mind & body

BEAT THE

afternoon slump
Coffee is the go-to energy fix for many of us but
Ayurvedic expert Mira Manek looks at the many other
natural options and practices to stay alert

T

HERE ARE SOME days when, no
matter how much sleep you have
had, you’ll just feel a slump in the
afternoon. Perhaps even be falling
asleep at your desk. There’s various reasons
why this could be happening and if it’s
happening to you it’s worth understanding
them, especially if it’s happening regularly,
so you can tackle it. On those days
when you feel this tired, ask yourself the
following questions:
Am I drinking enough water?
Dehydration is one of the main causes
of tiredness. An easy way to see if you’re
having enough water is by checking the
colour of your urine: pale yellow means
you’re hydrating well, whereas dark yellow
probably means you need more water. Keep
a large bottle of water by your desk and
keep refilling it. Add a squeeze of lemon
if you want to enhance the flavour and aid
digestion.
Will coffee really wake me up?
One of those quick-fix answers, a welldeserved break, an excuse to get fresh
air; coffee is often the first thing we think
of to tackle that mid-afternoon slump.
However, caffeine is very dehydrating and
therefore, if a lack of water is the cause
of your tiredness, you’ll be dehydrating
yourself even more by drinking coffee. Your
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body also becomes used to the caffeine
fix very quickly so you might feel you need
more coffee over time to give you that
same effect. Furthermore, if it’s late in the
afternoon, your nighttime sleep might get
affected, as it takes 3–5 hours for your body
to eliminate half of the caffeine and longer
to eliminate the rest.
You could replace your coffees with any
of these:
Matcha – this green powder, made from
ground green tea leaves, has been used by
monks for centuries to keep alert during
meditation. Matcha has a similar amount
of caffeine to a cup of brewed coffee, and
only slightly less than an espresso, but the

buzz is more energising and longer-lasting.
It also calms the mind, is brimming with
antioxidants and tastes delicious with
either water or milk. Many cafés now make
matcha lattes.
Cacao – cacao in hot water is my preferred
drink on days when I’m craving chocolate
but don’t want to eat a lot of sugar. Cocoa
or raw cacao is so rich and full of flavour.
Stir a teaspoon into hot water, or hot milk,
like having a very pure hot chocolate.
Turmeric – a little turmeric in milk or
even hot water is another great way of
satisfying a craving for something warming
and soothing. Turmeric has a whole range
of benefits, but at this time of day it can
improve the mind’s ability to focus.
Have I eaten too much for lunch?
Have you eaten more than usual or had
something different today? The stomach
might still be in the process of digesting
your meal, and with all the blood rushing
to the colon, there’s not enough blood
flowing to the brain, hence the sleepiness.
If this is the case, consider reducing the
quantity of your lunch or changing what
you’re eating and see what feels better.
Remember to always chew well.
If tiredness is constant, get a blood
test and check for iron levels, vitamin D,
vitamin B12 and magnesium. A deficiency
in any of these can result in tiredness. ➤

‘If a lack of water is the cause
of your tiredness, you'll
be dehydrating yourself even
more by drinking coffee’
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Ideally, we want to get all our vitamins
and minerals from our food but it can be
difficult to get and to absorb the levels that
we need.
Vegetarians and vegans are more likely
to be low in iron and therefore more likely
to be anaemic, compared to meat eaters.
This is because red meats are very high
in iron. Greens, dark leafy greens and
eggs are also good sources of iron. The
main symptoms of iron deficiency are
exhaustion and sleepiness. If you’re taking
supplements, be aware that iron tablets can
cause constipation; liquid iron is easier on
the stomach.
Vitamin D is absorbed through the
skin. Darker skin has more of the pigment
melanin, which can reduce the absorption
of vitamin D. Therefore, while there are
foods containing vitamin D, such as fish
and milk, it might not be enough for those
with darker skin who may need a Vitamin
D supplement.
Magnesium deficiency can cause
insomnia and heighten stress levels; stress
also depletes the body of magnesium.
We can get magnesium from dark leafy
greens, milk, seeds and nuts, meats and
unprocessed whole grains, but we may
not be eating enough, or our body may
not be absorbing the nutrients properly. A
supplement can make a difference to your
sleep and stress levels.
Since the main source of vitamin B12
is meat and dairy, vegetarians and vegans
are more likely to be deficient in B12. This
vitamin is needed to produce healthy red
blood cells and so a deficiency can cause
anaemia.
Going for a walk
A quick walk will get your heart rate up,
improve blood circulation and give you
more energy. The access to sunlight will
also make you feel more awake. Take
some long, deep breaths or practice Ujjayi
breathing as you walk, which will send
more oxygen to the brain and energise you.
Using scents
There are certain scents that are known to
have energising effects. Carrying a couple
of essential oils with you or leaving them by
your desk might be just the thing you need
when you’re falling asleep in the middle
of the day. Citrus scents like lemon and
grapefruit are great for mental stimulation
and help boost serotonin; peppermint has
an awakening effect; while rosemary is a
memory booster and makes us more alert.
If you have a headache
Both stress and dehydration are common
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‘Stress and dehydration are common
triggers of headaches and migraines.
Try using peppermint essential oil to
massage the temples’

