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This article was previously published October 24, 2019, and has been updated with new

information.

Foods have an immense impact on your body and your brain, and eating whole foods as described

in my nutrition plan is a good way to simultaneously support your mental and physical health.

Avoiding sugar and arti;cial sweeteners is in my view, based on the evidence, a crucial aspect of

preventing and/or treating depression.

Both contribute to chronic in>ammation and can wreak havoc with your brain function. Recent

research also shows how swapping processed junk food for a healthier diet can signi;cantly

improve depression symptoms, which really shouldn't come as a great surprise.

The Sugar Trap

Research  published in 2014 linked sweetened beverages — both sugar- and arti;cially-sweetened

— with an increased risk of depression. Those who drank more than four cans or glasses of soda a

day had a 30% higher risk of depression compared to those who did not consume sweetened

beverages of any kind.

Interestingly, fruit juices were even more hazardous. The same amount of sweetened fruit drinks

(four glasses) was associated with a 38% higher risk of depression.

Overall, arti;cially sweetened so-called "diet" drinks were associated with the highest risks of

depression, compared to beverages sweetened with sugar or high-fructose corn syrup. More

speci;cally, compared to those who did not drink sweetened beverages:

Those who drank primarily diet soda were 31% more likely to suffer with depression, whereas

regular soda was associated with a 22% increased risk

Those who drank primarily diet fruit drinks had a 51% higher risk for depression, while

consuming regular fruit drinks was associated with a more modest 8% increased risk

Drinking primarily diet iced tea was associated with a 25% increased risk for depression,

whereas those who drank regular sweetened iced tea actually had a 6% reduced risk

Similarly, other research  found adolescents who had elevated levels of sodium and low levels of

potassium in their urine — two factors indicative of a diet high in junk food and processed food —

had more frequent symptoms of depression.

According to the authors,  "Given the substantial brain development that occurs during

adolescence, individuals in this developmental period may be particularly vulnerable to the effects

of diet on the neural mechanisms underlying emotion regulation and depression."

Why Sugar Takes a Toll on Mental Health

There are at least four potential mechanisms through which re;ned sugar intake could exert a toxic

effect on mental health:

1. Sugar (particularly fructose) and grains contribute to insulin and leptin resistance and impaired

signaling, which play a signi;cant role in your mental health

2. Sugar suppresses activity of a key growth hormone called brain derived neurotrophic factor

(BDNF), which promotes healthy brain neurons. BDNF levels are critically low in both

depression and schizophrenia, which animal models suggest might actually be causative

3. Sugar consumption also triggers a cascade of chemical reactions in your body that promote

chronic in>ammation. In the long term, in>ammation disrupts the normal functioning of your

immune system, which is linked to a greater risk of depression

4. Sugar impairs the microbiome and its in>uence on the modulation of stress response, immune

function, neurotransmission and neurogenesis

In 2004, British psychiatric researcher Malcolm Peet published a provocative cross-cultural

analysis  of the relationship between diet and mental illness. His primary ;nding was a strong link

between high sugar consumption and the risk of both depression and schizophrenia. According to

Peet:

"A higher national dietary intake of re2ned sugar and dairy products predicted a worse 2-

year outcome of schizophrenia. A high national prevalence of depression was predicted by

a low dietary intake of 2sh and seafood.

The dietary predictors of ... prevalence of depression are similar to those that predict

illnesses such as coronary heart disease and diabetes, which are more common in people

with mental health problems and in which nutritional approaches are widely

recommended."

One of the key predictors of heart disease and diabetes is in fact chronic in>ammation which, as

Peet mentions, is also associated with poor mental health. Sugar is a primary driver of chronic

in>ammation in your body, so consuming excessive amounts of sugar can truly set off an

avalanche of negative health events — both mental and physical.

Three-Week Dietary Intervention Lifts Depression

More recently, a study  published in the October 2019 issue of PLOS ONE said to be the ;rst of its

kind, found dietary intervention can effectively treat depression in young adults. The researchers

enrolled 101 individuals aged 17 to 35, whose stress and depression scores indicated moderate to

high levels of depression.

