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Food, Mood and Behavior

Food, Mood, and Behavior
Food, Mood, and Behavior refer to the intricate relationship between the food we eat, our emotional state,
and how it impacts our behavior. This concept is at the core of Nutritional Psychology, a field that explores
the connection between nutrition and mental health. The foods we consume can have a profound effect on
our mood and behavior due to the complex interplay between nutrients, neurotransmitters, hormones, and
gut health.

Emotional Eating
Emotional eating is a behavior where individuals use food to cope with their emotions, such as stress,
sadness, or boredom, rather than to satisfy physical hunger. This can lead to overeating and unhealthy food
choices, which can negatively impact both physical and mental health. Emotional eating is often a response
to emotional triggers rather than physical hunger cues.

Neurotransmitters
Neurotransmitters are chemical messengers that transmit signals between neurons in the brain and
throughout the body. These molecules play a crucial role in regulating mood, behavior, cognition, and other
essential functions. Examples of neurotransmitters include serotonin, dopamine, and GABA. The production
and function of neurotransmitters can be influenced by the foods we eat, highlighting the importance of
nutrition in mental health.

Serotonin
Serotonin is a neurotransmitter that is often referred to as the "feel-good" neurotransmitter due to its role
in regulating mood, sleep, appetite, and cognition. Low levels of serotonin have been linked to depression,
anxiety, and other mood disorders. Certain foods, such as those rich in tryptophan, can help increase
serotonin levels in the brain and improve mood.

Dopamine
Dopamine is a neurotransmitter associated with pleasure, reward, motivation, and movement. It plays a
critical role in regulating mood, behavior, and cognition. Imbalances in dopamine levels have been linked to
conditions such as depression, addiction, and schizophrenia. Foods that support dopamine production, such
as those high in tyrosine, can help maintain optimal levels of this neurotransmitter.

Gut-Brain Axis
The gut-brain axis is a bidirectional communication system that connects the gut and the brain. This
complex network involves the central nervous system, the enteric nervous system, and the gut microbiota.
The gut-brain axis plays a vital role in regulating mood, behavior, and cognitive function. Disruptions in this
system can contribute to mental health disorders, such as anxiety and depression.

Microbiota
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The microbiota, also known as the gut microbiome, refers to the trillions of microorganisms that reside in
the gastrointestinal tract. These include bacteria, viruses, fungi, and other microbes. The gut microbiota play
a crucial role in digestion, nutrient absorption, immune function, and mental health. Imbalances in the
microbiota have been linked to conditions like irritable bowel syndrome (IBS), obesity, and mood disorders.

Probiotics
Probiotics are live beneficial bacteria that can help support a healthy balance of gut microbiota. These
microorganisms can improve digestion, boost immune function, and promote overall well-being. Probiotics
can be found in fermented foods like yogurt, kefir, sauerkraut, and kimchi. Consuming probiotic-rich foods
or supplements can help maintain a healthy gut microbiome and support mental health.

Prebiotics
Prebiotics are non-digestible fibers that serve as food for probiotic bacteria in the gut. These compounds
help nourish beneficial microbes and promote their growth and activity. Prebiotics can be found in foods
like garlic, onions, leeks, chicory root, and bananas. Including prebiotic-rich foods in your diet can help
support a healthy gut microbiome and improve mental well-being.

Blood Sugar Levels
Blood sugar levels refer to the amount of glucose present in the bloodstream at any given time. Glucose is
the primary source of energy for the body's cells and is derived from the carbohydrates we consume.
Maintaining stable blood sugar levels is crucial for overall health, as fluctuations can impact energy levels,
mood, and cognitive function. Eating a balanced diet with complex carbohydrates, protein, and healthy fats
can help regulate blood sugar levels.

Insulin
Insulin is a hormone produced by the pancreas that helps regulate blood sugar levels by facilitating the
uptake of glucose into cells. Insulin plays a critical role in metabolism, energy storage, and overall health.
Imbalances in insulin levels can lead to conditions like diabetes, obesity, and metabolic syndrome. Eating a
diet rich in fiber, protein, and whole foods can help support healthy insulin function.

Inflammation
Inflammation is the body's natural response to injury, infection, or harmful stimuli. While acute inflammation
is a normal and necessary process for healing, chronic inflammation can contribute to a variety of health
problems, including mental health disorders. Diet plays a significant role in regulating inflammation, with
anti-inflammatory foods like fruits, vegetables, nuts, seeds, and omega-3 fatty acids helping to reduce
inflammation and support overall well-being.

Omega-3 Fatty Acids
Omega-3 fatty acids are essential fats that play a crucial role in brain function, heart health, and overall well-
being. These polyunsaturated fats are found in fatty fish like salmon, mackerel, and sardines, as well as in
walnuts, flaxseeds, and chia seeds. Omega-3 fatty acids have anti-inflammatory properties and can help
support mental health by reducing symptoms of depression, anxiety, and cognitive decline.

Stress
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Stress is the body's response to a perceived threat, challenge, or demand. While acute stress is a normal and
adaptive reaction, chronic stress can have detrimental effects on both physical and mental health. Stress can
impact eating behaviors, food choices, and digestion, leading to imbalances in mood, energy levels, and
overall well-being. Managing stress through relaxation techniques, mindfulness, exercise, and a healthy diet
is essential for maintaining mental health.

