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Abstract: The complex link between what teens eat and their mental health, especially depression, in high school 

students has gained more research focus lately. The teenage years are important for growth and come with many 

physical, emotional, and social shifts, making it a key time for forming habits related to health. This age group often 

deals with various pressures that can worsen mental health, resulting in more signs of depression. At the same time, 

food choices made during this critical time can have a significant impact on health, mood, and brain function. Studies 

show that healthy diets are linked to fewer cases of depression, while diets heavy in processed foods can lead to more 

mental health problems. Therefore, it is crucial to understand how student eating habits relate to signs of depression, 

as this knowledge is important not just for tackling personal mental health issues but also for encouraging healthier 

habits that can help enhance overall well-being during these key years. This article is a narrative review that aims 

to summarize the available literature on the complicated link between what high school students eat and their 

feelings of depression. The association between dietary patterns and depressive symptoms among high school 

students underscores the significance of promoting healthy eating behaviors as a means to address mental health 

issues. The findings reveal a significant inverse correlation between the frequency of students participating in 

muscle-strengthening exercises and the manifestation of depressive symptoms, thereby emphasizing the intricate 

relationship between nutrition and physical activity in the mental health of adolescents.  

Keywords: depression, dietary behaviour, high school.  

1.   INTRODUCTION 

Understanding what students eat is important for linking food and mental health in high schoolers. Dietary behaviour means 

the choices people make about what they eat, including how often and what kinds of foods they take in. Many factors can 

impact these choices, like money issues, family situations, and friendships, which are key in how teens decide what to eat. 

For example, students with unhealthy eating habits, often seen with lots of processed foods and not enough fruits and 

vegetables, face risks not just of gaining weight but also of mental health problems, like sadness and worry (Ahmadi-

Montecalvo et al., 2016). Plus, studies show that diets that cut calories or involve bad eating habits can worsen feelings of 

depression and lead to a repeated pattern of poor dietary choices. Therefore, knowing more about dietary behaviour is 

important for understanding its effects on the mental health of teenagers. 
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It is important to grasp the situation of depression in high school students to tackle its main reasons, like eating habits. 

Mental health issues in this group often disrupt learning and social activities, resulting in a negative cycle of outcomes. 

Studies show that high school students without stable housing are at greater risk for depression because of instability and 

lack of resources, which leads to poor access to healthcare (Combs et al., 2016). Also, the link between sexual identity and 

mental health shows a troubling pattern; bisexual teens are particularly at risk, facing higher levels of substance use and 

thoughts of suicide, along with poor eating habits (McLaughlin et al., 2017). This is worrisome since unhealthy eating is 

associated with signs of depression, highlighting the connection between diet and mental health (Committee C et al., 2017). 

As these issues spread through the school setting, they also create difficulties for school leaders in handling discipline and 

fostering a caring environment. 

Looking into how eating habits relate to mental health in high school students is very important for understanding the many 

factors that affect young people's well-being. Eating patterns connect to mental health results, showing that both nutrition 

and mental states affect each other. For instance, a study showed a key link between eating habits and mental health issues, 

pointing out that how students see their body and their overall satisfaction with school greatly affect their mental well-being 

(Barene et al., 2022). Moreover, more studies suggest that unhealthy eating may worsen anxiety and depression symptoms, 

especially in those with Western dietary habits, which connect to higher stress levels. Also, food insecurity, which has 

gotten worse during the COVID-19 pandemic, calls for more investigation into its impact on student mental health and 

school performance, highlighting the pressing need for efforts to improve access to healthy food and education. This 

thorough approach is crucial for promoting healthier lifestyles that can reduce mental health problems in teens. 

This review looks at the complicated link between what high school students eat and their feelings of depression. The focus 

is on how bad eating habits, like eating too much sugar and not enough fruits and vegetables, can lead to more signs of 

depression. By gathering current research, the goal is to not just see how these things are connected but also to find out why 

this might happen. For example, the review will review studies that show how lack of proper nutrition can affect mood, 

which can help shape teaching programs and public health campaigns. In the end, this review hopes to add to the 

conversation about preventing mental health issues in teenagers, which is an important concern for public health (Pelletier 

et al., 2020; Pelletier et al., 2021). 

