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Abstract

With the rise in obesity and the associated secondary health conditions, the promotion of
healthy eating behaviours could play a vital role in tackling this issue. Therefore, identifying
any inhibiting factors that could prevent healthy eating is of import. Stress is one such factor
that research has shown has a negative effect (Fodor, et al., 2014; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).
Contrastingly there is also research that suggest eating healthy can have a positive influence
on levels of stress. The aim of this study is to investigate the relationship between stress and
healthy eating, from the prospective of an individual own lived experience. Using thematic
analyse to identify key superordinate themes of Time related stressors, Cost and reward,
Circular reinforcement effects and knowledge and beliefs. The results of the analyse are
discussed in relation to there effect on both stress and healthy eating along with limitations
within this study.

Clear with useful detail and information provided.

Presentation is lovely.



Introduction

With over hath the population (England) estimated as being over wight (67% of men and
60% of woman) and the increase of developing other health conditions such as diabetes,
cancer, heart disease and depression associated with wight gain (The National Health
Service, 2020; World Health Organization, 2003) the promotion of a healthy diet is
paramount. It is therefore important to understand any factors that may inhibit an individual

to eat healthy.

One such factor that research has identified as having a negative relationship with healthy
eating is that of stress. Stress can be described as the negative consequence of an individual’s
resources being exceeded cost/demands of a situation such as work demands outweighing an

individual’s ability to efficiently plan (Fodor, et al., 2014; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).

With previous research also suggesting that higher levels of stress increases the consumption
of unhealthy food (Conner, et al., 1999; Mouchacca, et al., 2013) research by Pecifia, et al.
(2006) found that in rats an increase in Corticotropin-releasing factor (CRF) in nucleus
accumbens shell, (a response related to stress) increased the likelihood of binge eating. This
is supported by Foster, et al. (2009) who additionally fond that consumption of fat rich foods
also reduces the response of the central stress response network during periods of stress.
However, a study by Finch, et al. (2019) found no significant relationship between type of
food in regard to stress reduction and only a coloration between an increase in food
consumption with individuals who are external eaters. While there is also evidence healthy

eating may reduce stress (Conner, et al., 2017; White, et al., 2013).
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However, the ecological validity of previous studies may could be , with the behaviours
demonstrated under lab conditions, may not relating to actual lived behaviours. Therefore,
the aim of this study is to ask the question of what effect stress has on healthy eating, from

the prospective of an individual’s own accounts.

Clear and appropriate literature included, and there is some critique present. Ensure spell

check before submission.
Methods
Participants

The transcript of one female participant was used for this study, as only the transcript was
provided to the researcher for analysis no other information on demographical or participant

selection process is available.
Design

This study used a thematic analysis (Braun & Clark, 2006), to code and [identify]
superordinate themes in order to look at possible effects stress has on healthy eating of the

individual lived experience.
Materials

The only material in this study used by the researcher was that of a transcript of the
participant interview (see appendix A). However, it is reasonable to speculate that other
materials were used during the interview/data collection stage. These at the lest should have
included a brief/consent form and debrief form in accordance with British Psychological
Society (BPS) code of human research ethics (2014), audio recording such as a dictaphone

and a means of secure storage for data collection.

Procedure
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The researcher only had access to a transcribed of the interview and took no part in the
procedure prior to the analysis. However, is aware that a procedure that comply with all the
guidelines set out by the British Psychological Society (BPS 2014; 2018). That included a
briefing and debriefing of the study, the acquisition of informed consent from the participant
and insuring they understood their rights. While insuring minimal negative effect to their

physical or psychological wellbeing and maintaining their dignity as ajhuman being.
Method overall is clearly presented — some minor points to modify.
Results

Note before you start reading this section — this is very long! For a level five report, your

word limit is 2000 words, and this includes quotes!

A thematic analysis was conducted on the interview transcript. In order identifier key

superordinate themes (see appendix B for table of themes) relating to the subjects of both
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stress and healthy eating that became apparent with familiarity of the interview content.

Theme 1: Time related stressors

Looking through the data (applying thematic analysis to the data...) within Jennifer’s
transcript, one of the prominent themes is that of time related stressors. These time related
narratives occur a total of 13 times throughout the transcript. This theme can further be

divided into the sub-themes of work-related time demands and non-work-related demands.

