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Food is vital for our survival, it gives us energy, helps us grow, and
keeps us healthy. But can it also affect our mood? Science says it
can. In the past, a great deal of research has explored how food
can affect our physical health. Although this is important, exciting
research is now exploring how food can influence our mood and our
mental health. Mental health conditions, such as depression affect a
significant number of people. This makes research into the effects of
food and mood crucial, as food may offer a strategy to help prevent
people from getting depression and also help them when they already
have depression. Although we are not yet able to explain the exact
ways in which food may affect our mood, this research has the
potential to decrease the number of people who suffer from mental
health conditions, such as depression.
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MAJOR DEPRESSIVE
DISORDER (MDD)

A type of depressive
disorder, otherwise
known as clinical
depression, that may be
mild, moderate

or severe.

MENTAL HEALTH

A person'’s
psychological and
emotional well-being.
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WHAT IS DEPRESSION?

Depression is a type of illness that influences how we feel. It may
develop slowly over time with no external cause and, unlike a
physical injury or illness, we cannot always see it just by looking at
someone. This is because depression affects the parts of the brain
that control how we feel. Diseases that affect our feelings, thoughts
and behaviors are called mental illnesses, so depression is a type of
mental illness.

We all have times when we feel happy or sad. However, for someone
with depression, the feelings of sadness or low mood do not go away.
Depression is more than just being sad or down, or losing interest
in activities that were once enjoyed, and it can affect everyone in a
different way—symptoms are often unique to each individual. A person
might, for instance, feel tired all the time and not have much energy,
or might find it hard to concentrate. A depressed person may have
changes in sleep patterns, have feelings of guilt or low self-worth,
or even have changes in appetite [1]. Symptoms can vary in severity,
from rather minor depressive symptoms up to something called major
depressive disorder (MDD), which is a diagnosed clinical condition
where multiple symptoms may last for a long time.

Depression is an important mental illness to study, because it affects
more than 300 million people from all around the world [1]. It is one
of the most common mental health conditions and can affect both
men and women [1]. In fact, it is predicted that depression will be the
number one health concern in the world by the year 2030 [2]. These
statistics show just how important it is to find ways to help prevent
people from developing depression and to help people who already
have depression.

There are currently a number of ways depression can be treated. One
method includes taking a variety of medications. Another includes
talking to specialists, such as psychologists, who are trained in treating
mental health issues. Although these methods can be effective, there
are many people who cannot access these treatments because of
where they live, their income, the availability of specialists, or stigma
and shame [1]. Even when people do have access to these treatment
methods, some people who try them do not recover completely [1, 3].
For this reason, it is important to find other ways to help people with
depression. For example, the food that we eat is one factor that might
influence our mental health and our mood.

WHAT IS NUTRITION?

There are many different components that make up the food that
we eat. These include a range of nutrients and chemicals, such as
macro and micronutrients. Macronutrients are nutrients we need a
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Figure 1

Dietary improvement can
lead to better mental
health and better
physical health. Mental
health and physical
health also affect each
other.

ANTIOXIDANTS

Plant compounds that
protect cells
from damage.

NUTRITION

The science that looks
at the effects of food
on the human body.

TRANS FAT

A type of fat that has
been shown by
researchers to be
unhealthy for

your heart.
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lot of in our diets and they include carbohydrates, proteins, and fats.
Micronutrients are nutrients we need in smaller amounts and they
include vitamins and minerals. Along with these nutrients, there are
many other important components of food including fiber, water, and
antioxidants. These components work together to contribute to the
healthy functioning of the human body.

The food we eat can give us energy, help us grow, and keep us
healthy—but nutrition involves much more than this. The field of
nutrition considers whether people can access and afford to buy food,
how foods vary across different cultures, and why we choose to eat the
foods that we do. In fact, new ideas about the effects of food are being
explored all the time. One idea that is of great importance is how the
food we eat can affect our mood. It is possible that the components in
food, such as vitamins and minerals, can influence depression. It also
explores how depression can influence our food choices [4]. Figure 1
highlights the connections between what we eat and our mental and
physical health.

