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ABSTRACT

Increasing evidence shows how diet may play a role in improving health including mental health. Of note, personality may influence the type of
diet and consequently the prognosis of medical and psychiatric conditions. The purpose of the present systematic review is to summarize the
available data regarding the influence of personality on dietary habits affecting health outcomes. A search in the main databases was conducted
matching the terms “personality,” “personality traits” with “food choices,” “food preferences,” “diet,” and “dietary habits.” A total of 1856 articles were
screened, and 24 articles were finally included. Exclusion criteria consisted of studies on animals or children, studies about eating disorders, types
of diet not clearly associated with health outcomes, and studies for marketing reasons. Several studies showed that personality traits can influence
both dietary choices and the type of diet, including the preference for healthy or unhealthy food. Unfavorable personality traits such as neuroticism
and alexithymia (the inability to identify and describe emotions) were associated with unhealthy diet habits such as low consumption of fruit and
vegetables, and the increased consumption of sugar and saturated fats. Personality seems to play a role in food selection and in the propensity to
change diet. The interpretation of these results should be weighted by the different cultural contexts in which the studies were conducted and the
extreme heterogeneity of tools used to assess personality and food preferences. Future research should clarify how personality can affect diet in
specific populations such as patients with severe psychiatric disorders. Adv Nutr 2021;12:1149–1159.
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Introduction
Personality disorders are widespread psychiatric conditions
that affect ∼12% of the general population (1). According
to Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders
(DSM-5), they are defined as stable impairments of differ-
ent aspects of personality including identity, self-direction,
and interpersonal skills (2). Because of their diffusion,
they account for a significant socioeconomic burden as
a consequence of the associated disability and chronicity
(3). Dysfunctional personality traits, intended as specific
alterations, which however, do not meet the criteria for a full-
blown personality disorder, are even more prevalent. In ad-
dition to causing discomfort to affected individuals, they can
worsen the prognosis of major psychiatric conditions such as
mood disorders or schizophrenia, modulating adherence to
therapies and socio-occupational functioning (4).

Among the modifiable factors that may improve mental
health, in the last few years specific focus has been devoted to
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diet. First of all, people affected by severe mental disorders,
such as schizophrenia or bipolar disorder, seem to be
more inclined to unhealthy dietary habits, including less
consumption of vegetables and greater intake of saturated
fats (5). A poor diet could contribute to the increased risk of
cardiovascular events in patients with psychiatric conditions
(6) and to a consequent lower life expectancy of these subjects
with respect to healthy ones (7). In addition, recent studies
have shown that a healthy diet may affect the prognosis of
mood disorders by favoring clinical stabilization (8–10). In
light of these considerations, it is clear that healthy eating
styles may improve the clinical course of different psychiatric
conditions (11).

Currently, despite the spread of personality disorders,
most studies have focused on food choices and the diet
of patients affected by schizophrenia and mood disorders.
However, personality may also influence food habits, thus
contributing to the well-being of subjects with specific
personality traits or disorders (12–14). A certain diet can,
in fact, be followed because an individual has some food
preferences mediated by his own personality, or because

C© The Author(s) 2021. Published by Oxford University Press on behalf of the American Society for Nutrition. All rights reserved. For permissions, please e-mail: journals.permissions@oup.com. Adv
Nutr 2021;12:1149–1159; doi: https://doi.org/10.1093/advances/nmaa166. 1149

mailto:cecilia.esposito@unimi.it
mailto:journals.permissions@oup.com
https://doi.org/10.1093/advances/nmaa166


Titles and abstracts screened 

n = 1856    
Excluded: n = 1792 

Off topic: 990 

Non-English language: 36 

Pediatric  population: 368  

Animal studies: 398  

Full-text article screened 

n = 64 

Included articles 

n = 24 

Excluded: n = 40 

Mixed samples (patients with a 

diagnosis of eating disorder): 16 

Off topic: 24 

Initial search  

n = 2321 

Duplicates: 465 

FIGURE 1 Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) diagram for review about the association
between personality traits and dietary choices.

particular personality characteristics such as perfectionism
could guide towards healthier dietary choices. In this
sense, the available literature has addressed this topic by
the association of personality traits with both food tastes
and dietary habits (13). The impact of personality on
diet is also supported by the fact that personality traits
such as neuroticism, impulsivity, and sensitivity to reward
appear as risk factors for obesity; in contrast, conscientious-
ness and “self-control” seem to be protective for weight
gain (15).

