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Abstract

:

n-3 polyunsaturated fatty acids (PUFAs) have been shown to have preventive effects against depression. In this study, we aimed to investigate the associations between the intake of n-3 PUFAs and depression among people according to sex and weight status. We utilized cross-sectional data from the Shika study in Japan. The study was conducted between 2013 and 2016. Data were collected from adults older than 65 years. Invitation letters were distributed to 2677 individuals, 2470 of whom participated in the study (92.3%). We assessed depressive states using the Japanese short version of the Geriatric Depression Scale (GDS-15). We assessed the intake of n-3 PUFAs using the validated food frequency questionnaire. One thousand six hundred thirty-three participants provided data, among which 327 (20.0%) exhibited depressive symptoms. When we performed the stratified analysis by sex and weight status, there were significant inverse relationships between total n-3 PUFAs, individual n-3 PUFAs, and n-3/n-6 PUFAs ratio and depressive symptoms in overweight/obese females. No correlations were observed between n-3 PUFAs intake and depressive states in males. The results demonstrated a relationship between n-3 PUFAs deficiencies and depressive states, particularly in overweight/obese females. Dietary modifications may help to prevent depressive symptoms in overweight/obese females.
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1. Introduction


Depression is one of the major illnesses in societies worldwide and affects personal well-being, the ability to work, and the use of healthcare resources [1]. The diagnosis of major depressive disorder (DSM-V) is given if an individual has experienced five or more of the identifying symptoms for a period of at least two weeks. Of these symptoms, at least one must be “a depressed mood” or “markedly diminished interest or pleasure”. Other identifying symptoms include “significant weight loss”, “insomnia or hypersomnia”, “psychomotor agitation or retardation”, “fatigue or loss of energy”, “feelings of worthlessness or excessive or inappropriate guilt”, “diminished ability to think or concentrate, or indecisiveness”, and “recurrent thoughts of death, recurrent suicidal ideation without a specific plan, or a suicide attempt or a specific plan for committing suicide” [2]. An estimated 322 million individuals have depression worldwide [3]. A study on people aged 40 years or over in Japan reported 4.3% of males and 6.3% of females had severe depressive symptoms [4]. Depression is associated with significant disability [5]. Moreover, the economic cost of depression is a major issue for public health [6].



Depression occurs for various reasons and under different conditions. Nutrition, particularly polyunsaturated fatty acids (PUFAs), may influence depression. PUFAs are fatty acids that contain two or more unsaturated carbon–carbon double bonds with hydrogen atoms [7]. PUFAs are categorized as n-3 and n-6 fatty acids, based on their chemical structures. n-3 PUFAs include eicosapentaenoic acid (EPA), docosahexaenoic acid (DHA), docosapentaenoic acid (DPA), alpha-linolenic acid (ALA), and eicosatetraenoic acid (ETA) [7]. Longer-chain n-3 fatty acids (EPA and DHA) are synthesized by shorter-chain n-3 fatty acids (ALA) [7,8]. However, biological conversion is inefficient in humans [8,9]. In addition, shorter-chain fatty acids cannot be synthesized by humans [10,11]. Therefore, diet is an important source of these fatty acids [12].



n-3 PUFAs have been hypothesized to have preventive effects against depression. Previous studies have investigated the relationship between n-3 PUFAs dietary intake and depression. However, the findings obtained were conflicting [13]. Observational studies conducted on general populations are important from a prevention perspective.



Previous epidemiological studies have shown that the prevalence rate of depression is about twice in females compared to males [14]. In addition, a large number of epidemiological studies and meta-analyses have confirmed obesity to be associated with depression [15]. In recent decades, the consumption of n-3 PUFAs has been reduced and replaced by saturated fats from domestic animals and n-6 PUFAs from common vegetable oils and other sources, which changed dietary intakes of n-3 and n-6 PUFAs dramatically [16]. The higher prevalence rate of depression in females or obese people could be attributed to a vulnerability to n-3 PUFAs deficiency in these people. However, only a few researchers have evaluated the influences of sex or weight status on the relationship between n-3 PUFAs intake and depression. Understanding the influences of sex and weight status on the relationship between n-3 PUFAs intake and depression will be informative to address the target population and to maximize the beneficial effect so as to prevent depression.



Therefore, in this study, we aimed to investigate the associations between the intake of n-3 PUFAs and depression among people according to sex and weight status.




