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Mental health issues like anxiety and depression have 
been rising during the pandemic due to issues like so-
cial isolation, economic stress and loss of loved ones. 
In addition, new research suggests that those who’ve 
had COVID-19 are at a higher risk of developing mental 
health conditions.

As we enter year three of the pandemic, research is 
focusing on long COVID-19 conditions and other impli-
cations. Long COVID-19 has many physical symp-
toms—fatigue, shortness of breath, coughing, head-
aches and changes in taste or smell—but the chronic 
condition can also impact mental health. Neurological 
COVID-19 symptoms like depression, anxiety and brain 
fog impact mental health. The psychological toll of 
ongoing symptoms and lack of real answers can also 
increase mental health risks.

A study published in The Lancet Psychiatry sheds light 
on an excess of mental health diagnoses in the months 
after contracting COVID-19. Nearly one-quarter of the 
adults experienced a mood, anxiety or psychotic disor-
der—with this being the first diagnosis of such a disor-
der for roughly 9% of surviving COVID-19 patients.

Long COVID-19’s Impact on 
Mental Health

Risks were most significant in, but not limited to, pa-
tients who had a severe case of COVID-19. Researchers 
continue to study the impact of COVID-19 and long 
COVID-19 conditions but have a few theories as to why 
this may be happening. For one, some are experienc-
ing multiorgan effects of COVID-19, including symp-
toms that impact the brain and immune system. They 
may have also had a traumatic experience with 
COVID-19, especially if they were hospitalized in an 
intensive care unit. Lastly, in general, people continue 
to battle the uncertainty of the pandemic. They’re left 
to cope with unknowns, hopelessness and fatigue as 
COVID-19 projections and guidelines continue to 
evolve.

Whether you’ve had COVID-19 or not, rarely has there 
been a greater need for mental health support than 
now. If you need help, reach out to loved ones or a 
doctor, or use the Substance Abuse and Mental Health 
Services Administration’s (SAMHSA) National Helpline 
by calling 800-662-HELP (4357).
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Mediterranean Diet Ranks Best Diet For Fifth Year
U.S. News & World Report released their annual diet ranking, and the Mediterranean diet topped the list for the 
fifth consecutive year. The Mediterranean diet was named best overall for 2022 as the publication’s health ex-
perts also voted it the best diet for healthy eating, easiest diet to follow, best heart-healthy diet, best plant-
based diet and best diet for diabetes.

So, what exactly is the Mediterranean diet? It’s an eating pattern that emulates how people in the Mediterra-
nean region have traditionally eaten, focusing on whole grains and heart-healthy fats. This meal plan may help 
support brain function, promote heart health and regulate blood sugar levels. Research further suggests that 
this well-balanced eating plan can help prevent some chronic diseases and increase longevity.

Although there are no concrete rules for following the Mediterranean diet, there are some guidelines for incor-
porating the principles of this diet into your daily routine. The following foods are encouraged in the Mediterra-
nean diet:

 •  Fruits—Apples, bananas, dates, figs, grapes, melons, oranges, peaches, pears and strawberries

 •  Vegetables—Broccoli, Brussels sprouts, carrots, cauliflower, cucumbers, kale, spinach, onions, pota-
toes, spinach, sweet potatoes, tomatoes and turnips

 
 •  Nuts and seeds—Almonds, almond butter, cashews, hazelnuts, macadamia nuts, pumpkin seeds, pea-

nut butter, sunflower seeds and walnuts

 • Legumes—Beans, chickpeas, lentils, peanuts and peas

 •  Whole grains—Barley, buckwheat, brown rice, corn, oats and whole wheat bread and pasta

 •  Fish and seafood—Clams, crab, mussels, oysters, salmon, sardines, shrimp, trout and tuna

 •  Herbs and spices—Basil, cinnamon, garlic, mint, nutmeg, rosemary and sage

 •  Healthy fats—Avocados, avocado oil, extra virgin olive oil and olives

The diet also encourages poultry (i.e., chicken, duck, turkey), eggs, cheese and yogurt in moderation. Sweets, 
red meat and other highly processed foods should be reserved for special occasions.

It’s not surprising that the Mediterranean diet is ranked best again this year as you can adapt the principles of 
the diet in a way that works for you. For example, start building Mediterranean-inspired meals with foods you 
already love or incorporate more fruits and vegetables into your meals and snacks. 

