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Food Affects Mood
& Mental Function
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• Blood sugar imbalances

• Lack of protein (amino acid) precursors of 
neurotransmitters (serotonin, dopamine, 
noradrenalin)

• Inadequate B-vitamins (B-6, folate, B-12), 
choline, magnesium

• Lack of essential omega-3 fats (DHA, EPA)

• Gut microbiome (fiber-rich foods, esp. soluble)

Medicine’s Increasing 
Appreciation for Role of Diet

Drew Ramsey, MD, Psychiatrist

Columbia University

“Food is a very effective 
and underutilized 

intervention in mental 
health. We want to help 
our patients have more 
resilient brains by using 

whole foods ...”

www.medscape.com/viewarticle/847304

Mark Hyman, MD

Podcast Series
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Normalize Blood Sugar

• Limit carbohydrates 
(especially sugar, refined 
grains, potatoes)

• Eat whole foods low in 
natural sugar & high in fiber

• Eat regular meals with 
some protein & healthy fat 
at each meal (to slow blood 
sugar rise)

• Be physically active (to 
build/preserve muscle mass 
& reduce fat mass = less 
insulin resistant)
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Artificial Sweeteners
Favor Weight Gain & Increase Diabetes Risk

• Acesulfame potassium (Sunett), aspartame (Equal, 
SutraSweet), saccharin (Sugar Twin, Sweet’n Low), 
sucralose (Splenda).

• Change in gut microbiome favors weight gain.

• Stimulate appetite, increasing food intake.

• Trick body into increasing insulin levels to handle anticipated 
blood sugar elevation.  Insulin favors fat storage.

• Slow metabolic rate (by decreasing core temperature), so 
reduce energy expenditure.
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B-Vitamins
Deficiency Symptoms

• Depression, vague 
fears

• Emotional instability

• Decreased ability to 
cope with problems

• Confusion, forgetfulness

• Irritability, quarrelsome

Best Sources

• Vegetables (especially 
leafy greens)

• Legumes

• Whole grains

• Seeds, nuts

• Meat, fish, poultry

• Milk products

Nutrients Support Mood
DRI = Daily Recommended Intake

• Folate—DRI=400 mcg/d; sources = vegetables, fruits, 
whole or fortified grains, legumes.

• B-6—DRI=1.3-1.7 mg/d; sources = dark green leafy 
vegetables, whole grains, legumes, lean meats.

• B-12—DRI=2.4 mcg/d (max absorption = 10 mcg/d); 
sources = lean meat, fish, poultry, dairy products; high 
risk of inadequacy = vegans (no animal products), 
celiac patients, chronic antacid use, elderly.

• Choline – DRI=425 -550 mg/d; egg yolks, liver, pork, 
legumes (especially soybeans), wheat germ, seeds 
(pumpkin, sunflower).
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Check Vitamin B-12 Status
https://www.mindfulnutritionsolutions.com/could-it-be-b12-deficiency

Normal Serum B-12 >500 pg/ml (Adults 18 – 60y) or >1,000 pg/ml (Adults >60y)

B12 Deficiency (CDR) Score

• Neurological Symptoms (+2)

• Psychiatric Symptoms (+2)

• Hematologic Signs/Symptoms (+2)

• Gastrointestinal Risks (+2)

• General Risks (+1)
– Vegan (no animal foods)

– Over 60 years

Risk = Low (0 – 2); At Risk (3 – 6); High (7+)
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High risk of inadequacy = vegans, IBS & celiac patients, chronic antacid use, elderly (>60y)

Learn more about 
urinary MMA test at 
http://www.b12.com/

Choline
• Essential for liver, muscle, & brain functions; lipid 

metabolism (transport of triglycerides/energy out of liver 
to muscles); & cellular membrane composition & repair.

• Majority of Americans do NOT obtain recommended 
intake of choline, including about 1/3 of older adults.

• Health effects of inadequate choline:
– During pregnancy & early childhood impacts neurocognitive 

development;

– During adolescence & adulthood increases risk of mood 
disorders & fatty liver disease;

– In later years, increases risk of cognitive decline.
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Amino Acids from Protein Foods
Required to Make Neurotransmitters

(Serotonin, Dopamine, Adrenaline)

• 7g in 1 oz cooked lean meat, fish, poultry (no skin)

• 7g in 1 egg (including yolk)

• 7g in 1/3 cup cooked dry beans, peas, lentils

• 7g in 1/3 cup nuts or ¼ cup seeds (without shells)

• 8g in 1 cup (8 fl. oz.) milk, 1 oz cheese, 6 oz yogurt

• 2-3g in 1 slice bread, 1/2 cup cooked grain

• 2g in 1/2 cup cut-up vegetables

3 oz

Calculate Your Daily Protein Requirement by
Dividing Body Weight in Half = Approx. Protein (g/day)

Magnesium (Mg) & Mood
• Strong evidence that deficiency of essential elements 

(Mg, Zn, Cu, Li) can lead to depression
– Supplementation can enhance therapeutic effect of antidepressants.

– Refer to BREAKTHROUGH DEPRESSION SOLUTION by James M. 
Greenblatt, MD (2016); Wang J, et al. Nutrients 2018 May 9;10(5):E584.

• Significant association between very low Mg intake & 
depression, especially in younger adults
– NHANES, 8894 US adults, mean age 46 years, 2007-2011.

– Tarleton EK. J Am Board Fam Med 2015 Mar-Apr;28(2):249-56

• Several recent clinical trials report Mg supplementation 
improved depression and/or anxiety:
– Tarleton Ek, et al. Plos One 2017 Jun 27;12(6)

– Bambling M, et al. Inflammopharmcology 2017 Apr;25(2):271-74

– Rajizadeh A, et al. Nutr 2017 Mar;35:56-60 
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Healthy Gut = Better Mood, Cognition, Less Pain 

Fiber Goal 25-40+ g/day
(including 10+ g/day soluble fiber) 

Average Fiber/Serving

Food Soluble Insoluble Total

Vegetables 1 2 3

Fruits 1 2 3

Whole Grains 1 2 3

Legumes 2 5 7
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Serving = ½ cup cut-up fruit (not counting melons), vegetable; 1 cup raw leafy greens (not
counting lettuce); ½ cup cooked whole grains or beans (legumes); 1 slice bread, 1 6-in tortilla.

Bottom Line
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• Minimize/avoid sugar, refined grains,                     
starchy vegetables (like potatoes).

• Obtain adequate lean protein (tryptophan, Zn).

• Choose foods rich in B-vitamins (B-6, folate, B-12), 
choline, & magnesium.

• Enjoy small fatty fish 2-3 times/week (or equivalent from 
plant sources like flax, chia).

• Obtain adequate soluble fiber (10g/day), especially from 
vegetables, fruit, legumes. Soluble fiber is food for 
healthy gut biome (happy gut = happy people).


