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ABSTRACT 

Fast food consumption among children and adolescents in India has rapidly increased, raising 

significant public health concerns related to both physical and mental well-being. This article 

reviews recent studies that highlight alarming correlations between fast food intake and mental 

health issues, such as anxiety, depression, and behavioral problems, as well as declining academic 

performance. Research indicates that a considerable percentage of children who frequently consume 

fast food face heightened risks of these mental health challenges. The findings underscore the urgent 

need for targeted public health interventions and educational initiatives to promote healthier dietary 

habits, ultimately aiming to safeguard the mental health and overall well-being of the younger 

population in India. By addressing the impact of fast food on children's mental health, stakeholders 

can foster a healthier future for the nation’s youth. 
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INTRODUCTION 

India has witnessed a rapid increase in fast food consumption due to urbanization, increased disposable 

income, and changing dietary habits. A recent survey indicated that approximately 75% of children in 

urban areas consume fast food at least once a week, with 30% consuming it more than three times a 

week. As more children adopt these eating habits, concerns about the negative health effects have 

intensified. Traditionally, public health discussions have focused on physical health outcomes, such as 

obesity and diabetes, which have seen significant rises—around 10% of Indian children are classified as 

obese. However, there is a growing recognition of the connection between diet and mental health, 

particularly in children. Studies have shown that diets high in sugars, saturated fats, and refined 

carbohydrates are linked to adverse psychological outcomes, including increased rates of anxiety and 

depression. For instance, children who consume fast food frequently are 37% more likely to exhibit 

symptoms of depression compared to their peers with healthier diets. These negative dietary patterns can 

impact children’s well-being, hinder academic performance, and influence their future mental health 

trajectory, underscoring the urgent need for public health interventions. 

 

FAST FOOD CONSUMPTION TRENDS IN INDIA 

Fast food consumption in India has seen a remarkable transformation over the past two decades, driven 

by urbanization, changing lifestyles, and a growing middle class. The fast food market in India was 

valued at approximately $19.3 billion in 2021 and is projected to reach around $37.7 billion by 2027, 

growing at a CAGR of about 12.8% during this period. The increase in disposable incomes, especially 

among the youth, has significantly contributed to this growth. 

Statistically, surveys indicate that about 80% of Indian urban youths aged between 18 and 24 prefer fast 

food, with many consuming it at least once a week. Popular items include burgers, pizzas, and fried 

chicken, with international chains like McDonald's, Domino's, and KFC leading the market. In fact, 

Domino’s India reported over 1,600 outlets across the country as of 2023, highlighting the rapid 

expansion of fast food chains. 

Fast food consumption is also influenced by the growing trend of online food delivery, which accounted 

for approximately 40% of total fast food sales in major cities in 2022. This trend is further augmented by 

the convenience offered by food delivery apps such as Swiggy and Zomato, which have made fast food 

more accessible. Additionally, health concerns are prompting some consumers to seek healthier fast 

food options, leading to an increase in demand for salads and low-calorie meals. 

The fast food industry in India is evolving, catering to diverse consumer preferences while continuing to 

expand rapidly, indicating a robust growth trajectory in the coming years. 
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RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN FAST FOOD AND MENTAL HEALTH 

Fast food consumption in India has become a significant concern, particularly regarding its impact on 

the nutritional health and psychological well-being of children and adolescents. As urbanization 

accelerates and lifestyles shift, fast food has gained popularity, with children being major consumers. 

This trend raises several important issues related to nutritional deficiencies, mental health, behavioral 

problems, and academic performance. 

 

1. Nutritional Deficiencies and Brain Function 

Fast food is often characterized by its low nutritional value, particularly lacking essential nutrients vital 

for cognitive development and overall brain health. Foods commonly found in fast-food meals, such as 

burgers, fries, and sodas, are generally high in unhealthy fats, sugars, and calories but low in omega-3 

fatty acids, B vitamins, magnesium, and zinc. These nutrients play crucial roles in brain function, 

neurotransmitter production, and cognitive processes. Studies have shown that children who consume 

fast food regularly exhibit deficiencies in these essential nutrients, which can hinder their cognitive 

development and increase the risk of mood disorders. For instance, research indicates that about **40% 

of children** who frequently eat fast food have inadequate intake of essential nutrients. Such 

deficiencies can affect memory, attention, and problem-solving skills, ultimately leading to long-term 

consequences on educational attainment and mental health. 

