaching at a college 
• and many many more.

Are we covered by insurance?
• Most of the time, yes!

• Contact your insurance company to see how many visits are 
covered for “medical nutrition therapy” or “nutrition counseling”. 
• Usually, a certain # of visits are covered for a medical diagnosis, like celiac 

disease or diabetes
• And an additional # of visits may be covered for preventative wellness.
• The code for nutrition counseling is 97802

• Not all dietitians contract w. insurance companies. 
• Many are private-pay only, but will provide a superbill for you to 

submit to your insurance for reimbursement. 
• Rates are typically $150-$200/hour.

To find a dietitian near you:
• www.healthprofs.com

To find a dietitian near you:
• www.healthprofs.com

To find a dietitian near you:
The Academy of Nutrition & Dietetics “Find an Expert” Tool

• http://www.eatright.org/find-an-expert

To find a dietitian near you:
The Academy of Nutrition & Dietetics “Find an Expert” Tool

• http://www.eatright.org/find-an-expert
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What do I do?
• Private Practice Dietitian

• Certified LEAP Therapist (CLT)
• Specializing in adverse food reactions
• Background in research

• Recipe Developer

• Blogger
• ericajulson.com

Today’s Topics
1. What is Inflammation?

2. How is it Related to Diet & Mental Health?

3. Pro-Inflammatory Diet Patterns

4. Anti-Inflammatory Diet Patterns

5. Food Sensitivities

6. Nutrient Deficiencies 

7. Concluding Remarks
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What is inflammation?
Inflammation is Natural & Protective, in Moderation
• It is our body’s natural protective response to something that is 

hurting it. 

• Inflammation is part of our immune’s system arsenal of tools.

• When our immune system detects a threat, it creates 
inflammation.

The goal is to neutralize the threat, and begin to heal.

Inflammation in response to an actual threat is a good thing. 
Without it, we would never recover from an injury or infection.

What is inflammation?
Acute (short-term) inflammation:

1. Blood vessels dilate to bring extra blood to the area.
• Helping bring more immune cells to the area, and makes it easier to 

clear out waste. (Redness & heat)

2. Capillaries become more permeable 
• Now fluid & proteins can more easily move out of the blood stream and 

into the space between your tissue’s cells. (Swelling)

3. Some white blood cells move out of the blood and into 
the space between the tissue’s cells.

• These white blood cells help digest microorganisms and foreign 
material.

What is inflammation?
We get into trouble with long-term, chronic 
inflammation.

Why does long term inflammation happen?
1. Pathogens that we can’t get rid of.
2. Foreign bodies in our system.
3. Over-active immune system flagging harmless things as 

threats.
• Autoimmune diseases 

• (celiac disease, rheumatoid arthritis, Hashimoto’s, etc.)
• Food sensitivities!
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Diet & Depression
Pro-inflammatory diet patterns are linked to 
depression. 

Pro-inflammatory diets are high in:
• Processed convenience foods
• Red meat
• Sweets
• Empty calories

And low in:
• Fruits and vegetables
• Whole grains
• Unsaturated fats
• Nuts and seeds
• Lean meats & seafood

• Typically described as “Western type” diets, or SAD (Standard American Diet). 

Pro-inflammatory diets
How do these diets trigger inflammation?

Possible mechanisms:
1. Excessive calorie intake à more white adipose tissue

• Releases pro-inflammatory mediators, “adipokines”,  (TNF, IL-6, IL-1)

2. Low fiber intake à negative changes in microbiome composition
• Unhealthy gut microbiome reduces the integrity of the gut lining. Less short chain fatty acid 

production, increased intestinal permeability.

3. Unbalanced omega-6 / omega-3 fatty acid ratios
• Tilts the prostaglandin pathway to promote inflammation. (Prostaglandins are lipid hormones that 

regulate blood clotting & inflammation)
• Excess intake of refined oils (used in processed foods) corn, safflower, or sunflower oil

4. Excess intake of refined carbs & sugars
1. Sugars bind with proteins & lipids to form advanced glycation endproducts (AGEs), which 

increase free radical production.
2. High blood sugars trigger epigenetic modification of NFkB (master inflammatory regulator) to 

increase inflammation.