triggers of tension-type headaches and
migraines. Here’s a few simple remedies to
help ease your headache:
● Start by increasing the amount of water
you drink daily in case it is dehydration that
is causing the headache
● Massage the points where the brows and
nose meet
● Walk outside to get some fresh air and
oxygen
● Slow down the breathing and take deep
breaths
● Use peppermint essential oil to massage
the temples
● Magnesium is known to be very effective
in helping reduce headaches
● Sip on fresh ginger tea or stir ground
ginger into hot water.

late and therefore dinner might be later
than usual, you may need something to
give you a little more energy. Here’s a few
simple snack options to take to work:
● A mix of nuts, seeds and raisins, prunes
or apricots
● Yoghurt with chia seeds, flaxseeds and
nuts and a little honey
● Walnuts and a few pieces of dark
chocolate
● Apple, pear or a small bowl of mixed
fruits
● Dates with nuts or dates with almond
butter or any nut butter
● Avocado on rye or any crackerbreads
with salt, pepper and lemon. This is really
simple as you can just take the ingredients
with you and prepare your snack at work.

Pick-me-up snacks
Sometimes, when you haven’t had a filling
lunch or you know you’re going to work

Digestive aids
Sometimes in the afternoon, we may feel
the effects of a heavy meal from the night

before, or we may have eaten a lunch that
doesn’t sit well with us. Here are a few
infusions – both preventative and curative
– that can help with digestion throughout
the day:
Mint leaves Brew mint leaves in hot water
for a few minutes, then cool down the
water and drink. You could even brew the
leaves in a mug of hot water and then add
this concentrated mix of mint leaves and
hot water to your large bottle of water.
Ground ginger or ginger juice You can
either use grated or powdered ginger,
adding it to hot water, though I’d say the
powder is much easier. This drink can
be sipped through the day to reduce any
cramps or discomfort from indigestion,
but it has so many other benefits, such as
warming the body from the inside.
Fennel or cumin seeds Both fennel
and cumin seeds are great for digestion,

stimulating and strengthening the digestive
fire. I sometimes boil 1–2 litres of water
with a teaspoon of both seeds for a few
minutes, then drink it cooled during the
day. You can place the seeds in a teabag so
they’re easier to remove. Or you can leave
them in and chew on them later. I love
chewing them!
Ground cinnamon This is a warming and
natural sweet spice that not only adds
flavour to any food and drink, but also
helps to relieve stomach cramps, reduce
flatulence and help digestion. Simply stir
cinnamon into hot water, with a spoon of
good quality honey.
Peppermint essential oil Add one or
two drops of this to whichever drink
you like – or even just hot water. I love
adding it to cocoa powder stirred into hot
water and my matcha latte. Peppermint
is great for a bloated tummy and irritable

bowel syndrome (IBS) and calms stress.
Peppermint oil is also good for nausea and
freshening the breath.

Extracted from Prajna: Ayurvedic Rituals
for Happiness by Mira Manek
(Headline Home, £12.99)
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