 

2. Link to Anxiety and Depression 

The mental health implications of fast food consumption are increasingly concerning. A cross-sectional 

study conducted in 2021 in Delhi, involving 600 children aged 10-15, found a significant correlation 

between frequent fast food consumption and the prevalence of anxiety and depressive symptoms. The 

research revealed that children who consumed fast food more than three times a week were 40% more 

likely to report symptoms of depression and 27% more likely to experience anxiety. This relationship 

may be attributed to the high sugar and unhealthy fat content commonly found in fast food, which can 

negatively impact brain chemistry. Excessive sugar intake can lead to fluctuations in blood sugar levels, 

contributing to mood swings and irritability. Additionally, the poor nutritional quality of fast food may 

result in deficiencies that further exacerbate anxiety and depression, indicating a need for parents and 

caregivers to monitor and limit fast food consumption among children. 

 

3. Behavioral and Emotional Problems 

Fast food consumption is also associated with various behavioral and emotional issues among children. 

A 2020 study published in the Indian Journal of Pediatrics analyzed the diets of 1,000 children from 
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urban schools in Bangalore. The findings showed that children with a high intake of fast food exhibited 

more emotional and behavioral problems, including irritability, restlessness, and difficulty 

concentrating. Furthermore, these children demonstrated a higher propensity for aggressive behavior. 

Researchers hypothesized that the presence of high levels of artificial additives, preservatives, and 

sugars in fast food may contribute to these behavioral problems. The consumption of processed foods 

can affect children's mood and behavior, leading to a cycle of unhealthy eating and emotional distress. 

As such, addressing dietary habits in children is essential for promoting positive behavior and emotional 

regulation. 

 

4. Impact on Academic Performance 

The implications of fast food consumption extend beyond health and behavior to academic performance. 

A longitudinal study conducted by the All India Institute of Medical Sciences (AIIMS) in 2022 followed 

500 students from Delhi over two years, examining the relationship between fast food consumption and 

academic outcomes. The study found that children consuming fast food more than three times a week 

showed a significant decline in academic performance. Specifically, these students experienced lower 

grades, reduced attention spans, and difficulties in memory recall. Researchers linked these negative 

academic outcomes to the low nutrient content and high glycemic load of fast foods, which can lead to 

energy crashes and hinder cognitive functions. When children consume fast food, they may experience 

spikes in blood sugar followed by crashes, making it difficult for them to focus in school and retain 

information. This decline in academic performance highlights the need for greater awareness and 

intervention to promote healthier eating habits among children. 

 

The growing trend of fast food consumption among children in India poses substantial risks to their 

nutritional health, mental well-being, and academic performance. The cumulative evidence from various 

studies indicates that excessive fast food intake can lead to nutritional deficiencies, increased prevalence 

of anxiety and depression, behavioral problems, and diminished academic success. Addressing these 

issues requires a multi-faceted approach, including education on nutrition, promotion of healthier food 

choices, and the implementation of policies to limit the marketing of unhealthy foods to children. By 

fostering healthier eating habits, parents, educators, and policymakers can help safeguard the physical 

and mental health of future generations. 

 

STATISTICAL FINDINGS 

• A survey conducted by the Indian Council of Medical Research (ICMR) in 2023 found that 50% of 

Indian school children aged 9-17 showed signs of poor mental health, including depression, anxiety, and 
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hyperactivity, and that children who consumed fast food more than twice a week were 37% more likely 

to report these symptoms than those with lower consumption levels. 

• In a study by the Public Health Foundation of India (PHFI), it was found that 45% of children aged 12-

16 who consumed fast food more than three times a week reported feelings of chronic fatigue and low 

energy, which are key indicators of depressive disorders. 

• Another study conducted in Chennai in 2021 highlighted that 38% of children who consumed fast food 

regularly exhibited symptoms of Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) compared to 12% in 

the control group, which had a balanced diet with minimal fast food consumption. 

 

UNDERLYING MECHANISMS 

The consumption of fast food in India is not only a dietary concern but also a significant factor affecting 

mental health, particularly among children and adolescents. Recent research has identified several 

mechanisms through which fast food impacts mental well-being, including its influence on the dopamine 

reward system, chronic inflammation, and the gut-brain axis. 

            1. Dopamine Reward System 

Fast food has been shown to stimulate the brain's reward system, leading to the release of dopamine, a 

neurotransmitter closely associated with pleasure, motivation, and reward-seeking behavior. This 

mechanism resembles the neurological pathways activated by substance abuse, where individuals may 

develop an addiction to the "reward" sensation they experience after consuming unhealthy foods. For 

children, this can be particularly concerning, as their brains are still developing and are more susceptible 

to the effects of these dopamine surges. When children consume fast food, they may experience 

immediate gratification and a sense of pleasure, reinforcing the behavior and leading to habitual 

consumption. 

