The Impact of Nutrition on the Mental Health of Young Adults

Emely Melendez, Siying Li, Venus Velasco
UC San Diego Herbert Wertheim School of Public Health and

Longevity Science

To examine the relationship between the nutrition

of young adults ages 18-25 and their mental
health.
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Introduction/Background

* Young adults between the ages of 18-25 are susceptible
to a crucial developmental stage characterized by
educational, physical, and mental transitions.

* Food insecure young adults have higher odds of mental
health issues.

* On average, the human brain consumes about 20% of a
person’s daily calories.

* Omega-3 fatty acids, a vital nutrient, are pivotal for
neuronal cell membranes and are important for various
functions in the central nervous system.

* A balanced diet rich in nutrients can deter the
development of major depressive symptoms.

* These nutrient dense foods having a neuroprotective
effect that helps regulate oxidative stress, which is
linked to mood disorders.

Methodology

Anonymous online cross-sectional survey

-Distributed via social media and in-person through QR
code and online link.

Participant Eligibility

- Youth population in San Diego ages 18-25

Exposure and Outcome Questions

-Exposure: Daily Diet Nutritious vs. non- nutritious meals
-Outcome: Overall mental health, specifically anxiety,
depression and mood being measured depending on diet.

* Most participants were college students between 18-25 years old. Total participants were 83 individuals.
* No significant link between access to nutritious food and low energy, but a slight negative correlation

existed

* Pearson correlation tested food variety (USDA categories) vs. energy depletion (N=51).

* Weak negative correlation: r = -0.133, p = 0.353 (>0.05).

 Eating more nutritious food shows a slight improvement in mental health

* Limited access to nutritious foods is linked to poorer sleep, food insecurity, and low energy.
* 45.8% of young adults strongly believe diet affects mood and mental health.

* 17.6% reported restricted access to nutritious food.

Correlations

On a scale of

How often are
you able to
eat at least

three
categories
from the

Does your diet have an impact on your mood or

mental health?

Policy Implications

 Intervention focused on accessible nutritional

food for low-income students.
* Free access to mental health services on a larger
scale on campus not based on health insurance.
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Conclusion

* Research highlights the role of nutrition in brain
function (Chopra et al., 2021).

* No significant relationship found between nutritious
food intake and mental health, but 50% of participants
believe diet impacts their mental health outcomes.

* Slight negative correlation with observed daily eating
pattern and trouble concentrating on day-to-day

activities.
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