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Depression and diet 
A number of cross-country and population-based studies 
have linked the intake of certain nutrients with the reported
prevalence of different types of depression. For example, 
correlations between low intakes of fish by country and high 
levels of depression among its citizens – and the reverse - 
have been shown for many types of depression.  Complex
carbohydrates as well as certain food components such as 
folic acid, omega-3 fatty acids, selenium and tryptophan are 
thought to decrease the symptoms of depression.

Those with low intakes of folate, or folic acid, have been
found to be significantly more likely to be diagnosed with 
depression than those with higher intakes. Similar conclusions 
have been drawn from studies looking at the association of 
depression with low levels of zinc and vitamins B1, B2 and C. 
In other studies standard treatments have been
supplemented with these micronutrients resulting in greater 
relief of symptoms in people with depression and bi-polar 
affective disorder, in some cases by as much as 50%.

1. It’s crucial for brain development.
When we eat real food that nourishes us, it becomes the pro-
tein-building blocks, enzymes, brain tissue, and neurotrans-
mitters that transfer information and signals between various 
parts of the brain and body.

2. It puts the brain into grow mode.
Certain nutrients and dietary patterns are linked to changes in 
a brain protein that helps increase connections between brain 
cells. A diet rich in nutrients like omega-3s and zinc boosts 
levels of this substance.

On the other hand, a diet high in saturated fats and refined 
sugars has a very potent negative impact on brain proteins.

3. It fills the gut with healthy bacteria.
And that’s good for the brain. Trillions of good bacteria live 
in the gut. They fend off bad germs and keep your immune 
system in check, which means they help tame inflammation in 
the body. Some gut germs even help make brain-powering
B vitamins.

Foods with beneficial bacteria (probiotics) help maintain a 
healthy gut environment, or “biome.” A healthier microbiome 
is going to decrease inflammation, which affects mood and 
cognition.
A high-fat or high-sugar diet is bad for gut health and, 
therefore, your brain. 

Make sure you’re adding these nutrients:
B vitamins. People with low B12 levels have more brain 
inflammation and higher rates of depression and dementia. 
Falling short on folate has long been linked to low moods.
Iron. Too little iron in the blood (iron-deficiency anemia) 
has been linked to depression.
Omega-3s. These healthy fatty acids improve thinking and 
memory and, possibly, mood.
Zinc. This nutrient helps control the body’s response to stress. 
Low levels can cause depression. A great source is oysters, 
which pack 500% of your daily need of zinc but have just 10 
calories apiece, Ramsey says. Mussels, which are rich in brain-
healthy selenium, are also a good choice.

Also, fermented foods such as kefir, sauerkraut, kimchi, and 
yogurt with live active cultures, which provide good gut
bacteria, may help reduce anxiety, stress, and depression. 
Fatty fish like salmon and mackerel provide omega-3 fatty
acids, vitamin B12, zinc, selenium and other brain boosters. 
And dark chocolate has antioxidants, which increase blood 
flow to the brain, aiding mood and memory.
Depression is very common in our society for a variety of 
reasons. It is sometimes a secondary condition associated with 
people who have chronic health conditions or disabilities and 
face unique problems and challenges which may place them 
at increased risk. Depression is a serious illness and it is very 
important to see a health care professional for treatment if 
you are experiencing signs of depression. 
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Good nutrition is an important component of an improved 
mood and an increased sense of wellbeing but it is not a sub-
stitute for medical care.

How Nutrients Help Your Brain 
What we eat can determine how we feel but how we feel can 
also determine what we eat. Food and the chemicals in our 
brains interact to keep us going throughout the day. It is im-
portant to eat a variety of healthy foods, as they have different 
effects on our brains. For example, carbohydrates increase 
serotonin, a brain chemical that has a calming effect. Perhaps 
that’s why people often crave carbohydrate-rich foods when 
they are under stress. Protein-rich foods increase tyrosine, do-
pamine, and norepinephrine, which help to increase alertness. 
In addition, certain healthy fats (omega-3 fatty acids) become 
part of the membranes of brain cells and control many brain 
processes. Poor nutrition or lack of a variety of healthy foods 
can contribute to depression by limiting the availability of 
these specific nutrients.

What Deficiencies Can Do 
While nutrient deficiencies are usually rare, it’s important to 
note the effect that certain deficiencies can have on mental 
health. Thiamine (vitamin B1), which is found in legumes, 
some seeds, and fortified grains, is necessary for maintaining 
your energy supplies and coordinating the activity of nerves 
and muscles. Thiamine deficiency can therefore lead to 
weakness, irritability, and depression. Folate (vitamin B9), 
which is found in leafy greens, legumes, and fortified grains, 
is essential for supporting red blood cell production, helping 
to prevent homocysteine build-up in your blood, and 
allowing nerves to function properly. Folate deficiency can 
result in depression, apathy, fatigue, poor sleep, and
poor concentration.
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