Since diet has a prominent impact on global health, a focus
on the determinants of food choices appears crucial. There
is convincing evidence that increasing the consumption
of vegetables and fruit reduces the risk of a number of
diseases including stroke, hypertension, and coronary heart
disease (16). The high consumption of sugar sweetened
beverages (17) has been demonstrated to increase the risk
of obesity especially in children, whereas a reduction in

saturated fat intake decreased the risk of cardiovascular
diseases (18). Finally, excessive dietary salt (sodium chloride)
intake was associated with an increased risk of hypertension
(19).

Finally, it is important to remark that several campaigns
were created to improve nutrition and that the success of
these prevention programmes partly depends on prevalent
personality traits of the target population (20). For example,
educational interventions seem to be more effective on
people with a high degree of neuroticism (21), agreeableness,
and conscientiousness (22).

Investigating which personality traits are associated with
certain dietary choices is crucial for understanding how these
traits can impact on general health. The identification of
specific personality characteristics associated with dietary
habits also opens up the possibility of more targeted and
effective preventive strategies. The objective of this article is
therefore to review the literature regarding the association

1150 Esposito et al.
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between personality traits and food choices/dietary styles
associated with health outcomes.

Methods
A search of the main databases (PubMed, Embase, PsycInfo,
Isi Web of Knowledge, Medscape, The Cochrane Library) was
conducted with a last check on 30 April, 2019.

The terms “personality” and “personality traits” were
singularly matched with “food choices,” “food preferences,”
“diet,” and “dietary habits.”

A manual selection of articles was then performed in
order to consider only those concerning the topic of the
present article. No restriction criteria were established for
study design. Exclusion criteria consisted of: 1) animal
studies; 2) studies about eating disorders; 3) studies with
pediatric populations; 4) type of diets not clearly associated
with health outcomes (e.g. consumption of spicy foods);
and 5) studies investigating food preferences for marketing
reasons. Furthermore, we excluded articles in a language
other than English.

The research was conducted by identifying, in the main
databases, which articles corresponded to the chosen inclu-
sion and exclusion criteria. The selection was conducted by
1 of the authors and double-checked by another researcher.
As indicated in Figure 1, the initial research identified 2321
studies, of which 465 were duplicates. The remaining 1856
articles were screened using titles and abstracts for selection.
In this way, we identified 64 articles, which were read entirely
to select those that fitted the topic; 24 articles were then
included.

Table 1 provides an evaluation on the quality of the studies
according to the Qualitative Assessment Tool for Quantita-
tive Studies (Effective Public Health Practice Project) (42),
and it summarizes the results of the included articles.

Results
All the 24 included articles are cross-sectional studies,
conducted between 1986 and 2018. The articles investigated
the role of personality in influencing the consumption of salt,
the probability of having a restricted diet, consumption of
sugar, fruit and vegetable intake, consumption of animal fats,
and preference for water with a different mineral content.

Personality and food preferences
Several personality traits, such as neuroticism, extraversion,
openness, and agreeableness, were identified as factors
influencing dietary preferences. Among these, most studies
focused on neuroticism and extraversion. A summary of the
results for these 2 personality traits are reported in Tables 2
and 3. Tables 4 and 5 report the personality traits associated,
respectively, with the preference for salty foods and sweet
foods.