2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Study Population


We utilized cross-sectional data from the Shika study. The Shika study is an ongoing population-based survey that aims to develop advanced preventive methods for lifestyle-related diseases. It includes interviews, self-administered questionnaires, and comprehensive health examinations. Shika town is located in a rural area of the Ishikawa prefecture, Japan. The town has more than 20,000 residents [17]. Major industries include electronic component manufacturing, retail, and medical and welfare services [18]. The climate is humid subtropical. We selected four model districts in Shika town for the present study, which was conducted between October 2013 and December 2016. Data were collected from adults older than 65 years in the model districts. All adults older than 65 years who lived in these districts were eligible to participate in the present study. Invitation letters to participate were distributed to 2677 individuals, 2470 of whom participated in the study (92.3%). All subjects gave their written informed consent for inclusion before they participated in the study. The study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki, and the protocol was approved by the Ethics Committee of Kanazawa University (No.1491).




2.2. Depressive States


We assessed depressive states using the Japanese short version of the Geriatric Depression Scale (GDS-15), which consists of 15 questions developed for self-administrative surveys [19]. Higher scores indicate greater depressive symptoms [19]. A study that evaluated the validity of the Japanese version of GDS-15 recommended a cut-off score of 6/7 [20]. We used a cut-off point of 7, with scores ≥7 indicating depressive symptoms. We included participants who answered more than 12 out of the 15 questions in the analysis.




2.3. Nutrient Assessment


We assessed the intake of n-3 PUFAs: total n-3 PUFAs, EPA+DHA, individual PUFAs (EPA, DHA, ALA, DPA, and ETA), n-3/n-6 PUFAs ratio, and n-6 PUFAs from the validated food frequency questionnaire. We used the brief-type self-administered dietary questionnaire (BDHQ) [21,22,23]. BDHQ is based on a comprehensive version of a validated self-administered questionnaire (i.e., DHQ) [24]. BDHQ asks about dietary history in the preceding month. BDHQ lists 58 food items [22,23]. The intake of n-3 PUFAs was estimated using a computer algorithm for BDHQ [25,26]. Participants who reported an energy intake per day of less than 600 kcal/day (half of the required energy for the lowest physical activity category) or more than 4000 kcal/day (1.5 times the energy intake required for the highest physical activity category) were excluded from the analyses because they were either extremely low or extremely high energy intakes [27]. The n-3 PUFAs intake was expressed as a percentage of the total energy intake.




2.4. Other Variables


The weight status was based on body mass index (BMI), calculated using self-reported heights and weights. BMI was computed based on the standard formula (kg/m2) [28]. It was used to classify participants as underweight (<18.50), normal-weight (18.50–24.99), overweight (≥25.00), or obese (≥30.00), based on the World Health Organization reference [28]. We categorized them as underweight/normal-weight (<25.00) or overweight/obese (≥25.00). Covariates included in the multivariable analysis consisted of age, energy intake (kcal/day), carbohydrate intake (% energy), education (years of going to school), social activity (doing work or volunteering), living status (living alone or with someone), smoking status (current smoker, ex-smoker, or non-smoker), alcohol drinking, and history of chronic diseases (hypertension, stroke, myocardial infarction, diabetes, and hyperlipidemia). In the present study, participants who reported a history of stroke and/or myocardial infarction also had hypertension and/or diabetes. Therefore, we focused on hypertension, diabetes, and hyperlipidemia as confounders.




2.5. Statistical Analysis


Descriptive statistics were used to describe participant characteristics, depressive states, and n-3 PUFAs intake. Continuous variables were summarized as means and standard deviation (SD). Categorical variables were presented as numbers (N) and percentages (%). Differences in characteristics, depressive states, and n-3 PUFAs intake between sexes were assessed using the Student’s t-test (continuous variables) and the χ2 test (categorical variables). Differences in characteristics and n-3 PUFAs intake between participants with and without depressive symptoms were assessed using the Student’s t-test and the χ2 test. Differences in the intakes of n-3 PUFAs among participants were also assessed using a two-way analysis of variance (two-way ANOVA) with depressive states and sex as the main factors. Both depressive states and sex were between factors. Tests for interactions of depressive states and sex were done to assess sex differences. We conducted post hoc tests in order to examine the differences in the n-3 PUFAs intakes between participants with and without depressive symptoms in each sex. The two-way ANOVA was also used with depressive states and weight status as the main factors. We also tested for interactions of depressive states and weight status. Post hoc tests in each weight status category were conducted. Participants were stratified by sex and weight status for multivariate logistic regression analyses. The dependent variable was the existence of depressive symptoms. The independent variables were the intakes of each n-3 PUFAs, the n-3/n-6 PUFAs ratio, and n-6 PUFAs. Multivariate logistic regression analyses were adjusted by age, energy intake, carbohydrate intake, education, social activity, living status, smoking status, alcohol drinking, and history of chronic diseases. The odds ratios (ORs) and 95% confidence intervals (CIs) of each n-3 PUFAs for depressive states were calculated. A type I error of 0.05 was used for all analyses, with P values between 0.05 and 0.10 considered as borderline significance. The Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) for MS Windows, version 23.0 (SPSS, Inc., New York, NY, USA) was used for statistical analyses.