Manz el , Arndt, e t a l. "Role of “Western d ie t” in in flammatory  autoimmune d iseas es." Current al lergy and asthma reports 14.1 (2014): 404.
My les , Ian A. "Fas t food fever: rev iewing the impacts of the Western diet on immuni ty ." Nutrition journal 13.1 (2014): 61.

Diet & Depression
Cross-sectional Studies:
• Strong associations between poor diet quality (low in fruits and 

vegetables, high in refined grains, highly processed and fried foods, 
and added sugars) and increased risk of depression.

• Even after controlling for other factors, like SES, parental 
education & work status, family conflict, BMI, physical activity, and 
smoking

Demonstrates a correlation between diet & depression.

1. J ac k a, F. N., Kremer, P. J ., Lesl ie, E. R., Berk, M., Patton, G. C., Toumbourou, J . W., & Wi l l iams , J . W. (2010). As s oc iations  between 
d ie t qual i ty  and depres s ed mood in  adolesc ents : resu l ts from the Aus tra lian Heal thy Neighbourhoods Study . Aus tral ian and New 
Zealand J ournal  of Ps yc hiatry , 44 (5), 435-442.

2. Mik o la jc z y k , R. T., El  Ans ari, W., & Max wel l, A. E. (2009). Food c ons umption frequency  and perc e ived stress  and depres siv e 
s y mptoms  among s tudents  in three European c ountries . NutrJ , 8 (1), 31.

3. Pay ne, M. E., Stec k , S. E., George, R. R., & Steffens, D. C. (2012). Fru i t, v egetable, and antioxidant in tak es are lower in o lder adults  
wi th  depres s ion. Journal o f the Ac ademy  of Nutrition and Dietetic s , 112 (12), 2022-2027.

Diet & Depression
Prospective Cohort Studies:
Studies following healthy adults for 5-8 years to see who develops depression.

Those who ate the most:
• processed foods
• fast food
• commercial baked goods
• & followed a low-quality “western” diet 

• Were at the highest risk of developing depression during the study period. 
(39-58% increased risk)

Stronger evidence for a link between diet & depression.

1. Ak bara ly , T. N., Brunner, E. J., Ferrie, J. E., Marmot, M. G., Kivimaki , M., & Singh-Manoux , A. (2009). Dietary  pattern and depres sive s ymptoms  in  
middle age. The Bri tis h J ournal  o f Psyc hiatry , 195(5), 408-413.

2. Sánc hez-Vil legas, A., Toledo, E., de Ira la , J ., Ruiz-Canela, M., Pla-Vidal , J ., & Martínez-González, M. A. (2012). Fast-food and c ommercial  baked goods consumption 
and the risk of depres sion. Public health  nutrition, 15 (3), 424-432.

3. J ac k a, F. N., Cherbuin, N., Anstey, K. J ., & Butterworth, P. (2014). Dietary Patterns and Depress ive Sy mptoms  over Time: Examin ing the Relationships  wi th Soc ioeconomic Pos ition, Heal th Behaviours and Cardiovascular Risk. PLOS ONE, 9 (1), e87657.

Diet & Depression
Conversely, a Mediterranean style diet may be protective.
• Rich in:

• Fru i ts  & Vegetables
• Nuts
• Whole Gra ins  & Legumes
• Ol iv e Oi l
• Fis h & Seafood (≥2x /week )
• Spic es
• Moderate a lc ohol  (1-2 serv ings  da i ly , red wine)
• Water

• Moderate in:
• Poul try
• Eggs
• Chees e
• Yogurt

• Low in:
• Red meat (a  few times  per month)
• Saturated fa ts
• Proc es s ed foods
• Refined gra ins
• Sweets
• Refined o i ls
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How do anti-inflammatory diets work?
Proposed mechanisms:

1. Increased omega-3 fatty acids
• Push the prostaglandin pathway towards anti-inflammatory processes.

2. More antioxidants
• Fights free-radicals / oxidative stress.

3. Fewer pro-inflammatory carbohydrates
• Reduces inflammation related to high blood sugars.

4. High in fiber
• Promotes a healthy microbiome& keeps your gut strong.

• Basically, they help lower inflammation & reduce oxidative stress.