Sub-theme 1.1: Work related demands

The most prevalent stressor and inhibitor to healthy eating Jennifer discussed was that of the
demands her previous working life put on her ability to dedicate time towards successfully

engaging with eating healthy
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“... working full-time defiantly took its toll on me in terms of, like, eating well and eating

a balanced diet...” (pages 3-4, lines 65-66).

Quotes less than 40 words are to be included within the sentence. Excellent use of

identifiers here (pages and lines).

With the one course of stress for Jennifer being a feeling that due to the amount pressures put
on her from working full time leaving little time plan and implement healthy eating

behaviours. Lending to unhealthy eating habits.

“...when I was working full-time | would just what | could when | could ,or wean |

fancied. “ (page 3, line 61-62).

In contrast the way Jennifer talks about how her decision to reduce her levels of work to part-
time only includes positive changes levels of stress she experiences. This in part can be
attributed to an increased ability to plan out what she would eat and a deduction in stress

related to time constraints.

“I don’t stress out as much if [ haven’t done something or don’t get time to do stuff

because I tend to be able to do it!” (page 6, lines 132-133).

Sub-theme 1.2: Non work-related demands.

Even though work related demands on her time was the most abundantly discussed by
Jennifer she also touches on some of the other demands that may also have a negative effect
on her ability to maintain a healthy diet. With the opinion that healthy eating may be less of a

priority than other demands such as family life.

“If your stressing out about everything else then going home and cooking for however

long is only gonna add to the stress, relay.” (pages 8-9, lines 180-181).



Healthy eating itself also requires a certain amount of time to be dedicated to it. This not only
includes the time it take to consume the food, but it also put a demand on scheduling time for

its preparation.

“T think it is hard to be healthy every single day — it takes time to shop, prep, cook, all

that.” (page 8, lines 176-177).

A strong section of analysis

Theme 2: Cost and reward

Although time related stressors are discussed the most by Jennifer, there are also other costs
that may contribute to increase stress and contribute negatively to healthy eating. While in
contrast other more rewarding influences may reduce stress and contribute positively

towards eating healthily.

Sub-theme 2.1: Costs

Along with demand on time, Jennifer also discussed other costs that have the potential to
increases the amount of stress are a direct consequence of healthy eating. These include an
expense in physical energy or just monetary expense “ but if you’re constantly buying stuff to

make ‘healthy’ meals then the cost adds up...” page 3, lines 53-54).

Furthermore, Jennifer discussed these in a way that suggests that the cost involved in
maintaining a healthy diet, had to be less than the posibule benefits to it. This may be the
waste of ingredients and there for money or the time and effort required. One such
circumstance where this is not achieved discussed is wean Jenifer has to make health meals
solely for herself. With her feeling the effort required is too much for just her own benefit.
“... so it I don’t really feel like spending the time and effort on making a full healthy meal

just for me.” (page 4, lines 79-80).



Sub-theme 2.2: Social rewards

Contrastingly to this feeling of the reward not justifying the cost for cooking herself a meal,
Jennifer describes cooking for her whole family in positive terms. Furthermore, despite the

potential increase in workload this may in tale, Jennifer’s perception is that it is easier to do.
This suggests that the social interaction involved is ether increasing her feeling of reward or

decreasing the perceived costs of the workload.

“ Cooking healthy meals for a group of people is a lot easier than just for yourself.” (page 4,

lines 77-78).

Additionally, this social interaction can provide a level of support and encouragement to
maintain a healthy diet. Jennifer mentions how she finds both her son (who eats healthy
himself) and her daughter company been of benefit in encouraging her to eat healthy. While
also describing how it is more likely she would make healthy meal’s wean cooking for the

family.

“Or if you have to make a meals for the whole family you’re more inclined to make a good

healthy meal...” (page 4, lines 75-76).

Theme 3: Circular reinforcement effects

An overarching theme that emerged with familiarization of the text, was that of there being Commented [SCY]: Was interpreted - themes do not
emerge.

both a positive and a negative circular reinforcing effect.

