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Abstract

:

Background: Multiple studies have shown a Mediterranean diet, characterized by their olive oil and nut consumption, to be correlated with lower depression risk. Objective: To examine whether part of this reduced risk in the United States is attributable to walnut consumption, we analyzed data on walnut consumption and depression scores from the National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (NHANES). Methods: NHANES survey data for 2005 through 2014 was pooled for adults with 24 h recall dietary data. Depression scores were based on PHQ-9 self-report responses. A total of 26,656 participants were characterized as reporting the consumption of walnuts with high certainty, walnuts with other nuts, other nuts, or no nuts. Results: After an adjustment for covariates, walnut consumers showed lower depression scores compared to non-nut consumers. The least square mean for total depression score was 26% lower for walnut with high certainty consumers than for non-nut consumers (p < 0.0001), and the association was stronger among women (32%, p < 0.0001) than men (21%, p = 0.05). The significant contributors to this difference were due to walnut consumers reporting greater interest in doing things (p = 0.003), less hopelessness (p = 0.02), and feeling more energetic (p = 0.05) than non-nut consumers. Non-nut consumers were more likely to have trouble concentrating (p = 0.02), to feel they were moving or speaking abnormally (p = 0.03), and to have thought they were better off dead (p = 0.002). Conclusions: Depression scores were significantly lower among nut consumers and particularly walnut consumers as compared to non-nut consumers. After controlling for potential covariates, walnut users had scores significantly lower than other nut consumers. The difference was strongest among women, who are more likely than men to report higher depression scores.
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1. Introduction


Depression, especially among women, is a significant public health issue across the globe. A crude surrogate can be the estimates of persons 12 years of age or older who took antidepressants in the past month (12.7%). Among women in the United States the usage is almost twice as high as among men, approaching one in six women [1]. Across all age groups, antidepressant usage has increased 65% over the past decade in the US. Although antidepressant usage may be indicative of other underlying problems not just clinical depression, the depressive symptomatology of the population is of concern. The various risks related to depression range from suicide to obesity. Depression can both cause and be caused by poor diets. The percentage of people reporting depression in the US who are obese is 43% [1]. Understanding and addressing the possible role of poor diets in depressive symptoms can be of great public health importance.



Observational studies consistently find dietary patterns associated with depressive symptoms. This is shown in longitudinal studies in Japan, Italy, and the Netherlands [2]. Understanding which part of the diet may reduce depression risk can provide a low-cost public health intervention to reduce the incidence of this condition and its sequelae. In the population at large, interest is drawn to dietary patterns that promote health and well-being. Healthy eating patterns have been inversely associated with depression scores in the US [3]. Some of the strongest evidence of a dietary connection in humans comes from studies of people on a Mediterranean diet. As early as 2013, a pooled analysis across 9 studies showed a 32% lower likelihood of depression (RR 0.68, 95%CI = 0.54–0.86) among adherers to a traditional Mediterranean diet [4]. Since then, two additional intervention studies reported lower depression scores among subjects assigned to a Mediterranean diet [5,6]. In an open trial, a 60% reduction in the incidence of extreme depression among Australians reporting depression when on Mediterranean diets [6]. Although the food sources responsible for these effects remain unknown, many Mediterranean diets, including both of those cited, are characterized by the relatively high consumption of nuts. In fact, both of these interventions, along with two recently published [7,8] cohort studies, have found higher nut consumption associated with lower depression scores.



Tree nuts, often characterized by healthy fatty acid profiles, differ substantially in their nutritional profiles, with walnuts being high in alpha-linolenic acid, a fatty acid associated with brain health in animal studies [9]. In addition, the polyphenol content of walnuts differs from other tree nuts in ways that might affect the gut–brain axis related to serotonin production [10]. Walnuts have also been associated with positive effects on cognition [11]. To further explore the association between nut consumption, and in particular walnut consumption, and depression, we employed data from the National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (NHANES) from 1999–2014 [12]. This data was used to discern the relationship between walnut consumption and depression, as compared with other nuts and non-nut consumption in the population at large.