3. Results


3.1. Participant Characteristics


The characteristics of the studied population are shown in Table 1. A total of 1633 participants provided data for the variables of interest and were included in the analyses. The number of males was 720, while that of females was 913. The average ages of the participants were 73.5 (SD = 6.8) years for males and 75.2 (SD = 7.8) years for females. A total of 327 (20.0%) of participants had depressive symptoms. Among them, 147 (20.4%) were male and 180 (19.7%) were female. Females had significantly higher total n-3 PUFAs, ALA, and n-6 PUFAs intakes than males. The dietary sources of n-3 PUFAs in the studied population are shown in Table S1.




3.2. Participant Characteristics and n-3 PUFAs Intake According to Depressive States


Participant characteristics and n-3 PUFAs intake according to depressive states are shown in Table 2. Participants with depressive symptoms were significantly older than those without. Participants with depressive symptoms had a significantly lower energy intake, less education, less social activity, less household size, less alcohol drinking than those without. The levels of seven n-3 PUFAs were significantly lower in participants with depressive symptoms than in those without. Although no significant difference was observed between the two groups, the n-3/n-6 PUFAs ratio and the n-6 PUFAs were slightly lower in participants with depressive symptoms.




3.3. Influence of Sex on the Association between n-3 PUFAs Intake and Depressive States


The influence of sex on the association between n-3 PUFAs intake and depressive states is shown in Table 3. There was a significant or borderline significant main effect of depressive states in seven n-3 PUFAs, excluding n-3/n-6 PUFAs ratio and n-6 PUFAs. The tests for interactions of sex and depressive states were statistically significant or tended to be significant in seven n-3 PUFAs and n-6 PUFAs, excluding n-3/n-6 PUFAs ratio, which indicated that the associations between n-3 PUFAs intake and depressive states differed by sex. Post hoc tests showed, among females, the levels of all seven n-3 PUFAs, n-3/n-6 PUFAs ratio, and n-6 PUFAs were significantly lower in participants with depressive states than in those without. In contrast, in males, none of the n-3 PUFAs, n-3/n-6 PUFAs ratio, or n-6 PUFAs levels were significantly lower in participants with depressive symptoms than in those without.




3.4. Influence of Weight Status on the Association between n-3 PUFAs Intake and Depressive States


The influence of weight status on the association between n-3 PUFAs intake and depressive states is shown in Table 4. The main effects of depressive states were significant or tended to be significant in all n-3 PUFAs, the n-3/n-6 PUFAs ratio, and n-6 PUFAs. The interactions of weight status and depressive states tended to be statistically significant in EPA+DHA, EPA, DHA, and DPA. When we performed post hoc analyses among overweight/obese participants, the levels of seven n-3 PUFAs and the n-3/n-6 PUFAs ratio were significantly lower or tended to be significantly lower in participants with depressive symptoms than without depressive symptoms.




3.5. Relationships between n-3 PUFAs Intake and Depressive States by Sex and Weight Status


The relationships between n-3 PUFAs intake and depressive states by sex and weight status are shown in Table 5 and Figure 1. When we conducted stratified analyses by sex and weight status, there were significant inverse relationships for total n-3 PUFAs, EPA+DHA, EPA, DHA, DPA, ETA, and n-3/n-6 PUFAs ratio in overweight/obese females. The intakes of total n-3 PUFAs and ALA were also inversely related to depressive symptoms among underweight/normal-weight females. No correlations were observed between n-3 PUFAs intake or n-3/n-6 PUFAs ratio and depressive states in males.





4. Discussion


The results of the present study showed that a higher intake of n-3 PUFAs was associated with a lower risk of depressive symptoms, especially in overweight/obese females. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study to demonstrate differences according to sex and weight status on the relationship between n-3 PUFAs intake and depressive symptoms.



The present results are consistent with previous findings, showing that n-3 PUFAs intake is inversely associated with depression [29]. According to a systematic review, most studies found that n-3 PUFAs intake was inversely associated with depression, though some studies found no association [29]. The difference observed between these findings may be due to the target population examined (middle-aged vs. elderly individuals) or the study design. In addition, most of the studies that investigated the relationship between n-3 PUFAs intake and depression were not stratified by sex or weight status. This may limit appropriate comparisons with the present results, which were stratified by sex and weight status.



