
GOOD food is gen er ally linked to a healthy body, but food also plays an import ant role in men tal
health. Simply put, what we eat affects our men tal well-being.

The World Health Organ isa tion estim ates that at least 970 mil lion indi vidu als glob ally suff er from
poor men tal health, with anxi ety and depres sion being the most com mon.
While there are many con trib ut ing factors to this phe nomenon, the role of nutri tion in sup port ing
men tal well-being often receives little atten tion.
IMU Uni versity pro fessor of nutri tion and dietet ics Dr Win nie Chee explains that the brain needs
nutri ents to func tion — it uses gluc ose as its source of energy, pro teins for neur o trans mit ters like
dopam ine and sero tonin, and fat to cover the sheath of nervous sys tem tis sues.
She adds that in light of ongo ing research, we are see ing more and more evid ence that our diet ary
habits can be linked to men tal health.
To date, sev eral large cohort stud ies have clearly estab lished a con nec tion between nutri tion and
men tal health dis orders. Some have also estab lished con nec tions between nutri tion and the
devel op ment of neuro cog nit ive dis orders like demen tia and Alzheimer’s,
owing to defi cien cies in cer tain nutri ents. “Our mood and beha viour are influ enced by what we
eat, and there are many beha vi oural aspects that affect our eat ing habits, such as emo tional eat -
ing, situ ations that trig ger crav ings for foods high in fat and sugar, as well as stressin duced trig -
gers that cause us to
eat more or less than we nor mally would.”
Chee adds that the found a tions of good nutri tion begin dur ing preg nancy and chil dren adopt the
eat ing habits of their par ents, for bet ter or worse.
Mean while, the eld erly may face vari ous chal lenges, from func tional issues such as di�  culty in
access ing
or cook ing nutri tious food for them selves to poor appet ite, and higher pre val ence of chronic con -
di tions and cog nit ive dis orders.
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“The rela tion ship between nutri tion and men tal well-being runs in both dir ec tions, with good
nutri tion sup port ing men tal well-being, while those strug gling with men tal health issues are
more likely to face chal lenges in this area.”
Chee stresses that it always comes down to eat ing a greater vari ety of whole or min im ally pro -
cessed foods. This means more fruits, veget ables, whole grains, nuts and fish.
“We can’t run away from the basis of what it means to have a healthy diet.”
However, the 2023 National Health and Mor bid ity Sur vey indic ates that 95 per cent of Malay si ans
do not eat the recom men ded five por tions of fruit and veget ables every day.
Fur ther more, 50 per cent of adults lead a sedent ary life style and 84 per cent are not act ive in
sports, fit ness or leis ure activ it ies.
Chee says five por tions per day is not a lot — it is as simple as one and a half cups of veget ables
with your meals, and two slices of fruit like papaya or pine apple.
But we are not even doing that, even though local fruits and veget ables are plen ti ful in Malay sia.
Chee encour ages a hol istic approach towards healthy eat ing and men tal health, as they are inter -
con nec ted.
“We need a great deal of edu ca tion for Malay si ans to take an act ive and respons ible approach to
what they con sume,” she says.
A healthy diet with a vari ety of nutri ents, together with phys ical activ ity, is essen tial to sup port
men tal health and well-being, besides lower ing our risk for many ser i ous health con di tions.
THINK LOCAL
When it comes to healthy eat ing and food pyr am ids, the Medi ter ranean diet is often praised for its
bene fits. However, as its recom mend a tions are based on foods more com monly found in coun tries
bor der ing the Medi ter ranean Sea, the cost of these ingredi ents can be too pro hib it ive for many
people.
For tu nately, its guid ing prin ciples can be eas ily adap ted to a more local approach, known in some
circles as the “Medi ter rAsian diet”.
To begin, the base of this pyr amid is not food-based at all, but activ ity based as the found a tion of
healthy eat ing begins with an act ive life style, which helps to boost endorphins and sup port men -
tal well-being.
There after, the primary food cat egory is plant-based, pri or it ising whole grains, beans, pulses and
nuts. These include chick peas, sun flower seeds, pea nuts and soy a beans, which are high in fibre
and sup port the good bac teria in your gut micro bi ome.
Chee says gut health is inex tric ably linked to men tal health. The next cat egory is fish-based pro -
tein, such as sardines, which helps sup ply Omega-3.
The smal lest cat egory is dairy such as low-fat yogurt and cheese, and meat-based pro tein like
eggs and chicken to provide the amino acid trypto phan, which the brain needs to pro duce sero -
tonin.
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