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Emotional patterns a factor in children's food choices 

 

A new study published in the Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior could lead to obesity 

interventions that take into account the emotional contexts for unhealthy eating 

 

Philadelphia, July 12, 2022 – The emotional context in which eating occurs has been thought to 

influence eating patterns and diet, with studies finding negative emotions predict excessive calorie intake 

and poor diet quality. A research article featured in the Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior, 

published by Elsevier, discusses how children's unhealthy food choices, especially over weekends, are 

related to emotion. 

 

"Children are more likely to consume unhealthy foods on weekends when meals and snacks are less 

structured and supervised than on school days," said Christine Hotaru Naya, MPH, Department of 

Population and Public Health Sciences, University of Southern California, Los Angeles, CA, USA. "We 

also focused on snack choices where children often make their own decisions." 

 

This study sampled 195 ethnically diverse children currently in third through sixth grades who lived in the 

greater Los Angeles metropolitan area. Children used a mobile phone app and were contacted seven 

times per day to answer questions. When contacted, they were asked if they were feeling stressed, mad 

or sad and to report if they had made any unhealthy eating choices from among fried foods, sweets, and 

sugary beverages over the previous two hours. 

 

Across all food types sampled, sweet food consumption was reported the most often. Children reported 

eating sweets or pastries at least once daily on 40% of the days. Chips or fries were eaten at least once a 

day on nearly 30% of days, and sugar-sweetened beverages were consumed at least once per day on 

25% of days. 
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The researchers also identified three negative mood patterns during a day: stable low; early increasing 

and late decreasing; and early decreasing and late increasing. In the study, on 90% of the days, children 

reported stable low negative mood, but the reminder had varying moods throughout the day.  

 

 
Caption: A new study published in the Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior could lead to obesity interventions 

that take into account the emotional contexts for unhealthy eating (Credit: dpyancy/stock.adobe.com). 

 

"We found fried food consumption to be higher on days with more variable emotional patterns than days 

with consistent low negative mood," says Naya. "These results align with other studies that have found 

the negative mood to positively predict children's fatty food intake." Sweet food and soda consumption did 

not follow the same patterns in this study. 

 

Coauthor Daniel Chu, MPH, Department of Population and Public Health Sciences, University of 

Southern California, Los Angeles, CA, USA, notes, "This study has several strengths, including the ability 

to be repeated in the family home, and we were able to test a population of healthy children so results 

can be widely applied." 

 

These findings add to the evidence for incorporating mood and emotion-based components into 

interventions aiming to improve children's dietary outcomes and eating behaviors. Specifically, results 

highlight mornings and evenings as two possible vulnerable periods when the change in negative 

emotions could influence food choices. 

 

"More studies are needed for us to understand the relationship between a child's emotions and their food 

choices, but this is a good start on that path to recognizing how to approach food choices with a person's 

mood and emotions in mind," concludes Naya. "We could improve our current interventions to be 



individually tailored to the environmental, social, emotional, and cognitive contexts in which unhealthy 

eating occurs." 

 

--- 

 

Notes for editors 

The article is "Children's Daily Negative Affect Patterns and Food Consumption on Weekends: An 

Ecological Momentary Assessment Study," by Christine H. Naya, MPH; Daniel Chu, PhD; Wei-Lin Wang, 

PhD; Michele Nicolo, PhD; Genevieve F. Dunton, MPH, PhD; and Tyler B. Mason, PhD 

(https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jneb.2022.02.007). It appears in the Journal of Nutrition Education and 

Behavior, volume 54, issue 7 (July 2022), published by Elsevier. 

 

It is openly available at https://www.jneb.org/article/S1499-4046(22)00046-X/fulltext.  

 

Full text of the article is also available to credentialed journalists upon request; contact Eileen Leahy at +1 

732 238 3628 or jnebmedia@elsevier.com to obtain a copy. To schedule an interview with the author(s), 

please contact Christine Naya, MPH, at naya@usc.edu. 

 

This research was supported by the National Heart Lung and Blood Institute. 

 

An audio podcast featuring an interview with Christine H. Naya and other information for journalists are 

available at www.jneb.org/content/media. Excerpts from the podcast may be reproduced by the media 

with permission from Eileen Leahy.  

 

About the Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior (JNEB)  

Advancing Research, Practice and Policy 

The Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior (JNEB), the official journal of the Society for Nutrition 

Education and Behavior (SNEB), is a refereed, scientific periodical that serves as a resource for all 

professionals with interest in nutrition education and dietary/physical activity behaviors. The purpose of 

JNEB is to document and disseminate original research, emerging issues, and practices relevant to 

nutrition education and behavior worldwide and to promote healthy, sustainable food choices. It supports 

the Society's efforts to disseminate innovative nutrition education strategies, and communicate 

information on food, nutrition, and health issues to students, professionals, policymakers, targeted 

audiences, and the public. 

 

The Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior features articles that provide new insights and useful 

findings related to nutrition education research, practice, and policy. The content areas of JNEB reflect 

the diverse interests of health, nutrition, education, Cooperative Extension, and other professionals 

working in areas related to nutrition education and behavior. As the Society's official journal, JNEB also 

includes policy statements, issue perspectives, and member communications. www.jneb.org 

 

About Elsevier 

As a global leader in information and analytics, Elsevier helps researchers and healthcare professionals 

advance science and improve health outcomes for the benefit of society. We do this by facilitating insights 

and critical decision-making for customers across the global research and health ecosystems.  

 

In everything we publish, we uphold the highest standards of quality and integrity. We bring that same 

rigor to our information analytics solutions for researchers, health professionals, institutions and funders.  
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Elsevier employs 8,700 people worldwide. We have supported the work of our research and health 

partners for more than 140 years. Growing from our roots in publishing, we offer knowledge and valuable 

analytics that help our users make breakthroughs and drive societal progress. Digital solutions such as 

ScienceDirect, Scopus, SciVal, ClinicalKey and Sherpath support strategic research management, R&D 

performance, clinical decision support, and health education. Researchers and healthcare professionals 

rely on our over 2,700 digitized journals, including The Lancet and Cell; our over 43,000 eBook titles; and 

our iconic reference works, such as Gray's Anatomy. With the Elsevier Foundation and our external 

Inclusion & Diversity Advisory Board, we work in partnership with diverse stakeholders to advance 

inclusion and diversity in science, research and healthcare in developing countries and around the world. 

 

Elsevier is part of RELX, a global provider of information-based analytics and decision tools for 

professional and business customers. www.elsevier.com 
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