A non-restrictive healthy eating plan, like the Mediterranean diet, may be easier to follow and stay committed 
to. If you have any questions about your diet, talk to your doctor.
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The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) recently 
changed their developmental milestone guidelines for infants and toddlers. The “Learn the Signs. Act Early.” pro-
gram helps parents identify autism and developmental delays in their children. This is the first update to the 
guidelines since they were announced in 2005. 

From birth to 5 years old, a child should reach milestones in playing, learning, speaking, acting and moving. As a 
result, developmental milestones can bring both joy and worry to parents. On the one hand, parents look for-
ward to the first smile and first word, but they may also be concerned their child is behind for their age. The 
pandemic may further worry parents as many kids have had less exposure to peers and other people. 

The newly revised guidelines emphasize developmental surveillance rather than screening tests and encourage 
open dialogue between parents and their child’s pediatrician through the first year and beyond to continue 
monitoring development. Previously, the benchmarks reflected where 50% of children should achieve a mile-
stone at a particular age. Now, the CDC and AAP changed it to reflect where 75% of children should be meeting 
a particular milestone. Here are some of the most significant updates: 

 • Crawling is no longer considered a milestone.

 •  The walking milestone changed from 12 months to 18 months.

 •  The talking milestone changed from 12 months to 15 months.

 •  Checklists were created for ages 15 and 30 months. That means there is now a developmental checklist 
for every well-child visit from ages 2 months to 5 years old.

 •  Checklist language was changed from vague (using words like “may” or “begins”) to plain,   
reader-friendly language.

Regardless of these new guidelines, parents still need to reach out to their child’s pediatrician between well-
child visits with any concerns. Early intervention can be critical for infant and toddler development. To learn 
more about the updated guidelines, visit CDC.gov. 

CDC Revises Developmental Milestones For Young Kids
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Autism spectrum disorder (ASD)—or autism—is a 
broad term used to describe a group of neurodevelop-
mental conditions typically characterized by differenc-
es in communication and social interaction. 

April is National Autism Awareness Month and aims to 
help you learn more about the fastest-growing devel-
opmental disorder in the United States. According to 
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 1 in 
44 children has autism and more than 5 million young 
people and adults have been diagnosed with ASD.  
Today, autism is usually diagnosed in early childhood, 
explaining why autism rates in children are generally 
higher than those in adults. There isn’t a cure for au-
tism, as it’s a lifelong condition. Still, an early diagnosis 
can improve the quality of life for those with autism 
and positively impact their careers and relationships.
 
Learn more about autism and celebrating differences 
at autismacceptance.org.

April—National Autism 
Awareness Month
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Alzheimer’s disease is a type of dementia that affects 
memory, thinking and behavior. Symptoms may even-
tually grow severe enough to interfere with daily tasks. 
It’s important to understand that Alzheimer’s is a brain 
disease—it’s not a normal part of aging. 

June is Alzheimer’s and Brain Awareness Month and 
a time meant to remember that your brain is a vital 
organ. It manages your ability to communicate, make 
decisions and live a full, independent life. There is 
currently no cure for Alzheimer’s, but there are some 
ways to support brain health. Lifestyle habits like exer-
cising regularly, eating a healthy diet, avoiding alcohol 
and tobacco, sleeping enough, and challenging your 
mind through learning or games can help reduce the 
risk of cognitive decline.

Learn more about Alzheimer’s and other dementias at 
alz.org.

June—Alzheimer’s and 
Brain Awareness Month

Looking Ahead…

July
UV Safety Awareness 

Month 

August
National Immunization 

Awareness Month

September
Prostate Cancer Awareness 

Month

An individual’s mental health—how one thinks, feels 
and acts—can change over time due to factors like 
workload, stress and work-life balance. With 1 in 5 
American adults experiencing mental illness in a giv-
en year, it’s apparent that mental health matters. We 
can advocate for mental health and access to care as 
a growing number of Americans experience mental 
health symptoms. 

