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What we learned from Nutrition and Holistic Mental
Well-Being Among African Immigrants in the United
States

“If the stomach is empty, the head is empty.” ~ Zimbabwe

The proverb was introduced as a Zimbabwean saying and used to frame the day’s
topic. Participants were invited to reflect on how it connects to nutrition and holistic
mental well-being. The proverb reminds us that we cannot separate the mind from
the body. Participants expanded on this by connecting it to the familiar saying, “A
hungry man is an angry man,” and emphasized that when the stomach is hungry or
poorly nourished, the head also struggles to be full, steady, and well. This opening
created a powerful doorway into the conversation: food is not only about eating, but
about mental clarity, emotional regulation, dignity, and the conditions that allow
people to flourish.

Our Conversation with
David Agor, DNP

PhD Candidate, University of Pennsylvania
Nutrition and Holistic Mental Well-
Being Among African Immigrants in
the United States

"A doctorally prepared psychiatric nurse practitioner, a PhD candidate at the
University of Pennsylvania School of Nursing, and an incoming postdoctoral fellow at
Duke University. My work includes two major research areas: mental health assets
for sexual and gender-diverse survival migrants and nutritional psychiatry. The term
is nutritional psychiatry, not nutritional psychology, and it is a field that examines the
connection between food, the mind, mental health, and the microbiome. My interest
grew from a central question: what does primary prevention in mental health look
like, especially before people reach crisis or acute illness?"

Pearls of Wisdom

N *African foods are not behind the science; the science has not caught up to
African foods. The conversation showed that many African foodways already
contain principles now being celebrated in nutritional psychiatry, including

fermentation, prebiotics, fiber, anti-inflammatory foods, and communal eating.

N *Food is not only biological; it is political. Access to culturally familiar food is
shaped by immigration, transportation, work schedules, food policy, food
stamps, import costs, neighborhood food environments, and time. A person’s




plate is never just a plate. It is a tiny policy document, a family story, and
sometimes a survival map.

N *Community itself is medicine. Cooking and eating together can reduce
loneliness, produce connection, and support mental well-being. When
migration removes people from those communal food practices, the emotional
and biological effects can be significant.

N "Decolonized nutrition research must stop treating African foods as problems
to be corrected. Instead, research should investigate the protective, healing,
and culturally meaningful qualities of African foods and food practices.

< *Nutrition belongs in mental health conversations, especially for African
immigrant communities. It is not a side dish. It is part of the main pot.

David described nutritional psychiatry as a form of primary prevention—not a cure-all
or a replacement for medication in severe psychiatric states, but an approach that
can support both mental and metabolic health. This may be particularly relevant for
African immigrant communities experiencing high levels of psychological distress
and interested in exploring non-medication approaches. He also highlighted a major
gap in the evidence: much of nutritional psychiatry centers the Mediterranean diet
while overlooking African foods, knowledge systems, and cultural practices. Rather
than asking African communities to adopt unfamiliar diets, he encouraged a different
question: What makes certain foods beneficial, and how do those same principles
already exist in African food traditions?

A major “aha” moment came through the discussion of prebiotics, probiotics,
fermentation, fiber, and anti-inflammatory foods. David highlighted plantain and
unripe banana as strong prebiotics and noted that fermentation is common across
African foodways, even when research has not studied or named it within African
frameworks. Describing the gut as the body’s “second brain,” he offered a simple
takeaway: “Garbage in, garbage out.” What we feed the gut can affect both the brain
and body.

The conversation also explored food as culture, community, and healing. Across
African communities, food carries memory, identity, family, belonging, and medicine.
Longstanding practices of “food as medicine” include foods associated with
postpartum recovery, illness, emotional distress, and community rituals. Cooking
itself can also be communal and protective—creating connection, reducing
loneliness, and supporting collective healing.

Finally, David framed nutrition as a social and political determinant of health shaped
by policy, labor conditions, food systems, access, affordability, and migration. For
African immigrants, accessing culturally familiar foods may require additional time
and resources, while shift work can disrupt communal meals, sleep, family routines,
and health.

Overall, the session invited a decolonized approach to nutritional psychiatry—one
that asks: What wisdom already lives in African food traditions? What has research
failed to see? And how can food support the body, mind, family, and community?

Connect with Dr. David Agor:
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Consultant Opportunity with AIHRC

The African Immigrant Health Research Collaborative (AIHRC) is seeking a
WhatsApp Platform Training & Implementation Consultant with advanced WhatsApp
expertise to train and advise a multi-state PCORI-funded partnership on using the
platform to support safe, private, and meaningful community-engaged research with
African immigrant communities.

Application Deadline Extended: Friday, July 24, 2026, at 5:00 PM EST

eC To apply or for more information: info-aihrc@mac-boston.org

CLICK HERE FOR DETAILS

JULY ALKEBULAN
CIRCLE

Our Next Session:
Wednesday, July 22nd
3PM-4:30PM EST

Guest Speaker:
Ayo Olagoke, PhD, MPH

Topic of the Day:
“What If Health Information Truly
Understood You? Al in African
Immigrant Communities.”

RSVP NOW

Save the Date for #ARP2026!
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https://www.weingardenpsychologicalservices.com/team/dr-david-agor
https://www.linkedin.com/in/david-agor-dnp-pmhnp-bc-hivpcp-ba833069/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/david-agor-dnp-pmhnp-bc-hivpcp-ba833069/
mailto:info-aihrc@mac-boston.org
https://us02web.zoom.us/meeting/register/upjlbCuHTn6yuS9CPuk9Qg

)
m mggﬁ‘, Join us on November 12, 2026, for a

AFRICANIZING TME RESEARCH dynamic full-day virtual summit

PARADIGM SUMMIT 2026 exploring African ways of knowing,
olN-AVA-QIR-AV- I8+ community wisdom, and the values

Naming What Guides Us that guide how research should be

understood and practiced with African

immigrant communities.
Join a dynamic full-day virtual summit bringing together

community leaders, community-based organizations,
students, researchers, health providers, and public
sector partners to explore traditional African ways of
knowing, community wisdom, and cultural values.

Scan the QR code to join the
conversation and get updates.

Through participatory sessions, the summit will
examine a central question: What values connect
African immigrant communities across cultures and
histories — and what do they teach us about how

h should be understood and practiced?

Registration opens soon.

Registration opens soon.

= Join the Conversation
and Get #ARP2026 Updates!

www.africanimmigranthealth.org

Visit Our AIHRC Website

Multicultural AIDS Coalition | 9 Palmer Street | Roxbury, MA 02119 US

Unsubscribe | Update Profile | Constant Contact Data Notice

o Constant
Contact

Try email marketing for free today!


https://africanimmigranthealth.org/
https://www.constantcontact.com/legal/customer-contact-data-notice
https://www.constantcontact.com/landing1/vr/home?cc=nge&utm_campaign=nge&rmc=VF21_CPE&utm_medium=VF21_CPE&utm_source=viral&nav=942e1aa8-0e79-45b2-89f9-6c9d54260ac4
https://www.constantcontact.com/landing1/vr/home?cc=nge&utm_campaign=nge&rmc=VF21_CPE&utm_medium=VF21_CPE&utm_source=viral&nav=942e1aa8-0e79-45b2-89f9-6c9d54260ac4