Sub-theme 3.1: Negative reinforcement

The negative reinforcement (not the accurate terminology used here) of not being able to
maintain a healthy diet is the easier to identify, with Jenifer even referring to it as a “vicious
circle” (page 6, line 112). This results from physiological and psychological feelings, such as

feeling physically unhealthy/unattractive and emotions of guilt and remorse over not eating



healthily, lead to increases in stress levels and or lowering of self-esteem. This increase in

stress in turn making it harder to maintain a healthy diet.

“you get caught up in life and the stress and woes of life, then let your eating habits slip, feel

crap about it and get caught up in more stress!” (Page 6, line 112-114).

Sub-theme 3.2: positive reinforcement

There is also a suggestion that a opposite relationship resulting from positive benefits and a

reduction in stress increased the likelihood of further healthy eating behaviours is also true.

“T found that the more I ate more healthy meals, the more | enjoyed it and the better |

ended up felling about everything!” (page 7, lines 146-147).

Furthermore, Jennifer refers two some secondary effects from the strategies she adopted for

improving her general health, have increased her enjoyment of healthy food.

“I can taste things better now I’m not smoking, too” (page 7, line 153).

Theme 4: knowledge and beliefs.

The last theme to be considered is the role in which Jennifer’s knowledge of healthy eating

and her own beliefs play on both her ability to manage stress and healthy eating.

Sub-theme 4.1: Information vs beliefs

Throughout the transcript Jennifer shows an understanding of what may be referred to as the
textbook definition. This includes eating five a day and getting right mineral’s, however this
is mostly done in a fashion that suggest a desire to provide the correct response rather than
being her own belief. This can be further seen on the occasions she talks about her own

belief.
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“ To me though, eating healthy means eating the things that | like to eat- but, like, in

moderation” (page 2, lines 20-21)

This disparity between her own view of moderation and the more socially prescribed
standards to healthy eating, has the potential to lead to some guilt over not eating healthy
enough. This in turn many add to her stress and thus making it less likely to use more healthy

eating behaviours.

“ not exactly a model healthy eater here [laugh]- no wonder my cholesterol crept up.”

(page 3, lines 63-64). — insightful — good point

Sub-theme 4.2: information given vs information self-acquired

There is also the consideration of the sources of the information and how it is obtained to
consider. Whereas Jennifer talks about receiving professional information in a slightly

negative way.

“ I mean the doctors were giving me all the lectures under the sun about calming down

and eating right” (page 6, lines 129-130).

According to Jennifer the information she Sought out herself, was the most beneficial to here.
This could be due increase of her locus of control over the situation, rather than someone else

dictating what she should do.

“ Like being told I had high cholesterol didn’t mean me eating more healthy — it was
the searching for information and speaking to other people- real people — about their

experiences that helped me more.” (page 8, lines 165-166).

The lack of a table to signpost the section undermines the strength of the section. The
conte in the main part, however, is good, and clear themes and sub-themes have been

presented with supporting quotes. Your interpretations are good.
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A few spelling errors throughout.

Some very good sections of analysis where themes have been introduced appropriately
and sub-themes explained nicely.

Headings require accurate formatting ( ‘Results” = centre justify and bold, Themes =

Bold and left justify, sub-themes = bold, italics, and left justify).

Discussion
Summarise themes here before going on and discussing specific themes.

The results indicate that the main stressor that impeded adopting a healthier eating stile being
that of the participants job demands coupled with a preserved inability to plan. This supports
Fodor, et al, (2014) who suggest that individuals with higher job demands and lower
perceived resources are less likely to maintain healthy eating habits such as fruit
consumption. This study also found that there may be a posibule positive effect on healthy

eating, due to a mediating effect social interaction has on levels of stress

There was also support previous research that showed both stress having a negative effect on
healthy eating (Conner, et al, 1999; Mouchacca, et al, 2013) and that healthy eating can
reduce stress (Conner, et al., 2017; White, et al., 2013). This suggests that the relationship

may be bi-directional and also influenced by other factors

The results also suggest other factors such as the monetary cost of healthy eating may be a
source of increased stress. While an individual’s perception of control over the situation may
have an influence on both stress and healthy eating. Previous research has found that

individuals with an external locus of control experience more stress (Bollini, et al. 2004) and
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that those with an internal locus of control are more likely to eat healthier (Cobb-Clark, et al.

