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Food, mental health

and wellbeing

INSIDE | E:SOC”JS;I‘::(‘;)WOFrogg I-?gdvtloerilstr;o enable 4 Glasgow Association for Mental

: o ’ Health (GAMH) is promoting the role
THIS ISSUE:! everyone in Scotland to have the that food and food -based activities can
opportunity, ability _and Conf|Qence to play in the recovery journey.

access a healthy diet. It particularly
supports initiatives in low-income
communities.

This bulletin outlines the findings from
this research, which suggest that food is
linked to mental health and wellbeing in
a number of ways:

To develop a greater understanding of
links between food and positive mental
health and wellbeing, CFHS

« Diet and nutrition can affect

commissioned the Scottish mood and be both protective and
Development Centre for Mental Health preventative for positive mental
(SDC) to undertake research and health and can aid recovery.

develop this publication.

SDC conducted a short literature  The devglopment of fooq skills
review to outline the evidence base can provide the tools to improve
and worked with CFHS to collect case diet and nutrition and also impact

study material from five Scottish on peopl-egeemself
organisations. confidence and overall mental

wellbeing.

4 Bridging the Gap uses food as a
shared activity to promote skills,

Food preparation and meals can

dialogue and build a sense of be social events that promote a
belonging and community; all key to sense of belonging, family and
individual and community mental community ties, and overall

health and wellbeing. inclusion.

4 Dundee Healthy Living Initiative , e« Involvement in growing food can

in conjunction wi t h haaapdsiive effdtd on enentals
Aid, provides food activities as part of health by promoting relaxation

a healthy lifestyle course that builds and physical activity, as well as
self-esteem and confidence with developing new skills.

women.

) _  Skills developed through food
‘ Stepplng Out WOI‘kS on the SOC|aI Work can Often be ajumplng _Off

aspects of food to stimulate interest in point for moving into

growing, preparing and eating food volunteering or paid employment,
with others as a springboard to both of which play an important
improved mental health and wellbeing. role in mental health and

wellbeing.

community
food and health

4 NHS Dumfries and
Galloway is discovering
the importance of work
around confidence and
self-esteem to achieving
outcomes in child healthy
weight.

(scotland)
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Literature Review

Evidence linking food and positive
mental health and wellbeing

INTRODUCTION

The link between what we
eat and our physical health
has been recognised by
academics, medics and the
general population for a
long time. There is a wealth
of evidence illustrating how
the nutrition we get from
what we eat can act
positively and negatively on
our physical health.
Therefore, it is widely
accepted that a balanced
diet is needed for a healthy
body. However, it is only
fairly recently that people
are starting to explore the
evidence that links food and
our mental health and
wellbeing.

There is a growing body of
evidence that examines the
link between food and
mental health; The Mental
Health Foundation in
Feeding Minds. The impact
of food on mental health
and Sustain in Changing
Diets, Changing Minds, how
food affects our mental
wellbeing and behaviour,
summarise existing evidence
that indicates that diet can
be preventative for poor
mental health as well as
promoting good mental
health. Drawing on this and
other research, a case is
made for the various ways
in which food is linked to
positive mental health and
wellbeing.

THE EVIDENCE BASE

Nutrition - brain
development and mood

A large proportion of the
evidence focuses on the
impact of nutrition and how
the brain needs different
amounts of complex
carbohydrates, Essential
Fatty Acids (EFA), amino
acids, vitamins and
minerals, and water to
develop and work at its
best, much like the rest of
our body. For example, EFA
(specifically omega-3 and
omega-6) help structure
brain cells, which aids
communication in the brain,
and amino acids help create
neurotransmitters like
serotonin, which are
associated with feelings of
happiness and contentment.
Therefore, the brain gets
many of the nutrients it
needs directly from food,
demonstrating how food can
have a positive impact on
mental health by aiding
healthy brain development
and enhancing mood.

Nutrition - habitual diet

There is also evolving
research on the role the
quality of our daily habitual
diet plays in the prevention,
management and/or
treatment of certain mental
health problems, specifically
depression, schizophrenia,
Al zhei mer 6s

gi &

Attention Deficit
Hyperactivity Disorder
(ADHD). A balanced diet
with good nutritional intake
has been linked to better
behaviour, concentration
and academic achievement
in school pupils, and dietary
supplements of omega-3
fatty acids have been used
to treat ADHD in children
(Tomlinson et al, 2009). A
nutritious diet has also been
shown to reduce anti-social
behaviour in young
offenders (Associate
Parliamentary Food and
Health Forum, 2008).
However, it must be noted
that the research linking diet
to ADHD and schizophrenia
is still in the early stages
and it is unclear whether
diet could be used as a
protective factor against
these mental health
conditions, or for the
management or treatment
of them.