Neuroticism seems to be related to a tendency to prefer
sweet foods, such as sweets (13), soft drinks (34), or chocolate
(29). In parallel, a lower trend towards fruit consumption
(21) and a preference for a Scottish diet rather than a
Mediterranean one (33) was reported for this personality
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TABLE 2 Summary of the results of the dietary preferences related to neuroticism

NEUROTICISM Reduced total salt intake Shepherd and Farleigh (23)
Increased salty food intake Kikuchi and Watanabe (12)
Increased chocolate craving Parker and Crawford (29)
Increased fruit consumption De Bruijn et al. (21)
Higher scores on the health aware diet factor Mõttus et al. (22)
Preference for a Scottish diet than a Mediterranean diet Mõttus et al. (33)
Increased soft drink intake Tiainen et al. (34)
Increased sweet and salty food intake, reduced fish, and vegetable intake Keller and Siegrist (13)
Tendency to be a vegetarian rather than be an omnivore Forestell and Nezlek (39)

trait. Subjects with prominent neuroticism seem to prefer
salty flavors, whereas fish and vegetables do not seem to be
equally appreciated by these individuals. With regard to the
consumption of salty foods, the results appear controversial:
whereas Shepherd and Farleigh demonstrated a tendency for
a reduced total salt intake in subjects with higher neuroticism
scores (23), research by Kikuchi and Watanabe highlighted a
preference for salty foods in women with the aforementioned
personality trait (12).

As mentioned above, it seems that the preference for sweet
foods is associated with higher neuroticism (13, 29), higher
extraversion (13, 24), and lower openness and agreeableness
(13). Two studies reported the tendency to consume sugar
and sweets by subjects with prominent alexithymia and
hysteria (14, 31). Lindmark and colleagues highlighted a
relation between a lower sense of coherence and sweet
consumption (28).

Extraversion seems to be related to the selection of healthy
foods as a consequence of the awareness of a healthy diet (22).
Consistently, several studies confirmed that extraversion
is associated with an increased consumption of vegetables
and fruit (13, 34, 38), as well as the tendency to prefer a
Mediterranean diet (33). As showed in Table 3, the preference
for sweet beverages seems to be a stable characteristic of
people with extrovert traits (13, 24). Salt intake does not seem
to be related to this personality trait (23), whereas a study
by Kikuchi and Watanabe reported the tendency to prefer
oily food in extrovert subjects (12). Finally, subjects with
prevalent extrovert traits seem to be less satisfied by food, as
they rated a higher number of foods as unpalatable compared
with controls (26).

With regard to salt intake, contrasting results were
reported in relation to neuroticism (12, 23). The preference

for salty foods was found to be associated both with lower
openness and agreeableness (12), and with the tendency to
feel that one’s health is conditioned by chance or by others
(24).

Dietary attitudes were reported to be influenced by
openness to new experiences such as trying new foods,
whereas optimism and pessimism were not proven to be
criteria capable of predicting dietary choices (25). In parallel,
subjects with low self-control were found to be more prone
to diversify their diet (32). A personality characterized by
novelty seeking seems to be more inclined to a higher intake
of fish, fat, and alcohol, whereas reward dependence and
harm avoidance was reported to be more related to healthy
food choices such as the tendency to prefer vegetables and
vitamins (41). In addition, higher scores on the Rationality
and antiemotionality Personality Scale were found to be
associated with healthier dietary choices (e.g. a higher intake
of soy products, vegetables, vitamins, and dietary fibers)
(30). This study also revealed gender differences: women
showed a preference for fish products, whereas men showed a
preference for meat (30). A study by Harmon and colleagues
reported a predictable preference for indirect potable reuse
water in subjects with higher openness to experience and
lower neuroticism (40).

Finally, psychopathic and malevolent personality traits
were related to meal deprivation during adolescence (35), as
well as the tendency to prefer a bitter taste rather than salty
or sweet ones (37).

Personality and type of diet
The following studies focused more on the association
between personality traits and types of diet grouped in
general categories such as vegetarian or vegan.