2.   THE IMPACT OF NUTRITION ON MENTAL HEALTH 

The complex link between what we eat and mental health is very important for teenagers. Their eating habits can greatly 

affect how they feel mentally. Studies show that better diets can be a cheaper way to treat depression compared to traditional 

methods, possibly reducing depression-related issues in young people. In high schools, where students often deal with body 

image and mental health problems, learning about nutrition can be very helpful. Research indicates many teenagers have 

high Body Mass Index (BMI) and mental health issues (Scope T, 2017). Also, not eating enough fruits and vegetables is 

connected to higher levels of depression and anxiety in young adults. Therefore, encouraging better eating habits could not 

only improve physical health but also significantly aid in enhancing mental health for high school students (Keith et al., 

2020). 

Overview of key nutrients affecting mood 

Knowing how key nutrients relate to mood is important for addressing diets and their connections to depression in high 

school students. Nutrients like omega-3 fatty acids, vitamins B6 and D, and magnesium are important for serotonin 

production and brain function, impacting emotional health. For example, vitamin B6 is vital for turning tryptophan into 

serotonin, a chemical that helps regulate mood, while not having enough magnesium is linked to higher anxiety and 

depression signs in young people. The impact of eating patterns makes this connection more complex; a high intake of 

added sugars has been linked to depressive symptoms, but research indicates that the relationship between these factors 

needs further investigation. Additionally, metabolic syndrome, which relates to unhealthy eating habits, is also connected 

to negative mood states, highlighting how important nutrition is for supporting mental health in young people (Chen, 2017). 

Role of omega-3 fatty acids in mental well-being 

The possible role of omega-3 fatty acids in improving mental health is more recognized now, especially among teens with 

diet issues. Research shows omega-3 polyunsaturated fatty acids are crucial for brain development and function, helping 
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control neurotransmission and neuroinflammation. These processes are often affected in mental health conditions like 

depression. With high rates of food insecurity and poor eating habits among high schoolers, these fatty acids could be 

important in easing depressive symptoms. A study focusing on young adults revealed strong links between diet and mental 

health, suggesting that eating more fruits and vegetables, which often include omega-3 sources, can reduce episodes of 

depression and anxiety (Hagedorn et al., 2018). By recognizing how dietary habits, such as omega-3 consumption, impact 

mental health, we can create plans to improve student well-being and lower depression rates in this at-risk group (Cryan et 

al., 2016). 

Influence of sugar and processed foods on mood disorders 

The connection between sugar and processed food eating and mood disorders is becoming more recognized in the field of 

adolescent mental health. High sugar consumption, especially from sweet foods and drinks, has been linked to increased 

risks for common mental illnesses and recurring depression. For example, a long-term study found that sugar intake was 

positively related to the development of mood disorders over a long follow-up time. However, other research, such as studies 

on college freshmen, did not find a strong direct link between added sugar consumption and depressive moods, instead 

suggesting a more complex relationship influenced by weight. Additionally, studies have shown that there are complicated 

links between dietary choices and mood, showing that poor food choices can worsen feelings of low mood and lead to 

overeating, while healthier eating patterns can improve emotional health. Therefore, understanding these eating behaviours 

is crucial for tackling adolescent depression (Samuelson et al., 2017). 

Connection between micronutrient deficiencies and depression 

The connection between not getting enough micronutrients and depression is very important for high school students 

because not eating right can make mental health problems worse during this important time. For example, teenagers are 

more likely to have nutrient shortages, which can cause more symptoms of depression and stress. This is seen in the fact 

that more than 50% of pregnant teens said they do not get enough important micronutrients like folate and iron (Davis et 

al., 2017). Besides that, not having enough key vitamins and minerals, like vitamin D and zinc, has been associated with 

behaviour issues and mood disorders in young people. The worrying trend of teens choosing unhealthy snacks instead of 

more nutritious cafeteria foods makes this problem worse, as these snacks usually contain a lot of sugar and unhealthy fats, 

negatively impacting their mental and physical health. Thus, it is important to deal with micronutrient shortages by 

improving eating habits to promote better mental health for high school students (Peabody et al., 2020). 