Regarding participant characteristics, a relationship was found in females but not in males. This could be due to the difference in sample size between the males and females in our study (n = 720 (males) and n = 913 (females)). Meanwhile, several epidemiological studies have found inverse associations between n-3 PUFAs and depressive symptoms in females but not in males [30,31,32,33]. Colangelo et al. [30] reported that higher total n-3 PUFAs, EPA+DHA, EPA, and DHA intakes predicted less severe depressive symptoms in females only. Beydoun et al. [31] also found that n-3 PUFAs intake and the n-3/n-6 PUFAs ratio were inversely associated with depressive symptoms in females. Persons et al. [33] found a positive association of dietary DHA+EPA with baseline depressive symptoms, though they found no associations at follow-up. In the study of Lucas et al. [33], although an inverse association of α-linolenic acid with clinical depression was found, there was no association for total n-3 PUFAs. They also found that depression was positively linked to the n-3/n-6 PUFAs ratio.



Sex differences in the association between the intake of n-3 PUFAs and depressive symptoms can be explained by some mechanisms. Depression is considered to be secondary to inflammatory disorders. For example, inflammatory proteins, such as C-reactive protein (CRP) [34], and cytokines, such as interleukin (IL)-6 [35] and tumor necrosis factor (TNF)-α [36], have been elevated in people with depression. Pro-inflammatory cytokines alter serotonin metabolism, reduce synaptic plasticity, and increase the risk of developing depression [37,38,39]. The anti-inflammatory effects of n-3 PUFAs have been considered to play an important role in counteracting the inflammatory processes occurring in depression [40]. One possible explanation is that plasma DHA levels are higher in females than in males independent of DHA intake due to sex hormones [41,42]. It has been shown that estrogens may contribute to higher DHA concentrations [41,42].



It has not been clarified whether n-3 PUFAs intake is associated with depressive states among overweight/obese people. We could not find other epidemiological studies which focused on the modification by weight status on the association between n-3 PUFAs intake and depressive symptoms. It is suggested that obesity is also a disorder of inflammation [43]. Therefore, inflammation could link obesity with depression [44]. Hence, n-3 PUFAs could play a role in depressive symptoms via inflammatory processes, especially in the context of being overweight or obese.



Regarding ALA, a correlation was not observed in overweight/obese people. This could be due to a high n-6 PUFAs intake in overweight/obese people. Some studies suggest that overweight/obese people consume a diet with a low n-3/n-6 ratio [45]. It is reported that very little ALA is converted to EPA and DHA in the presence of high levels of n-6 PUFAs [46,47].



Furthermore, estrogen has been shown to increase inflammation [48,49]. Females have a stronger immune response than males [49,50]. The observed results in overweight/obese females could be due to a stronger immune response in females and the anti-inflammatory effects of n-3 PUFAs compared to males in all weight categories and underweight/normal-weight females.



A cross-national ecological study reported that an intake of 0.750 g/day of n-3 PUFAs was sufficient to protect 98% of the population from the risk of depression [51]. The World Health Organization (WHO) recommended an intake of 0.250 g/day of EPA plus DHA for non-pregnant/non-lactating adult females [52]. Dietary sources of longer-chain n-3 PUFAs are fish and wild animals (e.g., fatty fish, white fish, shellfish, other sea foods, eggs, and wild game) [11,53,54,55]. Dietary sources of shorter-chain n-3 PUFAs are plants (e.g., nuts, seeds, flaxseed, and rapeseed oil) [11,53,54,55].



Our study had several limitations. The study design was cross-sectional; therefore, the causality of relationships cannot be assessed. In addition, we obtained data from a subsample of a larger cohort. This may have introduced a selection bias, because these subsamples may not resemble the target population. Furthermore, despite being validated, the depression scale only suggests the presence of a depressive symptom. Another limitation is that self-reported assessment methods were subject to recall bias or misreporting. Overweight or obese individuals are more likely to misreport information [56]. However, the instruments used in the present study were validated, and evidence suggests that errors by misreporting may be cancelled out, at least in part, by energy adjustments [57,58].




5. Conclusions


The results of the present study demonstrated a relationship between n-3 PUFAs deficiencies and depressive states, particularly in overweight/obese females. Our findings suggest that dietary modifications may help to prevent depressive symptoms in overweight/obese females, informing how interventions can effectively target specific populations for prevention. Further research is needed to clarify whether this relationship is consistent.
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Figure 1. (a) Relationships between n-3 PUFAs intake and depressive states in males by weight status (* p-values under 0.05, ** p-values under 0.01), and (b) relationships between n-3 PUFAs intake and depressive states in females by weight status (* p-values under 0.05, ** p-values under 0.01). 
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