Participants were divided into two groups. One received dietary intervention while the other

(controls) received no intervention. Dietary instructions were provided to the treatment group by a

registered dietician via a 13-minute video, which could be revisited at will.

The dietary recommendations were based on the 2003 Australian Guide to Healthy Eating protocol

"with additional recommendations to increase concordance with Mediterranean-style diets … and

diet components (e.g., omega-3 fatty acids, cinnamon, turmeric) that have bene;cial effects on

neurological function."  More speci;cally, the treatment group was instructed to eat:

Five servings of vegetables per day

Two to three servings of fruit per day

Three servings of wholegrain cereal per day

Three servings of protein (such as lean meat, poultry, eggs or legumes) per day

Three servings of unsweetened dairy per day

Three servings of ;sh per week

3 tablespoons of nuts and seeds per day

2 tablespoons of olive oil per day

1 teaspoon of turmeric and cinnamon on most days

Re;ned carbohydrates, sugar, processed meats and soft drinks were to be avoided as much as

possible. According to the authors:

"There is strong epidemiological evidence that poor diet is associated with depression. The

reverse has also been shown, namely that eating a healthy diet rich in fruit, vegetables, 2sh

and lean meat, is associated with reduced risk of depression …

There was good compliance with the diet intervention recommendations assessed using

self-report and spectrophotometry. The Diet group had signi2cantly lower self-reported

depression symptoms than the Control Group …

Reduced DASS-21 depression subscale scores were maintained on follow up phone call 3

months later. These results are the 2rst to show that young adults with elevated depression

symptoms can engage in and adhere to a diet intervention, and that this can reduce

symptoms of depression."

Dietary Intervention SigniPcantly Lowers Depression Scores

The ;rst graph below illustrates the difference in primary depression scores (based on Centre for

Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale or CESD-R) between the two groups. The second graph

illustrates the difference between the two groups based on DASS-21 depression subscale scores.

Source: PLOS ONE October 9, 2019, Figure 2

Source: PLOS One October 9, 2019, Figure 3

The researchers also report that the dietary intervention resulted in lower levels of anger. In the

Discussion section of the paper, the authors make the following observations:

"The results of this RCT provide support for improving diet as a useful adjunct treatment to

reduce depressive symptoms … One of the most interesting 2ndings is the fact that diet

change was feasible in this population.

As the participants were young adults and university undergraduate students, we

anticipated several potential barriers such as the perceived cost of the diet, the time

demands of preparing food and/or reliance on others for food preparation (particularly if

they lived at home).

Additionally, the participants were recruited based on self-reported symptoms of

depression. We anticipated that the symptoms of depression, including low energy,

reduced motivation and apathy, would present as barriers to eating well.

Despite these factors, there was a signi2cant increase in the recommended foods and

decrease in processed foods for the diet change group but not the habitual diet group.

Furthermore, within the diet change group, increase in recommended foods was associated

with spectrophotometer readings. This provides objective evidence to support the

participants' self-reported compliance with the diet …

Even in the general population, adherence to diet advice is typically very poor, with over

80% of Australians reporting that they do not comply with dietary recommendations.

As a result, there is substantial nihilism regarding the ability to change people's diets. The

current study simply provided a brief 13-minute video, paper resources and minimal phone

support.

The fact that this relatively low-cost intervention can result in a population of young adults

adhering to diet recommendations is very promising. Furthermore, it is important to

consider that participants in the current study did not need to adhere strictly to the diet

recommendations to derive bene2t."

Other Studies Support Dietary Intervention for Mental Health

Another recent paper found similar results. The meta-analysis,  published in the April 2019 issue

of Psychosomatic Medicine, looked at 16 randomized controlled trials with outcome data — based

on a variety of depression scores — for 45,826 participants ranging in age from 21 to 85.

Interventions ranged from 10 days to three years.

