
Did you know that what you 
eat can directly impact your 
mood? Certain foods will 
improve mood and promote 
happiness, while others can 
have the opposite effect.

How we feel can also influence our 
choice of food. We often eat more 
“comfort foods” like sugary snacks 
or high carbohydrate foods when 
feeling down, stressed or anxious. 
Although these foods can improve 
mood briefly, they do not support 
mental health in the long run.  
Understandably, it’s challenging to 
find motivation when feeling down.

The great news is that diet is a 
modifiable factor. We can either 
modify or change it to reduce the 
risk or improve our mental health.
   
Changing what you eat affects 
an area of the brain called the 
hippocampus that plays a critical 

role in mental health and mood. 
Amazingly, the hippocampus can 
also increase its size by growing 
new neurons!

An essential protein called brain-
derived neurotrophic factor (BDNF) 
plays a crucial role in creating these 
new neurones. However, saturated 
fats and refined carbohydrates 
found in fast food and sugary 
drinks appear to reduce BDNF and 
brain cell growth, thereby reducing 
the size of the hippocampus. 
Fortunately, diet can also benefit 
the hippocampus, which we'll 
discuss in this article.

Besides the brain structure, mental 
health is also linked to gut health. 
Mental health issues often occur 
with gut disorders, such as irritable 
bowel syndrome (IBS). The gut and 
the brain communicate via  
a pathway called the vagus nerve, 
a two-way communication, so  

the brain affects the stomach  
and vice versa. Gut health is 
therefore essential for supporting 
mental health.

The gut is the home of at least 
1,000 different species of bacteria, 
some of which help make 
neurotransmitters which are 
chemical messengers that send 
signals between cells. One of these 
neurotransmitters, serotonin, is 
called the "happy" neurotransmitter. 
When the mood is low, serotonin 
levels are often lacking. We used 
to think serotonin was produced. In 
actual fact, almost 90% of serotonin 
is made in the gut. That's why it's 
sometimes called the second brain!
 
Now that we know the importance 
of the gut in producing serotonin, 
the happy neurotransmitter, how do 
we keep it healthy? Diet is one of the 
answers – here are our top nutrition 
tips for a healthy gut and brain.

The best and worst foods for happiness 
(and how to eat for mood)  



Fermented foods
Fermented foods like kefir, kimchi, 
kombucha and sauerkraut contain 
live bacteria that support gut 
health. A recent study found that 
people who ate more servings 
of probiotic and fermented food 
per week experienced less severe 
depression than those who ate 
fewer fermented foods.

Fibre
By breaking down the fibre in 
the large bowel, bacteria create 
short-chain fatty acids that help 
produce serotonin. So, fibre is vital 
in the production of serotonin to 
improve mood. Fibre comes in 
two forms; soluble (oats, beans, 
peas, chickpeas, lentils, barley) 
and insoluble (bran, corn, nuts). 
Many foods contain both types 
of fibre, and you can try to eat as 
many plant sources as possible to 
increase your fibre intake. 

Milk, turkey, chicken, tuna, nuts 
These foods are good sources of 
tryptophan, an essential amino 
acid vital for mood. Tryptophan 
is required to make serotonin; 
however, the body cannot produce 

it, so it must come from the diet. 
Whenever possible, consume these 
foods with a carbohydrate source 
during the same meal to help 
transport tryptophan to the brain. 

Oily fish 
Research shows that depression 
is less common in countries that 
eat a diet rich in oily fish. The 
omega-3 in oily fish has beneficial 
effects on mental health and 
plays a vital role in brain function 
and development. Omega-3 is 
regarded as an essential fatty acid 
because the body cannot make it, 
so like tryptophan, you must get it 
from your diet. The richest sources 
of omega-3 are oily fish (salmon, 
mackerel, kippers, sardines, trout), 
seaweed or algae.  

