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Mental Health America

Feeding Americais collaborating with Mental Health America (MHA) to raise
awareness about mental health conditions and their connection to food and health
equity. Together, we can help people facing hunger get the extra help they need to
maintain mental wellness.

Mental health is an essential component of an individual’s overall health and
well-being. It influences how we think, feel and act, and includes our emotional,
psychological and social well-being. Mental illnesses are brain-based conditions
that affect thinking, emotions, and behaviors. Facing a mental health challenge
during your life is common and treatable. In any given year, nearly 1in 5 adults in the
United States will have a diagnosable mental health condition.!

These factors increase risks for mental health conditions:

* Poorsleep e Family history of mental health

e Physical inactivity » Increased stress

¢ Chronic medical conditions

Diet and nutrition are critical in maintaining good health and well-being.
However, social, structural and systemic inequities have contributed to higher
rates of hunger and the prevalence of mental health conditions for Black, Latino
and Native American individuals.

To overcome these inequities, new opportunities must emerge to ensure that
everyone has access to culturally appropriate healthy food, unbiased health care and
essential resources that improve overall health and well-being.

Feeding America’s, A Closer Look series provides ways you can take action in your
community and includes “real-life” stories of progress.

Diet and nutrition

A healthy, diet including leafy green vegetables, fruits, legumes, fish,
whole grains, nuts, avocados and olive oil supports a healthy brain and helps prevent and
manage mental health conditions.

Community stakeholders, including food banks, food pantries, non-profits, public
health and health care organizations, can support people in trying to eat healthier.

That’s why Feeding America has partnered with to develop
strategies and evidence-based nutrition guidelines to improve the quality of foods
distributed through the charitable food sector.

Average days of activites missed due to poor physical and mental health, by race/ethnicity®
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HEAL is Feeding America’s Health Equity Action League. A Closer Look is the companion to Feeding America’s At First Glance Issue Brief series. A M E R I C A


https://mhanational.org/fitness-4mind4body-diet-and-nutrition
https://healthyeatingresearch.org/


Stories from the Field

The Association for Mental Health and Wellness (MHAW), an affiliate of MHA,

recognizes the complex links between economic inequality, food insecurity and mental

and physical health. Through alens of wellness, MHAW looks beyond the symptoms
of'illness and instead focuses on how to build optimal health through a multi-level,
prevention-oriented approach. As arecovery center, shared meals are a way to build
connections and teamwork, and several years ago, they worked with a nutritionist
tolook at the food they served. Their approach was to promote healthy choices by

making them readily available. They found when given the option, many of the Recovery
Center’s members opted for fresh fruits and vegetables. This promoted healthy choices

atthe center and revealed that many members were facing food scarcity at home.
Thus, their food pantries were born. Since 2009, they have operated food pantries at
three of their service centers in efforts to continue to serve and support the overall
health of their communities.

Address mental health
and hunger.

CONVENE food/hospitality, education, social service, and
other community partners to identify and develop solutions to
hunger and health barriers within the community.

PRIORITIZE increasing access to affordable food, health care
and medication; addressing the social determinants of health;
eliminating health disparities; amplifying community voice.

TACKLING FOOD INSECURITY
TOGETHER

HEALTH CARE
PARTNER

“We offer staple pantry items that can easily create
a nutritious meal, with a focus on fresh fruits and
vegetables. Through donations and in season, through
our very own organic Healing Garden, we provide freshly
grown vegetables, fruits, and herbs for our pantry.”

Colleen Merlo,
CEO at MHAW

“It is not just about the quantity of food but the
quality. What you eat affects your mood.”

Ruth McDade,
Director of Development and Healing Garden Volunteer

DESIGN culturally appropriate resources; and make
accessible in local clinics, grocery stores, food banks and
pantries, community centers, schools and places of worship.

ADVOCATE for policy, systems and environmental change
approaches that support increased nutritious food access,
improved health and well-being for community members

BUILD TRUST through positive interactions and communication in greatest need.

with the community and engage in developing strategies to
address the unigue and complex needs of people facing hunger,
eliminating bias, recognizing we are all in this together.
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