Diet & Depression
Mediterranean Diet may be protective.
Prospective cohort studies:

Those who ate the most fruits, vegetables, and fish, or who followed a 
Mediterranean diet pattern were significantly less likely to develop 
depression over the course of the study. 

1. Ak bara ly , T. N., Brunner, E. J ., Ferrie , J . E., Marmot, M. G., Kiv imak i , M., & Singh-Manoux , A. (2009). Dietary  pattern and 
depres s iv e s y mptoms  in  middle age. The Bri tis h J ournal  o f Ps y c hiatry , 195 (5), 408-413.

2. Sánc hez -Vi l legas , A., Delgado-Rodríguez , M., Alons o, A., Sc hlatter, J ., Lahortiga, F., Majem, L. S., & Martinez -Gonz alez , 
M. A. (2009b). As s oc iation of the Medi terranean d ie tary  pattern wi th  the inc idenc e of depres s ion: the Seguimiento
Univ ers idad de Nav arra/Univ ers i ty  o f Nav arra fo l low-up (SUN) c ohort. Arc hiv es  of Genera l  Ps y c hiatry , 66 (10), 1090-1098.

Diet & Depression
1st RCT just published! (Jan 30th, 2017)

• “A randomized controlled trial of dietary improvement for adults with 
major depression.”
• Jacka et. al, BMC Medicine

• Subjects:
• 67 adults w. clinically diagnosed major depression
• Current “poor” dietary intake: Low in fruits & vegetables, fiber, and 

lean protein. High in sweets, processed meats, and salty snacks.

Diet & Depression
Intervention
• Seven hour-long sessions with a registered dietitian

• 4 weekly sessions
• 3 bi-weekly sessions

• Advice was personalized, and included motivational interviewing, goal 
setting, and mindful eating. 

Control
• “Social support” condition
• Same # & length of sessions
• Spent discussing neutral topics of interest to participant 

• Sports, news, music, etc.
• Or playing card or board games

Diet & Depression
Recommended Diet Pattern:
• 5-8 daily servings of whole grains
• 6 daily servings of vegetables
• 3 daily servings of fruit
• 2-3 daily servings of low-fat & 

unsweetened dairy products
• 1 daily serving of raw unsalted nuts
• 3 tablespoons daily of extra v irgin olive 

oil
• 3-4 weekly servings of legumes
• 2 or more weekly servings of fish
• 3-4 weekly servings of lean red meat
• 2-3 weekly servings of poultry
• Up to 6 eggs per week
• Up to 2 daily servings of red wine with 

meals
• No more than 3 servings per week of 

sweets, refined cereal, fried food, fast 
food, processed meats, or sugary 
drinks

Macronutrient Distribution:
• 18% protein
• 40% fat
• 37% carbs
• 2% alcohol
• 3% fiber/other

NOT focused on weight loss. 
Instructed to eat until satisfied.

Diet & Depression
Results

• Improvements in dietary quality were associated with reduced 
depression scores in the intervention group.

• For each 10% increase in dietary adherence, MADRS depression scores 
reduced by 2.2 points.

• NOT due to changes in BMI, self-efficacy, or physical activity.
• There were no significant differences in BMI between groups after the intervention

• Also found that participants spent less money on the anti-inflammatory 
diet than their diet at baseline
• AU $138 per week before vs AU $112 per week after

• Key point: Improving your diet could be an inexpensive way to 
reduce depression symptoms, even without weight loss!
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Key Points:
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But Even “Healthy” Foods 
Can Make You Feel Bad

Types of Adverse Food Reactions

1. Immune-Related Reactions
• Food Allergies
• Food Sensitivities

2. Non-Immune Related
• Food Intolerances

What Are Food Sensitivities?
When your immune system:
1. Reacts to a food or chemical antigen as a threat
2. Releases a cascade of pro-inflammatory mediators into 

circulation
3. Triggers chronic inflammation & associated symptoms.

Why/how do food sensitivities develop?

• Usually, food sensitivities are triggered by an event that is 
taxing on the body. 

• Ex) severe illness, food poisoning, imbalanced gut microbiome, child 
birth?!

The Immune System During Pregnancy

The immune system is altered by pregnancy.