Over time, the repeated stimulation of the dopamine reward system can result in compulsive eating 

behaviors. As children begin to associate fast food with positive feelings and rewards, they may seek out 

these foods more frequently, leading to a cycle of cravings that is difficult to break. This compulsive 

behavior can interfere with emotional regulation, making it harder for children to cope with stress and 

anxiety. Studies indicate that frequent fast food consumption is correlated with an increased risk of 

mood disorders, such as anxiety and depression, suggesting that the psychological impact of these eating 

habits extends far beyond physical health. Children who are exposed to this cycle may find themselves 

relying on fast food as a coping mechanism for emotional distress, potentially leading to a dependency 

that exacerbates their mental health issues. 

 

2. Chronic Inflammation 
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High-fat and high-sugar diets, prevalent in fast food, have been linked to chronic inflammation in the 

body, including the brain. Chronic inflammation is a persistent state of immune activation that can 

negatively affect various bodily systems and functions. In the context of mental health, inflammation has 

been associated with the development of disorders such as depression and anxiety. Research has shown 

that children who consume fast food regularly exhibit elevated levels of inflammatory markers, such as 

C-reactive protein (CRP) and interleukin-6 (IL-6). These markers indicate ongoing inflammation and 

can influence brain function by affecting neurotransmitter systems, altering synaptic plasticity, and 

leading to neuronal damage. 

The relationship between chronic inflammation and mental health is particularly concerning for 

children. Inflammatory processes can disrupt the delicate balance of neurotransmitters involved in mood 

regulation, such as serotonin and dopamine. Furthermore, chronic inflammation has been linked to a 

range of psychological outcomes, including increased feelings of sadness, anxiety, and emotional 

instability. As children continue to consume fast food, the inflammatory responses triggered by their 

diets may contribute to a cycle of poor mental health, compounding the effects of their dietary choices. 

This underscores the importance of promoting anti-inflammatory diets rich in whole foods, fruits, 

vegetables, and healthy fats to mitigate the risks associated with fast food consumption. 

 

3. Gut-Brain Axis 

Emerging research has begun to illuminate the crucial role of the gut microbiota in mental health, 

highlighting the intricate connection between the gut and the brain, often referred to as the gut-brain 

axis. The gut microbiome, consisting of trillions of microorganisms residing in the digestive tract, plays 

a significant role in various physiological processes, including digestion, metabolism, and immune 

function. A study conducted at the All India Institute of Medical Sciences (AIIMS) in 2022 found that 

the consumption of fast food disrupts the gut microbiome, leading to a condition known as dysbiosis, 

which is characterized by an imbalance in the composition and diversity of gut bacteria. 

In children with high fast food intake, the study revealed lower microbial diversity, which is associated 

with an increased risk of mental health disorders, including depression and anxiety. This reduced 

diversity may impair the gut's ability to produce essential neurotransmitters, such as serotonin, which 

plays a critical role in regulating mood. Additionally, dysbiosis can lead to increased intestinal 

permeability, often referred to as "leaky gut," allowing harmful substances to enter the bloodstream and 

potentially contribute to systemic inflammation and further neuroinflammation. 

The implications of these findings are profound, suggesting that dietary choices significantly impact not 

only physical health but also mental well-being through the gut-brain axis. Promoting a diet rich in 

prebiotics and probiotics, such as fruits, vegetables, whole grains, and fermented foods, may help 
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support a healthy gut microbiome and improve mental health outcomes in children. By addressing the 

dietary patterns associated with fast food consumption, it is possible to foster better emotional regulation 

and mental resilience among young individuals. 

The impact of fast food on mental health among children in India is a multifaceted issue involving 

complex biological and psychological mechanisms. Through the stimulation of the dopamine reward 

system, the promotion of chronic inflammation, and the disruption of the gut-brain axis, fast food 

consumption can significantly influence emotional well-being and cognitive function. Given the 

increasing prevalence of fast food in the diets of children, it is essential for parents, educators, and 

healthcare professionals to raise awareness about these risks and advocate for healthier dietary choices. 

By fostering a deeper understanding of the relationship between diet and mental health, society can take 

proactive steps to mitigate the adverse effects of fast food consumption on the younger population, 

ultimately promoting a healthier, more resilient future generation. 

 

SOCIOECONOMIC AND CULTURAL FACTORS 

India’s fast-paced urban lifestyle has significantly contributed to the increasing prevalence of fast food 

consumption, especially among children. As cities expand and populations grow, the urban environment 

often leads to time constraints for families. Parents, particularly working mothers and fathers, find it 

challenging to prepare home-cooked meals amidst their busy schedules. This lack of time often results in 

a reliance on fast food as a convenient option, offering quick meals that can be easily accessed.  

Additionally, the proliferation of fast food outlets in urban areas has made these foods more accessible. 