Cortisol
Cortisol is a hormone produced by the adrenal glands in response to stress. Often referred to as the "stress
hormone," cortisol plays a crucial role in regulating metabolism, immune function, and the body's response
to stress. Chronic stress can lead to elevated cortisol levels, which can disrupt sleep, appetite, mood, and
cognitive function. Balancing stress through lifestyle modifications, relaxation techniques, and proper
nutrition can help regulate cortisol levels and support mental health.

Emotional Regulation
Emotional regulation refers to the ability to manage and respond to emotions in a healthy and adaptive
way. This skill involves recognizing, understanding, and expressing emotions effectively, as well as coping
with stress and regulating mood. Nutrition plays a significant role in emotional regulation, as certain foods
can influence neurotransmitter production, hormone balance, and gut health, all of which impact emotional
well-being.

Food Addiction
Food addiction is a condition characterized by compulsive overeating, loss of control around food, and
cravings for certain foods, similar to substance addiction. Individuals with food addiction may use food as a
coping mechanism for emotional distress, leading to negative health outcomes. Processed foods high in
sugar, fat, and salt can trigger addictive-like responses in the brain, contributing to food addiction.
Developing healthy coping strategies, seeking support, and making dietary changes can help manage food
addiction.

Functional Foods
Functional foods are foods that provide health benefits beyond basic nutrition due to their bioactive
compounds and physiological effects. These foods may have specific components that support optimal
health and reduce the risk of disease. Examples of functional foods include berries, nuts, seeds, green tea,
and dark leafy greens. Incorporating functional foods into the diet can help improve mood, cognition, and
overall well-being.

Hydration
Hydration refers to the process of maintaining adequate fluid balance in the body by consuming enough
water throughout the day. Proper hydration is essential for overall health, as water is involved in various
physiological functions, including digestion, circulation, temperature regulation, and nutrient transport.
Dehydration can lead to fatigue, headaches, mood changes, and cognitive impairment. Drinking water
regularly and consuming hydrating foods like fruits and vegetables can help maintain optimal hydration
levels.

Mindful Eating
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Mindful eating is a practice that involves paying attention to the sensory experience of eating, including
taste, texture, aroma, and satisfaction. This approach encourages individuals to be present and conscious of
their food choices, hunger cues, and satiety signals. Mindful eating can help promote healthier eating
behaviors, prevent overeating, and improve digestion. Practicing mindfulness while eating can enhance the
connection between food, mood, and behavior.

Orthorexia
Orthorexia is a term used to describe an obsession with healthy eating or a fixation on consuming only
"pure" or "clean" foods. Individuals with orthorexia may exhibit rigid dietary rules, fear of "unhealthy" foods,
and excessive focus on food quality and purity. This preoccupation with healthy eating can lead to
nutritional deficiencies, social isolation, anxiety, and disordered eating patterns. Balancing a healthy diet
with flexibility, moderation, and enjoyment is important for preventing orthorexia and promoting overall
well-being.

Self-Care
Self-care refers to activities and practices that individuals engage in to promote physical, mental, and
emotional well-being. This may include prioritizing sleep, exercise, relaxation, social connections, and
healthy eating habits. Self-care is essential for managing stress, preventing burnout, and maintaining overall
health. Incorporating self-care practices into daily routines can help support mental health, improve mood,
and enhance quality of life.

Sugar Cravings
Sugar cravings refer to intense desires for sweet foods or beverages that can be difficult to resist. These
cravings are often driven by a combination of biological, psychological, and environmental factors. Sugar
consumption can trigger dopamine release in the brain, leading to feelings of pleasure and reward.
However, excessive sugar intake can contribute to energy crashes, mood swings, weight gain, and other
health issues. Managing sugar cravings through balanced meals, healthy snacks, and mindful eating can
help reduce reliance on sugary foods.

Vitamin D
Vitamin D is a fat-soluble vitamin that plays a critical role in bone health, immune function, and mood
regulation. Often referred to as the "sunshine vitamin," vitamin D is produced in the skin in response to
sunlight exposure. Deficiencies in vitamin D have been linked to depression, anxiety, and seasonal affective
disorder (SAD). Consuming vitamin D-rich foods like fatty fish, fortified dairy products, and eggs, or taking
supplements can help maintain optimal vitamin D levels and support mental well-being.

Whole Foods
Whole foods are minimally processed, unrefined, and nutrient-dense foods that retain their natural state
and nutritional integrity. These include fruits, vegetables, whole grains, legumes, nuts, seeds, and lean
proteins. Whole foods provide essential vitamins, minerals, antioxidants, and fiber that support overall
health and well-being. Including a variety of whole foods in the diet can help improve mood, energy levels,
and cognitive function.

Yo-yo Dieting

Read online: https://certificates.lsba.org.uk/glossaries/222923/food-
mood-and-behavior

London School of Business and Administration · 25 Jun 2026



G LO S S A RY

Yo-yo dieting, also known as weight cycling, refers to the pattern of repeatedly losing and regaining weight
through restrictive diets or extreme eating habits. This cycle can have negative effects on physical and
mental health, leading to metabolic changes, nutrient deficiencies, disordered eating behaviors, and
emotional distress. Yo-yo dieting is often ineffective for long-term weight management and can impact
mood, self-esteem, and overall well-being. Adopting sustainable, balanced eating habits and focusing on
overall health rather than quick fixes is essential for breaking the cycle of yo-yo dieting.
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