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With growing research showing a link between what you eat and your mental health, 
there is no better time to learn how food can affect your well-being.   

  

The saying, “You are what you eat,” has been around for centuries. But it is more important 
now than ever before. There’s a growing body of research that suggests a direct link 
between the food we eat and our mental health. 

A healthy diet can feed and fuel both your body and your brain. But a diet high in sugar and 
processed ingredients can harm your mood and brain function. The impact of food on 
mental health is real and affects your overall well-being. 

Eating foods rich in nutrients, such as vitamins, minerals, and antioxidants each day can 
clearly impact brain function and mood. This highlights the value of your choices and how 
they affect your well-being. By sticking to a healthy, balanced diet with nutrient-dense 
foods, like fruits and veggies, you are giving your body and brain the food and energy they 
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need to work at their best.  
 

  

The brain-gut connection    

If you've ever trusted your gut to make a choice or felt butterflies in your stomach, you were 
probably getting messages from a surprising place: your second brain. This brain is hidden 
in your digestive system and connects digestion, mood, health, and even thinking. 

Scientists call this brain the enteric nervous system (ENS). The ENS is made up of 2 thin 
layers with more than 100 million nerve cells that go from your throat to your bottom. 

Your brain affects your stomach and intestines, but the connection goes both ways. A 
troubled stomach can talk to the brain, the same way a troubled brain can speak to the 
stomach. So, if you have a stomachache, it could be because you are anxious, stressed, or 
depressed. On the other hand, the stomachache could be why you feel that way. 

This 2-way link has a direct impact on your mental health.   

 

Nutritional deficiencies and mental health  

Your body and brain need a mix of vitamins, minerals, antioxidants, fats, carbs, water, and 
protein to work. Some of these nutrients are changed into hormones and neurotransmitters 
that help your body and mind stay balanced. 



Simply getting enough calories helps give your brain the energy it needs to function 
properly. Without it, you might be more prone to feeling depressed, anxious, and irritable. 
Your mental focus can also take a hit. 

When you eat low-nutrient foods (e.g., junk food), you might also feel more stressed and 
hyper-alert. This can boost cravings for more junk food to feel better fast. But this food isn't 
good for you. It lacks nutrients and can make it even harder to deal with stress. You’re more 
likely to become stuck in a toxic cycle of eating bad food and feeling more anxious…and 
then eating more bad food to try to feel better, and so on. 

Although eating healthy, nutrient-rich foods may not fully prevent or ease depression or 
other mental health problems, it can help lessen some of the symptoms. On the other 
hand, those whose diets consist mainly of ultra-processed and/or fast foods, processed 
meat, refined grains, sweets, and fried foods, among others, have an increased risk for 
depression. Learn how a poor diet also boosts the risk for chronic diseases that affect your 
body. 
 

 

The effects of a healthy diet on mental health    

Researchers have studied different kinds of diets that may help support your mental 
health. 

For example, experts have looked at the effects of the Mediterranean diet on those with 
depression. This is a diet rich in nutrient-dense foods that are minimally processed and 
highly plant-based. Although more research is needed, one study found that those on the 
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Mediterranean diet saw a significant drop in depressive symptoms. Those in the control 
group had a much less dramatic effect. 

The Mediterranean diet is not the only one that may support your mental health. The key is 
to eat nutrient-rich whole foods and to give your brain the energy it needs from different 
sources so it can work well. This includes carbohydrates and fats—but also   protein to help 
your brain make the neurotransmitters that control mood—like feel-good serotonin and 
dopamine. 

Learn about another diet that can help protect your brain from cognitive declines.   
 

 

Tips for creating a food plan that supports mental health   

Eating a wide range of whole foods will help you maintain a balanced diet and ensure you 
get the nutrients you need to support your mental health . 

To do this, think about the following when building your meals: 
 

• Carbohydrates. About a third of your food should include whole grains (whole grain 
bread, brown rice, etc.) and root vegetables (yams, turnips, beets, etc.).  If you skimp 
on carbohydrates, you might trigger brain fog, depression, fatigue, and sluggishness. 
 
