NUTRITION and
MENTAL HEALTH & ILLNESS
Mental health problems and mental illness
are on the rise

Mental health

Mental illness

A state of well-being of the mind,
including feelings and emotions
which can fluctuate depending
on external circumstances.

A medically diagnosable
condition that affects a
person’s ability to function
over a long period of time.

VS

1 in5

Canadians experience a
mental health problem or
illness

Nutritional status plays a significant role in mental health across the lifespan

Mental health/illness

Nutritional status Prenatal Infancy Childhood Adolescence Adulthood Older Adults

(e.g. Eating disorders,
(e.g. Malnutrition)
Substance use disorders,
Depression, Cognitive impairment)

Nutrition is a critical factor for brain health
Did you know? The brain has the hungriest cells in
the body and is only 2% of the body’s weight, but uses
20% of food energy.

How are mental health and illness connected to nutrition status?
Eating disorders

Substance use disorders

result in an unhealthy focus on food and a lack of
necessary nutrients for health status leading to
malnutrition and reduced biological function. A
positive relationship with food is essential to reducing
the risk of mental health and illness issues, especially
at critical developmental timepoints such as
adolescence.

place users at high risk of malnutrition due to food
insecurity, decreased appetite, poor oral and
gastrointestinal health and nutrient depletion. This
undernutrition can consequently reduce brain function
leading to mental health issues such as depression.

Cognitive impairment

Depression & other mental illnesses
often result in overeating or a loss in appetite causing
a diet of lower quality which places these individuals
at a higher risk for developing malnutrition.

such as Alzheimer’s disease can lead to a higher risk
of poor nutrition or developing malnutrition which
can perpetuate cognitive impairments.

How can nutrition support good mental health?
Eat a healthy
and balanced
diet
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Eat vegetables,
fruit, whole
grains, nuts, fish
and lean meats

Limit foods
high in sugar,
saturated fat
and sodium
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