FOOD AND MOOD

Researchers have looked at the connection between diet and
depression, and there is now a great deal of evidence suggesting that
what we eat every day can influence our mood [4, 5]. This research
shows that a healthy dietary pattern, such as a Mediterranean-style
diet, can have a positive effect on mental health [4, 5]. A typical healthy
diet pattern is shown in Figure 2. This includes plenty of vegetables,
fruit, nuts, seeds, and olive oil, as well as minimally processed whole
grains, legumes, and moderate amounts of lean meat, fish, and dairy.
A healthy diet is also low in added sugar and saturated and trans fats,
and is high in fiber and antioxidants [3].

Recent studies have explored the link between this healthy dietary
pattern and depression. These studies collected information from a
large number of people over time. This dietary research has shown a
link between unhealthy dietary patterns and symptoms of depression.
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Figure 2

A typical healthy dietary
pattern includes
vegetables, fruit, whole
grains, lean meats,
dairy, and healthy fats.

ULTRA-PROCESSED
FOODS

Foods that have been
highly manipulated and
have ingredients added
that are not usually
used in cooking, such
as artificial colors

and flavors.

GUT MICROBIOME

The community of
different bacteria and
microorganisms living
in the intestine.
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choy, onion & bell pepper
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Figure 2

An unhealthy diet contains mainly ultra-processed foods, including
sugar-sweetened beverages, such as soft drinks and packaged snacks
that are high in added sugar, salt, and saturated and trans fats.
The discovery of this link between diet and depression is important
because it suggests that following a healthy dietary pattern over time
could possibly prevent depression [4, 5].

Other research has shown that a healthy dietary pattern may be able to
treat depression. This research looked at the effect of a healthy dietary
pattern on people who already had depression. In this Australian study,
the researchers compared the results of two different groups of people
with depression. Only one group was taught how to follow a healthy
dietary pattern. Researchers then looked to see if the changes in
their diets improved their mood compared with the group that was
not taught to follow a healthy diet. The study showed that people
who followed a healthy dietary pattern for 3 months reduced their
symptoms of depression [5].

WHY DOES FOOD HELP WITH DEPRESSION?

We are not yet able to explain exactly how food may positively
affect our mood. However, there are a number of theories as to
why this might be the case. Some theories explore the function
of different components of food, such as vitamins, minerals, and
antioxidants. These theories focus on the role these micronutrients
play in contributing to the healthy functioning of the human body.
Other theories look at the importance of the microorganisms that
live in the gut, called the gut microbiome, and how the foods we
eat can affect this microbiome. Lastly, other theories suggest that the
changes in behavior that happen when people start to eat a healthy
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diet may provide the beneficial effects on mood. These behavioral
changes could include cooking more at home or cooking and eating
in a social setting [5]. The positive experiences associated with the
culturaland social aspect of food may help with depressive symptoms.
Remember, nutrition is more than just food giving us energy, keeping
us healthy and helping us grow—it is also about foods from different
cultures, and why we choose to eat the foods that we do. Therefore,
cooking in a social setting may not only influence food choice but
may also contribute to a positive food experience and a healthy social
environment. Cooking more at home may also help to promote more
frequent, healthier food choices.

Finally, there are some studies that look at more specific diets (such
as a vegetarian diet) and mental health, but this is not something that
has been explored in great detail yet. It would be interesting if more
research were done on this subject in the future.

SUMMARY: THE FOOD WE EAT CAN AFFECT OUR MOOD

In conclusion, the food we eat is not only important for our physical
health, but also for our mental health. Although more studies are
needed to help understand how and why this may be the case, there
is now plenty of research that shows what we eat can influence our
mood. This suggests diet may be able to play an important role in the
prevention and treatment of depression, one of the most common
mental health conditions in the world.
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YOUNG REVIEWER

WINSTON, AGE: 14

My name is Winston and | was born and raised in the US. In my spare time, | enjoy
watching the news, playing piano, and playing basketball. My favorite basketball team
is whatever team Lebron is on.
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