Nevertheless, there is more
evidence that some diets
can be protective against
Al zhei mer 6s
depression (McCulloch, &
Ryrie, 2006). Recent articles
by Jacka et al (2010),
Akbaraly et al (2009) and
SanchezVillegas et al
(2009) have all found that
diets high in fruit,
vegetables, fish and whole
grains are protective of
%ogasésige sgrrrl]paoms while
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diets with high levels of fried
foods, refined grains, and
highly processed sugary
products were a risk factor
for depression. However,
research is still in its infancy
and all sources call for
further research to explore
the relationship between diet
and mental health problems
(Freeman, 2010; Tomlinson,
2009).

Nutrition - historical

changes

In the same way that some
food has been shown to be
good for brain development
and mental health by
offering the right balance of
nutrients, some foods can be
damaging by releasing toxins
or oxidants that harm
healthy brain cells. Many
sources of evidence relate
this to how our diets have
changed over time because
the nutrients we consume
have also changed. As
hunter-gatherers we had a
widely varied diet, rich in
omega-3, protein, vitamins,
minerals, and complex
carbohydrates, derived
mainly from fruit and
vegetables, wild meat and
fish, which was also low in
saturated fat. As we became
agricultural there was an
emphasis on grains and
meat, with less fruit and
vegetables, and as we
developed industrially, we
were introduced to
processed foods, where
many of the essential
nutrients were removed.
These were also higher in
saturated fats, sugar and
additives. What is interesting
to note is that the same

foods that are good for
mental health are also those
needed for good physical
health, and the same is true
for those foods that act
negatively on our mental and
physical health. However,
the relationship food has
with mental health appears
to be more difficult for
people to understand. The
Mental Health Foundation
provides one reason for this
in Feeding Minds

AiMaybe one of
that the health of our brain is
rarely an important factor in
our dietary considerations /s
because it has an aura of
complexity unlike many of
our other vital organs. It
doesndt cause
distress in the way that our
stomach might when we get
food poisoning, so we rarely
learn to connect what we eat
with how our brain reacts.
Yet, like the heart or the
stomach or the liver, the
brain is acutely sensitive to
what we consume in our
daily | ives. 0O

AnConsequentl! y,

advice needed to build and
maintain a healthy brain is
really no different from the
advice for a healthy

b o d ¥Sustain 2006)

Social determinants of
mental health and food

Despite its emphasis in the
research, the link between
food and mental health is not
limited to nutrition and diet.
The evidence of how the
social, economic,
environmental and cultural
aspects of food can improve

peopl eds
developing (MHF, 2006;
McCulloch & Ryrie, 2006;
Freeman, 2010). This
evidence is based on the
social determinants of health
which recognise that social,
economic, environmental and
cultural influences impact on
our physical and mental
health. Our socio-economic
position, employment, social
support and activities are all
part of this. For example, the
oney we have to spend on
1808, thé Vares) nd Guality
of food we have access to
and can afford, and the role
food plays in our cultural,
community, family and
personal life all impacts on
what we eat, why we eat

/ Ao e %Jt. fhese

factors determine our mental
health and wellbeing
(Gillespie & Smith, 2008).

Therefore, nutrition is not
the only way food can impact
on peopl eds
and wellbeing. However, this
is a complex relationship,
(WittHhdany elendedtgworking
together to jmpact on mental
h%e?ﬁf?anodlm/elﬁ)éinﬁ.fOKe
element in isolation may not
make an impact, e.g. two
people on the same income
may have a different
relationship with food and
thus food could have a
different impact on their
mental health. A person
whose only interest in food is
to dAafild] a
will have a different mental
health and wellbeing
experience with food than
someone who is interested in
how food is grown,
prepared, cooked and eaten,
regardless of the nutritional
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intake. Nevertheless, to fully
understand how food can
impact on mental health and
wellbeing, the social,
economic, cultural and
environmental conditions of
food need to be taken into
account.

Food production and
preparation

In line with the social
determinants of mental
health and wellbeing, the
Department of Health
6Making it
for mental health promotion
(2001) identifies four key
areas that promote and
protect mental wellbeing:
enhancing control; increasing
resilience and community
assets; facilitating
participation; and promoting
inclusion. This further
illustrates how food can
promote positive mental
health and wellbeing. Food
activities that build on any or
a combination of these
elements can impact
positively on mental health
and wellbeing. For example,
a food growing project can
help build new skills that
improve self-confidence and
self-esteem, while building
social networks and
enhancing social inclusion.

