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Learning Objectives

1. Rapidly assess a patient's diet for high-yield nutritional interventions

2. Appreciate the central tenets of Nutritional Psychiatry

3. Review the recent evidence and RCTs connecting food choice and

depression

4. Gain confidence in partnering with patients on foods and dietary

patterns linked to depression risk

5. Review the key food categories in Nutritional Psychiatry



Ramsey Disclosures

• Editorial Board, Medscape Psychiatry
• Advisory Board, Men’s Health Magazine
• Author
• I will not discuss the off-label use of any medications





1. Besides a salad, I eat greens as ______.
2. My three favorite fiber foods?
3. I love to dip _____ in olive oil.
4. My Seafood meals this week will be ________.
5. This week I have eaten _______ CFUs.
Bonus: As an eater, I feel too much guilt about _____ 
and not enough JOY about________.

Ramsey Big 5 Nutritional Psychiatry Self-Assessment (RB5NP-S)











$1 TRILLION
• Lost productivity worldwide due to 

depression and anxiety
• #1 Worldwide Cause Disability
• US Depression economic burden 

increased 37.9% from 2010 →2020  
$236.6B →$326.2B

WHO: https://www.who.int/teams/mental-health-and-substance-
use/promotion-prevention/mental-health-in-the-workplace
Greenberg, P.E., Fournier, AA., Sisitsky, T. et al. The Economic Burden of Adults 
with Major Depressive Disorder in the United States (2010 and 2018). 
PharmacoEconomics 39, 653–665 (2021). https://doi.org/10.1007/s40273-021-
01019-4

https://www.who.int/teams/mental-health-and-substance-use/promotion-prevention/mental-health-in-the-workplace


1 in 5
Adults in the U.S. 

experience mental illness 
each year



59%
Adults with mental illness 

do not receive treatment

Fewer than 50%
of Children with mental health conditions 

receive help

75% of patients with 
depression in low + 
middle income countries 
receive NO care







Your Brain & Food

➔Consumes 420 calories/day
➔20% of daily calories
➔Composed of 60% Fat
➔PUFAs and Cholesterol



Nutritional Psychiatry

The use of nutrition to optimize brain 
health and to treat and prevent 

mental health disorders.



“Although the determinants of mental health are complex, the emerging and 
compelling evidence for nutrition as a crucial factor in the high prevalence and 
incidence of mental disorders suggests that diet is as important to psychiatry 
as it is to cardiology, endocrinology, and gastroenterology.” 





“Nutritionism”

Vitamin B-12

DHA - Omega-3



Brain-Derived Neurotrophic 
Factor (BDNF)

• Promotes neuron development, 
function, and survival

• Most abundant neurotrophin
• BDNF & it’s TrkB receptor 

Everywhere!

BRAIN GROW!







Neuroinflammation







Dietary Change in last 100 years

• Whole Food to Processed 
• Sugar and Refined Carbs
• Animal to Vegetable Fats
• Omega-3 to Omega-6 fats?
• New Molecules: Food Dyes,  

Preservatives, Trans-fats





Johnson, Richard & Perez-Pozo etal. (2009). Hypothesis: Could Excessive 
Fructose Intake and Uric Acid Cause Type 2 Diabetes?. Endocrine reviews. 30. 96-
116. 10.1210/er.2008-0033. 

151.1lbs

123.2



“The estimated per capita consumption of soybean 
oil increased >1000-fold from 1909 to 1999. The 
availability of linoleic acid (LA) increased from 
2.79% to 7.21% of energy (P < 0.000001).”



Omega-3 – Omega-6
1 - 40 1 - 39

The Rise of Vegetable Oils



The Mediterranean Diet
Does Good Food = Good Mood?

Sánchez- Villegas A et al.  Arch of Gen Psychiatry 2009

Model 1: sex, age, smoking status , BMI, physical activity, energy intake, employment 
Model 2: Excluded Participants w/depression dx in first 2 years
Model 3: Excluded Participants with antidepressant on f/u, No DX



Does Dietary Pattern Influence Depression 
Risk?

(Lai et al. 
2014)

18.2%



1. Follow ‘traditional’ dietary patterns, such as the 
Mediterranean, Norwegian, or Japanese diet

2. Increase consumption of fruits, vegetables, legumes, 
wholegrain cereals, nuts, and seeds

3. Include a high consumption of foods rich in omega-3 
polyunsaturated fatty acids

4. Replace unhealthy foods with wholesome nutritious foods
5. Limit your intake of processed-foods, ‘fast’ foods, 

commercial bakery goods, and sweets.





SMILES
• 12-week, parallel-group, single blind, RCT
• Adjunctive dietary intervention vs. social support “befriending” protocol
• 7 individual nutritional consulting sessions clinical dietician.

• N = 67 (diet intervention, n = 33; control, n = 34).

• Remission (MADRS score <10) 32.3% (n = 10) intervention and 8.0% 

(n = 2) controls respectively

• Number needed to treat (NNT) based on remission scores was 4.1

(95% CI of NNT 2.3–27.8).

