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Abstract: In the recent decade, due to its
nutritional components and diversified food
structure, the Mediterranean diet has been
under extensive research for having
relations to the prevention or improvement
of several health problems. This review
aims at discussing the potential preventive
role of the Mediterranean diet in elderly
depression. This article first summarizes the
core characteristics of the Mediterranean
diet and its benefits in improving physical
health. Meanwhile, the paper discusses the
prevalence of depression among the elderly
and the major influencing factors, including
psychological, physiological, and social ones.
By analyzing the existing literature, this
article explains in detail the positive effect
of the Mediterranean diet on the mental
health of the elderly and then further
develops the possible role of the
Mediterranean diet in preventing
depression through anti-inflammatory and
antioxidant mechanisms. This article
summarized the association between
depression in the elderly and
Mediterranean diet. It could serve as a
useful reference for the public health area
and support its use as a potential
intervention strategy in the prevention of
elderly depression.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Research Background and Importance
It has also become an increasingly serious
public health problem worldwide, especially in
an aging society. Depression not only
seriously affects the quality of life of the
elderly but also increases the burden on their

physical health [1]. Since the elderly often
have multiple chronic diseases and have
limited medication treatment options,
non-drug interventions are becoming
increasingly important in preventive and
therapeutic measures against depression [2].
Dietary patterns have recently become a focus,
attracting more and more attention regarding
their potential antidepressive effects. Among
them, the Mediterranean diet has been widely
regarded because of its rich antioxidant
components and anti-inflammatory
mechanisms that would serve as a preventive
effect in a variety of psychological and
physiological diseases [3].
The Mediterranean diet is characterized by a
high intake of olive oil, fish, vegetables, and
fruits, which may lower the level of
inflammation responses and oxidative stress in
the body quite efficiently [4]. This has a close
relation to the pathological mechanism of
depression. There is a great deal of evidence
that strongly points to the Mediterranean diet
having an especially essential role in
modulating neurotransmitter function,
improving intestinal microbiota, and reducing
inflammation in the body and as such,
preventing elderly depression [5]. Second, this
positive relationship between the
Mediterranean diet and mental health has been
verified in many prospective studies,
especially those in the elderly population,
whose benefits are particularly prominent [6].

1.2 Research Objectives
This paper systematically reviews the
literature related to the possible role of the
Mediterranean diet in preventing depression
among the elderly, explores the biological
mechanism behind this hypothetical
association, and summarizes the results of
previous studies that reflect the diet-depression
association. The review focuses on the
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antidepressant effect of the Mediterranean diet
in the elderly population, its contribution to
alleviating depressive symptoms, and
improving quality of life. This paper attempts
to theoretically prepare for the further research
and clinical application by reviewing the
existing literature in this field, thus further
promoting the promotion and application of
the Mediterranean diet in the field of elderly
mental health.

2. Overview of the Mediterranean Diet
Pattern

2.1 Definition and Characteristics of the
Mediterranean Diet
The Mediterranean diet pattern originated
from the traditional dietary habits of the
Mediterranean coastal areas. It is mainly based
on plant-based foods (see figure1); its core
includes a large amount of vegetables, fruits,
whole grains, beans, nuts, and olive oil. Olive
oil in every form constitutes the major source
of fat in the Mediterranean Diet. Antioxidant
effects may be strong due in large part to the
polyphenols contained therein, though olive oil
is the richest source of monounsaturated fats.
The Mediterranean diet recommended fish and
white meat in limited quantities and reduced
the consumption of red meat and processed
meat. Fermented milk products, like yogurt
and cheese, especially moderate drinking,
focusing on moderate consumption of red wine
at mealtime [7].

