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Depression is an increasing disability worldwide, being two times more prevalent in
women than in men and very common in older adults. It is estimated to be the
second leading cause of disease burden in 2020. It is characterized by sadness, loss
of interest in daily activities and possibly weight change, sleep disturbance, fatigue or
difficulty of concentration. Since conventional treatment is effective only in 30% of
the cases and there is often relapse, it is necessary to investigate modifiable risk
factors to prevent the development of this disease. In this context, several studies
conducted in the last decades analyzed the role diet plays on mental health.

In a meta-analysis, data from 21 studies with 117,229 participants was analyzed and concluded that
a healthy dietary pattern (including olive oil, fruits and vegetables, whole grains, fish, low fat dairy,
etc) is associated with a lower risk of depression. This may be due to the high content of
antioxidants and folates of fruits and vegetables, the protective effect of omega-3, and other anti-
inflammatory components contained in this type of foods that could play an important role in the
pathophysiology of depression. On the contrary, an unhealthy dietary pattern (red and processed
meat, low intake of fruits and vegetables, refined grains, sweets, butter, etc) was associated with an
increased risk of depression, as a poor diet has been suggested to be related with low-grade
inflammation, endorphin level alteration and oxidative stress among other things.

This intervention studied the effect of Mediterranean diet (MD) on depression in very elderly people
(388 nonagenarians). Depressed women obtained significantly lower scores for adherence to the
MD compared to those non-depressed. Specifically, participants who consumed more fruits and
olive oil demonstrated to have a lower risk of depression with respect to those who had a lower
frequency of consumption (particularly evident for women). Researchers attributed this to the
presence of substances found specifically in olive oil, such as oleamide or polyphenols which are
relevant in mood disorders, as well as fruits, due to their content in fiber which influences intestinal
microbiota, also apparently relevant in mood disorders. In addition, antioxidants, such as vitamin C
and E, carotenoids and flavonoids, are implicated in the attenuation of inflammation and cognitive
promotion.

The objective of this meta-analysis was to understand the role of different types of diets, evaluated
with different indexes, on the development of depression. First, studies that used the MD index
showed that people with a high adherence were less likely to develop depressive outcomes.
Furthermore, those studies that evaluated diet quality with the Healthy Eating Index also obtained
similar results to the MD index. Studies carried out with the Dietary Approaches to Stop
Hypertension (DASH) score were also included in this meta-analysis, but results were inconclusive
since little research has been carried out between DASH diet and depression. Finally, since previous
studies have suggested inflammation could promote the onset of depression, the Dietary
Inflammatory Index (DII) was evaluated, confirming that people with a less inflammatory diet
pattern presented a lower risk of developing depression.

This meta-analysis aimed to clarify whether diet has an influence on depressive disorders. Through
the analysis of nearly 30 studies, they concluded adherence to a high-quality or healthy diet could
be associated with a lower incidence of depressive symptoms. This is also true for diets with a low
inflammatory index. However, this affirmation on diet is not crucial, since other factors are involved
in the onset of depression that attenuate this effect and some depression symptoms may be signs
of other diseases, creating possible confusion. More knowledge of the potential underlying
mechanisms of this relationship is needed to establish solid evidence.
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