You should eat oily fish or seaweed 
(algae) if you're vegetarian two to 
three times per week to maintain 
good mental health. Supplements 
may be helpful if your diet does 
not contain oily fish but always 
consult a doctor before starting 
supplements. 

Flaxseeds 
There are many forms of omega-3, 
but they are not all equal. Oily 
fish and algae are packed with 
omega-3 components called 
eicosapentaenoic acid (EPA) and 
docosahexaenoic acid (DHA). EPA 
and DHA have been extensively 
researched for their health benefits 
on mental health. Flaxseed and 

walnuts are examples of omega-3, 
but only a small amount (around 
10%) gets converted to the beneficial 
EPA and DHA. While flaxseed is 
different from oily fish or algal oil, it 
is still valuable as a backup rather 
than a substitute. It can be added 
to cereals or smoothies to improve 
omega-3 levels.

Whole grains 
There are various nutrients in whole 
grains, including B vitamins which 
assist in creating serotonin. Low 
mood is likely to be experienced in 
diets with low amounts of  
specifically B12 and folic acid (B9). 

B12 deficiency is relatively 
common, particularly in mid-life 
and onwards, as our bodies lose 
their ability to absorb it over time. 
People who take stomach acidity 
reduction medications (proton-
pump inhibitors) or people with  
a low-quality vegan diet may also 
have lower levels of B12. A doctor 
can check vitamin B12 as part  
of a blood test. Food sources of  
B12 include; animal protein,  
fortified breakfast cereals, and 
nutritional yeast. 

Folic acid deficiency occurs when 
dietary sources are low. Folate is 
found in whole grains, beans, nuts, 
seeds, and dark green leafy  
vegetables.  

Dark chocolate 
Dark chocolate also has mood-
improving qualities. Studies 
identify dark (85%) chocolate 
reduced negative moods, possibly 
affecting gut health due to the 
high polyphenol content in cocoa. 
It is thought that polyphenols 
may reduce the stress hormone 
cortisol. The polyphenols need to 
be broken down by gut micro-
organisms, reminding us of the 
importance of good gut health. A 
small daily amount of dark (85%) 
chocolate can alter gut health and 
improve mood.



Avoid the sugar roller coaster 
Mood can reflect the amount 
of glucose in the blood. When 
glucose levels in the blood are 
high, mood and energy are also 
elevated. However, this rarely 
lasts for long, resulting in a sugar, 
energy and mood dip. 

Avoid the sugar roller coaster by 
matching your food to your energy 
requirement. The Glycemic Index 
ranks carbohydrates according to 
the speed of glucose release. For 
quick unsustainable energy, which 
is helpful before exercise, choose 
high glycemic index foods.

For sustainable energy and 
mood, choose foods lower on 
the glycemic index, such as lean 
meat, fish, nuts, vegetables, and 
avocados. These usually contain 
protein, fibre, or fat and help 
stabilise mood.

Alcohol, have less to  
feel more
Reaching for an alcoholic drink 
may appear to relieve feelings 
of depression and anxiety 
and reduce feelings of self-
consciousness. Still, it's been shown 
that these effects are limited to 
the first glass. After this, emotions 
like anxiety and depression 
become more common. Alcohol 
can also disrupt sleep quality, 
leaving you feeling tired, craving 
less healthy foods and feeling 
depressed or anxious.

So, let's summarise the connection 
between food and mood. Nutrition 

is one of the foundations of good 
mental health. Food can affect the 
size or part of the brain involved  
in mood. Food also affects 
the health of our gut, which 
is connected to our brain by 
the vagus nerve, transmitting 
thousands of messages a day.  

Improving mental health requires 
good gut health with plenty of 
good bacteria such as fermented 
foods and fibre and foods high in 
B vitamins, protein, oily fish, and 
whole grains. It's pretty much the 
Mediterranean diet! And don't 
forget to add in a small amount of 
dark (85%) chocolate.

Contact us
Want to learn more about the 
connection between diet and 
mood? Speak to the Validium 
team today.