2. Methods


2.1. Participants


NHANES Sample. The National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (NHANES) is a cross-sectional, probability survey administered to the US civilian population aged from 0 to 85 years. This study used continuous NHANES data collected from 2005 to 2014, covering 5 cycles of data collection (N = 50,965). Participants were excluded from analysis for being under 18 (N = 21,737). Covariates were derived from the data files series _D through _H for the demographic data files “Demo-”, depression data from the mental health questions in “DPQ_”, alcohol and smoking data from “ALQ_” and “SMQ-”, and the dietary data from DR1TOT_D through HData and DR2TOT_D through _HData. In an attempt to have a control group free of nut consumers, individuals who consumed peanuts but not other nuts on the day of recall were also excluded from the analysis. Peanuts were not included as they are not tree nuts. Also missing are participants lacking data on either day of the 24 h food intake (N = 2572). After exclusions, our analytic sample N was 26,656, representing a population size of approximately 225 million individuals. All analyses were weighted using a 10 year sampling weight created from the day 1 24 h dietary recall weights in accordance with the NHANES Analytic and Reporting Guidelines.



A subset of adults conducted repeat 24 h recalls by telephone 3 to 10 days after the baseline dietary assessment. A high level of concordance was noted (~82%) in the walnut consumption classification between both days.




2.2. Measures


Dietary Intake Interview: Dietary intake interviews were conducted in-person in the NHANES mobile examination clinics. The specific types of food as well as the amount of foods consumed the previous day were recalled by survey participants. To help in assessing the amount of food consumed, recall cue items such as food charts, measuring cups, and rulers were provided. Survey participants were requested to recall all foods and beverages consumed during the past 24 h from midnight to midnight. A second dietary recall was repeated in a subset of individuals. In order to improve the identification of walnut consumers, data from both days were used such that participants reporting walnut consumption in either interview were classified as consumers and gram amounts were averaged if walnut consumption was reported on both days.



The NHANES dietary data applies USDA food codes. These were used to identify foods that described or included walnuts by searching for the word “walnut” in the food code label descriptors and to identify foods that described or included other tree nuts by searching for the words “nut”, “almond”, “macadamia”, “alpine”, “cashew”, “pecan”, “pistachio”, and “granola”.



Walnut Consumption Groups: The food codes used to identify walnut consumption are as in our previous publication on walnut consumption and cognition in NHANES [10]. Foods consisting entirely or mostly of clearly identifiable walnuts were classified as “walnuts with high certainty” (WwHC), and food codes describing nut mixes and foods that are likely to include walnuts but also other nuts were classified as “walnuts with other nuts” (WwON). In doing this, 2 levels of confidence about walnut consumption were created, the latter being diluted by other tree-nuts. The estimated amounts of walnuts consumed were totaled per individual across all foods consumed on that day. The amount assigned to walnut intake for mixed foods was calculated as a percentage of the reported amount based on the decomposition of recipes for the mixed food items, for example, for the amount of walnut in walnut muffins or the amount of walnuts in the mixed nuts reported. Food codes describing tree-nuts that are not walnuts (i.e., cashew nuts, pistachios, etc.) or nut-containing foods that do not commonly contain walnuts (e.g., granola) were classified as “other nuts” (ON) to allow for comparisons of walnut associations with other nut associations. All other foods that did not include walnuts or other nuts were classified as “no nuts” (NN). Participants who consumed at least one WwHC food were categorized to the WwHC group. Participants who did not indicate eating any nut-containing foods were classified as members of the no nut, NN group.



