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What is the relationship between dietary patterns and general mood in young adults aged 18-25 years?

Young adulthood is a critical period of physical, social, and cognitive development. During this time, individuals often experience increased independence, higher academic or work demands, and lifestyle changes that can influence both physical health and emotional well-being. Everyday mood, which encompasses temporary fluctuations in positive and negative emotions, is an important determinant of energy, motivation, social engagement, and overall quality of life. Understanding the factors that influence mood in young adults can therefore have important implications for health promotion and lifestyle interventions.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK6]Poor diets high in sugar and saturated fat have been linked to changes in neurotransmitters and brain regions involved in mood regulation, which may increase the risk of anxiety and depression (Hepsomali, 2025).
Research involving UK and international cohorts, including data from University College London, reports that diets rich in fruits, vegetables, fish and other plant-based foods typical of the Mediterranean pattern are associated with a significantly lower risk of developing depression compared with pro-inflammatory diets high in processed foods and saturated fats (Esgunoglu, 2021).
[bookmark: OLE_LINK5]An NHS‑approved trial (Medi Mood) based in UK clinical research facilities reported improvements in mood, anxiety, depression, fatigue and other mental well‑being outcomes after participants followed a Mediterranean‑style diet compared with a Western diet (Esgunoglu, 2023).
Diets that are high in processed foods, refined sugars, and saturated fats have been associated with lower levels of positive affect and higher levels of irritability or fatigue, whereas diets rich in fruits, vegetables, whole grains, and lean proteins are linked with better overall mood and energy levels. An article by BMJ explains that what we eat is linked to our mood and mental wellbeing, with healthier dietary patterns like the Mediterranean diet, rich in fruits, vegetables, nuts, and whole foods being associated with lower risk of depressive symptoms compared with typical Western diets high in processed foods and sugars. This connection may be due to how foods affect blood sugar levels, inflammation in the body, and even the gut microbiome, all of which can influence brain function and emotional health. While more research is needed to fully understand the exact mechanisms, current evidence suggests that better diet quality is related to better mood and mental health outcomes (Firth, 2020).
Specific nutrients, including omega-3 fatty acids, magnesium, zinc, and certain vitamins, are thought to support brain function and reduce physiological stress responses, which may influence mood states in young adults. 
The British Dietetic Association explains that the foods we eat can influence our mood by providing energy and key nutrients the brain needs to function well. Carbohydrate‑rich foods help maintain stable blood glucose for concentration and prevent feelings of weakness or irritability, while amino acids like tryptophan from protein are involved in producing serotonin, a chemical linked to positive mood. Deficiencies in nutrients such as iron, B vitamins, folate and selenium can be associated with low mood, so eating a balanced diet with plenty of fruits, vegetables, whole grains, lean proteins and sources of omega‑3 fats (e.g., oily fish) may support better mood and emotional wellbeing (British Dietetic Association, 2025).
Many young adults, particularly young women, develop poor dietary habits due to a combination of personal, behavioural, and environmental factors. Participants commonly reported irregular eating patterns, such as skipping meals and relying on convenient, unhealthy foods. Although they were aware of the benefits of healthy eating, factors like lack of time, limited cooking skills, academic stress, and social influences often led them to make poorer food choices. Knowledge alone is not enough to improve diet quality; instead, young adults’ eating behaviours are shaped by their beliefs, daily routines, and surrounding food environment, which helps explain why unhealthy eating patterns are common in this age group (Kim, 2016).
Studying general mood, rather than diagnosed mental health conditions, is both safe and relevant for this population. Everyday fluctuations in mood are measurable through self-report tools and are sensitive to lifestyle factors, including diet. By focusing on general mood, this study avoids clinical sensitivities while still exploring a meaningful and impactful outcome. This approach also allows for the investigation of positive as well as negative emotional states, providing a comprehensive picture of the relationship between diet and emotional well-being.
Exploring dietary influences on mood in young adults has practical relevance. If associations are identified, this information could guide lifestyle interventions aimed at improving emotional well-being through simple, non-pharmacological means such as dietary modification. For example, promoting the consumption of fruits, vegetables, and sources of healthy fats may be an accessible strategy for improving energy, motivation, and overall mood in this population.
In summary, nutrition is a modifiable lifestyle factor that may influence general mood and emotional well-being in young adults. Studying this relationship can provide insights into how everyday dietary choices impact energy, alertness, and emotional states, and it offers an ethically safe and feasible research avenue. This study aims to investigate the associations between dietary patterns and general mood in young adults, providing a foundation for evidence-informed recommendations that support healthier lifestyles and emotional well-being.

