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How nutrition impacts mental health
• Nutritional requirements – energy and nutrients required to support mental function 
• Body weight and body composition
• Inflammation and mental wellbeing
• Gut microbiome  

What to eat (and what not to eat)
• Diet quality 
• Carbohydrates
• Proteins
• Fats
• Alcohol

Practical strategies
Questions

“I believe depression is legitimate.  But I also believe that if you don’t 
exercise, eat nutritious foods, get sunlight, consume positive material, 

surround yourself with support, then you aren’t giving yourself a fighting 
chance.”  

(Jim Carrey, Actor & Comedian) 

Step “0” 

Source: RANZCGP, 2015, Royal Australian and New Zealand College of Psychiatrists clinical practice guidelines for mood disorders 

… and step 1  

How a “bad” diet influences mental health; Likely 
mechanisms
1. Nutrient deficiencies: Diets based on highly processed foods typically low in important nutrients – leading 

to specific nutrient deficiencies linked to mental health (e.g., amino acids, B-vitamins, zinc and omega-3 
fatty acids).  

2. Body weight (and composition):  Poor dietary quality likely to cause body weight gain.  Overweight and 
obesity is strongly associated with common mood disorders including anxiety and depression (AIHW, 
2014).

3. Inflammatory foods:  Diets based on highly processed foods typically contain excess added sugars, 
saturated and trans fats - which trigger chronic, low-grade inflammation in the body (Berk et al., 2013).  

4. Gut microbiome:  The health and diversity of your digestive bacteria impacts directly on mood and 
behaviour.    
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Bi-directional relationship – nutrition & mental health 

Source: Jacka 2012

Eating enough

Undereating = eating less kilojoules than your body needs

Undereating isn’t just dieting.  It can be: 
• Strict, sustained kilojoule restriction
• Strict “clean eating” regimens that blacklist specific food (dairy, 

wheat) or nutrient (carbs, fats) groups 
• Overexercising – regularly trains more than once per day. 
• Skipping meals for long periods during the day. 

Can occur regardless of underweight, normal weight or overweight, but worse if underweight.  

Mood and personality 

Undereating can can change every aspect of your personality.  

When you undereat, your brain panics and will leave “survival brain” in the driver’s seat.   
• Less resilient to stress
• Unable to be spontaneous and relax – agitated, restlessness – perpetual weight loss.  
• Obsessive and compulsive behaviour
• Find it hard to think clearly, set priorities and switch easily from one task to another – thinking becomes 

inflexible.  
• More reactive and less able to show empathy or connect emotionally.  
• Low mood, flat
• Panic attacks common
• If undereating continues indefinitely, social withdrawal, loss of sexual feeling and feeling fat (even if 

underweight) is common. 

Behavioural changes
Undereating triggers powerful cravings, usually for foods rich in sugar and fat (because they are a quick and easy 
source of energy).   Resisting these strong cravings uses up a huge amount of physical and mental energy.  Your 
brain and body are doing all they can to alert you to the fact that they need more food. Source: de Wit, L.M., van Straten, A., van Herten, M. et al. (2009) Depression and body mass index, a u-shaped association. BMC Public Health 9, 14 (2009). 

https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-9-14

BMI and Depression – A U-Shaped Association

Underweight 
• Underweight and / or very low body fat can exacerbate stress, anxiety and depression (worse in females). 

• Low body fat = low oestrogen.  Oestrogen “switches off” fear response after danger subsides (Cover et al., 
2014).

• Mental impact of trauma can be significantly different based on oestrogen level (timing of trauma within 
menstrual cycle or menopause) (Maddox et al., 2017).  

• Oestrogen is not just produced in ovaries, also in adrenal glands (Kenealy et al., 2013).   

• Low body temperature (and increased anxiety) may stimulate excessive exercise in females (Maddox et al. 
2017) leading to perpetual weight loss. 

Hunger also increases stress / anxiety (regardless of gender, body weight or composition).   It’s not fun.   

Inflammation makes you feel bad
• Inflammation makes you feel cranky, hungry, causes fat to accumulate around your belly 

and can make you crave more sugar and fat.   

• Inflammation is also a key component of our stress response. 

• In the short term, our body uses inflammatory responses to fight off potential infections, 
speed up healing and protect us from injury and overuse (this is a good thing).    

• But while inflammation is busy protecting us, it also triggers pain receptors and makes us 
feel pretty awful, stressed, tired and lethargic (think how you feel on the first day of 
starting to get sick).   