2014).

However, it is important to note that themes found by this study are the subjective view of a
single researcher, based on the transcript of the studies sole participant and other researchers
may find differing themes. Further, research may benefit from extending the sample group

and the use of thermic analysis from multiple reducers to identify more universally common

themes, that may provide a more ecological valid view of the wider population.

To conclude the themes found during this study suggest that the relationship between stress
and healthy eating behaviours is bi-directional. With positive eating behaviours helping to
reduce stress, leading to the increased likelihood of future healthy eating behaviours being
adopted. However, wean non-healthy eating behaviours occur, stress levels may increase and

with it the likelihood of further unhealthy eating occurring.

There is also the suggestion that the relationship between healthy eating may benefit from a
more holistic approach in promoting stress reduction and a general heathy life style, with
socialization, exercise and general reduction in unhealthy behaviours, all positively

contribution to a reduction in stress and enjoyment in healthy eating.

Finally, a more control over the situation individual perceives also play an important part in
their probability reducing stress and successfully increasing and maintaining healthy eating

habits.

A strong discussion that relates your own interpretations to literature that has been included

in the introduction. There are sources missing in your reference list, though.
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Appendix A: Thematic analysis of Jennifer’s interview transcript.

Interview with Jennifer: The effects of stress on healthy eating
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Key: Interviewer in bold ; Interviewee (Jennifer) in plain font

1 Do you have any questions before we begin?

2

3 Nope not at the moment.

4

5 Great. I'd also like to just reiterate that anything that you mention today that
6 could be traced back to identify you will be replaced with some

7 unidentifiable context - so if you do say the names of any members of your
8 family or friends | will just replace those with different names when writing
9 up this interview. Is that ok?

10

11 Yep that’s fine.

12

13 So first of all, can you please describe to me what eating healthily means to
14 you?

15
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Umm - the first thing that comes to my mind when | think of health eating is veg
[laughs]. And fruit. | mean... that’'s not all is it — it's about eating a balanced diet
and getting the correct amount of nutrients and stuff, isn’t it? And minerals that

your body needs to function properly... | think that's what eating healthy mainly

means.

That’s great, thank you. What would motivate you, or already does motivate

you, to eat healthily?

[

mm

Of course, and thank you for sharing that. Please remember to only share
information you are comfortable sharing.

(2]
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Oh it’s fine.

Ok, so what about factors that you feel may affect your ability to eat
healthily?

Oh god, where do | start? | think time is a big thing — not just for me, but for people
to eat healthily in general. | like cooking, but it takes [lCICHGISHON. Sometimes
people just don’t have that time, do they? Not just to cook, but the shopping for
ingredients and stuff to put in a healthy meal. You work all day and then have to

go to, say, Asda for shopping to make yourself some food [EiSEIDSINNCEINN

by

So, can you describe to me a specific time in your life that you have felt

unable to maintain eating healthily?

When | was working full-time | definitely found it a bit more difficult. 'm only
working part-time now and am here in the evenings so | can sort of plan what to

eat and that — but when | was working full-time | would just grab what | could when
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I could, or when | fancied it. | worked in a restaurant for a while, too, so I'd be
Stuiffing myselfwith chips i my break or at thie end 6f ashift - not exactly a model
healthy eater here [laughs] —no wonder my cholesterol crept up. Yeah, that sort of

life circumstance of working full-time definitely took its toll on me in terms of, like,

eating well and eating a balanced diet, do you get what | mean?
Of course, | can completely understand that feeling.

I think as well that family situations can influence you to eat healthy. NijiSonasE
bit of a nut when it came to healthy eating and that, and when he lived here he'd
[GokSIRicEERaNaIb e iteIREPBYISatiRGNAS]. But 'd never sit there in the
afternoon and think — well, tonight I'm going to rustle up a hearty meal of chicken
and rice! That just wasn't me [laughs]. GTlifjOUNEVENOINEKeIMEaNoneNnol
foryolrself] Like my son has moved out now, and my husband tends to work late
at night — so | don't really feel like spending the time and effort on making a full
healthy meal just for me! Soliffends o lberifits for tea forme most nights =ifit's
S SHENERS] ' better at having healthy stuff in the

house most of the time now, though, than | used to be. It’s just difficult to maintain
that all the time, | think.