TABLE 3 Summary of the results of the dietary preferences related to extraversion

EXTRAVERSION Nondiscretionary salt intake Shepherd and Farleigh (23)
Increased sweet beverage intake Stone and Pangborn (24)
Increased number of foods rated as unpalatable Potts and Wardle (26)
Increased oily food consumption Kikuchi and Watanabe (12)
Higher scores on the health aware diet factor Mõttus et al. (22)
Preference for a Mediterranean diet Mõttus et al. (33)
Increased meat and vegetable intake Tiainen et al. (34)
Increased intake of sweetened drinks, vegetables, and salad Keller and Siegrist (13)
Increased fruit and vegetable intake Conner et al. (38)
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TABLE 4 Personality traits associated with the preference for salty foods

PREFERENCE FOR SALTY FOODS Lower neuroticism Shepherd and Farleigh (23)
Subjects who felt that chance or others had a control on their health Stone and Pangborn (24)
Higher neuroticism, lower openness, and agreeableness Kikuchi and Watanabe (12)

In a study by Lindeman and Stark, magical beliefs about
animal products as contaminators (e.g. animal bones or
blood pollute food), about the functioning of the human
organism (e.g. that an illness should be treated with a
medicine that has similar properties as the illness), as well
as ideological reasons (e.g. ecological welfare or benevolence
of the world) were found to be more frequent in vegetarians
or semivegetarians than omnivores (27). The influence of
personality traits in choosing a vegan or vegetarian diet was
examined in a German study by an online anonymous survey
that was completed by >10,000 subjects (36). With regard
to the reasons for diet preference, vegans rated food taste,
love of animals, price, and global/humanitarian reasons as
more important reasons, and the influence of their social
environment as less important than vegetarians did. Vegans
were found to be less neurotic, and more open to experiences
and emphatic than vegetarians; in addition, vegans scored
lower than vegetarians on desire of power, achievement,
safety, conformity, and tradition and higher on desire of
self-determinism and universalism. A recent study compared
personality traits between vegetarians, semivegetarians, and
omnivores and the authors reported more openness to new
experiences, but also more neuroticism in vegetarians and
semivegetarians compared with omnivores (39).

Data about diet and personality traits were also extrapo-
lated by 1091 participants to the Scottish Mental Survey 1947
(33). A Mediterranean diet strongly correlated with openness
(r = 0.21) and mildly correlated with low neuroticism (r
= −0.7); a health aware diet (large consumption of fruit
and meat products) strongly correlated with agreeableness
(r = 0.11); the choice to follow a traditional Scottish diet
showed a moderate inverse correlation with openness (r
= −0.09) and mild direct correlation with neuroticism
(r = 0.08); the intake of sweet foods showed a mild inverse
correlation with openness (r = −0.08). Openness would
therefore be more associated with healthy diet styles. Finally,
an Estonian study (22) confirmed the relation between
personality traits such as lower neuroticism, and higher
extraversion, openness, and conscientiousness (r = 0.11–0.17
in self-ratings; r = 0.08–0.11 in informant-ratings), assessed
by the NEO Five-Factor Inventory (NEO-FFI), and healthy

diet. On the other hand, lower levels of openness (r = −0.14
and −0.13, self- and informant-ratings, respectively) seemed
to be related to the preference for a traditional diet.

Discussion
The reported data confirm that personality traits may play
a role in the selection of food and may influence the
effectiveness of campaigns promoting healthy diet habits.
Of note, some studies specifically focused on the weight
of personality in affecting food preferences (23, 24), or
on the predisposition of individuals to try new foods and
consequently to change diet (26, 25).

