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Eating for mental well-being 
A NICE p h y s i q u e a n d 

glowing skin are o f t en 
a s s o c i a t e d w i t h a 
h e a l t h y d ie t a n d 

l i festyle. However , f o o d h a s an 
i m p o r t a n t role to play in m e n t a l 
hea l th as well. 

Menta l hea l th is m o r e t h a n just 
a buzz phrase . Accord ing to t h e 
World Hea l th Organisat ion, at least 
970 mi l l ion i nd iv idua l s g lobal ly 
su f fe r f r o m p o o r m e n t a l h e a l t h , 
wi th anxiety a n d depress ion be ing 
the m o s t c o m m o n disorders . 

Whi le t h e r e are m a n y fac to r s 
con t r ibu t ing to this p h e n o m e n o n 
a n d t h e c o n n e c t i o n b e t w e e n 
nu t r i t i on a n d m e n t a l h e a l t h h a s 
l o n g b e e n s t u d i e d , t h e role of 
n u t r i t i o n in s u p p o r t i n g m e n t a l 
w e l l - b e i n g o f t e n rece ives l i t t le 
a t t en t ion f r o m the genera l publ ic . 

The b r a i n n e e d s n u t r i e n t s to 
f u n c t i o n - it u s e s g lucose as its 
s o u r c e of energy , p r o t e i n s for 
n e u r o t r a n s m i t t e r s like d o p a m i n e 
and se ro ton in a n d fat to cover the 
s h e a t h of ne rvous sys tem tissues. 

As our u n d e r s t a n d i n g grows a n d 
in light of ongoing research, w e are 
s ee ing m o r e a n d m o r e e v i d e n c e 
t h a t our d i e t a ry h a b i t s c a n b e 
l inked wi th m e n t a l hea l th . To date, 
several large cohor t s tud ies have 
clear ly e s t a b l i s h e d a c o n n e c t i o n 
b e t w e e n n u t r i t i o n a n d m e n t a l 
h e a l t h d i s o r d e r s s u c h a s 
d e p r e s s i o n a n d anxie ty . S o m e 
s t u d i e s have a l so e s t a b l i s h e d a 
c o n n e c t i o n b e t w e e n nut r i t ion a n d 
the d e v e l o p m e n t of neurocogni t ive 
d i so rde r s s u c h as d e m e n t i a a n d 
Alzheimer 's , owing to def ic iencies 
in cer tain nu t r ien ts . 

Here are th ree th ings w e n e e d to 
u n d e r s t a n d abou t this connec t ion : 

O u r r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h f o o d is 
c o m p l i c a t e d 
Our m o o d a n d b e h a v i o u r a r e 
i n f l uenced by wha t w e eat . The re 
are m a n y behavioura l aspec ts tha t 
affect o u r ea t ing habi ts , s u c h as 
e m o t i o n a l ea t ing, s i tua t ions tha t 
trigger cravings for foods high in fat 
a n d sugar as well as s t r e s s - induced 
tr iggers tha t cause us to eat m o r e or 
less t h a n w e normal ly would . 

Life cycle is also a factor. The 
f o u n d a t i o n s of g o o d n u t r i t i o n 
b e g i n d u r i n g p r e g n a n c y a n d 
chi ldren adop t t he eat ing habi ts of 
thei r parents , for be t te r or worse . 
Meanwhi le , o lder p e r s o n s m a y face 
var ious challenges, f r o m func t iona l 
i ssues such as difficulty access ing 
o r cook ing n u t r i t i o u s f o o d for 
t h e m s e l v e s , p o o r a p p e t i t e a n d 
h i g h e r p r e v a l e n c e of c h r o n i c 
condi t ions a n d cognitive disorders . 

In e s s e n c e , t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p 
b e t w e e n nu t r i t ion a n d m e n t a l well-
be ing r u n s in b o t h direct ions, wi th 
good nut r i t ion suppor t i ng m e n t a l 
well-being, while those s truggling 
wi th m e n t a l hea l th issues are m o r e 
l ikely to face c h a l l e n g e s in th i s 
area . 

L o c a l h e a l t h y f o o d o p t i o n s a r e 
p l e n t i f u l 
W h e n it c o m e s to hea l thy ea t ing 
a n d f o o d p y r a m i d s , t h e 
M e d i t e r r a n e a n diet is o f ten pra i sed 
for its bene f i t s . However , a s i ts 
r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s a r e b a s e d o n 
f o o d s m o r e c o m m o n l y f o u n d in 
c o u n t r i e s b o r d e r i n g t h e 

O Watch your food intake to stay positive, keep moods in check 

M e d i t e r r a n e a n Sea ( h e n c e its 
n a m e ) such as Spain, Greece a n d 
Italy, the cost of these ingredients 
can be prohibi t ive for m a n y . 

