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Evidence-Based Wellness:
Science-Backed Ways to Boost Your Mood During the PhD

Life as a PhD student isn’t easy. Research shows that doctoral researchers are more vulnerable to
symptoms of depression and anxiety—and many of us even see the decline in mental health
during doctoral studies as something “normal’[1]. And honestly, it's not surprising: workload,
conflicts with supervisors, and all sorts of hurdles can take their toll even on the most resilient
minds.

However, the purpose of this piece is not to analyze the system of doctoral studies or propose
systemic solutions that would help preserve the mental well-being of students. It is a non-
exhaustive list of science-backed strategies that can improve mood and well-being. Some may
seem obvious, but remember: reminders never hurt.

Important note: Interventions listed in this article not substitutes for psychotherapy or medication
when such treatment is needed. They’re complementary practices that can support recovery and
help maintain good mental health. If you’re struggling, don’t hesitate to see a psychiatrist or
a psychotherapist. Reaching out is no weakness.

Physical Activity

Yes, we've all heard the sarcastic “go for a run, you'll feel better.” But the evidence is solid: regular
exercise has a measurable effect on mood, and some clinical guidelines (like the Canadian ones)
even recommend it as a first-line treatment for mild depression[2]. Why? Moving muscles release
growth factors (hence the muscle growth), but also BDNF, or brain-derived neurotrophic factor.
BDNF plays a role in brain development, and in adulthood it supports neuronal survival and
function[3].

[1] Hazell CM, Niven JE, Chapman L, et al. Nationwide assessment of the mental health of UK
Doctoral Researchers. Humanities and Social Sciences Communications 2021 8:1. 2021;8(1):1-9.
doi:10.1057/541599-021-00983-8

[2] Lam RW, Kennedy SH, Adams C, et al. Canadian Network for Mood and Anxiety Treatments
(CANMAT) 2023 Update on Clinical Guidelines for Management of Major Depressive Disorder in
Adults: Réseaqu canadien pour les traitements de 'humeur et de I'anxiété (CANMAT) 2023: Mise &
jour des lignes directrices cliniques pour la prise en charge du trouble dépressif majeur chez les
adultes. Can J Psychiatry. 2024;69(9):641. doi:10.1177/07067437241245384

[3] Wegner M, Helmich I, Machado S, Nardi A, Arias-Carrion O, Budde H. Effects of exercise on
anxiety and depression disorders: review of meta- analyses and neurobiological mechanisms.
CNS Neurol Disord Drug Targets. 2014;13(6):1002-1014. doi:10.2174/1871527313666140612102841
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Guidelines recommend about 30-40 minutes of moderate activity 3-4 times a week (~800 MET-
minutes for those who love numbers). “Moderate” means: you can still talk, but singing is tough.
The exact type of exercise matters less than finding something you enjoy—because consistency is
key. Bonus points for group activities, since community boosts motivation and well-being. But the
golden rule is simple: any activity is better than none. Even daily short walks can make a real
difference.

Light Therapy

Sunlight profoundly influences our sleep-wake cycle and mood—especially noticeable in the dark
autumn and winter months. Luckily, when sunlight is scarce, technology can help. Light therapy
lamps are widely available and recommended as a first-line treatment for seasonal affective
disorder?. The protocol: about 30 minutes of exposure in the morning (ideally right after waking up)
to bright white light at 10,000 lux. The light suppresses melatonin secretion, regulates circadian
rhythm, and indirectly regulates serotonin and dopamine pathways, improving mood. Evidence
also supports its use in non-seasonal depression[4]. If the weather allows, though, it is better to go
for a brisk morning walk instead—movement + natural light is a two-for-one. One caveat: people
with bipolar spectrum disorders should use caution, as light therapy can occasionally trigger
hypomanic episodes.

Supplements

The supplement market is overflowing with products promising to boost mental health. The
efficacy of most is disputable, but those described below have a solid evidence base worth
paying attention to.

The first in line are omega-3 fatty acids. These are essential for normal brain function, and
supplementation can significantly reduce depressive symptoms[5]. The recommended dose is
about 1.5 g per day, ideally from preparations containing at least 60% EPA (eicosapentaenoic
acid).