3.   DIETARY PATTERNS AMONG HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS 

The eating habits formed during teenage years are very important, as they often lead to habits that last a lifetime. High 

school students often make unhealthy food choices, like eating a lot of fast food and sugary drinks, which can be connected 

to different mental health issues, such as anxiety and depression. A study that used the Global School Health Survey found 

that teenagers with several unhealthy habits had much higher chances of feeling anxious and having thoughts of suicide, 

making food choices key factors in mental health (Inam et al., 2015). Additionally, eating more dietary fibre has been linked 

to lower levels of depression, supporting the need for focused nutrition programs for teenagers (Fatahi et al., 2021). 

Understanding the connection between eating habits and mental health is crucial because poor nutrition can worsen negative 

feelings, showing that there is a need for thorough nutrition education in schools. 

Common dietary habits observed in adolescents 

Teenagers often show clear eating habits that can really affect their health and mental state. A concerning part of their diets 

is a strong liking for foods that are high in calories but low in nutrients, which has been connected to increasing obesity 

rates and related mental health problems, like depression (Niemeier et al., 2022). Even with knowledge about healthy eating, 

many teenagers eat diets that are high in fats, sugars, and sodium while ignoring fruits, vegetables, and whole grains (Baker 

et al., 2023). This imbalance can get in the way of their nutrition education, which is often poorly taught in schools, resulting 

in students having little exposure to proper dietary information. Furthermore, programs aimed at improving teenagers' 

knowledge about healthy eating have had mixed results, with some research showing better awareness but not always better 

eating habits (Hughes et al., 2018). These dietary patterns underscore the critical need for effective nutrition education 

methods in schools to help support both physical and mental health in teenagers. 

about:blank
about:blank


                                                                                                                   ISSN 2394-7330

  

International Journal of Novel Research in Healthcare and Nursing  
Vol. 12, Issue 1, pp: (53-60), Month: January - April 2025, Available at: www.noveltyjournals.com 

 

Page | 56 
Novelty Journals 

 

Socioeconomic factors influencing dietary choices 

The effect of socioeconomic factors on food choices of high school students is an important area to study, especially 

concerning outcomes for mental health like depression. Money issues often affect what food is available and its quality, 

causing students from families with less money to choose cheaper and less healthy foods, which can lead to health problems 

like obesity and related mental health issues. Studies show a strong link between how much parents worry about their child's 

weight and the food choices made, highlighting how family dynamics impact eating habits. Also, programs aimed at 

younger students have been shown to help encourage better eating habits, which is key in fighting the obesity problem 

(Gomez et al., 2024). By understanding how socioeconomic status, family influence, and dietary choices are connected, 

those in charge can create plans to improve the food situation for teenagers, which could reduce the risks of depression tied 

to unhealthy eating habits. 

The role of peer influence on eating behaviours 

When looking at the link between what students eat and depression in high school, the impact of friends is a key factor that 

affects eating habits. Teens are especially influenced by their friends' actions and views, sometimes leading them to make 

either good or bad food choices. Studies show that what friends accept and how they behave can greatly affect what someone 

chooses to eat, which is important for schools to recognize. For example, students often change their food selections to 

match what their friends like or do, which can lead to not getting enough nutrients or eating too much, possibly worsening 

depression symptoms (Ibe et al., 2020). Additionally, the influence of family and cultural background is also important 

because friends can reinforce or question these traditional eating habits, making dietary choices even more complicated for 

teens (Seedat et al., 2017). Therefore, understanding how friends influence eating is essential for creating effective programs 

that promote better eating habits and enhance mental health. 

Impact of school meal programs on student nutrition 

School meal programs are very important for shaping students' eating habits, which can greatly affect their mental health. 

Getting healthy meals at school is connected to better eating practices, helping students concentrate and think better, which 

in turn impacts their overall school performance. Programs like the USDA COVID-19 Universal Free Meal (UFM) waivers 

have led to more students joining school meal programs, especially from lower-income families who now can ensure their 

children get regular nutrition (Daniel et al., 2015). This rise in participation directly helps to tackle problems like obesity, 

particularly in teens from ethnic minority groups who often face food-related challenges. Therefore, having strong school 

meal programs is crucial not just for better nutrition but also for reducing the chances of depression linked to bad eating 

habits, thus promoting a healthier learning space (Martin et al., 2018). 

