
People who reg u larly eat pro cessed red meat, like hot dogs, bacon, saus age, salami and
bologna, have a greater risk of devel op ing demen tia later in life. That was the con clu sion of
pre lim in ary research presen ted last week at the Alzheimer’s Asso ci ation Inter na tional
Con fer ence.

The study tracked more than 130,000 adults in the United States for up to 43 years. Dur ing
that period, 11,173 people developed demen tia. Those who con sumed about two servings of
pro cessed red meat per week had a 14% greater risk of devel op ing demen tia com pared with
those who ate fewer than three servings per month.
Eat ing unpro cessed red meat like steak or pork chops did not sig ni �c antly increase the risk
for demen tia, though people who ate it every day were more likely to report that they felt
their cog ni tion had declined than those who ate red meat less often. (The res ults of the
study have not yet been pub lished in a journal.)
The major ity of pro cessed meats are clas si �ed as “ultrapro cessed foods” — products made
with ingredi ents that you wouldn’t �nd in a home kit chen, like soy pro tein isol ate, high
fructose corn syrup, mod i �ed starches, �a vour ings or col our addit ives. Many of these
foods also have high levels of sugar, fat or sodium, which have long been known to
adversely a�ect health.
Ultrapro cessed foods, which also include items like sodas, �a voured yoghurts, instant
soups and most break fast cer eals, make up a huge part of the Amer ican diet. They account
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for about 58% of the cal or ies con sumed by chil dren and adults, on aver age. Research ers
have linked these foods to ail ments such as heart dis ease, Type 2 dia betes, obesity, can cer
and gastrointest inal dis eases.
Now sci ent ists are examin ing the con nec tion between these foods and brain health.
WHAT DOES THE RESEARCH SUGGEST?
Sev eral stud ies pub lished in the past few years have found an asso ci ation between eat ing
more ultrapro cessed foods and cog nit ive decline. In one study of more than 10,000
middle-aged adults in Brazil, for example, people who con sumed 20% or more of their
daily cal or ies from ultrapro cessed foods had more rapid cog nit ive decline, par tic u larly on
tests of exec ut ive func tion ing, over the course of eight years.
Research track ing more than 72,000 older adults from Bri tain for 10 years found that a diet
con tain ing 10% more ultrapro cessed foods was asso ci ated with a 25% increased risk for
devel op ing demen tia. Sim il arly, a study fol low ing 30,000 Amer ic ans for an aver age of 11
years repor ted that a 10% increase in ultrapro cessed food intake cor res pon ded to a 16%
higher risk for cog nit ive impair ment. Greater pro cessed food intake was also tied to an 8%
higher risk of stroke.
The primary lim it a tion of these types of stud ies is that, while they show an asso ci ation
between ultrapro cessed foods and brain health, they can not prove that the foods dir ectly
harm the brain.
And not all stud ies have found a con sist ent link between ultrapro cessed food con sump tion
and cog ni tion.
You can not con clude that if you eat a cer tain amount of pro cessed red meat, “you’ll de� n -
itely get demen tia”, said Dr Dong Wang, an assist ant pro fessor at Brigham and Women’s
Hos pital and Har vard Med ical School who led the new red meat study. “That’s not the
case.”
But given that sev eral stud ies have repor ted sim ilar res ults around ultrapro cessed foods,
“we have to take it ser i ously”, said Dr Hus sein Yassine, a pro fessor of neur o logy at the
Keck School of Medi cine at the Uni versity of South ern Cali for nia.
Experts aren’t sure how ultrapro cessed foods might a�ect brain health, but they have a few
the or ies. It could be one of these things hap pen ing, or a com bin a tion.
■The ory 1: They can harm vas cu lar health
Chronic health con di tions like high blood pres sure, obesity and dia betes — all of which are
also asso ci ated with con sum ing a diet high in ultrapro cessed foods — “have an impact on
the health of our blood ves sels”, said Dr Taylor Kim berly, the chief of neuro crit ical care at
Mas sachu setts Gen eral Hos pital. “And the brain, in par tic u lar, is exquis itely sens it ive to
the deliv ery of nor mal nutri ents and oxy gen” from the blood ves sels.
Unhealthy blood ves sels can make the brain more vul ner able to “wear and tear”, Kim berly
added, “and that, in turn, is asso ci ated with risk of stroke and cog nit ive impair ment”.
■The ory 2: They dis place healthy nutri ents
Good nutri tion is essen tial for a healthy brain. Research has shown that diets high in fruits
and veget ables, beans, whole grains, nuts, lean meats and healthy fats — like the Medi ter -
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ranean and MIND diets — are asso ci ated with a decreased risk for demen tia.
It’s pos sible that diets high in ultrapro cessed foods are bad for the brain in part because
they’re lack ing more nutri tion ally rich choices. “If you’re con sum ing a lot of ultrapro -
cessed food, that means you’re con sum ing less of fresh fruits and veget ables and other
health ier options,” said Puja Agar wal, a nutri tional epi demi olo gist at the Rush Alzheimer’s
Dis ease Cen ter in Chicago.
■The ory 3: They dam age brain cells
Ultrapro cessed foods are also thought to be “very tax ing on the brain”, said Dr Karima
Benameur, an asso ciate pro fessor of neur o logy at Emory Uni versity School of Medi cine.
For example, prior research has shown that harm ful com pounds found in cer tain foods —
espe cially foods high in added sug ars or animal fats, or those cooked at very high tem per -
at ures, like by fry ing — can be dam aging to brain cells. These com pounds can accu mu late
in the brain and pro mote in�am ma tion and oxid at ive stress. Some stud ies have linked
these com pounds to cog nit ive decline and demen tia.
WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR YOU?
While research ers are still try ing to tease apart exactly how ultrapro cessed foods may
inter fere with brain health, they say it’s clear that mak ing adjust ments to your diet could
bene �t your brain. “Even mod est changes over time can have an impact, and that’s
import ant because it means it’s achiev able,” Kim berly said.
Rather than try ing to elim in ate all ultrapro cessed foods from your diet — what Benameur
calls “a recipe for fail ure” — focus on cut ting back on some of the worst o�end ers and
repla cing them with health ier options.
When Yassine talks with patients about redu cing their ultrapro cessed food con sump tion,
he sug gests they start by cut ting down on sug ary bever ages like soda and switch ing to
water or unsweetened (or lightly sweetened) iced tea. Next, swap pro cessed red meats with
other sources of pro tein like �sh, chicken, beans, len tils and nuts, he said. Then focus on
adding more �bre-rich unpro cessed foods, like fruits, veget ables, legumes and whole
grains.
“It’s really hard for people to change their habits,” Yassine said, “take it one step at a
time.”
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