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The holiday season is here, which can either be a happy
occasion filled with joy, or it can be a struggle for some.
  According to the National Alliance on Mental Illness
(NAMI), 64% of people in the U.S. with mental health
disorders reported holidays make their conditions worse
and can bring feelings of sadness/dissatisfaction, financial
stress, and loneliness (NAMI, 2020).  This is not only
specific to the U.S. In 2018, a survey in the United
Kingdom found that 31% of people felt sad or upset during
holiday times, and 18% of individuals had lost their temper
with family members or loved ones (Statista Research
Department, 2022).

An IPSOS 2023 Global Health Service Monitor survey
found 53% of U.S. respondents reported mental health
as the biggest health issue that they are currently facing
(Fleck, 2023).  This increased from August 2022 and now
exceeds other health issues of concern, including obesity,
cancer, stress, and the coronavirus (Fleck, 2023). The

most common mental health disorder is anxiety (Aucoin
et al., 2021).  In 2022, a survey found that 33% of adults
in the U.S. stated they always or often felt anxious in
the past 12 months, followed by depression and then
loneliness at 21% (Vankar, 2022).  When it comes to the
holidays, loneliness can lead to the “Holiday Blues” during
Thanksgiving all the way to New Year’s (NAMI, 2020).  If
these symptoms last more than two weeks, it can lead to
clinical levels of anxiety and/or depression (NAMI, 2020).

There are many suggestions on what we can do to help
manage our mental wellbeing, one being diet.  Research
has found a strong association with diet and anxiety, and
depressive disorders (Aucoin et al., 2021; Gibson-Smith
et al., 2020).  Changing the way we eat to a healthier
eating pattern, such as the Mediterranean Diet, can
help to potentially decrease symptoms of anxiety and/or
depression (Kris-Etherton et al., 2020).  The opposite has
been found when individuals consumed energy-dense
foods high in added sugars and saturated fats (Aucoin et
al., 2021; Kris-Etherton et al, 2020).

It's understandable that during the holiday season it may
be difficult to avoid all of those high fat and sugary foods,
but small changes can make a difference. For example,
eating one cookie instead of three cookies, adding more
vegetables to your plate to feel full, and having one day
be a meatless day.  Avoiding alcohol, opioids, and other
nervous system depressants, especially when you are
feeling sad or lonely, helps manage mental health as well
(NAMI, 2020).  

To help support you on establishing an overall healthier
you, consider consulting a registered dietitian/nutritionist
(RDN).  RDN’s can be a wonderful addition to your support
group that you may or may not already have set in place.
  They can provide you with additional resources and/or
references and create a personalized nutrition plan.  Start
your search for an RDN at the Academy of Nutrition and
Dietetics website eatright.org.  If not this year, then make
it a New Year’s resolution!  The key is to start small and
build on nutrition skills as you go. Enjoy the holidays!
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