4.   PSYCHOLOGICAL EFFECTS OF DIETARY BEHAVIOUR 

The complex link between what people eat and how they feel mentally has become more interesting, especially for high 

school students. Many studies show that eating habits can greatly affect mental health, with certain actions strongly related 

to signs of depression. For example, (Green et al., 2023) shows that students frequently take on unhealthy lifestyle choices, 

like bad eating habits, which can weaken their emotional strength and lead to depression. Besides, how one eats is not only 

about personal decisions; family and friends also have an important part in shaping these habits. According to (Bierlich-

Wesch et al., 2016), teenagers' views about their weight and body image, swayed by what parents say and how peers accept 

them, can worsen emotional issues. Furthermore, it shows the risky link between being overweight and depressive 

symptoms, indicating that teenagers at high risk tend to have much worse eating habits. As a result, encouraging healthy 

eating habits is a crucial way to enhance mental health among high school students, as explained by. 

Relationship between unhealthy eating and self-esteem 

The connection between bad eating habits and self-esteem is a big issue, especially for high school students going through 

the tough time of adolescence. Research indicates that lower self-esteem is closely related to poor eating choices, with 

studies showing that a negative view of one's body plays a significant role in this link. For example, studies reveal that self-

esteem negatively impacts body image and, in turn, affects thoughts about eating, creating a cycle where a bad body image 

leads to emotional eating as a way to cope (Ardhiani et al., 2020). Additionally, stress from school makes unhealthy food 
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choices worse, as students often turn to junk food for comfort, deepening feelings of inadequacy and low self-worth (Caso 

et al., 2020). The many findings stress the urgent need for psychological support aimed at increasing self-esteem and 

encouraging healthier eating habits, which could improve both mental health and academic success for students (Ardhiani 

et al., 2020). 

Influence of diet on cognitive function and academic performance 

The relationship between diet, brain function, and school performance shows important effects for teens, particularly those 

in high school dealing with depression. What students eat can really change how well they think, which then can affect their 

grades. For example, students who eat better—like having family meals regularly—often do better academically, as shown 

by connections between good eating habits and higher scores on tests (Dominek et al., 2021). Also, being physically active, 

which usually goes hand-in-hand with eating well, has been found to enhance brain function and boost students' confidence 

in schoolwork. On the other hand, poor nutrition, like not eating breakfast, is linked to trouble focusing and bad behaviour 

in class, making school harder. Therefore, looking at eating habits is very important for helping high school students with 

both brain function and academic achievement (Ibrahim, 2020). 

Emotional eating as a coping mechanism for stress 

Emotional eating is often seen as a poor way to handle stress in high schoolers, linking what they eat with mental health 

issues like depression. High stress levels can make emotional eating worse, as students may turn to food to ease feelings of 

anxiety and insecurity. A study showed that increased academic stress led to different dietary choices among students, 

highlighting the close tie between stress and unhealthy eating habits (Caso et al., 2020). Additionally, parental rejection has 

been found to influence emotional eating, showing how important family relationships are in shaping eating behaviour and 

emotional health (Ahmadi-Montecalvo et al., 2016). These habits, along with things like skipping breakfast or eating junk 

food, can harm academic performance and mental well-being, underlining the ongoing cycle between eating behaviour, 

stress, and depression in teens. 

Long-term mental health implications of poor dietary habits 

The link between what people eat and mental health over time, especially in young people, is very important. This is 

especially true with more reports of depression. Bad food choices, like eating a lot of sugar and fat, can have negative effects 

on mental health and might make issues like anxiety and depression worse. Research shows that teens who eat poorly are 

more likely to suffer from depression because these eating habits lead to bad physical health and can also affect how they 

manage mood and stress. Additionally, the damaging effects of bullying on eating habits make it clear that we need to 

include nutritional education in mental health programs for young people at risk. The new area of nutritional psychiatry 

shows that eating well is crucial in helping prevent mental health issues. This highlights the need to promote good eating 

habits in high schools to improve mental health outcomes (Xue C et al., 2024). 