Depression Outcomes: Participants were assessed for depression based upon their self-ratings on a PHQ-9 questionnaire for symptoms within the prior 2 weeks. This questionnaire is considered a valid and reliable instrument that is widely used to assess prevalence and severity of depressive symptoms [13]. Nine questions were scored on a scale of 0–3 for each frequency question of how often the symptom arose, with zero equaling not at all, 1 referring to several days, 2 referring to more than half the days, and 3 referring to nearly all days. The sum across all 9 questions was used as a quantitative measure of depression along with the cutoff of ≥10 as applied elsewhere [13]. Scores ≥5 were used to categorized individuals with mild depressive symptomatology.



Covariates: Covariates used in the adjusted analyses were age, sex, race, body mass index, alcohol consumption, smoking, annual household income, and marital status. The upper bound for the age data collected was 85+ years for NHANES cycle 2005–2006 and 80+ years for NHANES cycle 2007–2014. For the purposes of this study, age was winsorized to 80 years to be consistent across all cycles used.



Alcohol consumption was dichotomized using a cutoff of 2 drinks per day based on their report of the average number of drinks in the last 12 months. Annual household income was categorized into under $20k, $20k–$75k/over $20k, $75k+, and missing. Smoking status was dichotomized into smokers and non-smokers. Marital status was categorized into married, widowed, divorced, separated, never married, living with partner, refused, and do not know. Race was categorized into white, black, Hispanic, and other, where participants reporting as “Mexican American” were combined with other “Hispanic” reporters.




2.3. Statistical Analysis


Standard description statistics were reported for each walnut consumption group, mean +/− standard error for numerical variables and percent (n) for categorical variables. The associations of walnut consumption with depression outcomes were assessed using linear regression for the depression sum score and logistic regression for depression defined by each item in the depression questionnaire (self-report depression item ≥1) and depression sum score (depression sum score ≥2, ≥5, or ≥10). Models were further adjusted for the aforementioned covariates. For depression sum score, the least square means with 95% confidence interval are calculated for each walnut consumption group. In the logistic models, the effects of the walnut consumption groups were presented based on the comparisons to the no nut group and the odds ratios of depression with 95% confidence interval were calculated. All analyses were weighted using the 10 year NHANES sample day 1 dietary weights and utilized the NHANES strata and population sampling units to account for the complex survey design. All the data analyses were conducted in SAS version 9.4 (SAS Institute Inc., Cary, NC, USA).





3. Results


3.1. Description of Sample


Presented in Table 1 are characteristics of the 26,656 adult participants who had dietary recall data. These values reflect the application of the appropriate sample weights for the US population over this ten year time period, 2005–2014. Of the individuals with 24 h recalls (23%) 6222 reported nut consumption, and of these, 3348 (54%) consumed walnuts. The average walnut consumption was 0.9 g/day across the entire population and 4 g/day for walnut consumption among the WWON consumers. The subset of individuals with specific walnut consumption, WWHC, consumed an estimated 24 g of walnut per day. Both other nut and walnut consumers tended to drink less alcohol, smoke fewer cigarettes, have a lower BMI, be older, were wealthier, and were more likely to be married than non-nut consumers. The consumption of walnuts is greater among women and Caucasians as compared with other races and ethnicities.




3.2. Associations of Walnut Consumption with Depression Scores


The depression status of the population by nut consumption is presented in Table 2. The unadjusted scores for each of the 9 contributing questions and their sum show trends of lower scores (less depression) among those consuming walnuts with other nuts and walnuts with high certainty. Depression sum scores were 45% lower among the WWHC consumers compared to NN consumers, with an average depression score of 3.3 for NN consumers versus 1.8 for those consuming WWHC and 2.6 for ON consumers. In addition to lower depression scores on the average, the prevalence of clinical depression defined as a total score greater than or equal to 10 was only one-third among WWHC (3%) and two-thirds among ON consumers (6%) as compared with NN consumers (9%). When the median score of 2 was used as a cut off, 12% more WWHC consumers were in the low scoring group than non-nut consumers (47% vs. 59%). There was also a 7% gap between the WWHC consumers as compared to WWON consumers (52% vs. 59%).



