
Depression: What does food have to do with it 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Depression and Nutrition 

Depression can result in an increase or a decrease in appetite, over-eating 

for emotional comfort, or feeling too tired to plan and fix healthy meals 

and snacks. Both under-eating and over-eating can lead to poor nutritional 

status, and this can affect your health and mental health.  

Not eating the right type and amounts of carbohydrate, fat and 

protein are linked to being depressed and mental health. Vitamins 

and minerals are also needed to produce neurotransmitters.  

Neurotransmitters are chemicals found in your nerve cells that 

communicate with other nerve cells or with muscle. These  

neurotransmitters are important in preventing and treating  

depression and include Noradrenaline, Serotonin, and Dopamine.  

Eating habits that include a variety of foods from all the food 

groups can lower the risk of developing depression. Certain fish 

like salmon and sardines, fish oils, flaxseed, nuts, and vegetable 

oils (like canola) are excellent sources of omega-3 fatty acids 

which our brains are made of.  

First check your medications: Antidepressants and other  medications 

may affect your appetite, thirst, digestion and absorption of food and  

nutrients, bowel movements, weight, and nutrient needs. Many medications 

taken for depression can cause undesirable weight gain. Maintaining a 

healthy weight is important because obesity increases the risk of  

cardiovascular disease, hypertension, stroke, and some cancers. 

Approximately 20 percent of older adults have serious depression. Poor health, chronic pain, the 

loss of friends and loved ones, and increasing isolation (being alone) can foster mood problems. 

Unlike younger adults whose depression is more likely to be emotional symptoms (like sadness 

and guilt), older adults are more likely to experience depression as bodily symptoms that may  

include sleep disturbances, loss of appetite and lack of energy. Depression in older adults often 

overlaps with other medical problems. For instance, people who have diseases such as  

arthritis, diabetes, high blood pressure, heart disease, stroke and cancer are at greater risk for  

depression. The risk is also higher for those who are recently widowed, or who serve as caregivers 

to someone who is seriously ill. 
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Balancing Fatty Acids: Fatty acids, especially  
omega-3, is an important nutrient for the brain and  

nervous system. Not enough omega-3 fatty acids and 
below-normal levels of cholesterol in the blood are  
believed to affect the development of depression.  

Include healthy fats in your daily diet from foods such 
as avocado, nuts, and olive and canola oil. 

1. Nuts: Five servings a week like nuts and seeds 

and butters (almond, walnut, cashew, peanut, hazel-

nut, sunflower and sesame seed) 

2. Fish: At least once a week like tuna, salmon, 

mackerel, lake trout, herring, or sardines 

3. Olive or Canola oil: Use as your  main cooking oil 

Carbohydrates and your blood sugar: Having very high or  low blood sugars may 
play a role in developing depression. Carbohydrate-rich foods (especially those  

containing sugar) can trigger brain chemicals to produce increased feelings of well-being 
or energy in the short term. Carbohydrates high in fiber (like whole grains, whole fruits 
and vegetables) are likely to provide a more moderate but lasting effect on brain  

chemistry and mood, as compared to the quick but short-lasting “good feeling” that  
refined carbohydrates (like sugar) give.  

Eat a variety of protein foods: Those neurotransmitters require a var iety 

of proteins in our diet in order to get the important and essential amino acids 

that the body can not make on its own. These include fish, poultry, eggs, beef, 

pork, beans, and dairy foods.  

If you have a poor appetite: Try to make your  eating 

space pleasant and relaxing to keep you calm. Make your 

meals more appealing by selecting foods that vary in texture, 

color, and flavor. Add color with various fruits and veggies. 

Add different seasoning to your foods to flavor it up or roast 

some fruits and veggies to add to your dish. You can try  

eating smaller meals and snacks and eating them more often. 

Eating with a friend or in a group can also improve your  

appetite and increase the amount of food you eat.  