• Inflammation makes us feel lousy and changes our behaviour.  Research shows that when 
pro-inflammatory factors are administered to mice, the mice become less active, spend 
more time sleeping, lose their appetite and groom themselves less, spend less time 
interacting with other mice and seem less interested in what’s going on around them 
(Jacka, 2019).  

• Chronic, low-grade inflammation plays a role in pretty much all our major chronic diseases.  
Cardiovascular disease, type 2 diabetes, obesity as well anxiety and depression.  
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Inflammatory foods impact mental wellbeing in two ways: 
• Overall weight gain, plus visceral fat (belly fat)  - which triggers inflammation (so you are eating foods 

that cause inflammation and also encourage the growth of fat cells that cause even more inflammation).  
• Increased visceral fat also makes you crave more sugars and triggers your appetite – contributing to even 

more weight gain.  

• Inflammation may play a significant role in mood disorders including depression and anxiety.  

• Elevated levels of pro-inflammatory cytokines repeatedly demonstrated in both major depressive disorder and 
bipolar disorder patients (Rosenblat et al, 2014).  

• While weight maintenance does ultimately depend mostly on energy balance, the nutritional quality and 
inflammatory potential of the foods consumed super-important consideration in optimising health, body 
shape and how good you feel.

Pro-inflammatory foods: 

• Processed meats, sugar, white bread, cakes, donuts, chips, biscuits, artificially sweetened drinks, vegetable 
oils. 

Anti-inflammatory foods

• Green-leafy vegetables, nuts, seeds, fresh fruits, fish, vegetables, legumes, extra-virgin olive oil, wholegrains 
and stone-ground grains (think Mediterranean diet).  

Things can change quickly….  

Overweight and obesity  

Being overweight or obese is associated with increased risk of mental 
distress or mental health conditions (AIHW, 2014).   

Hormonal changes associated with abdominal obesity include: 
• Hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) dysregulation 
• Altered levels of cortisol, leptin and insulin (all impact mood). 
• Brain glucocorticoids (GCs)
• Visceral (belly) fat accumulation also stimulates the release of 

inflammatory cytokines (e.g., tumour necrosis factor-α, 
interleukin-1β) and signals (C-reactive protein) that can 
promote neuro-inflammatory responses and depressive
behaviour. 

Visceral vs. Subcutaneous fat

Working with your clients to reach and maintain a healthy weight range (and lose visceral fat) will reduce inflammation 
(and cravings) and support mental wellbeing. 

Dietary Quality & Mental Wellbeing

“A diet high in saturated fats and refined sugars has a very potent negative 
impact on brain proteins that we know are extremely important in depression 
– neurotrophins, which protect the brain against oxidative stress and promote 
the growth of new brain cells.  There also seems to be an impact of saturated 
fat on the stress response system, which is also important in both depression 

and anxiety”
Associate Professor Felice Jacka, President, International Society for Nutritional Psychiatry Research.

http://www.isnpr.org

Overall Diet Still Most Important

Can’t just single out one element, superfood, nutrient
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Diet Quality

Diet Quality can be assessed via a range of indexes, but is typically characterized by: 
• Vegetables
• Fruits
• Wholegrains 
• Fish 
• Nuts, seeds, legumes
• High quality meat (including grass fed red meat)

“Traditional diets” vary across cultures yet still appear to be protective against development of mental illness.   

Carbohydrates and Mental Wellbeing
(Why carbohydrates make you feel happy)

Short-term / immediate impact 

• Carbohydrates provide energy (and energy feels good)

• Body can use fat or carbohydrate for energy (low-moderate intensity exercise),  but brain set-up to run on 
carbohydrate.  

• Eating carbohydrates also triggers insulin secretion - facilitates the transport of tryptophan across the blood 
brain barrier to produce serotonin (calming, feel good neurotransmitter).  

Longer term dietary carbohydrate choices 

• Just choose healthy carbs

Bad carbs (sugars)

Sugar impacts health and mental wellbeing in three distinct ways: 

1. Drops in blood sugar levels cause lethargy, irritability, tremors, shakiness and mood swings which, 
which can exacerbate stress, anxiety and depressive states. 

2. Extrinsic (added sugars) or “free sugars” promote inflammatory response. 

3. Displacing healthier, more nutritious foods from the diet, therefore reducing overall dietary quality 
and potentially leading to nutritional deficiencies.  

Australian Dietary Guidelines (2013) recommend limiting intakes of foods and drinks containing added 
sugars. 