The results of the multivariable logistic and linear regression models of depression and walnut consumption can be found in Table 3. The least square means of total depression score and odds ratios of depression as a function of walnut consumption after applying sample weight, accounting for complex sample design and adjusting for covariates conventionally associated with depression (age, sex, race, BMI, smoking, alcoholic beverage consumption, and marital status) are reported. The least square means from multiple regression models show that each category of nut consumption was associated with lower depression scores than NN consumers. The least square means for the total depression score were 3.82 for WWON consumers as compared to 4.15 for non-nut consumers. For those consuming walnuts with high certainty, the effect was the strongest: 3.28 versus 4.15, which is only 79% of the NN least square mean score (p < 0.0001). This finding held for the gender specific analyses. Although both men and women consuming walnuts showed lower depression scores, the difference was greatest and significant among women, with a full point difference (3.54 WWHC v. 4.66 NN).



Clinical depression based on depression sum scores of greater than 10 were less likely among consumers of WWON (odds ratio 0.67, 95% CI 0.48–0.93, p = 0.02) but not for the other groups, as compared with NN consumers, with this effect being driven by women. The most consistent effects were seen at the cutoff of 5 or more, consistent with mild depressive symptomatology. The likelihoods were significantly lower for ON (OR = 0.86), WWON (0.83) and were lowest among WWHC consumers (OR = 0.39 range 0.22–0.71).



An examination of the individual questions that contributed most significantly to this overall effect shows that six questions were independently associated with WWHC compared to NN consumption: little interest in doing things (p = 0.003); feeling down, depressed, or hopeless (p = 0.02); feeling tired or having little energy (p = 0.05); having trouble concentrating (p = 0.02); moving slowly (p = 0.03); and feeling one would be better off dead (p = 0.002). There appeared to be no significant association with poor appetite, trouble sleeping, oversleeping, or feeling bad about yourself. Gender stratified results show that among these adjusted analyses of individual questions, for those with significant overall effects, all effects were greatest among women, except for the question involving trouble concentrating on things.



Direct comparisons of walnut consumers with other nut consumers, as presented in Table 4, demonstrate that the walnut consumer had significantly lower depressive symptom scores after covariate adjustments than other nut consumers. The adjusted difference averaged 0.5 least square points across both genders. Mild symptomatology at the cut off of scores of 5 were also less frequent among walnut as compared with other nut consumers. This suggests that the walnut association is not an artifact of bias relating to nut consumption in general. A direct comparison of walnut consumers with other nut consumers shows them to have significantly lower depression scores.





4. Discussion


We found that in the US population, reported nut and walnut use, after controlling for covariates, remains significantly associated with lower prevalence and frequency of depressive symptoms. The mean depression scores of individuals, even in the normal range, are lower among the walnut consumers. We have also identified the components of depression reported to be less common among walnut consumers. These include greater interest in activities, higher energy levels, less hopelessness (among women), better concentration, and greater optimism. Nut consumption in general appears advantageous. We found this association, however, to be significantly higher among walnut consumers than consumers of other tree nuts. There are many significant differences noted between consumers and non-consumers of nuts and walnuts as noted in Table 1. We have attempted to control for these covariates, but other differences in diets may be influential in these findings. Sorting this out would require a randomized controlled feeding trial.



A growing understanding of the brain–gut connections is revealing pathways by which food choices may affect mood. A number of studies have focused on specific vitamins [4,14,15,16] and minerals [17]. A few have looked at individual fatty acid families [18,19,20]. However, in the population at large, interest is drawn to dietary patterns that promote health and well-being. Healthy eating patterns have been inversely associated with depression scores in the US [2]. A recent meta-analysis of all available observational studies (20 longitudinal and 21 cross-sectional) studies on healthy diets and risk of depressive outcomes from around the globe reported the most compelling evidence to be for the Mediterranean diet and incident depression from 4 longitudinal studies [21]). A systematic review restricted to prospective studies of diet quality and depression found consumption of healthy, prudent, and Mediterranean diets to be associated in dose-response fashion to depression symptoms as well [22]. An examination of the effects of nuts, as part of such diets, was inhibited by the lack of published reports. In this review, only two studies were identified that studied “nuts, seeds or soy”, and although the odds ratio was in a protective direction, at 0.92 with a range of 0.83 to 1.02, it was not significant.