While all but one examined nonclinical depression, dietary interventions were still found to

signi;cantly reduce symptoms of depression. Interestingly, women appeared to reap the greatest

bene;ts, not only for depression but also anxiety. According to the authors, "Dietary interventions

hold promise as a novel intervention for reducing symptoms of depression across the population."

Interestingly, studies specifying the involvement of a nutritional professional had signi;cantly

better results than those in which the dietary advice was delivered without a professional's

involvement.

However, as shown in the featured PLOS ONE study, this doesn't necessarily have to be a

complicated affair. There, participants simply viewed a video in which a dietician gave the

instructions.

Mechanisms of Action

In the Implications and Recommendations section of the Psychosomatic Medicine meta-analysis,

the authors point out a number of possible mechanisms of action allowing depressed patients to

bene;t from nutritional intervention:

"… diet may act via several pathways that are implicated in mental health. These include

pathways related to oxidative stress, inVammation, and mitochondrial dysfunction, which

are disrupted in people with mental disorders.

Gut microbiota dysbiosis has also been implicated because of emerging research

demonstrating involvement of the microbiome in the modulation of stress response,

immune function, neurotransmission, and neurogenesis. A healthy diet typically contains a

wide variety of bioactive compounds that can bene2cially interact with these pathways.

For example, vegetables and fruits contain, in addition to bene2cial vitamins, minerals and

2ber, a high concentration of various polyphenols that seem to be associated with reduced

rates of depression … potentially because of their anti-inVammatory, neuroprotective, and

prebiotic properties.

Furthermore, vitamins (e.g., B vitamins), fatty acids (e.g., omega 3 fatty acids), minerals

(e.g., zinc, magnesium), and 2ber (e.g., resistant starch) as well as other bioactive

components (e.g., probiotics), which are typically abundant in healthy dietary patterns, may

also be protective from mental illness.

Along with increasing the intake of bene2cial nutrients, dietary interventions may also

impact on mental well-being by reducing the consumption of unhealthy food associated

with increased risk for depression, such as processed meats, re2ned carbohydrates, and

other inVammatory foods.

Unhealthy diets are also high in other compounds that may negatively affect these

pathways. For example, elements commonly found in processed foods such as saturated

fatty acids, arti2cial sweeteners, and emulsi2ers may alter the gut microbiome, which may

activate inVammatory pathways."

Nutritional Advice for Mental Health

Keeping in>ammation in check is an important part of any effective mental health treatment plan. If

you're gluten sensitive, you will need to remove all gluten from your diet. A food sensitivity test can

help ascertain this. Reducing lectins may also be a good idea.

As a general guideline, eating a whole food diet as described in my optimal nutrition plan can go a

long way toward lowering your in>ammation level. A cornerstone of a healthy diet is limiting sugar

of all kinds, ideally to no more than 25 grams a day.

In one study,  men consuming more than 67 grams of sugar per day were 23% more likely to

develop anxiety or depression over the course of ;ve years than those whose sugar consumption

was less than 39.5 grams per day. Certain nutritional de;ciencies are also notorious contributors to

depression, especially:

• Marine-based omega-3 fats — Omega-3 fats have been shown to improve major depressive

disorder,  so make sure you're getting enough omega-3s in your diet, either from wild Alaskan

salmon, sardines, herring, mackerel and anchovies, or a high-quality supplement.

I recommend getting an omega-3 index test to make sure you're getting enough. Ideally, you

want your omega-3 index to be 8% or higher.

• B vitamins (including B1, B2, B3, B6, B9 and B12) — Low dietary folate can raise your risk of

depression by as much as 304%.  A 2017 study  showing the importance of vitamin

de;ciencies in depression involved suicidal teens. Most turned out to be de;cient in cerebral

folate and all of them showed improvement after treatment with folinic acid.

• Magnesium — Magnesium supplements have been shown to improve mild-to-moderate

depression in adults, with bene;cial effects occurring within two weeks of treatment.

• Vitamin D — Studies have shown vitamin D de;ciency can predispose you to depression and

that depression can respond favorably to optimizing your vitamin D stores,  ideally by getting

sensible sun exposure.

