
Nourishing Mental Health

How nutrition and daily habits support the mind — and where the real evidence stands.

Mental health is health. It deserves the same attention we give the body, and in truth the two are
deeply connected. What we eat, how we sleep, how we move, and how connected we feel all shape
our mood, focus, and resilience. Mental health is influenced by many factors at once — biological,
psychological, and social — so no single habit is a cure. But nutrition and lifestyle are meaningful,
often overlooked pieces of the picture, and they are areas where small, steady changes can
genuinely help.

A note on the “chemical imbalance” idea. You may have heard that depression is simply caused by

a chemical imbalance in the brain. After decades of research, the evidence does not clearly support

that simple explanation — mood is far more complex than the level of any single brain chemical. This

matters because it means mental health is not about “fixing one chemical,” but about supporting the

whole person. Nutrition plays a real role in that fuller picture.

Nutrients That Genuinely Affect Mood

Deficiencies in certain nutrients are linked to low mood, fatigue, and poor concentration, and
correcting a true deficiency can help. Two important caveats: the benefit comes from restoring a
nutrient you are actually low in — taking more when your levels are already healthy is not shown to
boost mood — and a blood test from your provider is the reliable way to know where you stand.

Omega-3 Fatty Acids (especially EPA)
Among the most consistently supported nutrients in this area. Found in oily fish (salmon, sardines,
mackerel), walnuts, and flaxseed. Studied mainly as a complement to standard care, not a
replacement for it.

Folate (Vitamin B9) and Vitamin B12
Both are essential for a healthy nervous system, and low levels are associated with depressive
symptoms. B12 deficiency is more common in older adults, in people who eat little or no animal
products, and in those with digestive conditions. Folate is rich in leafy greens, legumes, and fortified
grains.

Vitamin D
Deficiency is common — especially in winter, indoor lifestyles, and darker skin tones — and is
associated with low mood. Supplement studies show mixed results, so the sensible step is to have
your level checked rather than to guess.

Iron
Often overlooked. Low iron can cause fatigue, brain fog, and low mood, and is particularly common in
menstruating women. Worth testing if you feel persistently drained.

Magnesium and Zinc



Both support nervous-system function, and low levels have been associated with mood symptoms.
Evidence is more mixed than for the nutrients above, but a whole-food diet generally keeps them in a
healthy range.

The Bigger Picture: Diet Pattern

Beyond any single nutrient, the overall pattern of eating matters. A Mediterranean-style diet — plenty
of vegetables and fruit, whole grains, legumes, fish, nuts, and olive oil, with less ultra-processed food
— has been shown in clinical trials to reduce depressive symptoms, even in people diagnosed with
depression. The takeaway is encouraging: eating well is not about perfection, but about building a
mostly whole-food pattern you can sustain.

Beyond Food: Daily Habits With Strong Evidence
● Sleep — consistent, sufficient sleep is one of the strongest levers for mood and emotional

regulation.
● Movement — regular physical activity has robust evidence for easing symptoms of depression and

anxiety; even walking counts.
● Daylight — natural light, especially in the morning, supports mood and healthy sleep rhythms.
● Connection — supportive relationships and community are protective for mental health; isolation

works against it.
● Limiting alcohol — alcohol is a depressant and disrupts sleep; cutting back often lifts mood.
● Stress practices — prayer, breathing, mindfulness, or time outdoors help regulate the body's stress

response.
● The gut connection — a fiber-rich, whole-food diet supports the gut, which research increasingly

links to mood, though this science is still developing.

When to Reach Out

Nutrition and lifestyle support mental health — they do not replace professional care. If low mood,
anxiety, or exhaustion have lasted more than two weeks or are affecting your daily life, talk to a
healthcare provider. Ask about simple bloodwork to check for deficiencies, and remember there is no
shame in seeking help — it is a sign of strength and self-respect.

If you are in crisis or thinking about harming yourself, you deserve immediate support. In the U.S.,

call or text 988 (Suicide & Crisis Lifeline), available 24/7. If someone is in immediate danger, call 911.

This resource is provided for general education by Hayat Wellness Center. It is not medical advice and does not
diagnose or treat any condition. Please consult a licensed healthcare provider about your individual needs.


