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A Medi ter ranean diet of nuts, sea food, whole grains and veget ables could lower the risk
of demen tia by almost a quarter, accord ing to prom ising early research that could pave
the way for new pre vent ive treat ments.

The data sug gests eat ing lots of plant-based foods may have a “pro tect ive e�ect” against
demen tia, regard less of a per son’s genetic risk, which the research ers said could form
the basis for future pub lic health strategies if fur ther research con �rms their �nd ings.
Study co-author Janice Ran son, a research fel low at the Uni versity of Exeter, said: “The
�nd ings from this large pop u la tion-based study under score the long-term brain health
bene �ts of con sum ing a Medi ter ranean diet, which is rich in fruits, veget ables, whole
grains, and healthy fats.
“The pro tect ive e�ect of this diet against demen tia was evid ent regard less of a per son’s
genetic risk, and so this is likely to be a bene � cial life style choice for people look ing to
make healthy diet ary choices and reduce their risk of demen tia.”
The �nd ings, pub lished in the journal BMC Medi cine, are based on data from more than
60,000 indi vidu als from the UK Biobank, an online data base of med ical and life style
records from more than half a mil lion Bri tons.
The research ers scored indi vidu als using two meas ures for adher ence to the Medi ter -
ranean diet, and took into account each indi vidual’s genetic risk for demen tia. Over the
course of nearly a dec ade, there were 882 cases of demen tia, but those who fol lowed a
strict Medi ter ranean diet had a 23% lower risk of devel op ing the con di tion, com pared
with those who ate di� er ently.
Dr Oliver Shan non, a lec turer in human nutri tion and age ing at New castle
Uni versity and lead author on the study, said �nd ing ways to reduce the risk of devel op -
ing demen tia was a “major pri or ity” for pub lic health. “Demen tia impacts the lives of
mil lions of indi vidu als throughout the world, and there are cur rently lim ited options for
treat ing this con di tion,” he said.
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Susan Mitchell, head of policy at Alzheimer’s Research UK, agreed that the research was
“intriguing” but needed fur ther invest ig a tion, which should exten ded to include people
from black, Asian and minor ity-eth nic back grounds, par tic u larly since demen tia was
stig mat ised in some com munit ies.
She said there were “no sure-�re ways” to pre vent demen tia yet. “There is a wealth of
evid ence that eat ing a healthy, bal anced diet can help reduce the risk of cog nit ive decline.
But the evid ence for spe ci�c diets is much less clear cut.”
Prof David Curtis from UCL’s Genet ics Insti tute said the study did not re�ect the fact that
people who ate a Medi ter ranean diet were more likely to have a gen er ally healthy life -
style, mak ing it unclear whether the diet itself reduced demen tia risk, “although it is
plaus ible that it might do so”.
He added: “It is import ant to note that the study con cerns all forms of demen tia, not
spe ci�c ally Alzheimer’s dis ease. In my opin ion if there is an e�ect of diet then it is more
likely to be on car di ovas cu lar health in gen eral and hence to impact demen tia due to vas -
cu lar dis ease rather than Alzheimer’s dis ease.”
There are lim it a tions to the res ults, which are based mainly on people with European
ances try, with fur ther stud ies needed across a wider range of pop u la tions.
Dr Duane Mel lor, a dieti cian and lec turer at Aston Uni versity, noted that the food ques -
tion naire used did not re�ect Brit ish eat ing habits, for example that pota toes are eaten
di� er ently in the UK com pared with in the Medi ter ranean.
Mel lor added that it also did not cover the social aspect of eat ing, which is con sidered a
core fea ture of the Medi ter ranean diet, and may have a pro tect ive e�ect against demen tia
by increas ing inter ac tions with people.