For tuna te ly , i ts g u i d i n g 
pr incip les can be easily a d a p t e d to 
a m o r e local approach , k n o w n in 
s o m e circles as t he Medi ter rAsian 
diet. 

To beg in , t h e b a s e of th i s 
py ramid is no t f o o d - b a s e d at all b u t 
act ivi ty-based - t he f o u n d a t i o n of 
h e a l t h y ea t i ng b e g i n s w i t h a n 
ac t ive l ifestyle, w h i c h h e l p s to 
b o o s t e n d o r p h i n s a n d s u p p o r t s 
m e n t a l wel l -being. 

Therea f t e r , t h e p r i m a r y f o o d 
c a t e g o r y is p l a n t - b a s e d , 

p r io r i t i s ing w h o l e g r a i n s , b e a n s , 
p u l s e s a n d n u t s . T h e s e i n c l u d e 
ch i ckpeas , s u n f l o w e r seeds , 
p e a n u t s a n d soybeans , w h i c h are 
h igh in f ibre a n d s u p p o r t t he good 
bac ter ia in your gut mic rob iome . 
This, s h e e m p h a s i s e d , is an 
e s sen t i a l a spec t of d ie t , as gu t 
hea l th is inextr icably l inked wi th 
m e n t a l hea l th . 

The next category is fish-based 
pro te in , s u c h as sard ines , w h i c h 
h e l p s s u p p l y O m e g a - 3 . T h e 
smallest category is da i ry such as 
low-fa t y o g u r t a n d c h e e s e , a n d 
m e a t - b a s e d pro te in like eggs and 
chicken to provide the a m i n o acid 
t ryp tophan , w h i c h the b ra in n e e d s 

to p r o d u c e sero tonin . 

P r ac t i s e m i n d f u l ea t i ng 
It is i m p o r t a n t to p rac t ice 
mindfu lness in h o w a n d wha t w e 
eat . This is b e c a u s e s tud ie s l ink 
eating habi ts wi th factors such as 
urbanisa t ion, changes in t he food 
industry, overs t imulat ion a n d lack 
of t ime, wh ich cont r ibu te to h igher 
c o n s u m p t i o n of h igh-calor ie a n d 
processed foods. 

M i n d f u l n e s s is key to 
overcoming this, a n d you c a n start 
by taking no te of your o w n eating 
hab i t s or t r iggers so y o u c a n 
de te rmine if you eat m o r e w h e n you 
are stressed, b o r e d or sleepy. This 

will allow you to recognise these 
triggers ins tead of s u c c u m b i n g to 
them. 

To help, try s imple changes such 
as p lann ing mea ls a h e a d of t ime, 
having hea l thy snacks or fruits on 
h a n d such as bananas , wh ich are 
easy to eat on- the-go, a n d us ing 
f o o d t rack ing a p p s to h e l p 
incorpora te heal th ier food opt ions 
into your regular meals . 

It always comes back to eat ing a 
g rea t e r var ie ty of w h o l e or 
m i n i m a l l y p r o c e s s e d foods . This 
m e a n s m o r e f ru i ts , vege tab les , 
whole grains, nuts , a n d fish - w e 
canno t r u n away f rom the basis of 
wha t it m e a n s to have a hea l thy diet. 

However , c i t ing the Nat iona l 
Hea l th a n d Morbidi ty Survey 2023, 
a w h o p p i n g 95% of Malaysians do 
n o t ea t t h e r e c o m m e n d e d five 
po r t ions of f ru i t s a n d vege tab les 
every day. F u r t h e r m o r e , 50% of 
adul ts lead a seden ta ry lifestyle a n d 
84% are no t active in sports , fitness 
or leisure activities. 

Five por t ions pe r day is no t a lot 
- it is as s imple as one a n d a half 
cups of vegetables a n d two slices of 
fruits such as papaya or p ineapple . 
But w e are no t do ing tha t , even 
t h o u g h local fruits a n d vegetables 
a re plentiful in Malaysia. 

Moving fo rward , a hol is t ic 
a p p r o a c h t owards hea l thy ea t ing 
a n d m e n t a l h e a l t h is 
r e c o m m e n d e d , as t h e y are 
in te rconnec ted . 

This article is contributed by IMU 
University Professor of Nutrition & 

Dietetics Prof Dr Winnie Chee. 

95% of Malaysians do not eat the recommended five portions of fruits and vegetables every day. 
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