• Pro-inflammatory during the 1st stage, as the mother’s body adapts to 
the pregnancy

• Anti-inflammatory in the 2nd phase, mother & fetus are in symbiosis

• Pro-inflammatory right before birth, stimulates labor

Key Point: Pregnancy affects the immune system.

Mor, G., & Cardenas, I. (2010). The Immune Sy stem in  Pregnanc y: A Unique Complex i ty . American J ournal  of Reproductive Immunology (New York, N.Y. : 
1989), 63 (6), 425–433. h ttp ://doi .org/10.1111/j .1600-0897.2010.00836.x

Food Sensitivities 101
• In a healthy, functioning immune system…

1. The immune system decides what is “friend or “foe”.

2. 70% of the immune system is located in the gut.
• Gut-associated lymphoid tissue (GALT).
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Gut-Associated Lymphoid Tissue

Henry  Vandy k e Carter [Publ ic  domain]

Immune System, Diet, & Inflammation

3. In a healthy, functioning GI tract:
• Food is eaten, digested, and absorbed.
• The GALT determines the food antigens are safe.
• This is called “oral tolerance”

4. When things go wrong….
• You “lose oral tolerance.”
• The immune system flags harmless food antigens as threats.
• Kicks off a cascade of inflammation.

How Food Sensitivities Work

Sourc e: Ox ford Biomedic a l  Tec hnolog ies

Summary
1. In food sensitivities, you’ve lost “oral tolerance” to 

certain foods or chemicals.

2. Now your immune system detects them as threats.

1. White blood cells are triggered, either directly or via 
antibodies, to release pro-inflammatory mediators into 
the blood stream.

1. Lots of mediator release = inflammation & symptoms.

How do you tackle food sensitivities?
The old-school method:

• Elimination diets.
• Restrict diet to just a few foods.
• Gradually reintroduce foods & watch for recurrence of symptoms. 

• (+)
• Cheap

• (-)
• “SWAG” method
• No way to know if your initial foods are non immune-provoking
• Very time consuming
• Low adherence
• Hard to tell which foods are triggering your symptoms, since reactions 

can be delayed, dose-dependent, etc.

How do you tackle food sensitivities?
There is a better way!!

MRT (Mediator Release Testing) 
• Oxford Biomedical
• Administered by some Registered Dietitians & Doctors

• Certified LEAP Therapists, CLTs

• How it works:
• Take a blood sample
• Blood is mixed, separately, w. 120 different food antigens and 30 

chemicals
• Analyzed the degree of mediator release from white blood cells for 

each food/chemical
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Sample Results

LEAP Diet Therapy
• Use the results of the MRT test to design a CUSTOM 6-week elimination 

diet (oligoantigenic diet). 

Weeks 1 & 2
• “Wash out” phase.
• Consume only ~25 of your least reactive foods
• Let the immune system “calm down”
• Significantly reduce any diet-related inflammation
• >50% symptom improvement

Weeks 3-6
• Reintroduction phase
• Slowly add low-reactive foods back in.
• 1 new food per day, watch for reactions

Weeks 6+
• Focus on variety, rotating foods
• Replete any nutrient defic iencies, work on gut heath, etc.

MRT + LEAP Diet Therapy
Pros:

• Achieves significant symptom relief, usually in two weeks
• Not nearly as restrictive as most elimination diets
• Customized to your body
• Basically, a custom anti-inflammatory diet

Cons:
• Expensive ($395, not directly covered by insurance)
• + cost of working with a dietitian for at least 6 weeks
• Requires drastic lifestyle change & commitment
• Involves lots of cooking & eating simply (at first)

Take Home Points
• If you’re having body-wide symptoms of inflammation:

• Brain fog
• Fatigue
• Depression/Anxiety
• Headaches/Migraine
• Sinus or ear congestion
• Eczema/Rashes/Itchy Skin
• Achy Joints
• GI upset
• Water retention

• Probably worth looking into food-related inflammation & working 
with a Certified LEAP Therapist.

• Food sensitivities / diet are 2 (of many) factors contributing to 
systemic inflammation, but resolving them can make a big dent in 
symptoms. (“windshield wiper” effect)

Word of Caution
Don’t be fooled into purchasing an IgG based food 
sensitivity test, like Pinnertest (making its rounds on social 
media right now), or Cyrex.