 

• Fruits and vegetables. It’s generally recommended that you eat 5 portions of a 
variety of fruits and veggies every day. Fresh--or plain frozen, canned, dried, or 
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juiced forms--without added sugar are all acceptable. Raw fruits and veggies have 
been found to reduce depressive symptoms and promote a more positive mood. 
 
 

• Fish and omega-3 fats. Omega-3 fatty acids may help prevent heart disease. Oily 
fish such as salmon, trout, and sardines contain these fatty acids. Some studies 
suggest that omega-3s may also have a mood-stabilizing effect on short-term 
symptoms of bipolar disorders. They may also be used with antidepressants to 
lessen the symptoms of depression. It is wise to plan on eating 2-3 portions of fish 
per week. 
 
 

• Saturated fat. Fat is essential to your diet, but keep in mind that too much can 
increase your cholesterol. Elevated cholesterol has been linked to an increased risk 
of anxiety, depression, and stress-related disorders. Try to eat less saturated fat, 
which is found in butter, lard, and fatty cuts of meat. Aim instead for healthier foods 
that contain unsaturated fats, like avocados, olive oil, or lean cuts of meat. 
 
 

• Sugar. Free sugars are sugars added to foods and drinks or found naturally in things 
like honey, syrups, and fruit juices. Try to limit these free sugars. They are less 
healthy than the sugars found in whole fruits and vegetables, which have a lot of 
fiber. 
 
One way to see if you’re keeping your intake at a healthy level is to check the sugar 
content on food labels. Aim for no more than 30g a day. Some findings suggest that 
lower sugar intake may also help the brain better process and retain information. 
 
 

• Salt. Too much salt has been shown to raise blood pressure in some people. This 
can lead to heart disease or even a stroke. Scientists also believe that salt may be 
linked to increases in stress. 
 
In one study, a high level of sodium from salt not only increased stress hormone 
levels, but also triggered a response to environmental stress. It’s best to consume 
no more than 1,500 milligrams of sodium per day. Since most of your excess salt 
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intake comes from packaged or prepared food, always check the nutrition facts 
label. 

Keeping these tips in mind can help you protect both your physical and mental health. In 
addition to boosting your mood, eating well can increase your energy and lower your risk of 
heart disease, stroke, and diabetes.     
 

 

Nutritional considerations for those over 65    
 

As you age, your body changes and so do your nutritional needs. To stay 
physically and mentally healthy, it's important for people over 65 to focus on eating a diet 
rich in specific nutrients. A balanced diet includes lean proteins, fruits, vegetables, whole 
grains, and dairy. 

Protein is important for keeping your muscles strong. Calcium and vitamin D are also 
crucial for keeping bones healthy and strong. Fiber is needed for digestive system health. In 
addition, staying hydrated is essential for both your energy and your mood. This is key for 
older adults who may not always feel thirsty. Eating healthy fats, like those found in fish, 
nuts, and olive oil is good for your heart health. 

Having a healthy food plan that keeps these elements in mind has many clear benefits for 
mental health and more. It supports gut health, which in turn supports brain health. It also 
lowers the risks of long-term health conditions.  A healthy diet can also improve 
concentration and attention. 



Everyone is different, so it's a good idea to talk to your doctor to get personalized advice on 
the best foods for you to eat. 
 

  

Ongoing research     
 

Over the last few years, research on diet and mental health has received much attention. 
For a long time, doctors and psychologists didn't pay much attention to what researchers 
had to say about food and mental health. Now, more and more findings suggest that our 
food choices do impact our mental health. It's vital to start taking these findings seriously. 

Eating healthy foods full of vitamins, minerals, and antioxidants can help your brain work 
better and improve your mental health. This suggests that what you eat matters. When you 
eat a diet rich in the proper nutrients, both your brain and your body have what they need to 
work their best.  
 

 

  

Not a Silver&Fit® member? Learn more about everything the program has to offer, 
including more helpful healthy living tips like this, here on our website. 

  

This information is not intended to take the place of regular medical care or advice. Please 
check with your doctor before using this information or beginning any self-care program. 

https://www.silverandfit.com/
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