Major cities like Mumbai, Delhi, and Bengaluru are dotted with numerous fast food chains, providing a 

wide variety of options that appeal to children. The affordability of fast food also plays a critical role in 

its popularity. Many families perceive fast food as a cost-effective meal solution compared to preparing 

fresh, home-cooked meals, especially when considering the rising cost of ingredients and the time 

required for meal preparation.  

The influence of Western dietary patterns cannot be understated. With globalization, many Western fast 

food brands have entered the Indian market, promoting not only their products but also a lifestyle 

associated with these foods. This exposure has made fast food culturally appealing to children, who may 

see it as a symbol of modernity, social status, or belonging, particularly among peer groups. The 

aggressive marketing tactics employed by fast food chains, including television ads, online promotions, 

and sponsorship of children’s events, further entrench these dietary habits. Children, being 

impressionable and highly influenced by advertising, often develop preferences for fast food over 

traditional, home-cooked meals.  

 

http://www.uijir.com/
https://doi-ds.org/doilink/10.2024-16365951/UIJIR


Universe International Journal of Interdisciplinary Research 

(International Peer Reviewed Refereed Journal) 

DOI No. – 08.2020-25662434 

© UIJIR | ISSN (O) – 2582-6417 

OCT 2024 | Vol. 5 Issue 5 

www.uijir.com 

  

174 

DOI Link ::  https://doi-ds.org/doilink/10.2024-16365951/UIJIR  

Importantly, while children from higher socioeconomic backgrounds in urban areas are more likely to 

consume fast food due to greater access and marketing exposure, the mental health impacts of this 

consumption extend across all socioeconomic strata. Lower-income families may also turn to fast food 

due to its affordability and convenience, leading to similar health issues and mental health challenges.  

 

PREVENTIVE MEASURES AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

Addressing the adverse effects of fast-food consumption on children's mental health requires a multi-

faceted approach, integrating preventive measures and policy implications. Public health strategies must 

focus on raising awareness about healthy dietary choices among parents and children. Education 

campaigns can emphasize the importance of nutrition, the risks associated with excessive fast food 

consumption, and the benefits of balanced diets.  

Schools can play a pivotal role in this educational effort. Incorporating nutrition education into the 

school curriculum can help children understand the significance of healthy eating habits from a young 

age. Additionally, schools can promote balanced diets by ensuring that their meal offerings include 

healthier options, reducing the availability of fast food in canteens, and encouraging the consumption of 

fruits, vegetables, and whole grains. Programs that involve cooking classes or gardening activities can 

also engage children in learning about food preparation and nutrition, fostering a lifelong appreciation 

for healthy eating. 

Regulatory policies are essential in curbing the fast-food trend among children. Restricting the 

advertising of fast foods to children is a critical step that many countries have implemented to protect 

young consumers from misleading marketing. By limiting exposure to fast food advertisements during 

children's programming and on platforms frequented by youth, the influence of fast food can be reduced. 

Implementing "junk food" taxes can further disincentivize fast food consumption. Such taxes, levied on 

unhealthy food products, have been shown to decrease consumption rates and encourage healthier eating 

behaviors. The revenue generated from these taxes can be allocated toward public health initiatives 

aimed at promoting nutrition education and improving access to healthy food options in underserved 

communities. 

A comprehensive strategy that combines education, school involvement, and regulatory measures can 

effectively address the rising trend of fast-food consumption among children in India. By understanding 

the socioeconomic and cultural factors that drive this trend, stakeholders can work together to promote 

healthier dietary choices and mitigate the associated mental health risks. Ultimately, creating an 

environment that supports nutritious eating habits is essential for fostering the well-being of children and 

ensuring a healthier future generation. 
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CONCLUSION 

The evidence clearly indicates that increased fast food consumption is contributing to a rise in mental 

health problems among children in India. The nutrient-poor nature of fast food, characterized by high 

sugar and fat content, is linked to anxiety, depression, and behavioral issues. These unhealthy eating 

patterns pose significant risks to children, whose physical, emotional, and cognitive development is 

closely tied to their diet. The prevalence of fast food in children’s diets can lead to nutritional 

deficiencies that adversely impact their mental well-being, making it essential to address this growing 

concern. 

To mitigate these risks, there is an urgent need for public health interventions that prioritize the mental 

health of the younger generation. This includes implementing nutritional education programs to raise 

awareness about healthy dietary choices and the long-term consequences of poor eating habits. 

Additionally, regulatory measures such as restricting fast food marketing to children and promoting 

healthier options in schools can create an environment that supports better dietary choices. Longitudinal 

research is also crucial to understand the long-term impacts of fast food consumption on mental health 

and whether dietary changes can lead to improvements. Addressing these factors will help safeguard 

children’s mental well-being and promote a healthier future. 
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