A double-blind randomized trial  published in 2008 concluded that supplementing with high

doses of vitamin D "seems to ameliorate [depression] symptoms indicating a possible causal

relationship." Research  published in 2014 also linked low vitamin D levels with an increased

risk for suicide.

The 2017 paper "Depression and Vitamin D De;ciency: Causality, Assessment and Clinical

Practice Implications," published in the journal of Neuropsychiatry, notes:

"The Third National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey, which enrolled a sample

of 7,970 non-institutionalized U.S. residents age 15 to 39, con2rmed that people with

serum vitamin D ≤50 nmol/L [20 ng/mL] are at a signi2cantly higher risk of showing

depression than individuals whose serum levels of vitamin D are greater or equal to 75

nmol/L [30 ng/mL] …

A … large cohort study  showed an association between low vitamin D levels and both

presence and severity of depression, this suggesting the possibility that

hypovitaminosis D indicates an underlying biological susceptibility for depression."

For optimal health, make sure your vitamin D level is between 60 and 80 ng/mL year-round.

Ideally, get a vitamin D test at least twice a year to monitor your level.

Keeping your gut microbiome healthy also has a signi;cant effect on your moods, emotions and

brain.

Helpful Supplements

A number of herbs and supplements can also be used in lieu of drugs to reduce symptoms of

anxiety and depression, including the following:

St. John's Wort (Hypericum perforatum) — This medicinal plant has a long historical use for
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depression, and is thought to work similarly to antidepressants, raising brain chemicals

associated with mood such as serotonin, dopamine and noradrenaline.

S-Adenosyl methionine (SAMe) — SAMe is an amino acid derivative that occurs naturally in all

cells. It plays a role in many biological reactions by transferring its methyl group to DNA,

proteins, phospholipids and biogenic amines. Several scienti;c studies indicate that SAMe

may be useful in the treatment of depression.

5-Hydroxytryptophan (5-HTP) — 5-HTP is another natural alternative to traditional

antidepressants. When your body sets about manufacturing serotonin, it ;rst makes 5-HTP.

Taking 5-HTP as a supplement may raise serotonin levels. Evidence suggests 5-HTP

outperforms a placebo when it comes to alleviating depression,  which is more than can be

said about antidepressants.

XingPiJieYu — This Chinese herb, available from doctors of traditional Chinese medicine, has

been found to reduce the effects of "chronic, unpredictable stress," thereby lowering your risk

of depression.

Other Helpful Treatment Options

Evidence clearly shows antidepressants are not an ideal choice for most people with depression.

Aside from diet, which I believe is foundational, the depression treatment with the most solid

scienti;c backing is exercise. Other treatment suggestions include phototherapy, regular exercise,

cognitive behavioral therapy, the Emotional Freedom Techniques and the importance of limiting

your electromagnetic ;eld exposure.

My latest book, “The Truth About COVID-19,” is an instant bestseller. After thousands of reviews it

has a nearly perfect 5-star rating, so grab your copy today before it’s too late!

The Truth
About

COVID-19
by Doctor Joseph Mercola

6,918 ratings

ORDER NOW
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Slinky33
Joined On 4/10/2008 10:48:33 PM

Add as Friend  Send Message

I just want to take a minute to practice a Mercola principle to ;ght depression - gratitude.  THANK YOU SO MUCH, Dr. Mercola, staff

and everyone who comments on this website.  Your advice has helped me greatly over the past decade battle lifelong depression and

has contributed to keeping me alive, well, and HAPPY.  The keto-style diet REALLY DOES HELP, especially since I combine it with eating

only two meals a day about 6-8 hours apart, exercise, sunlight, a LOT of supplements and spiritual encouragement (I personally like