Figure 1: Plant-based Foods Mainly
Included in the Mediterranean Diet

Another important aspect of the Mediterranean
diet is that it relies a great deal on foodstuffs of
natural origin, unprocessed-providing
emphasis on fresh, seasonal, and locally
produced foods. The characteristics of this
model are related not only to food but also to
dietary culture, such as family meals, social
interactions, and healthy lifestyles [8]. Various
components of the diet interact synergistically,
thereby exerting an effect other than that of a

single nutrient. As research digs deeper, the
nutrition median thought is that the
Mediterranean diet is a holistic diet involving
several food components' synergistic effects.
In this way, the Mediterranean diet could meet
nutritional needs and show significant
advantages in health and the prevention of
various diseases by means of different
mechanisms [9].

2.2 Health benefits of the Mediterranean
diet
The Mediterranean dietary pattern was
characterized by a peculiar nutritional profile,
having a preventive effect on several chronic
diseases, mainly cardiovascular events and
metabolic syndrome. A large number of
studies have shown that long-term adherence
to the Mediterranean diet can effectively
reduce the incidence of cardiovascular events
and has a significant improvement effect on a
variety of metabolic-related diseases such as
obesity, hypertension, and type 2 diabetes [9].
For example, the Mediterranean diet with olive
oil and vegetables is generously composed of
antioxidants that, besides reducing oxidative
stress, might delay the progression of
cardiovascular disease through
anti-inflammatory mechanisms [10].
It has also been observed that, besides various
cardiovascular health benefits, the
Mediterranean diet also has a preventive role
in the neurodegenerative disorders of the brain,
such as Alzheimer's disease. Several
prospective studies have demonstrated that the
Mediterranean diet is closely associated with
reduced cognitive decline among the elderly
[11]. The evidence for mental health-supported
Mediterranean diet has gradually attracted
attention, especially the potential role in
preventing depression supported by more and
more experimental evidence.
Improved levels of inflammation and oxidative
stress may mean that the Mediterranean diet
has an important role to play in promoting
mental health [12].

3. Influencing Factors and Current Status
of Elderly Depression

3.1 Definition and Epidemiology of Elderly
Depression
Elderly depression is the depression that
happens to the elderly, usually with
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accompanying physiological aging, chronic
diseases, and increased psychosocial stress. It
affects not just the quality of life of the elderly
but is also associated with a higher rate of
comorbidity and mortality. Epidemiologically,
it is shown that the incidence of elderly
depression increases linearly with age, with
the incidence rate significantly increasing after
the age of 75 years. In a study among elderly
people over 75 years, the overall incidence of
elderly depression was 38.2%, wherein 1.0%
had severe depression and 2.5% had mild
depression [13]. This result reflects that
depressive symptoms are very common among
the elderly population, especially the incidence
of mild depression and depressive symptoms
increases significantly with increasing age.
Besides, the epidemiological studies carried
out in different parts of the world presented the
fact that the incidence of depression among
elderly people is connected with several
variables: marital status, educational level, and
health status. Those who are divorced,
widowed, lesser educated, and who appraise
their health condition as poor possess a greater
risk of depressive symptoms [14]. It has shown
that the depression of the elderly is related to
physiological, socioeconomic, and
psychological reasons. Therefore, the
epidemiological feature of depression in
elderly patients provides an important
reference for understanding the complexity of
this disease.

3.2 Main Factors Affecting Depression in
the Elderly
Depression in old age is influenced by many
complex and varied factors including
physiological, psychological, social
environment, and lifestyle. First, the health of
one's body plays an important role in affecting
depression in old age. It has been learned from
recent studies that the incidence of depression
among elderly people suffering from
cardiovascular diseases, stroke, and diabetes
has increased tremendously. These diseases
may not only bring direct influence on aged
people's physical function but also give more
psychological burdens to them, with induction
of depression due to pain, mobility problem,
and life quality decline [15].
These factors are also psychological and social
in nature, wherein the increment of depression
among the elderly is the most important. As

usual, loneliness and a lack of social support
are common triggers that facilitate the cascade
of depression among the elderly. For instance,
it has been pointed out in the literature that
among the elderly, those with feelings of
loneliness or a lack of social interaction have a
higher chance of developing depressive
symptoms [16]. Other common risk factors for
depression among the aged include financial
pressure, low life satisfaction, and functional
decline [17]. This therefore means that besides
physical health, the mental and social state of
the aged serve as the key determinants in
depression. Therefore, preventing depression
among the elderly requires not only
intervention at the physiological level but also
pays attention to psychological and social
improvement.