5.   CONCLUSION 

In summary, the link between eating habits and depression in high school students shows how important it is to encourage 

good eating practices to help with mental health problems. The results show a notable negative relationship between how 

often students engage in muscle-strengthening activities and depression symptoms, highlighting the complex interplay 

between diet and exercise in the mental well-being of young people (Albaladejo-Blázquez et al., 2018). Also, the 

connections found between eating fruits and vegetables and improved mental health point out the need for greater awareness 

about nutrition among young adults. Furthermore, when unhealthy behaviours like bad eating, lack of exercise, and 

substance use happen together, they increase the risk of anxiety and depression in teenagers, indicating that initiatives must 

tackle these unhealthy habits in a complete way. In the end, focused activities in schools and communities aimed at 

improving eating habits are vital for better mental health in youth, laying the groundwork for healthier future generations. 

Summary of key findings 

Research on eating habits among high school students shows strong links to mental health, especially with depression. 

Evidence indicates that poor eating habits, such as high intake of processed foods and sugary drinks, worsen depressive 

symptoms in teens. This corresponds with findings from (Marciano L et al., 2022), which show that teens' mental health 
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worsened with increased use of digital media, possibly due to food choice anxieties. Gender differences are also important; 

studies reveal that girls tend to be more aware of healthy eating and are more affected by societal pressures about body 

image, as discussed in (Małgorzata Grzymisławska et al., 2020). Additionally, the lasting effects of school-based dietary 

programs show they significantly influence students’ health, underscoring the need for ongoing support to maintain these 

programs after initial funding, as noted in (Herlitz L et al., 2020). Overall, well-planned dietary policies can help reduce 

obesity while enhancing mental health, supporting findings from. 

Implications for parents, educators, and policymakers 

The link between what students eat and their depression shows important points for parents, teachers, and policy makers, 

especially in creating a helpful environment that supports better lifestyle choices. Parents are key in forming eating habits 

and need to learn about how nutrition affects their child's mental health. Better eating habits might help lessen feelings of 

depression. Teachers can take advantage of wellness programs that promote not just healthy food but also help manage 

students' stress and emotional problems. This aligns with evidence that changes are necessary for the well-being of teachers 

too. Furthermore, policy makers need to focus on creating rules that support healthy eating in schools. They should 

recognize that environments that favour nutritious foods can greatly influence student health and their school success. 

Working together on these issues is essential for reducing the rates of depression related to bad eating habits in young 

people. 

Recommendations for improving dietary habits among students 

To make dietary habits better for high school students, a plan that includes education and community participation is very 

important. Programs that help students manage their eating and exercise can give them the knowledge and skills they need 

to make healthier choices. Studies show that structured support programs can lead to big improvements in dietary behaviour 

(Hughes et al., 2018). Also, getting students involved through personalized motivational sessions can improve how they 

view healthy eating, even if there are difficulties in putting knowledge into action (Obielodan et al., 2022). To tackle the 

worrying rise in obesity among teenagers, it is vital to provide thorough nutrition education, especially in family 

environments, to build lifelong healthy habits (Baker et al., 2023). Furthermore, creating a supportive environment that 

encourages peer support and peer-led activities can help reduce the stress of dietary changes and strengthen commitment to 

wellness programs (Brinkley et al., 2024). These suggestions highlight the need for a complete strategy to change dietary 

behaviours and improve overall student health. 

Call for further research on diet and mental health in adolescents 

The rising occurrence of mental health issues in teenagers makes it necessary to study more about the complex link between 

diet and mental well-being. Adolescence is an important time with many biological, psychological, and social changes, 

which makes young people especially open to how their eating habits might affect them. Existing research shows that 

unhealthy eating habits may lead to or worsen feelings of depression, but there are still many unknowns about the reasons 

and causal connections. Future studies should look at long-term research and different groups of people to better understand 

how eating patterns affect mental health over time. Moreover, examining how economic factors, access to healthy food, 

and cultural aspects influence food choices can offer useful knowledge. Such in-depth research is important not just for 

academic discussions but also for helping to shape public health programs aimed at encouraging better eating habits among 

high school students. 

Disclaimer: The statements, opinions and data are solely those of the individual authors and contributors and not of the 

editor. 
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