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Targeted Dietary Change
Nourishes Mental Health
Connections between mood and diet have long been proposed. However, there
are only a few randomized controlled trials (RCTs) that specifically look at the
link between diet and depression.  One recent RCT in depressed adults was
published in 2019 in Nutritional Neuroscience, and helps to shed light on this
important topic.  In this study, strategic dietary improvements, including
adoption of a Mediterranean eating pattern and long-term supplementation
with omega-3 fats, were linked to better scores in validated assessments for
depression, mood, and quality of life.

Major depression has recently been ranked as the second highest cause of loss of years of life
from disability, and the prevalence  of depression among women is about twice that of men.
Between 1990 and 2013, these lost years of life from depressive disorders increased by 53.4%,
according to the Global Burden of Disease report cited by the authors of the above study. It’s
also notable that cardiovascular disease and depression share multiple etiopathologies and risk
factors. These include poor nutrition, chronic inflammation, and low circulating levels of
omega-3 fatty acids. Changing dietary habits is often difficult due to ingrained lifestyle habits,
and may be especially challenging in depression as a result of altered affect and loss of
motivation.

The traditional Mediterranean diet (sometimes called the “Med Diet”) is generally considered to
be highly palatable as well as representing a  behaviorally sustainable approach to healthy
eating. In meta-analyses, it has been associated with better cardiovascular function and
reduced risk for depression. It features polyphenol-rich extra virgin olive oil as the main dietary
fat, and focuses on vegetables, fruits, olives, nuts, seeds, and whole grains. It includes only
modest amounts of fish and red wine, and provides little or no red meat, sweets, dairy products,
or processed foods. Hands-on learning experiences in adopting this dietary pattern have shown

115 Hall Brothers Loop Ste.107, Bainbridge Island, WA 98110
©2020 Big Bold Health  | www.bigboldhealth.com

http://www.bigboldhealth.com


success in improving individuals’ food choices in several studies, including this research team’s
own pilot work in subjects with serious mental illness.

With all this in mind, here’s how this team structured their RCT. They began with  152 adults
aged 18-65 with self-reported depression, and  compared the effects of either 1) 3 months of
bi-weekly social support or 2) 3 months of bi-weekly Mediterranean diet food preparation
workshops, provision of recipe ingredients and other recommended foods, online cooking
resources, and 6 months of supplementation with fish oil capsules providing 900 mg
docosahexaenoic acid (DHA) and 200 mg eicosapentaenoic acid (EPA). The social support
group engaged in activities such as playing games and sharing photographs. Baseline and
study diets were controlled. Assessments were conducted at baseline, at 3 months, and at 6
months’ follow-up, and included the Depression Anxiety Stress Scale (DASS-21), Assessment
of Quality of Life (AQoL-8D), the Positive and Negative Affect Scale (PANAS), a validated
Mediterranean Diet adherence questionnaire, and analysis of red blood cells for omega-3 fatty
acid levels. At baseline, over 86% of study subjects scored in the severe or extremely severe
categories of the DASS depression scale.

According to the authors:

“Over three months, the Med Diet intervention significantly and substantially
improved diet quality of people with self-reported depression. These dietary
improvements were sustained at 6 months.”

Clinical Summary

Among the 85 participants with depression that completed the full 6-month study, receiving
either a nutrition-plus-social or a social-only intervention, major findings from this clinical study
include:

● Both nutrition-plus-social and social-only groups showed significant amelioration in
mental health measures on all related assessments, but the nutrition group showed a
significantly greater improvement on the DASS depression and Quality of Life scores
compared to the social-only group.

● Overall depression scores improved by almost 27% in the social-only group, and by 45%
in the nutrition group.

● After the treatment period, among participants receiving the nutrition intervention, 60%
fewer experienced severe depression, 72% fewer felt anxiety, and 69% fewer reported
issues with stress.

● At 3 months, the nutrition group showed a higher Mediterranean diet score, with greater
consumption of vegetables, fruits, nuts, legumes, and whole grains, greater vegetable
diversity, and reduced intakes of red meat/chicken and unhealthy snacks.
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● Greater adherence to the Mediterranean diet related significantly to lower depression,
anxiety, negative affect, better coping, and overall quality of life.

● Higher EPA intake was significantly associated with improved anxiety, stress, physical
health, and independent living scores, while higher DHA intake related to lower scores
for stress and negative emotions.

● Greater fruit intake was linked to more positive emotions and relationships and less
anxiety, and higher vegetable intake was associated with happiness, more positive
emotions, and less stress.

● Higher nut consumption was associated with better mental health, self-worth, overall
quality of life, and reduced stress, anxiety, and depression.

● Greater intake of legumes related to higher scores on coping, psychosocial measures,
and quality of life, as well as reduced anxiety, stress, and negative emotions.

● Greater diversity in vegetables consumed was linked to having more positive emotions
and reduced anxiety, depression, and negative emotions.

● Greater diversity in both fruit and vegetable intakes related to better overall quality of life,
happiness, mental health, independent living, relationships, and psychosocial scores.

● Reduced consumption of take-out food was correlated with better pain and overall
physical health quality of life scores, while lower intake of unhealthy snacks was linked to
improved mental health, coping, and psychosocial scores.

● Decreased arachidonic acid intake related to improvements in stress, overall quality of
life, mental health, and psychosocial scores, while a reduced arachidonic acid-to-EPA
dietary ratio was associated with better scores for pain and physical health quality of life.

The researchers note that an interactive workshop approach to nutrition intervention appears to
be both popular and effective in encouraging lifestyle change.

NUTRITION CONCLUSION

This RCT demonstrates significant combined effects of interactive nutrition
and cooking instruction, greater adherence to the Mediterranean diet, and
supplementation with omega-3 fats in adults with depression. These benefits
included significant improvements in lifestyle habits as well as mood. The
study design enabled many novel observations regarding the mental health
effects of specific food components on participants’ well-being.
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