NHANES data has been used in a few publications of diet and depression previously. One of them used serum carotenoid levels as biomarkers of vegetable consumption and found significant trends among women but not men, using PHQ-9-determined symptomatology [14]. Just as depression and the use of anti-depressives are significantly greater among women than men, the magnitude of the effect of walnut consumption is greater among women than among men in our findings. The reasons for this remain unknown. This may be due to different doses or different risk profiles in general affecting background risk in women. It is well-known that women are more likely to report depressive symptomatology as compared with men [23]. We and others have often noted differences in effects of foods by gender. When studying cognitive function over time, for example, we found tea consumption slowed decline significantly more among women, and this was due to a more rapid decline in general among women than men [24]. Similarly, since depressive symptoms are greater among women, there may be more valence in ameliorating this among women. Alternatively, this may be a dose effect in which women consume more walnuts, but the power to examine this is not available in this dataset due to the relatively small number of walnut consumers.



Factors proposed by others as mechanisms for diet–depression associations relate to potential diet induced effects on oxidative stress, insulin resistance, inflammation, or altered vascularization [25]. Nuts have been directly hypothesized to affect metabolism in ways consistent with depression [26]. However, this wide speculative range of mechanisms underlies the lack of proven mechanisms.



The limitations of these findings are couched in the usual concerns that arise in cross-sectional observational studies. Such studies do not provide causal evidence and are subject to the risk of diet changing after a diagnosis occurs in response to the condition. Thus, depression might change appetite and eating behavior, resulting in apparent associations that are not causal. These findings could arise if people falling into depression choose to consume fewer nuts for some reason. Findings from longitudinal studies help address this. However, there are also numerous covariates that are related both with greater health in general and nut consumption, ranging from alcohol and tobacco use to greater wealth. The literature on relationships between wealth and depression is mixed, some of it showing greater wealth associated with more depressive symptoms [27]. The concerns regarding hidden confounds enhance the desire for randomized trials to substantiate the suggested preventive associations.



Another issue is the magnitude of measurement error that occurs when a study does not account for intra-individual variability in intake. Twenty-four h recalls can provide strong evidence of dietary consumption for frequently consumed foods but are much weaker unless repeated, for sporadically consumed foods. In cultures where there is great dietary diversity, the intra-individual variability can parallel the inter-individual variability and thus mask any effect. In any case, measurement error is to be expected, and its impact is to reduce risk estimates. Thus, our findings, if unbiased, are likely to underestimate the underlying signal. The strengths of this analysis, which adds to prior observational analyses in specific populations from other countries, is that it represents the US population at large and includes the inherent diversity in socio-economic class and race across the US.



It should also be noted that the depression symptoms assessed in this study were of short duration (the past few weeks) and the scoring system used included levels that would be considered mild in intensity. Therefore, these associations are not necessarily reflective of clinically relevant depression.



In conclusion, a consistent association was observed between the consumption of nuts, and walnuts in particular, with fewer and less frequent depressive symptoms in a representative sample of the US population over the course of the past decade. This association was consistent across both gender but consistently stronger among women than men. Lower depression scores among consumers of walnuts appear to be traced back to better concentration, higher energy levels, more interest in doing things, and greater self-control of rates of speech and movement. These depression-related characteristics are lower among nut and walnut consumers. The association is seen across the spectrum of depression scores, both as differences at average levels of depression and differences in the percent of people defined as clinically (≥10) or mildly (≥5) depressed. Thus, a subtle and consistent relationship between nut-, and in particular, walnut-consumption and mood independent of other depression related variables is noted in cross sectional studies of American men and women.
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