Aims 

The primary aim of this study is to examine the relationship between dietary patterns and general mood in young adults aged 18-25 years. Secondary aims include exploring whether specific nutrient intakes, such as fruits, vegetables, and omega-3 fatty acids, are associated with higher positive mood or lower negative mood scores. The study seeks to identify potential lifestyle-based strategies to enhance emotional well-being through diet. Findings will provide insight into the ways everyday dietary habits may influence general mood in young adults and contribute to the development of practical dietary guidance for this population.

Methodology 

Participants
The study will involve approximately 100-150 young adults aged 18-25 years from university campuses, online platforms, and social groups. Inclusion criteria include age eligibility and willingness to complete online questionnaires. Participants with diagnosed mental health conditions will not be excluded but will be asked to note any relevant medical or medication history to control for potential confounding factors.



Study Design

[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]A cross-sectional study design will be used, collecting data on dietary patterns and self-reported mood at a single time point. This design is appropriate for investigating associations between variables and provides a feasible approach for a student research project.

Data Collection

Dietary Assessment:
Participants will complete a validated food frequency questionnaire assessing individual intake over the past month. The questionnaire will include items on consumption of fruits, vegetables, whole grains, processed foods, sugary snacks, and beverages. Portion sizes, meal frequency, and intake of nutrient-rich foods such as fish, nuts, and dairy will also be recorded. Data from this questionnaire will be used to generate diet quality scores and explore associations with mood outcomes.

Mood Assessment:

[bookmark: OLE_LINK2][bookmark: OLE_LINK3]Mood will be measured using validated self-report questionnaires suitable for non-clinical populations, such as the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS) (Watson, 1988) or the Profile of Mood States (POMS) (Mackenzie, 2001). Participants will rate the intensity or frequency of positive and negative emotions experienced over the past week. These measures provide reliable and valid assessments of everyday mood, allowing for analysis of both positive and negative emotional states.

Ethical Considerations

Participation will be voluntary, and informed consent will be obtained from all participants. Data will be anonymised to ensure confidentiality, and participants will have the right to withdraw at any time without consequence. The study will seek ethical approval from the relevant institutional review board, ensuring adherence to ethical research standards.

Procedure

Participants will be recruited via email, social media, and campus postings. After providing informed consent, they will complete the dietary and mood questionnaires online, taking approximately 20-30 minutes. Data will be securely stored for analysis.

Rationale for Methodology

A cross-sectional, self-report design allows for efficient data collection from a relatively large sample and is suitable for exploring associations between diet and mood. Using validated questionnaires ensures the reliability and comparability of the data while minimising participant burden. Measuring general mood rather than clinical conditions ensures the study remains ethically safe and non-sensitive, while still producing meaningful results relevant to everyday emotional well-being.



Data Analysis

[bookmark: OLE_LINK7]Data will be analysed using statistical software to assess associations between dietary patterns and general mood. Descriptive statistics will summarise participant demographics, diet quality, and mood scores. Correlation analyses will examine relationships between overall diet quality and mood outcomes, including both positive and negative affect.
Multivariable statistical analyses will be conducted to determine whether dietary patterns or specific nutrient intakes predict mood scores, while controlling for potential confounding variables such as age, gender, and medication use. Prior to analysis, assumptions such as linearity, normality, and constant variance will be assessed to ensure the validity of results. 
This approach allows for identification of potential dietary predictors of mood. Findings will contribute to understanding how everyday nutrition influences emotional well-being in young adults, offering a foundation for lifestyle-based recommendations and future research.

Conclusion
To conclude, this study aims to investigate the relationship between dietary patterns and general mood in young adults aged 18-25 years, a population undergoing significant developmental and lifestyle changes that can influence emotional well-being. Evidence suggests that diet quality, including consumption of fruits, vegetables, whole grains, lean proteins, and omega‑3 fatty acids, may support positive mood and reduce negative affect, while diets high in processed foods and sugars may contribute to lower mood and increased irritability or fatigue. By employing validated dietary and mood assessments within a cross-sectional design, this research will explore how everyday nutritional habits relate to fluctuations in mood, while accounting for potential confounding factors such as age, gender, and medication use.
Understanding these associations has practical implications, as dietary modification represents a safe, accessible, and non-pharmacological strategy to enhance emotional well-being in young adults. Findings from this study will provide evidence to inform lifestyle interventions, public health guidance and future research, contributing to a broader understanding of how nutrition can influence mental and emotional health in this critical life stage.
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