• IgG tests are cautioned against by:
• The Australasian Society of Clinical Immunology and Allergy
• The European Academy of Allergy and Clinical Immunology
• The Canadian Society of Allergy and Clinical Immunology
• The American Academy of Allergy, Asthma, and Immunology
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Word of Caution

2 HUGE Weaknesses of IgG testing:
• Doesn’t capture the whole picture:

• Inflammation from food can be triggered by MANY immune pathways, 
of which IgG is just one. 

• Not measuring what really matters:
• The presence of IgG antibodies to a food does not always translate to 

subsequent inflammation…. 
• IgG formation just means that the food was “flagged” for inspection by 

the immune system, not that it was found to be a threat & then 
attacked w. Inflammatory mediators.

Even if IgG testing worked, it still doesn’t test for reactions to chemicals 
in food (natural or added), which can be a huge missing piece of the 
puzzle.

Word of Caution
• IgG tests are basically expensive ways to check what you’ve 

been eating! 

The clinically relevant information we need to measure 
is the release of pro-inflammatory mediators 

(cytokines, interleukins, etc.) from your white blood cells, 
since this is what actually causes symptoms. 

Measuring the release of pro-inflammatory mediators, (instead of 
the individual mechanisms that may or may not trigger their 
release), is known as common endpoint testing.

And this is what the Mediator Release Test (MRT) is/does!

Recap
So far, we’ve established:

1. Mediterranean diets can reduce depressive symptoms.

2. Excessive inflammation is related to perinatal depression. 

3. Some people have food sensitivities that increase systemic 
inflammation, & MRT testing + an elimination diet can help.

• Next, let’s look at the importance of specific nutrients for 
maternal mental health. 

Today’s Topics
1. What is Inflammation?

2. How is it Related to Diet & Mental Health?

3. Pro-Inflammatory Diet Patterns

4. Anti-Inflammatory Diet Patterns

5. Food Sensitivities

6. Nutrient Deficiencies 

7. Concluding Remarks

Nutrient Deficiencies Linked to 
Perinatal Depression

If your body is missing certain essential nutrients, it 
can’t function at its best. 

Pregnancy increases the risk of certain maternal 
deficiencies.

• If the body is low in certain nutrients, it will pull from the mother’s 
stores to give to the baby.

• May be left depleted post-partum.
• (This is only for some nutrients, not all)

Nutrient Deficiencies Linked to Perinatal Depression:
1. Omega-3 fatty acids
2. Vitamin D

Omega-3 Fatty Acids
What are omega-3s?

• A type of essential unsaturated fatty acid.
• “Essential” means you cannot synthesize omega-3s, and must get 

them from your diet.

• Contain a double bond 3 carbons from the “omega” end
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Omega-3 Fatty Acids
There are 3 kinds:

Plant-based omega-3s:
1. ALA

• Walnuts, flax seed, chia seed, hemp seed

Animal-based omega-3s:
1. EPA 
2. DHA 

• Both are found in fatty cold-water fish, like salmon, mackerel, sardines, halibut, 
tuna, or krill oil. Also in algae oil (vegan). 

• Also in grass-fed animal products, like pasture-raised eggs, butter and milk 
made from pastured cows, and grass-fed beef.
• 100% grass-fed beef has 2x more omega-3s than conventional beef

Omega-3 Fatty Acids
• EPA & DHA (the animal & algae based omega-3s) are most 

beneficial for reducing inflammation & promoting mental health. 

• ALA (the plant based fat) can be converted to EPA & DHA, but 
conversion is poor (~9% in pregnant women). 

If you’re not eating fish at least 2x per week, a high-quality fish 
oil supplement (or vegan version) is recommended. 

• Pregnant women should not consume >12oz of fish/week due to 
concerns over heavy metal toxicity

My favorite brand is:
• Eskimo-3 by Enzymatic Therapy
• 500mg/day considered safe during pregnancy 

Function of Omega-3s
• During pregnancy…

• EPA & DHA cross the placenta
• Fetal concentrations > than maternal concentrations in 3rd trimester
• Mothers may become depleted

• Functions of EPA:
• Reduce inflammation
• Dilate blood vessels
• Reduce blood clotting

• Functions of DHA:
• Important component of cell membranes of neurons and retina cells. 
• Adequate amounts are critical for optimal fetal brain & eye 

development

Depletion of Omega-3s
In general, pregnant women do not consume enough.