WHO recommends limiting intake of free sugars to <5% of total dietary intake.  

Bad carbs (fructose extracts)
• Fructose = fruit sugar.  

• Research suggests high fructose intake linked with cognitive decline and memory. 

• Research also suggests that non-natural sources of fructose, such as sugar-sweetened beverages increase 
inflammation in the brain and can impair memory consolidation.   

• But…. Overwhelming majority of negative health research outcomes based on “non-natural sources of 
fructose” such as the ingredient high-fructose corn-syrup (HFCS) and / or extracted fructose (Melville, 2014).  

• Fructose and HFCS commonly in U.S. food supply but not widely used in the Australian food supply (NHMRC, 
2013). 

Fructose, in its natural form in fresh fruit, comes along with water, fibre, vitamins 
and minerals and does not cause blood sugar spikes or inflammatory responses.  

Bad carbs (processed grains (white stuff)) 

• Research shows that refined carbohydrates are amongst the most detrimental foods to mental health 
(Melville, 2014).  

• Processed grains (e.g., white wheat flour used to make white bread and pasta) have had bran and germ 
layers removed, leading to loss of:  

• most of the dietary fibre 
• many of the vitamins (especially B-vitamins – that are integral to healthy stress response), 
• minerals (including magnesium and selenium) 
• phytochemicals (shown to exert potent anti-inflammatory actions).

White stuff = pro-inflammatory 
Wholegrains = anti-inflammatory

Protein and Mental Wellbeing
• Many neurotransmitters made from amino acids.  

• Dopamine is made from the amino acid tyrosine 
• Serotonin is made from the amino acid tryptophan.  

• Deficiency of either of these amino acids associated with low mood and aggression.  
• Dietary protein also plays a role in managing stress and anxiety via a range of mechanisms 

including:  
• blood sugar balance
• appetite control / satiety (and therefore weight management) 

Is red meat pro-inflammatory? 
• Australian research (Deakin Uni) suggests eating less than recommended amount of red 

meat related to increased risk of depression and anxiety in women. 
• Seems that eating a moderate amount of lean red meat (3-4 small, palm-sized serves per 

week) protective.  
• “red meat in Australia is a healthy product as it contains high levels of nutrients, including the 

omega-3 fatty acids that are important to mental and physical health. This is because cattle 
and sheep in Australia are largely grass fed. In many other countries, the cattle are kept in 
feedlots and fed grains, rather than grass. This results in a much less healthy meat with more 
saturated fat and fewer healthy fats.”
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Umami tastes – watch this space Dietary Fats and Mental Wellbeing

• 1 gram of fat = 37.7 kJ so diets high in fat may contribute to weight gain and therefore possible mental health 
impacts.  

• Types of fat consumed is the most important factor in relation to mental health.  

It’s likely that human beings evolved on a diet that included a ratio of omega-3 to omega-6 fatty acids of 
approximately 1 to 1.

• Typical western diet, this ratio is on average 15 to 1 omega 6 to omega 3 (Simopoulis, 2002), 

• A chronic imbalance of omega 6 to omega 3 fatty acids = potential inflammatory trigger associated with 
chronic diseases including depression, heart disease, type 2 diabetes and obesity (Hegarty & Parker, 2013).

Balancing omega 3:6 ratio

Methods to reduce omega 6 intake (balancing omega 3 to omega 6 ratio): 

• Cook with cold-pressed, extra-virgin olive oil.  Olive oil low in omega 6 and saturated fat. 

• Avoid partially hydrogenated oils = trans fat (bad) 

• Avoid peanut oil, soybean oil, cottonseed oil, regular sunflower oil, regular safflower oil and corn oil.  
These are very high in linoleic acid (omega 6s), which, in excess are pro-inflammatory.

• There are very few cooking oils that are rich in omega 3 fatty acids, and the oils that are high omega 3 
fatty acids, such as flax oil, tend to break down too quickly for high-heat cooking.  Use these in salads 
etc instead. 

• Eat fish regularly. Seafood that is high in omega 3 fatty acids and low in mercury are salmon, herring, 
sardines, oysters, mackerel (not king Mackerel), trout and shellfish.

• Choose grass fed meats.  Grass fed beef has a lower omega 6 to omega 3 ratio by approximately 75% in 
comparison to grain-fed meats.  Most red meat in Australia is grass-fed.  

Gut health and mental health

• Trillions of bacteria inside digestive system. 