May is Mental Health Awareness Month, but prioritiz-
ing mental health is essential year-round—especially 
during the pandemic. In fact, mental health in the 
United States continues to worsen as the pandemic 
persists. Feelings of loneliness and isolation contribute 
to increased anxiety, depression and suicidal ideation, 
especially among youth and young adults. Although 
record levels of anxiety and depression are being 
reported, the mental burden of the pandemic has 
fortunately enabled more transparency and empathy 
around mental health.

To learn more or for mental health resources, visit 
nami.org.
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More adults are taking over-the-counter melatonin for 
some shut-eye, and some may be using it at danger-
ously high levels. A new study found that Americans in 
2018 were taking more than twice the amount of mel-
atonin they took a decade earlier. Health experts now 
worry that the pandemic’s negative impact on sleep 
may further increase reliance on sleeping aids.

Fortunately, other proven sleep tips work just as well—
if not better than sleeping aids. The CDC recommends 
adults get seven hours or more of sleep each night, so 
consider the following natural ways to improve your 
sleep:

•  Ban devices like smartphones and laptops at least
an hour before bedtime, as exposure to artificial
light can slow or stop your body’s melatonin pro-
duction.

•  Read books with dim lighting or use an e-reader
in night mode for the same reason above.

•  Create a good sleep environment, including a
comfortable room temperature (between 60 and
67 F), minimal noise and sufficient darkness.

•  Avoid caffeine and nicotine three to four hours
before going to bed.

•  Limit alcohol before bed, as it can reduce sleep
quality.

•  Keep track of bedtime habits or a routine that
helps you fall asleep, like listening to relaxing
music, reading before bed or taking a warm bath.
Repeat those activities each night.

•  Keep a regular schedule and go to bed and wake
up at the same time each day, including the
weekends.

Your body likes routine, so it’s all about finding healthy 
rituals that ease your mind and body for bedtime and 
aid in sleep. For more information on how to improve 
your sleep habits or to address sleep issues, contact 
your doctor.

Improving Your Quality of 
Sleep
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More than 50 million Americans suffer from allergies 
every year. In particular, springtime allergies are an 
annual nuisance for many people. As plants begin to 
bloom and neighbors start to cut their grass more 
frequently, allergy sufferers nationwide start sniffling 
and sneezing. What’s more, mold growth blooms 
both indoors and outdoors, making it almost impos-
sible to escape allergy triggers. Keep in mind that any 
spring-cleaning activities can also stir up dust mites.

To reduce your spring allergies, consider the following 
strategies:

  •  Wash your bedding every week in hot water to 
help keep pollen under control.

  •  Wash your hair before going to bed since pollen 
can accumulate in your hair.

  •  Limit the number of throw rugs to reduce dust 
and mold in your home.

  •  Wear an inexpensive painter’s mask and gloves 
when cleaning, vacuuming or painting to limit 
skin exposure and dust and chemical inhalation.

  •  Vacuum twice a week.

  • Make sure the rugs you have are washable.

  •  Change air conditioning and heating air filters 
often.

Treatment for most allergies is available both over-the-
counter and by prescription. If your allergy symptoms 
are severe or chronic, you may need a series of allergy 
shots. Contact your physician or allergist to determine 
which treatment option is best for you.

Nip Seasonal Allergies in 
the Bud
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Gut health has been getting a lot of attention lately, and it’s for a good rea-
son. The healthy bacteria living inside your gut can help your body function 
at its best. Your gut, also known as the gastrointestinal or digestive tract, is a 
complex system that breaks down and absorbs the nutrients you eat and 
removes waste products. Not only does your gut digest food, but it also 
communicates information about hormone levels and general health to your 
brain and is a major part of your immune system.

In fact, nearly 70% of your immune system is found in the gut, as this is 
where your body encounters many pathogens. In addition to the main and 
accessory organs, there are trillions of bacteria, archaea, and fungi in the 
digestive tract—also referred to as the gut microbiome. These living organ-
isms help with digestion, influence your immune system and affect your cen-
tral nervous system. They also produce key vitamins and fatty acids, which 
further benefit our gut health. Our overall gut health and microbiome are 
influenced by many factors such as lifestyle, stress and anxiety, nutrition, 
medications and disease.

Two similar-sounding terms are commonly used when talking about gut 
health are prebiotics and probiotics:

  •  Prebiotics are specialized plant fibers that stimulate the growth of 
healthy gut bacteria. Examples of prebiotics include almonds, apples, 
bananas, Brussels sprouts, leeks, pears, plantains and sweet potatoes.

