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Anew study repor ted that adults 60 and older who took a daily mul tiv it amin for two years
scored higher on memory and cog nit ive tests than those who took a placebo — a rare
example of a clin ical trial �nd ing that a nutri tional sup ple ment might actu ally bene �t
healthy people.

“It sug gests that mul tiv it am ins can be a safe, a�ord able and access ible approach to pro -
tect ing cog nit ive health in older adults,” said Dr Chirag Vyas, a psy chi at ric epi demi olo gist
at Mass Gen eral Brigham in Boston and a lead author of the study, pub lished in The Amer -
ican Journal Of Clin ical Nutri tion.
But experts not involved in the trial cau tioned that the bene �ts were small, and it was not
clear that they would trans late to improve ments in people’s lives.
“I would put it in the realm of prom ising, but I wouldn’t go to the bank with it,” said Mary
But ler, an asso ciate pro fessor of pub lic health at the Uni versity of Min nesota who has pub -
lished sev eral papers eval u at ing inter ven tions to pre vent demen tia.
The research was part of a lar ger trial involving more than 21,000 older adults look ing at
whether sup ple ments can pro tect against sev eral age-related dis eases, called the COcoa
Sup ple ment and Mul tiv it amin Out comes Study (COSMOS). The new report included res ults
from a sub set of 573 par ti cipants — mostly white and rel at ively well-edu cated — who took
sev eral cog nit ive tests in per son.
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People in both the mul tiv it amin and placebo groups improved their cog nit ive scores over
two years, pos sibly because they were already famil iar with the tests. But the par ti cipants
tak ing the mul tiv it amin showed a slightly greater gain.
The study also pooled those �nd ings with the res ults from two prior COSMOS invest ig a -
tions that tested the cog ni tion of more than 5,000 people over the phone or online. Across
the three stud ies, those who took mul tiv it am ins had a con sist ent improve ment in their
scores on tests of memory and over all cog nit ive abil ity com pared with people who received
a placebo, said Dr JoAnn Man son, a pro fessor of medi cine at Har vard Uni versity and the
co-prin cipal invest ig ator of the trial.
The research ers estim ated that the memory boost observed in people tak ing the mul tiv it -
amin cor res pon ded to a two-year reduc tion in brain age ing, mean ing that they the or et ic -
ally tested as well as someone two years younger, Vyas said.
Experts not involved in the research said that the study was well-designed. It included a
large num ber of par ti cipants and used reput able cog nit ive tests. But the �nd ings “are rel -
at ively mod est”, said Dr Hus sein Yassine, an asso ciate pro fessor of neur o logy at the Keck
School of Medi cine at the Uni versity of South ern Cali for nia. While some people may have
truly bene�ted from the mul tiv it amin, he said, a major ity most likely did not.
Yassine added that claim ing a mul tiv it amin could slow cog nit ive age ing by two years “is
really a stretch”. To arrive at that con clu sion, the research ers com pared the per form ance
of the mul tiv it amin group with aver age test scores by age. Yassine took issue with that
tech nique, call ing the inter pret a tion “mis lead ing”.
That cal cu la tion was also the primary con cern cited by Dr Pieter Cohen, an intern ist at
Cam bridge Health Alli ance in Boston who stud ies sup ple ments. He added that it would be
far more con vin cing if the trial found that people who took mul tiv it am ins were less likely
to be dia gnosed with Alzheimer’s by a cer tain age or could live inde pend ently for longer.
Man son agreed that more research on mul tiv it am ins was needed, espe cially in groups with
more racial, eth nic and socioeco nomic diversity. Fol low-up stud ies should ana lyse who
bene�ted from the sup ple ments and why, Yassine added. It’s pos sible, for example, that
the gains were driven by people who weren’t pre vi ously con sum ing enough of cer tain
nutri ents import ant for brain health, such as vit amin B12, vit amin D and zinc.
“Instead of con clud ing that every body should be tak ing a mul tiv it amin, I think we should
pos sibly try to under stand who bene �ts from tak ing the mul tiv it amin,” Yassine said.
Mul tiv it am ins can be use ful for cer tain people, such as those with con di tions that a�ect
their abil ity to absorb nutri ents, Cohen said, but most healthy people don’t need one.
“I’m not going to be recom mend ing mul tiv it am ins to improve memory based on this
data,” he said.
The COSMOS study, fun ded by the National Insti tutes of Health and chocol ate maker Mars,
was ori gin ally meant to see whether mul tiv it am ins or sup ple ments con tain ing cocoa
�avan ols would a�ect heart dis ease or can cer risk. But the trial found little bene �t of either
sup ple ment.
Other stud ies have largely shown that mul tiv it am ins didn’t improve cog ni tion or pre vent
demen tia. For example, in a trial of nearly 6,000 male phys i cians tracked for 12 years,
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those who took a mul tiv it amin per formed no bet ter on cog nit ive or memory tests than
those who took a placebo.
Research has con sist ently found, however, that a healthy diet and other life style inter ven -
tions can bene �t the brain. Puja Agar wal, a nutri tional epi demi olo gist at the Rush Uni -
versity Med ical Cen ter in Chicago, called the new �nd ings “encour aging”. But, she added,
“if we can meet our nutri tional require ments with diet ary approaches, that should be the
�rst pri or ity”.