• Gut microbiota communicates with the central nervous system (including the brain) possibly via neural, 
hormonal and immune pathways.  

• Research links gut microbiota to almost every major lifestyle disease, including obesity, diabetes, 
cardiovascular disease, allergies and asthma – as well as anxiety and depression.  

• Vast majority of the research is in animals, rather than humans. 

• Changes in composition of gut microbiota contribute to inflammation and obesity. 

• Studies in germ-free animals suggest the gut microbiota is influential in regulation of anxiety, mood, cognition 
and pain (Cryan & Dinan, 2014) and germ-free mice have an overactive stress response. 

• Gut bacteria produces the majority of the body’s serotonin.  

• Mice studies suggest swapping gut bacteria can change daringness and risk-taking behaviours between 
animals (Foster, 2013).  

• Microbiota diversity is key to gut health.  

Gut microbiome
Probiotics
• Live, beneficial bacteria in fermented foods 
• yoghurt, sauerkraut, kefir, kombucha, sauerkraut, pickles, miso, tempeh, kimchi, sourdough bread and some 

cheeses. 

Prebiotics
• Mostly come from fibre-rich, plant-based foods (wholegrains, vegetables, fruits, legumes, nuts and seeds). 
• Gut bacteria ferment these plant foods to feed and ‘fertilise’ our beneficial bacteria. 

How quickly can I change my gut flora? 
2 weeks 

Extra tips to support gut health and microbiota diversity: 
• Avoid artificial sweeteners (Nettleton et al., 2016)
• Highly-refined, processed foods, saturated fats, emulsifiers and binge drinking may also hijack healthy 

microbiota diversity (Chassaing et al., 2015; Cani & Everard, 2015).  
• The best way to encourage microbiota diversity is to eat a wide range of (whole) plant-based foods (you do 

not need to be a vegetarian or vegan, just eat more food from plants).    

Inflammatory foods (eat less)
• Sugar: Too much sugar can alert the body to send out extra immunity messengers, called cytokines. 

• Refined grains:  White breads and pastas are pro-inflammatory.  As grains are processed from wholegrain to 
“white” the bran and germ layers are removed and the nutrients important to health (including mental 
health) such as B-group vitamins and magnesium are removed. The refined grains that are left at the end of 
the processing are simply fast-digesting carbohydrates and empty kilojoules.   

• Ultra-processed foods: Most processed foods contain added sugars, fats and salts, all of which can contribute 
to stimulating the body’s inflammatory response.  

• Alcohol:  Alcohol is immediate sugar when it is metabolised.  When drinking in excess, bacteria can also easily 
pass through the intestinal lining, leading to irritation and inflammation. 

• Trans fats:  research shows pro-inflammatory impact of trans fats.  Trans fats should be eliminated from diet 
wherever possible.  

• Red meat: Research suggests red meat can have an inflammatory effect on the body, however grass-fed lean 
red meat (most Australian red meat is grass fed) may actually be helpful in the management of anxiety (Jacka
et al, 2011).  

These foods should therefore be minimised in the diet wherever possible.  
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Anti-inflammatory foods (eat more)

Foods considered to have anti-inflammatory actions (therefore protective in mental health wellbeing).  

• Fruits and vegetables (particularly green leafy vegetables)

• Legumes

• Omega 3 fatty acids (fish, flaxseed, walnuts, chia)

• Cold-pressed olive oils (monounsaturated helps balance omega 3:6 ratio)

• Nuts & seeds 

• Green tea 

Alcohol

• Disrupts sleep (rebound anxiety) and exacerbates stress next day.  
(Fall asleep easily but then wake up in middle of night).    

• Blocks REM sleep – considered the most restorative type of sleep.  

• Extra kilojoules (inflammatory plus stimulates visceral adiposity (fat 
around midsection) and extra sugar.   

Medications and weight gain

• Remember Scope of Practice

• Be mindful of weight gain with many anti-depressant / anti-anxiety medications

• Anti-depressant medications can have sedative effects and / or reduce satiety.  

• NEVER advise a client to discontinue prescription medication.  

Practical strategies
Readiness to change is a rollercoaster

Make it about them
Doesn’t have to be perfect (the more perfect it is, the less likely it’s true) 

Focus on positive: 
• What was your best day this week? 
• What foods did you eat the day before? 
• What was the healthiest meal you cooked this week? 

• Prepare own meals
• Water intake
• Timing of meals 

Every person’s journey is different, you just want to be there to help support them while they work it out. 
Use your ongoing relationship as the  
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