Gardening and cooking

The production of food, and
the social relationships that
can develop through this
process is an increasing area
of interest regarding the link
between food and mental
health and wellbeing. A
project based in North

MENTAL HEALTH
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Kensington has conducted
research to explore the
positive impacts that plants
and gardening can have on
the health and wellbeing of
the people and communities
involved. The North
Kensington project is based
on communal space in the
estate that is being used to
grow seasonal plants in a
way that is accessible to all
(e.g. use of raised beds and
wide paths so that
wheelchairs can access the
garden easily). The project

Ha p p&nis g& fediddisYyfovking

food, particularly engaging
with those with little or no
previous experience, or who
would not normally
participate in food growing
activities. To do this the
project provides regular
workshops and practical
training in food growing
practices; regular cooking
workshops in cooking
seasonal foods; and regular
day trips related to growing
seasonal food. In the
research conducted
participants reported that
taking part in the project led
to an increased sense of
health and wellbeing
(Ob6Beney
Organisations like Thrive
(www.thrive.co.uk) and its
Scottish sister organisation
Trelliis (www.trellisscotland.
org.uk) play a key role in
promoting greater knowledge
and understanding in this
area by working to highlight
the benefits gardening
brings.

Gardening, food production,
and food preparation are just
a few ways in which the

& Val

~

social and environmental
conditions of food can impact
on peopl ebs
and wellbeing. Activities that
involve promoting social
eating, preparation and retalil,
e.g. food co-ops, can also
help build new skills and
further promote social
inclusion, a sense of
belonging, and family and
community ties.

Policy context

As the evidence base for the
social, cultural, economical
and environmental impact of
food on mental health and
wellbeing develops, there are
increasingly louder calls for
government bodies, local
authorities and voluntary and
public sector organisations to
recognise the impact food,
and how it is grown,
prepared and eaten can have
on the mental health and
wellbeing of the population.
Local Authorities and other
agencies are beginning to
recognise how economics
affect what people eat and
thus their mental health and
wellbeing, and therefore
wellbeing powers within the
Local Goverflrﬁ t 2010
o promote wellbeing’have
begun to be used by Local
Authorities in England and
linked up with social and
economic regeneration
initiatives to improve access
to food and change eating
habits (LACORS, LGA, FSA,
2002).

In addition, the Scottish
Government 0s

-
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http://www.thrive.co.uk

plan, Towards a Mentally
Flourishing Scotland(TAMES)
is based on a social model of
heal t hredomaas that i
our mental state is shaped by
our soclal, economic, physical
and cultural environmentso ,
suggesting an appreciation of
the social impacts food can
have on positive mental
health. This links to the
recovery journey of people
with mental health problems
allowing them to live a
Ameani ngf ul
in the presence of absence of

Scottish
commitments in the Scottish
Diet Action Plan to make
improvements to the quality
of food grown, produced and
sold in Scotland and explore
non-pharmaceutical
prescriptions for common
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mental health problems
further supports this.

However, more research
needs to be undertaken to
better understand the link
between food and mental
health and wellbeing in all its
forms, so any barriers to good
mental health and wellbeing
of the population as a whole
can be broken down.
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illustrate the number of ways
in which food can have a
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These draw on the four key
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Bridging the Gap was set up
in the Gorbals in Glasgow in
1999 by Gorbals Parish
Church and Duns Scotus
Church to bring the two faith
communities closer together,
tackle sectarianism in local
schools and to bridge other
gaps in the community. With
the dispersal of asylum
seekers to Glasgow in 2000 it
also became the key
integration agency for the
area, providing a range of
support to new residents in
the Gorbals. Mental health
was identified as the single
biggest issue facing asylum

MENTAL HEALTH

(Glasgow)

seekers in a report by health
visitors in the Gorbals in
2006. Experience of trauma in
their home country, coupled
with periods of up to 10 years
living in limbo and often fear,
the experience of detention
and of separation from family
and friends, all contribute to
poor mental health.

Bridging the Gap has grown
from a small group of
volunteers and two part-time
staff, to a medium -sized
charity employing five staff
and 20 volunteers devoted to
tackling the issues faced by
the whole community in the
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Case Study: Bridging the Gap

Gorbals.

The
involvement in food work has
developed over this period.
Originally, teas and coffees
were served at the weekly
drop-in session, together with
a fruit stall selling fruit and
vegetables such as yams,
mangos and coriander that
people found difficult to
source locally. Now the Fruit
Barra (a local food co-op)
offers fresh fruit and veg
every week. The project has
developed to offer a huge
array of international food at
community social events. A

organi sati
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