The reported results show that unhealthy eating habits
are associated with more dysfunctional personality traits.
The increased consumption of sugar or sweet foods is
more frequent in subjects with alexithymia (14) or neurotic
aspects, as reported by 2 different articles (12, 29, 31).
The same personality traits (alexithymia and neuroticism)
would predispose to the increased consumption of SFAs
(14, 33). Alexithymic aspects would also predispose to an
increased consumption of alcohol (14, 30). In contrast,
favorable personality traits such as low neuroticism (21, 33),
low alexithymia (14), openness (7, 34, 33), agreeableness (33),
extraversion (13, 38, 34), sense of coherence (SOC) (28), and
conscientiousness (34, 38) seem to be related to the increased
consumption of fruit and vegetables. It is interesting to
point out that neuroticism is more prominent in subjects
with schizophrenia than in healthy subjects (43), and that
subjects suffering from severe psychiatric conditions such
as schizophrenia or bipolar disorder frequently have a poor
diet (44). Similarly, alexithymia has been associated with a
number of poor outcomes including increased suicidal risk
in subjects affected by psychiatric disorders (45). With regard
to salt intake (Table 4), the results are more controversial with
1 study associating less consumption of salt with neuroticism
(12) and another with agreeableness (23).

Recent data indicate that a vegetarian diet may reduce
the risk of heart disease and cancer with respect to an
omnivore diet (46), whereas some concerns have been
reported regarding the risk of a lack of micronutrients
such as vitamin B-12 in vegans (46). With regard to the

TABLE 5 Personality traits associated with the preference for sweet foods

PREFERENCE FOR SWEET FOODS Higher extraversion Stone and Pangborn (24)
Lower sense of coherence Lindmark et al. (28)
Higher neuroticism Parker and Crawford (29)
Higher levels of depressive and hysterical traits Aguayo et al. (31)
Higher neuroticism and extraversion, lower openness, and agreeableness Keller and Siegrist (13)
Lower self-directedness and alexithymia Robino et al. (14)
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personality traits predisposing to the choice of a vegan
versus a vegetarian or omnivore diet, the available data are
contrasting. On one hand, vegans seem to be characterized
by more openness with respect to vegetarians and omnivores
(36), on the other hand, vegetarians and vegans have more
magical beliefs regarding animal products as contaminators
or human functioning than omnivores (27); in addition,
vegetarians appear to be more neurotic than omnivores
(39).

Finally, the global interpretation of the reported results
may be difficult in the light of 2 main factors: 1) the cited
articles present an extreme heterogeneity of the tools used
to assess personality traits and food preferences/diet and
2) the studies were conducted in countries that have very
dissimilar traditional cuisine (e.g. Japan, Italy, and the USA),
and cultural aspects may have contributed to the final results.

Taken as a whole, the results of the present review indicate
that personality traits may influence the propensity to change
diet, although no specific characteristics were associated
with this aspect; unfavorable personality features such as
neuroticism and alexithymia could contribute to poor diet
and future research could clarify how personality traits may
affect diet in specific populations such as patients with severe
psychiatric disorders.

Moreover, the use of antipsychotic drugs in severe person-
ality disorders or in the case of comorbidity of personality
disorders with major psychiatric conditions is another factor
to be taken into account in this regard. An unhealthy
diet and the risk of metabolic syndrome due to treatment
with some antipsychotics are both factors associated with
a reduced life expectancy in patients with mental disorders
(47, 48).

Conclusion
Dysfunctional personality traits such as neuroticism and
alexithymia are associated with unhealthy dietary habits.
This aspect has 2 implications for nutritionists. First, dys-
functional personality traits are more common in people
affected by mental disorders and this observation partly ex-
plains the poor diet of subjects affected by severe psychiatric
disorders such as schizophrenia. Nutritionists should pay
particular attention to the management of these patients
given their tendency for unhealthy eating habits and their
low propensity to change the diet. It is therefore increas-
ingly evident of the need for close collaboration between
different health figures to improve the outcome of people
suffering from psychiatric disorders. Second, some person-
ality traits may influence the efficacy of campaigns aimed
to promote healthy diets and personality aspects should
be taken into account in the development of prevention
programmes.
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