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Abstract
Article History: Background and Objectives: High-carbohydrate diets are common among
Received: 20 July 2025 adolescent students, and mental health is shaped mainly during these years.
Revised: 01 September 2025 The present study aimed to investigate the relationship between sugar
Accepted: 03 September 2025 consumption and mental health among high school students in Abadan,
ePublished: 21 December 2025 Iran, 2023-2024.

Materials and Methods: This descriptive-cross-sectional study was
conducted on 627 male and female high school students through a random
cluster sampling method. Three questionnaires were used for data
collection: a demographic information questionnaire, a Food Frequency
Questionnaire (FFQ), and a General Health Questionnaire (GHQ).

Results: Sugar consumption was reported as: 78% (489 individuals)
consumed less than 30 kg, 14.4% consumed between 30 and 50 kg, and
7.5% consumed more than 50 kg. The occurrence of psychological
symptoms in students consuming between 30 and 50 kg and over was
higher (P<0.00).

Conclusion: Ultimately, a significant positive association was identified
between the consumption of sugar and carbohydrates and the mental health
E-mail: status of adolescent students.
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Extended Abstract

Background and Objective

Mental health is now considered a crucial element
of human well-being and is influenced by
emotional, psychological, and social factors.
Adolescence is a particularly vulnerable stage when
behavioral habits and mental health are
established, and statistics show that more than half
of mental health issues begin around the age of 14.
Depression and anxiety are among the most
common disorders in this age group, with
prevalence rates significantly higher in Iran
compared to global averages. While serotonin and
medication-based  approaches are common
treatments, many adolescents prefer non-
pharmacological interventions, such as lifestyle and
dietary changes. Diet is a key factor not only in
physical but also in psychological health, with
studies linking poor dietary habits to an increased
risk of depression and anxiety. Adolescents are
frequently exposed to unhealthy diets, such as
sugary drinks and processed foods, particularly in
school environments. However, previous research
findings have been inconsistent and mostly focused
on Western countries. Few studies have explored
the relationship between dietary patterns and
mental health within Middle Eastern contexts.
Given that excessive intake of simple sugars and
sugar-sweetened beverages shows a prevalent
dietary pattern across Asia, particularly among
school-aged adolescents, and considering that
mental health trajectories are largely established
during this developmental stage, exploring the
association between these variables is of
considerable significance. This study set out to
investigate the relationship between sugar
consumption and mental health among students in
Abadan, Iran.

Materials and Methods

The study was conducted as a descriptive cross-
sectional survey between September 2023 and May
2024 in schools supervised by the Abadan
Education Department. A total of 627 students, both
male and female, from middle and high schools
were selected through stratified and cluster random
sampling. The inclusion criteria were students aged
12-18 with parental consent, while those with pre-
diagnosed mental health disorders, antidepressant
usage, or substance abuse were excluded. Data
collection relied on three tools: a demographic
questionnaire, a semi-quantitative Food Frequency
Questionnaire (FFQ) to assess sugar intake, and the
General Health Questionnaire (GHQ-28) to
evaluate mental health. The FFQ recorded the
consumption of sweet foods and beverages,
including cakes, sodas, and packaged beverages.
The GHQ-28 measured symptoms across four
domains:  physical health, anxiety, social
dysfunction, and depression. Statistical analysis was
performed using SPSS software (version 27), with t-
tests, ANOVA, Mann-Whitney, and Kruskal-Wallis
tests applied depending on data distribution.
Logistic regression was used to adjust for
confounders, such as age, gender, family income,

parental education, and comorbidities. Ethical
approval was obtained, and interviews were
conducted by trained nursing students to ensure
reliable responses.

Results

The sample included 52.8% female and 47.2%
male students, with the majority (67.5%) in middle
schools. About 90% of the participants reported
good physical health, and 78% consumed less than
30 kg of sugar annually, 14.4% consumed 30-50
kg, and 7.5% consumed more than 50 kg. A total of
12.8% (80 students) were identified with mental
health disorders. Although no significant gender
difference was observed, tenth-grade students
showed 2.5 times higher psychological issues
compared to seventh-graders. Students from higher-
income families and with better-educated parents
were less likely to report psychological problems.
Conversely, students with chronic illnesses were
2.7 times more likely to be at risk. Regarding sugar
intake, students who consumed 30-50 kg annually
had approximately 8.5 times greater risk of mental
disorders, while those consuming more than 50 kg
faced over 20 times greater risk compared to
students consuming less than 30 kg per year. After
adjusting  for  demographic  factors, sugar
consumption remained a strong predictor: the odds
of developing mental disorders increased more than
10 times for those consuming 30-50 kg annually,
and by nearly 27 times for those consuming more
than 50 kg.

Discussion

The findings confirmed a significant inverse
relationship between sugar consumption and
mental health: higher intake was strongly
associated with increased psychological problems.
This finding aligns with international studies that
have linked sugary beverages and fast foods to
stress, depression, and suicidal thoughts. It also
supports earlier Iranian studies connecting
processed food consumption with poor mental
well-being. Differences with some studies may arise
from variations in sample size, cultural context, or
age group. Stress-related increases in the
consumption of sweet foods, particularly among
females, were highlighted in previous research and
mirrored in the patterns observed in the current
study. Socioeconomic factors played an important
role: students from low-income families had worse
mental health compared to higher-income peers,
consistent with research in other countries. Parental
education also positively impacted students’” mental
health, echoing studies that suggest children of
highly educated parents report higher well-being.
Overall, the findings emphasize that nutrition,
economic conditions, and family background
jointly shape adolescent mental health. However,
discrepancies with some studies underline the need
for further context-specific research.

Conclusion

The study concluded that excessive sugar
consumption has a clear and significant correlation
with poorer mental health in adolescents. Students
with high sugar intake were significantly more likely
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to experience psychological symptoms, even after
accounting for demographic and socioeconomic
factors. These results highlight the need for urgent
interventions in schools and families to promote
healthier eating habits. Awareness programs for
parents, teachers, and school staff should
emphasize the impact of diet on mental well-being.
Public health strategies must target reducing the
availability and consumption of sugary foods and
beverages among students. The study also

acknowledged limitations, including potential
inaccuracies in dietary reporting and participant
fatigue during interviews, although measures were
taken to minimize these issues. Future research is
recommended to examine other dietary factors
influencing mental health and to expand studies
across different regions and populations. Overall,
this study highlights the importance of integrating
nutritional education into adolescent mental health
promotion efforts.
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