[4] Menegaz De Almeida A, Aquino De Moraes FC, Cavalcanti Souza ME, et al. Bright Light Therapy
for Nonseasonal Depressive Disorders: A Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis. JAMA Psychiatry.
2025;82(1):38-46. doi:10.1001/JAMAPSYCHIATRY.2024.2871

[5] Norouziasl R, Zeraattalab-Motlagh S, Jayedi A, Shab-Bidar S. Efficacy and safety of n-3 fatty
acids supplementation on depression: a systematic review and dose-response meta-analysis of
randomised controlled trials. British Journal of Nutrition. 2024;131(4):658-671.
doi:10.1017/50007114523002052
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Another noteworthy substance is creatine. Usually associated with athletes, creatine has been
increasingly studied for its effects on mental health. Mechanistically, it acts as an “emergency
energy buffer” for cells, helping neurons maintain ATP stores under stress. Data suggests that
creatine supplementation can not only improve mood[6] but also boost cognitive performance—
including memory, attention, and processing speed[7]. It even seems to partially offset the
negative effects of sleep deprivation, which makes it especially relevant for PhD students who
occasionally pull late nights. Contrary to popular fear, creatine supplementation has not been
shown to harm kidney function in healthy individuals. Blood creatinine levels rise during
supplementation, but this reflects the breakdown of creatine itself, not kidney damage. Those with
pre-existing kidney disease should consult a doctor first. Taking 5 g per day is recommended for
most adults. In cases of acute sleep loss up to 10 g can be consumed.

Vitamin D deficiency is common in northern countries and has been linked to worse physical
health. The link with mood disorders is less clear, but because deficiency is so prevalent,
supplementation remains widely recommended. Current Polish guidelines suggest 2000 U daily
year-round[8]. For tailored advice, you can measure your vitamin D level (optimal range: 30-50
ng/ml) and consult your primary healthcare provider.

Diet and Sleep

The last paragraph may be obvious, but it is crucial to remember. 7-9 hours of sleep per night is
essential for mental health and cognition. All-nighters might seem productive, but the long-term
costs far outweigh the short-term gains. Exercise and light therapy can both improve sleep
quality. For persistent insomniaq, consult official sleep hygiene guides
(https://pacjent.gov.pl/aktualnosc/jak-dbac-o-dobry-sen) or see a psychiatrist if needed.

[6] Joshua Mangunsong; Liam Browning; Brandon Luu; Nicholas Fabiano; David Puder. Episode 238:
Creatine and Mental Health.
(https://www.psychiatrypodcast.com/psychiatry-psychotherapy-podcast/episode-238-creatine-
mental-health-benefits)

[7] Xu C, Bi S, Zhang W, Luo L. The effects of creatine supplementation on cognitive function in
adults: a systematic review and meta-analysis. Front Nutr. 2024;11. doi:10.3389/FNUT.2024.1424972

[8] Kucinski J, Fryska Z, Wotejko A, et al. Aktualne zalecenia w Polsce dotyczqgce suplementacji
witaminy D Current recommendations in Poland for vitamin D supplementation. Og Nauk Zdr.
2023;29(4):277-282. doi:10.26444/monz/176079
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A proper diet is just as important. The Mediterranean diet has strong evidence for both physical
and mental health, with lots of studies supporting its efficacy[9]. Lots of fresh vegetables and
fruits, complex carbs, fish, nuts, lean meat. Sounds obvious—but in the rush of lab work, pizza from
the corner shop often wins. Just remember: each choice has a cost. To fully assess your diet,
consult a dietician, but for a quick quality check, you can use this free tool:
https://www.totalwellbeingdiet.com/au/resources/quizzes/healthy-diet-score/.

[9] Austin Coleman; David Puder. Episode 187: Best Diet For Mood Update 2023.
https://www.psychiatrypodcast.com/psychiatry-psychotherapy-podcast/episode-187-best-diet-
for-mood-update-2023?7rqg=diet
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