Les Feldick, Joseph Prince and Joyce Meyer).  NO DRUGS for me as I've tried the anti-depressants several times with the same result

every time - works for about a year and then drops me like a rock.   I just want to encourage anyone struggling to keep up the ;ght.  It

may take a combination of strategies to ;nd what works for you.  God bless you all!
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rrealrose
Joined On 11/10/2011 8:59:01 AM
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In the US, most canned and bottled ice teas have HFCS, and the reference articles appear to come from Australia and the UK. (did not

read all the references). Suggest that by skipping over the HFCS connection, American processed beverages may be even more

dastardly than sugar or fruit sugar alone.
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juststeve
Joined On 1/5/2012 11:13:54 AM

Add as Friend  Send Message

Yup, and sugar fueled depression & mental illness fuels the opioid epidemic. $$$$ to be made all over the place.
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mammywitch
Joined On 11/19/2010 8:00:17 AM
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juststeve--in my personal experience sugar caused constant heartburn. Docs prescribed the PPIs that are so 'popular' today (eat

anything/everything you want and just take this little purple pill). Luckily for me my body revolted and the 'purple' pill made me

nauseous. This (sugar-induced heartburn) may be one of the reasons so many people are on the 'purple pill!' Everything has a

'pill' cure--just eat whatever you want (if you gain weight/have diabetes/have heartburn/etc., etc.) it's NOT YOUR FAULT---HERE,

TAKE THIS PILL...and now lately I have seen a lot of ads for a 2 shots a year thing that will take care of it, too! GOOD GRIEF!
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nunyabid00
Joined On 11/24/2020 7:21:27 AM

Add as Friend  Send Message

Mammywitch the only thing that completely stopped my severe GERD was to stop eating the foods I was allergic to. At the time,

I didn't know I had food allergies, but years later I realized it and stopped eating foods containing wheat, gluten, cocoa bean,

dairy, and a few others and bam my GERD disappeared on its own. Never again have I taken a PPI or similar drug. I still

occasionally get heartburn when I come down with a >u-type bug. That is actually what clues me into being sick with

something. LOL I'll start hiccup-burping and feeling the burning sensation, then a couple days later I'm mildly ill with whatever

bug my body is ;ghting or detoxing from.
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joandreyer
Joined On 6/10/2011 9:12:16 AM
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Electromagnetic ;eld research studies have shown long term, life impacting effects.  Are there currently any longitudinal studies

following a cohort that uses computers and electronics on a regular basis to evaluate the long term impacts on brain health, cancers,

or other diseases?  I am re>ecting on the study of nursing home patients in California who had a high percentage of Alzheimer’s

patients.  It was found that many had worked with sewing machines professionally.  EMFs from sewing machine motors are over the

roof.   I am a life long sewer, this study made me wonder how my use of computers and electronics might impact my health.
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grocerylist
Joined On 1/18/2018 7:49:42 PM

Add as Friend  Send Message

Wow this message resonated with me.  It's amazing that these posts are being regenerated  8 years later, but nice to see if

things have changed since thread postings.   I am a researcher by nature.   But, spending so many hours making sure I take the

best of the best, when, how, what brand, etc. takes so much computer time.  My eyes are suffering because of it.    I am now

limiting my reading time to one hour on the computer, then actually enacting what I've digestd.   Having tons of information in

the  brain but not utilizing it is just as bad as just eating the darn stuff.   I do believe computers and electronics can cause long

term effects.  Thanks for this post Joan!
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nunyabid00
Joined On 11/24/2020 7:21:27 AM

Add as Friend  Send Message

Wow! I had no idea! That's a very interesting correlation you've noticed! I, too, have wondered how we may fare over the next

hundred years or so with all the electronics which permeate our world now, and the constant use of phones and keeping them in

our pockets and by our beds, etc. Thanks for mentioning it. I hope we will ;nd an answer soon, but I hope it's not as bad as I

fear.
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Julia Vassilevskaia
Joined On 8/30/2013 11:09:57 PM

Add as Friend  Send Message

Inositol, B8 vitamin is a must for depression. 1-2 teaspoon of Inositol powder in little water would do a wonder.
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stanleybecker
Joined On 11/12/2012 3:21:48 AM

Add as Friend  Send Message

here's a paean to sugar - this song is one of many  - https/.../watch   and here is another blatant piece of propaganda for the Sugar