• Recent Canadian study found that only 27% of pregnant women 
met the recommended intake of 500 mg/day.

• Xiaoming J ia, Mohammadrez a Pak s eres ht, Nour Wattar, J amie Wi ldgrube, Stephanie Sontag, Murphy  Andrews , 
Fatheema Begum Subhan, L inda Mc Cargar, Catherine J . Fie ld . Women who take n-3 long-chain polyunsaturated 
fatty acid supplements during pregnancy and lactation meet the recommended intake . Appl ied Phy s io logy , 
Nutri tion, and Metabol is m, 2015; 1  

Low omega-3 levels & perinatal depression:
• Women with lower omega-3 levels in their 3rd trimester

• Are 6 times more likely to become depressed post partum.
• Significantly more likely to develop depression 3 months post 

partum.
• Rees , Anne-Marie , e t a l . "Omega-3 deficienc y  as soc iated wi th  perinatal  depres sion: c ase c ontro l s tudy ." Ps yc hiatry  res earch 166.2 

(2009): 254-259.
• Mark hus , Maria  Wik , e t a l . "Low omega-3 index  in  pregnanc y  is  a poss ible  b io logic al  risk  fac tor for postpartum depres sion." PloS

one 8.7 (2013): e67617.

Protective Effect of Omega-3s
1. Associations w. lower rates of post partum 

depression:
• Higher concentrations of DHA in breast milk, and greater seafood 

consumption are linked with less post partum depression.
• The converse is also true: lower DHA & lower fish consumption 

linked with higher rates of post partum depression.
• Hibbeln, J os eph R. "Seafood c onsumption, the DHA c ontent o f mothers’  mi lk  and prev alenc e rates of pos tpartum depress ion: a 

c ros s -national , ec o log ica l  analys is ." J ournal o f a ffec tiv e d is orders 69.1 (2002): 15-29.

2. Supplements may be protective against antenatal 
depression:
• Pregnant women with antenatal depression who supplemented 

with fish oil (2.2g EPA + 1.2g DHA) had lower depression scores 6-8 
weeks later, than those taking an olive oil placebo.

• Lin, Pao-Yen, and Kuan-Pin Su. "A meta-analytic review of double-b lind, plac ebo-control led trials of antidepres sant e fficac y of omega-3 fa tty acids." J ournal  of 
Cl in ic a l Psychiatry 68.7 (2007): 1056-1061.

Key Points
• Omega-3 fatty acids (EPA & DHA) are important for fetal development. 

• Mother may become deficient during pregnancy, especially the 3rd

trimester.

• Low omega-3 levels are associated with increased risk of post partum 
depression.

• Adequate omega-3 intake/supplementation is strongly linked to reduced 
risk of post partum depression.

• If you are not eating fish 2x/week, supplementation is recommended.

• Can get your serum, plasma, or red blood cell membrane omega-6 & 
omega-3 levels checked through your physician, dietitian, or direct to 
consumer through OmegaQuant.com.
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Vitamin D
What is vitamin D?

• Although we call it a vitamin, it actually acts as a hormone (chemical 
messenger) in the body!

• Our body can produce it in response to sunlight.

Functions:
• Regulates gene expression
• Regulates calcium & phosphorus levels, important for bone health
• Ensures that the immune system functions properly.

• People with low vitamin D cannot stop the inflammatory cascade
• Yong Zhang, Donald Y. M. Leung, Bri ttany  N. Ric hers, Yus en L iu , L inda K. Remig io, Dav id W. Riches, And Elena Golev a. 

Vitamin D Inhibits  Monocyte/Macrophage Proinflammatory Cytokine Production by Targeting MAPK Phosphatase-1. 
The J ournal  o f Immunology, Marc h 1, 2012 

Deficiency is very common:
• 1/3rd of American adults have 25(OH)D levels <50 nmol/L

Vitamin D
Vitamin D is not found naturally in many foods…

• Fatty fish (tuna, mackerel, salmon – 6oz has 600IU of vit D)
• Liver
• Egg yolk
• Mushrooms grown under UV light
• Fortified foods (milk, cereal, orange juice)

Vitamin D can be produced by the skin in response to 
sunlight.