  •  Probiotics contain live organisms that directly add to the population of 
healthy microbes in your gut. Probiotics are often used interchangeably 
with fermented foods. Examples of good probiotics include kefir, kim-
chi, kombucha, miso, sauerkraut, sourdough, tempeh and yogurt.

The best way to maintain a healthy gut microbiome is to eat a wide range of 
fresh, whole foods, mainly from plant sources like fruits, veggies, legumes, 
beans and whole grains. Consider the following tips for improving your gut 
bacteria:

  • Eat plenty of vegetables, legumes, beans and fruit.

  • Eat fermented foods.

  • Eat foods high in prebiotic fiber.

  •  Eat whole grains, including brown rice, whole oats, buckwheat and 
quinoa.

  • Eat a plant-based diet.

  •  Eat foods rich in polyphenols, such as beans, berries, ginger and dark 
chocolate.

Your gut bacteria are essential for many aspects of your overall health. 
Consult your doctor before self-diagnosing issues or making changes to your 
gut health.

Understanding Gut Health

 12

RECIPESHEALTH AND WELLNESSNHOIN THE NEWS



Try out these two healthy recipes from the 
United States Department of Agriculture’s 

(USDA) MyPlate Kitchen website.

Recipes
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Asparagus with 
Gremolata Sauce

Ingredients
 • 2 cups asparagus (washed and trimmed)
 • 2 Tbsp. margarine or butter
 • 2 tsp. lemon peel (grated)
 • 1 large garlic clove (minced)
 • 2 Tbsp. fresh lemon juice

Directions
 1. Cook asparagus in a large pot of boiling water 

until tender, about four minutes.

 2. Drain asparagus and rinse with cold water to cool 
quickly. Drain again.

 3. Pat asparagus dry and wrap it in a paper towel 
and plastic wrap. Then refrigerate it.

 4. Melt margarine in a heavy large skillet over 
medium-high heat.

 5. Add lemon peel and garlic and stir for 30 seconds.

 6. Add asparagus and toss to coat.

 7. Sprinkle with lemon juice. Saute until asparagus is 
heated through and coated with Gremolata sauce, 
about three minutes.

 8. Transfer asparagus to a platter. Sprinkle with 
parsley and serve.

Nutritional information for 1 serving

Calories 49
Total fat 4 g
Saturated fat 1 g
Cholesterol 0 mg
Sodium 3 mg
Total carbohydrate 3 g
Dietary fiber 2 g
Total sugars 1 g 
Added sugars included 0 g
Protein 2 g
Vitamin D 0 mcg
Calcium 18 mg
Iron 1 mg
Potassium 144 mg

Makes 6 servings
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Dressing Ingredients
 • 2 Tbsp. cider vinegar
 • 1 Tbsp. Dijon mustard
 • ½ tsp. sugar
 • ¼ cup extra-virgin olive oil
 • Salt and black pepper to taste

Salad Ingredients
 •  2 ¾ cups whole beets or 16-ounce can (well-

drained and halved)
 • 15-ounce can white kidney beans
 • ½ cup reduced-fat crumbled blue cheese
 • ½ cup coarsely chopped walnuts (toasted)
 • Baby arugula leaves (optional)

Directions
 1. Prepare the dressing in a small bowl. Combine 

cider vinegar, Dijon mustard and sugar. Gradually 
add olive oil until well blended—season with salt 
and black pepper.

 2. Prepare the salad in a large bowl. Combine beets 
and white kidney beans.

 3. Toss salad with the dressing.

 4. To serve, place arugula leaves on a platter or in a 
serving bowl. Then, top it with the beet mixture.

 5. Sprinkle crumbled blue cheese and walnuts.

Nutritional information for 1 serving

Calories 420
Total fat 29 g
Saturated fat 6 g
Cholesterol 13 mg
Sodium 454 mg
Total carbohydrate 29 g
Dietary fiber 7 g
Total sugars 5 g 
Added sugars included 1 g
Protein 14 g
Vitamin D 0 mcg
Calcium 169 mg
Iron 3 mg
Potassium 562 mg

© 2022 Zywave, Inc. All rights reserved. 

Beet and 
White Bean 
Salad
Makes 4 servings
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