[ee]
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That’s really informative, thank you. What role do you think, then, that stress

would have on your ability to eat healthily?

I'd say stress has such a big impact on most things in life! Like | said, | found it
difficult to maintain a healthy eating pattern when | was working full-time and most
of that was probably down to stress, if I'm honest. People have got so much going
on these days, haven’t they? Kids and husbands and life things that they have to
deal with — on top of work — the last thing |, in particular, wanna do is stress myself
out about eating healthy foods or making sure | have my five-a-day as well! {WR&R

ScaredimeiabitintoleatingNEalthyfoeds. But it was more a wake-up call for me in

terms of, like, I'm stressing myself out with the other rubbish in my life and I'm not
making time for myself to be healthy. Do you get what | mean?

Of course, thank you so much for sharing that. Please only share things that
you are comfortable with though.

No it's fine, it really did have an impact. That's why | decided to go part-time, you
know? What's the point in stressing out over work =1 can put my unused stress
into my kids or something then! [laughs].

Can you explain how you feel in general when you can’t eat healthily?

©
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It makes you feel like crap really. Sluggish and that — if you’re constantly guzzling
sweets or eating chips then you just feel dumpy and down. And spotty! [laughs].
But then you have, like, that added pressure of thinking oh great, now | look a
mess as well as being a stressed out idiot so you have more stress about how to
change that then! | think it's a vicious circle, to be honest — you get caught up in
life and the stresses and woes of life, then let your eating habits slip, feel crap
about it, and get caught up in more stress!

So when you get stressed, what strategies, if any, do you attempt to put in
place to attempt to manage that stress?

I never really used to do anything, but I'm getting on a bit now and I realise that
EiESSIUEHEREEeBHE — never mind the bloody healthy eating! | like to walk

my dogs if | get stressed = just to get out in the fresh air and have some peace,
you know? Get away from the kids answering me back [laughs] — dogs don’t do

that! There’s something [ffifidfeally relaxing abolit a'good walk with the dogs:to
the park or to the beach or something.

Did you attempt any strategies when you had your health scare,
specifically?

Oh god, yeah, | mean the doctors were giving me all the lectures under the sun
about calming down and eating right [laughs]NEKIGRNCIEESIOn to stop working

o
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full-time was a massive benefit to me personally. | just found it was too much, and
I’'m much better off now than | was — | don’t stress out as much if | haven’t done
something or don’t have the time to do stuff because | tend to just be able to do it!
I started, like, getting involved with support groups as well. Just online looking for
S ERERYERRE — | never went and actually sat in a support
group setting thing but [SHNGHTSSSHESHIREESEIRSEE. ANSCaNsessi
high cholesterol were things that, like, | never really considered. | used to smoke,
and quite a fair amount of fags per day if I'm honest! But | was smoking when |
was stressed, and then | found out that smoking can increase your risk then of
high cholesterol. So | cut my hours in work, [ ISR
I = | found | didn't really need the vape
pen anymore — so | just stopped that. | didn’t feel like | needed it for any reason — |
never really felt like that before, | always [ I
I | ould have been annoyed about before, anyway.

Then it was the diet thing — that came easier as well because | wasn’'t working
such stupid hours and I found that the more | ate more healthy meals, the more |
enjoyed it and the better | ended up feeling about everything! So that sort of, in a
way | suppose, helped my stress levels too!

So would you say, then, that these strategies have allowed you to eat more
healthily?

I think so, yeah. | can taste things better now I'm not smoking, too [laughs].
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Doesn't sound like much but it was a welcome change for me to taste good food
and not just be eating for the sake of having a meal! | EGEGNGGEGEEEEE

well, I'd find that | worked up an appetite and | didn’t want crap food then. | vwanted
to spend some time cooking and making a nice healthy meal — whether that was a
nice prawn cocktail or a salad or something. My eldest daughter, Sarah, comes
with me sometimes as well. For a walk. And then she will stay and have tea with
me and even that is a help because I'm not just cooking for me then — I have to
CatenioiRerstandarasiasivelll [aughs). | don’t necessarily think it’s the things that
I've put in place to reduce my stress and all that — | think what's helped me eat

better overall is, like, the outcomes of those strategies. Does that make sense?
Like being told | had high cholesterol didn’t mean me eat more healthy — it was the
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That’s lovely, thank you. Now finally just one last question to wrap this all
up - if l was to ask you to give one piece of advice to someone who wanted

to try and eat more healthily, what would it be?