Jacka, F.N., O’Neil, A., Opie, R. et al. A randomised 
controlled trial of dietary improvement for adults with 
major depression (the ‘SMILES’ trial). BMC Med 15, 
23 (2017). https://doi.org/10.1186/s12916-017-0791-



● N = 152
● MedDiet cooking workshops for 3 months + low-dose fish oil 6 months 

vs. social groups for 3 months
● Depression scores improved by:

○ 45% in the MedDiet
○ 26.8% in the Social group. 

● Changes sustained at 6 months.
Parletta, N., Zarnowiecki, D., Cho, J., Wilson, A., Bogomolova, S., Villani, A., Itsiopoulos, C., Niyonsenga, T., 
Blunden, S., Meyer, B., Segal, L., Baune, B. T., & O'Dea, K. (2019). A Mediterranean-style dietary intervention 
supplemented with fish oil improves diet quality and mental health in people with depression: A randomized 
controlled trial (HELFIMED). Nutritional neuroscience, 22(7), 474–487. 



N = 1025
12-month follow-up, 105 (10%) developed MDD:
25 (9.7%) in placebo without therapy,
26 (10.2%) in placebo with therapy,
32 (12.5%) in supplement without therapy
22 (8.6%) in supplement with therapy group.
None of the treatment strategies affected MDD onset.

Bot, M., Brouwer, I. A., Roca, M., Kohls, E., Penninx, B. W. J. H., Watkins, 
E., van Grootheest, G., Cabout, M., Hegerl, U., Gili, M., Owens, M., Visser, 
M., & MooDFOOD Prevention Trial Investigators (2019). Effect of 
Multinutrient Supplementation and Food-Related Behavioral Activation 
Therapy on Prevention of Major Depressive Disorder Among 
Overweight or Obese Adults With Subsyndromal Depressive 
Symptoms: The MooDFOOD Randomized Clinical Trial. JAMA, 321(9), 
858–868. https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2019.0556



“These results are the first to show that young adults with elevated 
depression symptoms can engage in and adhere to a diet 
intervention, and that this can reduce symptoms of depression.”

Francis, H. M., Stevenson, R. J., Chambers, J. R., Gupta, D., 
Newey, B., & Lim, C. K. (2019). A brief diet intervention can 
reduce symptoms of depression in young adults - A 
randomised controlled trial. PloS one, 14(10), e0222768. 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0222768



“These results are the first to show that young adults with elevated 
depression symptoms can engage in and adhere to a diet 
intervention, and that this can reduce symptoms of depression.”

CES-D



100% of men have decreased symptoms
36% of men reach full remission
8 point improvement MEDAS → 20 point 
decrease in BD-II
Large decrease in depression

Plants That They Like
Olive Oil - 3 Tablespoons
LEGUMES!

Bayes, J., Schloss, J., & Sibbritt, D. (2022). The effect of a 
Mediterranean diet on the symptoms of depression in young 
males (the "AMMEND: A Mediterranean Diet in MEN with 
Depression" study): a randomized controlled trial. The 
American journal of clinical nutrition, 116(2), 572–580. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/ajcn/nqac106



1.Nutrient deficiency/Insufficiency
2.Neuroplasticity and BDNF
3.Inflammation 
4.Microbiome
5.Plants and phytonutrients
6.Toxic Diet Effects – trans-fats, food dyes, 

increased medication load
7.Foodcebo Effect
8.Food Connection/Community
9.Empowerment/Self-Care

Mechanisms



The Brain Food Clinic 
Feed Your Mental Health
• What is a Brain Food?
• Nutrient Density
• Dietary Patterns
• Neuroplasticity
• FOOD not supplements

TARGETS
• Mood, Memory, Focus, Energy, Sleep, 

Cognitive Function



“Let’s talk about what you eat.”
NUTRITIONAL PSYCHIATRY ASSESSMENT

A Day in the Life of an Eater

What’s the Dietary Pattern?
Relationship with Food?
Avoid Diet Dogma in Clinical Practice!
High Yield Foods and Food Categories

Plants, Seafood, Meat, Snacks

MOTIVATIONS
Diagnosis, weight, internal or external?
FOOD SKILLS

COSA Cooking, Organizing, Sourcing, Access
SMART GOALS - Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic and Timely



Count Calories
Avoid Cholesterol
Avoid Fat
No Red Meat
2 Glasses Red Wine

“I Eat a Healthy Diet…..”







Brain Food Nutrients

• Omega-3s
• Folates
• Fiber
• Vitamin B12
• Vitamin D
• Vitamin B1 (thiamine)
• Magnesium
• Calcium
• Vitamin E (Tocopherols & Tocotrienols)

Folic Acid

• Choline
• Iron
• Zinc



RESEARCH QUESTION
→ What are the most nutrient dense foods to prevent and 

promote recovery from depressive disorders ? 



