
Effects of Dietary Interventions on Treatment for Patients 
with Anxiety and Depression, A Systematic Review 

Over 19 million adults suffer from anxiety and depression.1

80% those people reported functional impairments 
causing problems at home and work.1 During 2020 the 
average of those who experienced depression and anxiety 
symptoms in America rose from 36.4% to 41.5%.14 These 
rates have increased by 4% since 2020.18 People 
experiencing depression and anxiety have reduced ability 
to participate in many aspects of life due to physiological 
functional deficiencies caused by mental illness.16Anti-
anxiety and anti-depressant medication can have negative 
side effects, including increased agitation,
sleeping problems and can increase risks of serotonin 
syndromes and suicidal thoughts.16 This increasing rate of 
mental illness expresses a need for more research on 
treatment options interventions for those with anxiety and 
depression. The goal of this research is to review published 
literature on the effect of implementing dietary and 
nutrition interventions for those with anxiety and 
depression. 

Introduction 
This review included five randomized control trials,1,2,3,4,5 a behavioral 
modification study,9 an observational study,12 and a cohort study.10

Three of the these found that dietary interventions (diet specialist 
visits, dietary changes, video instructions, or cutting and increasing 
specific foods in diets) decrease levels of depression and anxiety, and 
positively impacted life quality, productivity, and stress.3,4,9 One study 
comparing dietary and social interventions found dietary changes had 
a larger positive impact than social interventions in patients with 
depression and anxiety.5 A study found that providing fruits and 
vegetables helped to decrease symptoms of anxiety and depression 
but reminders were not beneficial to participants.2 One study saw 
improvements in symptoms of depression, anxiety, and increased 
work productivity with low fat diets.1 A study found that those with 
diets involving better nutrient intake and scheduled eating times 
improved depressive symptoms than those who do not have 
scheduled meal times.12 Finally one study found that anxiety disorders 
are associated with lower quality diets.10 Overall the he studies 
showed that dietary interventions as a part of treatment plans for 
depression and anxiety resulted in a significant reduction in symptoms 
and improved quality of life. 

Results 
The studies in this review found a relationship between 
poor diets and increasing mental illness.11,13 Along with 
this they found that symptoms of anxiety or depression 
decrease when nutrition or dietary interventions are 
implemented into treatment plans, and an increased 
quality of life, productiveness, and decreased stress levels 
were seen. 1,2,4,5,6,10 

A strength of the study was the demographics which 
included varying ages, genders, ethnicities, and locations, 
which allowed for an understanding of the effectiveness 
of dietary implementation on different populations. 
However, a limitation was the studies looked at different 
dietary restrictions without coming to an agreement on 
which specific dietary intervention was best for anxiety 
and depression treatments. 
The research findings suggest that nutritional and dietary 
interventions in treatment plans can help to improve 
symptoms of depression and anxiety along with 
improving quality of life, productiveness, and stress. 
Further research should look to find what dietary or 
nutritional interventions are best for decreasing 
symptoms. This information can help doctors and 
patients understand that there are alternatives to 
treatment for anxiety and depression other than therapy 
and medications. Additionally, the information will help 
to benefit and lessen the burden of anxiety and 
depression of the estimated 19 million Americans that 
suffer from the conditions1 and will help providers to 
better care for patients seeking help.
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Figure 1. Examples of foods that boost serotonin and help protect against depression and anxiety 3

Sources were collected from PubMed and CINAHL in 
January and February of 2023. Advanced search terms 
included: Dietary interventions AND Nutritional 
Interventions AND Treatments AND Anxiety AND 
Depression. The search initially identified 95 records which 
were screened for duplicates, relevancy, and eligibility 
leaving 8 final articles for this review. The effects of dietary 
interventions for anxiety and depression were obtained 
through food frequency and self-administer 
questionnaires, online and in-person assessments, and 
daily logs.
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