Well, the practical things — think about your own health! [iSESIDESICEININNSHmE

| N
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She thinks the overall positive
out comes rather than just the
reduction in stress that enabled

Being told to eat healthy did not
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Time demands

Circular effect
(negative)
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it takes time to shop, prep, cook, all that... but one takeaway in the week isn't
oI EEmassvelaeall And try to manage everything else going on in your
life so that you don’t have to put so much effort into eating well. If you're stressing
out about everything else then the thought of going home and cooking for
however long is only gonna add to that stress, really.

Ok that’s great - thank you so much for your time Jennifer... is there
anything else that you would like to ask me or tell me about before we end
the interview?

No | don't think so...

Ok, great. Thank you again.

She feels trying to manage other
demands decreases the amount
off effort needed to eat healthy
Were if your stressed by other
things this only increases the
stress related to the effort of
eating healthy




Appendix B: Table of Theme

Themes identified through thematic analysis

24

Superordinate theme

Description of content of
superordinate-theme

Quote

Time related stressors

Cost and reward

Circular reinforcement
effects

This theme discuss the topic of
time demands that may act as
stressors. This is then further
divided in to two sub theme that
of Work-related demands and
Non work-related demands.

The second theme to be discussed
concerns potential inhibiting and
encouraging factors and the
relationship between them. This is
look at within the two sub-themes
of costs, while the second sub
theme looks at the potential
positive effect socialization may

play

This theme looks at the possibility
of a reinforcing effect positive and
negative outcomes may play. With
the first sub-theme looking at the
negative reinforcement unhealthy
eating habits and higher stress

“... working full-time defiantly took its toll on me in terms of, like, eating
well and eating a balanced diet...” (pages 3-4, lines 65-66).

“Tdon’t stress out as much if I haven’t done something or don’t get time to
do stuff because I tend to be able to do it!” (page 6, lines 132-133).

“If your stressing out about everything else then going home and cooking for
however long is only gonna add to the stress, relay.” (pages 8-9, lines 180-
181).

“T think it is hard to be healthy every single day — it takes time to shop, prep,
cook, all that.” (page 8, lines 176-177).

“but if you’re constantly buying stuff to make ‘healthy’ meals then the cost
adds up...” page 3, lines 53-54).

“...so it I don’t really feel like spending the time and effort on making a full
healthy meal just for me.” (page 4, lines 79-80).

“ Cooking healthy meals for a group of people is a lot easier than just for
yourself.” (page 4, lines 77-78).

"Or if you have to make a meals for the whole family you’re more inclined to
make a good healthy meal...” (page 4, lines 75-76).

“vicious circle” (page 6, line 112).

“you get caught up in life and the stress and woes of life, then let your eating
habits slip, feel crap about it and get caught up in more stress!” (Page 6, line
112-114).

“I found that the more I ate more healthy meals, the more I enjoyed it and the



Knowledge and beliefs.

have. While the second sub-theme
looks at the possible positive
reinforcing effect healthy eating
can create.

The last theme to be discussed is
that of how the relationship
between knowledge and
information imparted by others,
compared to with more internal
beliefs and motives effect both
stress and healthy eating.

better I ended up felling about everything!” (page 7, lines 146-147).

“I can taste things better now I’m not smoking, too” (page 7, line 153).

“ To me though, eating healthy means eating the things that I like to eat- but,
like, in moderation” (page 2, lines 20-21).

“ not exactly a model healthy eater here [laugh]- no wonder my cholesterol
crept up.” (page 3, lines 63-64).

“ I mean the doctors were giving me all the lectures under the sun about
calming down and eating right” (page 6, lines 129-130).

“ Like being told I had high cholesterol didn’t mean me eating more healthy —
it was the searching for information and speaking to other people- real people
— about their experiences that helped me more.” (page 8, lines 165-166).
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