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Over two years into the Covid-19 pandemic, there is now a real fearthat the deleterious mental health effects
may linger for many years tocome.Ettman et al.1 showed that depression has increased during the pandemic for
a variety of factors. We propose that hobbies, when aligned with one's passion and embedded in daily activities,
is a potential solution for mental health prevention and treatment during these difficult times.

The World Health Organization (WHO) has made many recommendations2 on how individuals can take care of
their mental health, including maintaining regular sleeping and eating patterns, as well regular exercise. Having
a hobby is a less commonly discussed solution, even though it has been widely cited as lowering levels of
depression or even preventing it from occurring in the first place.3

Dr. Mukarram Zaidi, a family physician in Calgary and one of the authors of this blog, has been seeing an
increasingnumber of people who lost interest and joy in their lives. This is one of the commonest features of
depression, known as anhedonia. In addition, the use of medications has its limitations.4 As a solution, Dr. Zaidi
has encouraged his patients to explore the concept of aligning their Passion, Hobby & Activities, or PHA. PHA is
a term Dr. Zaidi has coined, which posits that individuals should find something they are extremely passionate
about (e.g., photography, hockey or skiing) and try to make it into a constant hobby or activity. In this way, the
three components are aligned.

An interest or hobby is usually regarded as an activity done for fun or pleasure during spare time. It can provide
satisfaction, but only for a short while. A passion, on the other hand, is an activity that involves a strong
enthusiasm and excitement. It is something that one cannot live without. People often feel compelled to make
time for their passions, no matter how busy life gets. Aligning one's hobby with one's passion is the key.  

Individuals are encouraged to explore new hobbies, which can turn into regular activities, such as painting,
sewing, knitting, gardening, or carpentry. New behaviours can positively impact mental health by providing novel
experience and cognitive stimulation. Learning new skills also helps to take focus away from anxiety. This is
replaced with creativity and playfulness. When these activities are done in group settings, people can find social
support and a sense of purpose. 

Studies including individuals with depression have reported that the brain needs constant stimulation or
'exercising' of the neural circuits that mediate positive emotions via sustained and deliberate activity to counter
the onset of anhedonia.5 The therapeutic focus and concept of PHA is similar to other translational treatments
such as Positive Affect Stimulation and Sustainment (PASS) and Positive Affect Treatment (PAT).6

PASS focuses on planned events, and enhancing positive emotions related to them, as well as savouring the
moments by recalling and writing about the event. PAT is similar in that individuals schedule events and
deliberately associate positive emotions with them. However, PHA has more of a preventative element to it, as
the concept promotes regular (e.g., daily or weekly) participation in a specific passion.  

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) is a structured approach used to treat a variety of mental health disorders
by exploring the links between thoughts, emotions, and behavior.8 CBT helps patients understand their current
ways of thinking and behaving, while simultaneously providing them with the necessary tools to change their
maladaptive cognitive and behavioral patterns.8 When focusing on one's personal passion and aligning it as a
hobby, one can also help overcome procrastination,  removing the need for repeated decision making. In this
way, PHA naturally dovetails with existing CBT behavioral techniques to enhance functioning and increase
pleasure or productive experiences.
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PHA's interventional approach is consistent with the well-known theory of behavioral activation. Originally
developed as part of CBT, behavioural activation emphasizes increasing adaptive, pleasurable activities that
would reinforce a positive emotional state and promote behavior change. Behavioural activation aims to provide
more adaptive alternatives that diminish patterns of negative reinforcement and withdrawn or avoidant behavior
(characteristics underlying depression).7 PHA parallels behavioural activation by increasing positive
reinforcement and diminishing negative reinforcement, but PHA also has the possibility to enhance therapeutic
effects by specifying the way in which one should structure / align their activity. If the hobby is something that
the person is truly passionate about, it becomes sustainable and easier to maintain. 

Studies have shown that low assets / income is associated with poor mental health, especially for racialized
communities, who are often disproportionately affected.9-11 Individuals who cannot afford to take time off work or
see a specialized therapist can greatly benefit from PHA as it is a low-cost intervention. 

By encouraging people to look within themselves and consider their passions and align them with their regular
hobbies, PHA could reduce depressive symptoms. 

One question remains: What is your PHA?

Figure 1 PHA
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