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All about mood
Three chemicals in your brain—called neurotransmitters—directly affect mood.2

•   Serotonin is a “feel good” chemical that helps promote calmness, improve outlook and may lessen depression.

•   Norepinephrine and dopamine work together to increase your energy level and alertness. 

Balancing these chemicals is important for keeping a balanced mood.

Food and mood 
The relationship between food and mood is complicated. The foods you eat may influence your mood, and 
your mood may influence the foods you eat. While there is a clear relationship between nutrition and chronic 
health conditions like obesity, heart disease and diabetes, the connection between food and mood isn’t as 
well-established. 

However according to the American Academy of Family Physicians, new research is confirming the link 
between diet and mental health.1 Eating a healthy diet, along with specific mood-boosting nutrients, 
may help reduce symptoms of depression and enhance emotional well-being. 

Food and mood: 
What’s the 
connection?
Eating a nutritious diet helps you keep a 
healthy body weight and a healthy heart, 
and it helps reduce your risk of developing 
some chronic conditions.1 What you eat 
may also affect your mood. 
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It all starts with balance
Eating high-quality foods with lots of vitamins, minerals and antioxidants helps keep the brain 
well-nourished and protected from oxidative stress.3

Consider following the Mediterranean diet to support mental health. Research shows that the 
Mediterranean diet may help reduce the risk of depression or improve symptoms for people with 
depression and anxiety.4,5  

 Note: Consult with your healthcare provider prior to 
making any dietary changes.

Stop skipping meals 
What you eat is important, but so is when you eat. It’s 
important to eat often enough and avoid missing meals. 
Skipping meals leads to low blood sugar, and this can make 
you feel weak, grumpy and tired. If you have diabetes, it can 
be dangerous.6

Eat at set intervals throughout the day. Aim to eat 
breakfast, lunch, dinner and some healthy snacks around 
the same times each day.

Feel good foods: carbs and protein
Mood-boosting meals combine high-quality carbohydrates and lean protein. Consider these tips:

•   Start with complex carbs. Whole grains, beans and vegetables help increase serotonin. Plus, they 
provide a more long-lasting effect on blood sugar.2

•   Add some lean protein. Norepinephrine and dopamine are released after eating protein. Lean protein 
like chicken, turkey, lean beef and legumes, are better for your heart and are easier to digest than 
fatty cuts of meat.2

Together, these foods may help lift your mood and keep your blood sugar levels steady.

Fishing for a good mood
Fatty fish is a good source of omega-3 fatty acids, which are known for playing an important role in 
brain function. People with depression may have low levels of EPA (eicosapentaenoic acid) and DHA 
(docosahexaenoic acid); fatty fish contains both.7

Aim to eat fatty fish 2–3 times per week. You can find omega-3 fatty acids in tuna, sardines, salmon, 
herring, trout, flaxseeds, chia seeds and walnuts. 

Research shows that taking fish oil supplements may also improve symptoms of depression.8 While 
omega-3 fatty acids aren’t considered a replacement for treatment of depression, they may be a helpful 
dietary addition to other treatments. Remember: Talk to your healthcare provider before taking any new 
dietary supplement.
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Fill up on fruits and veggies
Fruits and vegetables aren’t just good for your body, they may be 
good for your mind, too! Research shows that:

•   A higher intake of fruits and vegetables is associated with a lower 
risk of depression and anxiety9

•   People rate their mood better on the days they eat more fruits 
and vegetables10

It isn’t entirely clear what the connection is, but the link may be due 
to the rich antioxidant, vitamin and mineral content of fruits and 
vegetables.11,12 

Get more good bacteria
Along with helping your gut, probiotics may help support mental 
health. Research indicates that probiotics may act on bacteria in 
the gut to produce antidepressant and antianxiety effects, but 
more study is needed to understand the relationship.13

Some foods naturally contain probiotics. You can find them 
in fermented foods like yogurt, kimchi, tempeh, pickles, kefir, 
sauerkraut and kombucha.

Know which foods to avoid
When you are in a bad mood, you may be tempted to reach for 
simple sugars and other refined carbohydrates, but these foods 
may bring your mood down more. Consider these tips:

•   Limit refined carbohydrates. Research has found a link between refined carbs and an increased risk 
of depression. This may be because they have a rollercoaster effect on your blood sugar.14 

•   Make simple swaps. Wean yourself off sugary drinks and snacks gradually to retrain your taste buds.

•   Watch out for low-carb diets. A very low-carb diet may interfere with the production of 
mood-regulating neurotransmitters.15 

Note: If your healthcare provider has recommended that you follow a low-carbohydrate diet and you think 
it may be affecting your mood, ask your provider for help. 
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Quench your thirst
Staying well-hydrated is also important for keeping your 
mood lifted. There are many ways to quench your thirst; 
some beverages may be especially helpful for mood.

Research shows that coffee and tea drinkers are at a lower 
risk of depression than non-drinkers.16,17 However, it is 
important to be aware of how your caffeine intake affects 
your sleep. If you drink too much, it can prevent you from 
getting the sleep you need, which may influence your mood.

Drinking water can help prevent dehydration, which 
according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC), can cause unclear thinking and mood changes. Talk 
to your healthcare provider to learn how much water is right 
for you.18

It is also important to avoid alcohol. Alcohol may increase symptoms of anxiety and depression. Plus, it 
can interact negatively with medications used to treat mood disorders and other conditions.19 

Other mood-boosting strategies
Nutrition is only one piece of the puzzle. You can also help give your mood a boost by:

Staying active. Exercise releases feel-good endorphins and may help reduce stress. 

Staying social. Socialization helps keep your brain healthy and happy because it can provide a 
sense of belonging, self-worth, safety and security. 

Staying rested. Sleep helps replenish important mood-supporting neurotransmitters. 
Do everything you can to get 7–8 hours each night. 
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This information is provided for educational purposes only. It is not to be used for medical advice, 
diagnosis or treatment. Consult your healthcare provider if you have questions or concerns. Consult 
your doctor before beginning any new diet or exercise regimen.