• 15min – 2 hours of daily sun exposure, depending on skin 
pigmentation

• Rule of thumb: about half the time it takes you to sunburn

Function of Vitamin D
For the fetus:

• Bone & enamel development
• Immune function
• Healthy cell div is ion

For the mother:
• Supports a normal functioning immune system
• Inhibits inflammation

Recommended intake during pregnancy & lactation:
• 600 IU of v itamin D3 per day (NIH Offic e of Dietary  Supplements Recommendation)

• 2,000 IU of v itamin D3 per day (Linus  Paul ing Insti tute)

Goal: 
• Serum 25(OH)D levels of…. 

• 20 ng/mL? (IOM)..
• 30 ng/mL? (Endoc rine Soc iety) 

• 50 Ng/mL? (Vi tamin D Counci l )

Depletion of Vitamin D
How is vitamin D status related to maternal mental health?

1. Depression during pregnancy:
• Low vitamin D status in the 1st trimester is associated with increased 

depressive symptoms during pregnancy.
• Wi l l iams , J ennifer Anne, et al . "Vitamin D lev els and perinata l  depress iv e s ymptoms  in women at risk : a  secondary analy sis o fthe mothers, omega-3, and menta l health  study." BMC Pregnanc y and Chi ldb irth16.1 (2016): 203.

1. Depression post partum:
• Low vitamin D levels during pregnancy was associated with higher 

rates of post partum depression.
• Murphy , Pamela K., e t a l . "An ex ploratory  s tudy  of postpartum depress ion and v i tamin D." J ournal  o f the Americ an Ps yc hiatric 

Nurs es  As s oc iation 16.3 (2010): 170-177.

• Low vitamin D status after birth linked to increased risk of post partum 
depression 3 months later.
• Mothers with 25(OH)D levels <8.3ng/mL at highest risk.
• Fu CW, L iu  J T, TuWJ, Yang J Q, Cao Y. As sociation between s erum 25-hydroxyv itamin D lev els  measured 24 hours after de livery and pos tpartum depression. BJOG. 2014; 

Key Points
• Vitamin D is a key nutrient for keeping inflammation in 

check. 

• Mothers who are low in vitamin D may have a higher 
risk for perinatal depression. 
• (Correlational data only, so far)

• Testing for deficiency is probably a good idea.

• Replete w. a vitamin D3 supplement as needed. 

Testing for Micronutrient Deficiencies
SpectraCell Micronutrient Testing
• Tests intracellular nutrient levels (WBCs)
• Long-term measure of nutrient status (last 3-6 months)
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Spectracell Micronutrient Testing
Sample Results:

Spectracell Micronutrient Testing
Pros:
• Great way to tell which specific  nutrients you are defic ient in, and how that may 

relate to your symptoms. 

• Checks for functional defic iencies 
• (How well the nutrients are being utilized by your cells, not just serum levels)

• You can do targeted supplementation, instead of just guessing what you might 
need. 

• Patterns between nutrient levels can give great insight into your overall health.

• Gives you extra information about your ability  to fight oxidative stress, strength of 
your immune system, ability  to metabolize fructose, and glucose-insulin balance.

Cons:
• Expensive, $190 w. insurance, $390 without
• + additional cost for professional interpretation.

Concluding Remarks
Together, the following 3 interventions may reduce inflammation 
& associated depressive symptoms:

Dietary Approaches for Reducing Inflammation:
1. Consume a Mediterranean-style diet.
2. Decrease intake of pro-inflammatory foods.
3. Reduce inflammation from food/chemicals (MRT/LEAP)
4. Replete nutrient deficiencies, especially omega-3s and 

vitamin D. (Spectracell)

Always check with your doctor (and dietitian) before beginning 
any diet change or supplementation regimen!
• There are many factors to consider when making recommendations, 

including any co-morbid conditions & medications.

Reach Out Anytime
• Email

erica@ericajulson.com

• Phone
(510) 673-5919

• Website & Newsletter 
www.ericajulson.c om

• Instagram
@erica_julson_

• Facebook
ericajulson.fanpage

• Twitter
@ericajulson


