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ABSTRACT

Objectives: This study investigated the association between the frequency and pattern
of eating alone and the mental health status according to region in Korean adults.

Methods: The data of 10,040 Korean adults aged > 19 years from the Korea National
Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (KNHANES) 2017 and 2019 were used.
Participants were divided into 4 groups based on their frequency of eating alone: none
(all meals together), 1, 2, and 3 meals/day alone. The regions were divided into urban
and rural areas. Mental health status was assessed by stress recognition, depressive
symptoms, and suicidal ideation. Multivariable logistic regressions were conducted to
estimate the adjusted odds ratios (AORs) with 95% confidence intervals (CIs) on the
association of the frequency and pattern of eating alone with poor mental health after
controlling for covariates.

Results: Among Korean adults, 74.1% ate more than one meal a day alone. Individuals
having 3 meals a day alone tended to be less educated, single, single person
households, or living in urban areas (all P <0.05). In rural areas, those having 3 meals/
day alone had higher odds of stress recognition (AOR: 1.55, 95% CI: 1.02-2.35) than
those having all meals together. In urban areas, individuals eating alone 3 times/day had
higher odds of stress recognition (AOR: 1.60, 95% CI: 1.31-1.96), depressive symptoms
(AOR: 1.61, 95% CI: 1.23-2.12), and suicidal ideation (AOR: 2.14, 95% CI: 1.42-3.22)
compared to those having all meals together. Urban residents having dinner alone had
higher odds of depressive symptoms (AOR: 1.29, 95% CI: 1.05-1.58) and suicidal
ideation (AOR: 1.66, 95% CI: 1.19-2.33) than those having dinner with others.

Conclusions: Our findings showed that the frequency and patterns of eating alone were
differentially associated with increased odds of poor mental health according to region
of residence. Nutrition education is needed for those frequently eating alone,
particularly those living in urban areas, to highlight the advantages of eating together
and to ensure that they have balanced and healthy meals even if they eat alone.
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Fig 1. Proportion of poor mental health according o eating alone frequency by region'.
1) P-values were obtained from the chi-square test to examine differences in the distribution of variables according to eating alone

frequency in urban and rural areas.
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Table 5. Association of eating alone pattems with poor mental health by region in Korean adults

Uban (n = 8,099) Rural (n = 1,925)
Mental heaith Eating alone Eating alone
P-value P-value
No Yes No Yes
Breakfast
Stress recognition 1.00 1.15(1.00-1.32)" 0.056 1.00 1.18 (0.82-1.70) 0.381
Depressive symptoms 1.00 1.26 (1.02-1.55) 0.032 1.00 0.70(0.42-1.19) 0.160
Suicidal ideation 1.00 1.26 (0.91-1.73) 0.164 1.00 0.86 (0.51-1.44) 0.560
Lunch
Stress recognition 1.00 1.11(0.98-1.2¢) 0.110 1.00 0.96 (0.72-1.28) 0.760
Depressive symptoms 1.00 1.20 (0.98-1.47) 0.084 1.00 0.76 (0.53-1.09) 0.137
Suicidal ideation 1.00 1.44(1.09-1.91) 0.012 1.00 0.91 (0.51-1.62) 0.750
Dinner
Stress recognition 1.00 1.11(0.95-1.29) 0.201 1.00 1.38 (1.02-1.86) 0.039
Depressive symptoms 1.00 1.29 (1.05-1.58) 0.015 1.00 1.47 (0.96-2.25) 0.075
Suicidal ideation 1.00 1.66(1.19-2.33) 0.003 1.00 1.07 (0.43-2.65) 0.884

All the estimates were produced to represent the Korean population using sample weight for the analysis of health and nutrition

survey and SAS SURVEY procedure was used to account for multistage saompling and unequally weighted design.

1) Adjusted odds ratio (95% confidence inferval). Multiple logistic regression analysis was performed to estimate the odds for eating
alone for the study participants from the KNHANES 2017 and 2019: analytic model was adjusted for sex (men or women), age
(contfinuous), education level (< middle school graduates, high school graduates, or > college graduation), household income
(lowest, lowest middle, upper middle, or highest), marital status (single or married), occupation (employed or not employed),
household type (single- or multi-person households), current smoking (yes or no), moderate drinking (yes or no), and regular walk-

ing (yes or no).
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