Enough fluid: Include about 8 cups per  day of 

primarily water, milk, coffee, tea, juice, and sodas. 

Be aware of the calories and sugar content of your 

choices. 

Activity: Regular  physical activities and exercise 

improves mood, normalizes appetite, and will help 

keep your weight in a healthy range.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If you are more hungry or have food cravings: 

Try slowing down if you are eating fast – that is to 

take at least 20 minutes to finish your meals. This is 

eating “mindfully,” by taking the time to savor and 

enjoy the tastes, textures, and smells of your food. 

Eat lower calorie, higher fiber foods such as whole 

grains, fresh fruit or veggies, and be sure to choose 

to drink more water or other unsweetened  

beverages.  

Times of eating: Do not skip meals and snacks 

but plan on having them no more than 3-5 hours 

apart each day. 

Vitamins and Minerals and Supplements: 

Vitamins B1, B6, B12, C, D, and folate, and 

minerals (copper, iron, magnesium, and zinc) 

are involved in making the neurotransmitters 

that effect your mood. The diets of those with 

depression have been found to lack enough 

Vitamins B1, B2, B6, B12, and folate, as well 

as minerals phosphorous, zinc, magnesium, 

and iron.   Many foods are excellent sources of folate—

fruits and vegetables, whole grains, beans, 

breakfast cereals, and fortified grains and grain 

products.  

Good sources of vitamin B6 include fortified 

cereals, beans, poultry, fish, and some  

vegetables and fruits, especially dark leafy 

greens, papayas, oranges, and cantaloupe.  

Vitamin B12 is found naturally in animal  

products (such as fish, poultry, meat, eggs, or 

dairy). It is also found in fortified breakfast  

cereals and enriched soy or rice milk. Most  

people have plenty of vitamin B12 in their diets. 

The main concern is whether vitamin B12 is 

adequately absorbed.   



Discuss the medications and supplements you take and their side effects and nutrient  

interactions with your physician, registered dietitian or nutritionist, and/or pharmacist.  

Consumer-centered access for long-term care information, 
referrals and assessments.  For information, call 382-8481, #9, ext.304 

To get assistance concerning depression call 382-8481, #0 

Have a nutritional question or concern?  If you are par ticipating in services offered by Schenectady  

County’s Senior and Long Term Care services, you are eligible to have a free consultation with a Registered  

Dietitian.  Call Cornell Cooperative Extension, Schenectady County at 372-1622, ext. 269.  Leave a message, if 

necessary, for dietitian to call you back. 

Schenectady County Department of Senior and Long Term Care Services denies no person services or access to service based upon race, color, sex, religion, national 

origin, marital status and/or handicapping conditions.  Schenectady County Department of Senior and Long Term Care Services is primarily funded with County tax 

dollars.  Supplemental funding is through the New York State Office for the Aging under Title III-B/D, III-C-1, III-C-2, III-F of the Federal Older Americans Act, and 

New York State Expanded In-Home Services for the Elderly (EISEP), Community Services for the Elderly Act (CSE), Congregate Services Initiative (CSI), and the 

Wellness In Nutrition (WIN). 
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Dealing with Depression Puzzle  

Find the words on the right in this puzzle. 

They go in any direction.  

Brain food tips:  Couple your  grains with some protein for  longer   

lasting energy and mental performance. Include toast with almond butter, 

oatmeal with berries and chia seeds, a toasted English muffin topped with a 

scrambled egg and slice of turkey bacon or a high-fiber fruit and nut  

muffin.  

Add blueberries or grapes to your yogurt, oatmeal, smoothies or baked 

goods.  

Almonds and other nuts provide a healthy mix of protein, fiber and fat to 

help maintain your blood sugar levels to help you stay focused and  

energized. Add chopped nuts to your low fat yogurt, cottage cheese,  

oatmeal, or cold cereal.  

 

Go to: www.nimh.nih.gov/health/publications/ 

for this booklet 