4. Association Between Mediterranean Diet
and Depression in the Elderly

4.1 Mechanism of the Effect of
Mediterranean Diet on Mental Health
The Mediterranean diet has widely been
studied for its various beneficial implications
on mental health, and it exerts
anti-inflammatory, antioxidant, and
neurotransmission-modulating effects. This
fact is succinctly expressed in Figure 2. This is
because the Mediterranean diet contains a
tremendous amount of ingredients with
antioxidants and anti-inflammatory chemicals,
including polyphenols in olive oil, fish rich in
omega-3 fatty acids, and a variety of
vegetables and fruits that effectively help
diminish inflammatory responses and
oxidative stress in the body. Inflammation is
associated with oxidative stress, and both are
closely linked to the development of
depression. By decreasing these pathological
mechanisms, the Mediterranean diet may play
an important role in both prevention and
alleviation of depressive symptoms [18]. In
addition, the Mediterranean diet can regulate
the function of neurotransmitters, especially
acting on the levels of serotonin in the brain to
enhance mood and mental health. Several
studies have shown that the incidence of
depression and anxiety in individuals
following the Mediterranean diet is
significantly lower compared to other dietary
patterns. Such a dietary pattern, by promoting
intestinal health and improving the function of
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the gut-brain axis, may also result in positive
impacts on mental health conditions [19].

Figure 2. Mechanism of the Mediterranean
Diet's Impact on Mental Health

4.2 Review of Research on Mediterranean
Diet and Elderly Depression
Many studies have confirmed that the effect of
the Mediterranean diet on preventing and
relieving elderly depression is large. A
systematic review has revealed that adherence
of the elderly to the Mediterranean diet can
significantly reduce the incidence of
depressive symptoms, especially in the
high-risk group where the benefit of such is
more prominent [20]. A multicenter European
study demonstrated that elderly subjects with a
good adherence to the Mediterranean diet had
significantly lower scores in depression when
compared to subjects showing poor adherence
to such diet, and this factor is most definitely
expressed in people in older age with chronic
diseases [21]. Additionally, the protective
long-term effects of the Mediterranean diet
have also been confirmed. In the intervention
study, after 6 months of improvement, there
was not only an improvement in the mental
health of participants but also an extension to
quality of life and overall health [22]. This
therefore implies that the Mediterranean diet
can be used as an effective intervention
strategy in preventing and managing elderly
depression amidst the growing incidence of
depression in an aging society. This dietary
pattern can be a key booster for public health
policies.

5. Conclusion
Existing studies have consistently shown that
the Mediterranean diet has a positive impact
on the mental health of the elderly, especially
in preventing and alleviating elderly
depression. These studies reveal that the
Mediterranean diet can effectively reduce the

incidence of depressive symptoms and
improve the overall health of the elderly
through mechanisms such as
anti-inflammatory, antioxidant and improved
neurotransmission. In addition, the
Mediterranean diet pattern is not only
beneficial for depression, but also provides
broad support for cognitive function,
cardiovascular health and chronic disease
management in the elderly. However, although
the results are generally consistent, there are
still some differences in research methods,
such as the way to assess dietary compliance
and the differences in intervention effects in
different regions and populations. Therefore,
more standardized research designs are needed
to ensure the general applicability of the
conclusions.
Nevertheless, the benefits of the
Mediterranean diet in reducing depressive
symptoms and improving the mental health of
the elderly have been supported by multiple
prospective studies and systematic reviews.
This provides a theoretical basis for public
health intervention, especially in the context of
coping with the high incidence of depression
in an aging society. The promotion of this
dietary pattern can play an important role in
reducing the burden of depression in the
elderly.
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