The Antidepressant Food Scale
B1 + B6 + B9 + B12 + LC-PUFA + Fe + Zn 
+K + Mg + Vit A + Vit C + Selenium

100 Calories

LaChance LR, Ramsey D. Antidepressant foods: An evidence-based 
nutrient profiling system for depression. World J Psychiatry. 2018;8(3):97-
104. Published 2018 Sep 20. doi:10.5498/wjp.v8.i3.97



Top Plant Foods
1. Watercress
2. Spinach
3. Mustard, Turnip, or Beet Greens
4. Lettuces (red, green, romaine)
5. Swiss Chard
6. Fresh Herbs (basil, cilantro, parsley)
7. Chicory Greens
8. Pummelo
9. Peppers (bell, serrano, jalapeno)
10. Kale or Collards
11. Pumpkin
12. Dandelion Greens
13. Cauliflower
14. Kohlrabi
15. Red Cabbage
16. Broccoli
17. Brussels Sprouts
18. Acerola
19. Butternut Squash
20. Papaya 

Top Animal Foods
1. Oysters
2. Liver and Organ Meats (spleen, kidney, heart)
3. Poultry Giblets
4. Clam
5. Mussels
6. Octopus
7. Crab
8. Goat
9. Tuna
10. Smelt
11. Fish Roe
12. Bluefish or Wolffish
13. Pollock
14. Lobster
15. Rainbow Trout
16. Snail or Whelk
17. Salmon
18. Herring
19. Emu
20. Snapper





Top Iron Foods (per 100 grams)

28mg (155%)

23 mg (129%) 

15mg (83%)

6.1mg (34%)



17mg (97%)



● Controlled randomized trial
● 50–69-year-old subjects who consumed either a high 

or low cocoa flavanol–containing diet for 3 months.
● A high-flavanol intervention was found to enhance DG 

function, as measured by fMRI and by cognitive 
testing.



Survival of the Fattest





Zinc                 509%
Iron                 31%
B12                  245%
Selenium        76%
LC-Omega-3   565mg

Seafood

6 Oysters





What’s the 
perfect fish?



High Omega-3/Low Mercury Fish
Variety of Fish Milligrams of EPA and 

DHA Per 4 Ounces of 
Cooked Fish

Micrograms of Mercury 
Per 4 Ounces of Cooked 

Fish

Mackerel* 1,350 – 2,100 8 – 13 
Shad 2,300 – 2,400 5 – 10 

Oysters 1,550 2
Salmon 2700 – 3500 2
Herring 2,300 – 2,400 5 – 10 

Sardines 1,100 – 1,600 2
Anchovies 2,300 – 2,400 5 – 10 

Rainbow Trout 1,000 – 1,100 11

*Avoid king mackerel – high mercury 
content

Adapted from Dietary Guidelines for American 2010 USDA 
& HHS





Photo by 
Ellen Silverman



Kale





BRAIN FOOD = 

Nutrient Density 
Culinary Versatility
Local Availability

The Rule of Kale 



• Massage thicker greens (kale) before eating raw
• Experiment - many options, find ones you like
• Meal Prep: Sauté leafy greens in the beginning of the week 
• Add a handful of leafy greens to every meal ( eggs, smoothies)
• The Pasta Trick
• Organic matters
• Pesto
• Beet Greens

Leafy Greens: Practical Advice



Nuts & Seeds

23 Almonds 162 Kcals
25% off!

Vitamin E 37%
Manganese  37%
Magnesium  20%
Protein 6 grams



Beans & Legumes

1 Cup Lentils = 230 cals
Folate 90%
Fiber 67%
Iron 37%
Protein 18 grams



Photo by 
Ellen Silverman



Photo by 
Ellen Silverman



© 2014 Drew Ramsey, 
MD

The Flavonoids

Spencer JP. Beyond antioxidants: the cellular and molecular interactions of 
flavonoids and how these underpin their actions on the brain. Proc Nutr Soc. 2010 
M 69(2) 244 60  



Rainbow Colors = Phytonutrients





Six Servings 
Per Day?!













Can you eat to grow a better brain?
• BRAIN GROW! 
• Dietary pattern and Nutrient Density
• Neuroplasticity and Inflammation
• Colors – Fats – Fun
• Don’t be scared of fish! Remember Clams!
• Whole Foods, “Traditional” or Medi  

Protective for Depression, Anxiety, 
ADHD & Dementia?

• Learn from History  
Put the Genie Back in the Bottle



1. Besides a salad, I eat greens as ______.
2. My three favorite fiber foods?
3. I love to dip _____ in olive oil.
4. My Seafood meals this week will be ________.
5. This week I have eaten _______ CFUs.
Bonus: As an eater, I feel too much guilt about _____ 
and not enough JOY about________.

Ramsey Big 5 Nutritional Psychiatry 
Self-Assessment (RB5NP-S)



Feed Your Mental Health!
The Brain Food Clinic

New Healing The Modern Brain ecourse
Nutritional Psychiatry Clinician Training

DrewRamseyMD.com
@DrewRamseyMD
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