Industry - www.youtube.com/watch
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Tiggy22
Joined On 4/20/2017 11:16:50 AM

Add as Friend  Send Message

My heart skipped a beat when I saw Stan's face...wish he was still here with us all. Plus giving out his wonderful advice &

comments X
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mammywitch
Joined On 11/19/2010 8:00:17 AM

Add as Friend  Send Message

We run our kids through the fast food lines--buy them sodas (and if they are overweight we buy them diet sodas)--and then we wonder

why they are ill and depressed??? Do we (as a whole) think that the manufacturers and makers of these fast foods and sodas REALLY

have our best interests at heart??? It seems to be a "collusion" (pun intended*wink, wink*) to keep us and our offspring ill and

depressed and feeling lousy! The makers and shakers feed us lousy products (I won't even CALL it FOOD!!) and then when we feel

depressed, ill, etc...we run to the medical "profession" (sorry, they call it a 'practice'--when they call it a 'perfect', I will trust them! Or

maybe not--since they do lie a lot...) to get everything ';xed'--and they give us an opiod (feel better drug) that has more side effects

than bene;ts--and then the pharmaceutical companies even run commercials now to "add ___ to your arsenal against depression--but

don't go off the ___ that you have been taking and made so much progress with"---excuuuse me, if I've made so much progress---WHY

DO I NEED YET ANOTHER ONE????  We, as a species, are a very stupid lot if we fall for this crock of pooo!!! Okay, offa the soapbox

now.. :-D
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boden53
Joined On 1/31/2010 1:22:48 PM
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There is certainly certain conditions for depression, but overall one of the most ignored problem is of an emotional disturbance, since

the past 50+ yrs I was more active with graphology and recently color analysis, but since my endeavors of so many years researchers

have estimated that emotional situations contributed by as much as 89% of iliness, I never did this as a biz nor do I have any medical

training whatsoever, actually only did grade school, since in the 1940's education was certainly not important, my education was from

a catholic  school the teachers were brothers and as many of you can imagine that the subjects were mainly on religion ... but I have

helped some people with all types of medical conditions because with color and handwriting analysis (and this was done without

drugs nor electrical shocks) allowed me to uncover a person emotional disturbances and with common sense along within the last 10

yrs or so  a 10 point acupuncture technique resolving there health problem .. graphology is very common in Germany (for quite some

time now) it's utilized in industrial employment conditions where a person has to submit their handwriting before being accepted for a

job ..
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grocerylist
Joined On 1/18/2018 7:49:42 PM

Add as Friend  Send Message

Gosh I sure wish I had you local for color analysis, etc.  I'd love to ;nally dig down into the middle of it all.
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Naturalhealthbeliever
Joined On 10/24/2019 7:24:50 AM

Add as Friend  Send Message

Article is spot on. As someone who has been harmed by benzos and antidepressants still suffering almost 12 years later. Had to cut

out all sugar and gluten. Really made a difference.  Thousands of us on benzobuddies.org have had to teach ourselves a healthy

lifestyle to help in our torment. Mercola and Anthony William have got it right! So thankful for their wisdom!
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Calli14
Joined On 11/23/2016 9:52:57 AM
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Halloween is approaching fast, which is always followed by a round of common colds and other viruses.  I think the sugar is directly to

blame.
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Catlu1732
Joined On 12/31/2021 9:45:00 PM

Add as Friend  Send Message

Way back when, I used to have a lot of UTI's, so I gave up soda, but turned to iced tea. People said it was a bad replacement, but I

asked my urologist, and HE said, it's just dirty water. Strangely enough, I tried to switch to water (;nally), but IT game me the UTI's too.

Anyway, after being diagnosed with MS, I was speaking to a nurse (through my Medicare) and I told her I was drinking caffeinated tea,

and adding sugar. She gasped. I was asking for depression (something I've had most of my life), caffeine AND sugar? She suggested I

get rid of one of them. I am not making my own tea at home but it is half caffeine and half un-caffeine. But yes, I still add sugar.
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