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Dementia
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What we know

▪ More than 50 million people affected worldwide

▪ Global ageing population means these statistics are set to get 

worse

▪ Huge personal toll on both the individual and the family

▪ People with dementia are more likely to be hospitalised, and 

once there, twice as likely to develop complications

▪ Currently no cure for dementia so risk reduction measures 

like diet are important
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The New Zealand Picture

▪ Almost 70,000 New Zealanders are living with dementia 

▪ This is expected to rise to 170,000 by 2050

▪ The total cost for dementia is currently around $2.5b

▪ Dementia numbers are increasing at a faster rate for 

Māori, Pasifika and Asian populations compared to NZ 

Europeans.

▪ Women are approximately 30% more likely to suffer from 

dementia than men
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History

▪ Progressive mental deterioration in older people recognised

throughout history

▪ 1906 - German physician, Dr Alois Alzheimer

▪ Brain pathology characterised by:

▪ dense deposits surrounding nerve cells (neurotic plaques)

▪ Inside the nerve cells he observed twisted bands of fibres

(neurofibrillary tangles).

▪ As these pathologies progress, the brain is damaged leading to 

cognitive dysfunction and loss of ability to function independently



z

The progression of Alzheimer’s disease
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Is there preventative potential with diet?

▪ Previous studies have indicated neuroprotective effects of individual 

nutrients 

▪ Polyunsaturated fats (PUFA) have both anti-oxidant and anti-

inflammatory effects which have been shown to attenuate 

neuroinflammation

▪ Plasma/serum folate is lower in those with Alzheimer’s disease and 

protective when sufficient food sources are eaten

▪ Vitamin E – further research required for neurodegeneration
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What is the MIND diet?

▪ Mediterranean-DASH Intervention for Neurodegenerative 

Delay

▪ Hybrid of the Mediterranean and DASH (Dietary 

Approaches to Stop Hypertension) diets

▪ Largely plant-based and limit high fat foods

▪ Both diets have been found to reduce the risk of 

cardiovascular conditions like hypertension, heart attack 

and stroke
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Mediterranean Diet Model

▪ Rich in plant-based foods 

packed full of polyphenols and 

nutrients such as vitamin E and 

folate

▪ relatively low in animal foods 

and saturated fat



z

DASH Diet
Dietary Approach to Stop Hypertension

▪ Helps to lower blood pressure by providing more key nutrients 

such as potassium, calcium, and magnesium

▪ Lowers sodium in the diet

▪ Includes lots of whole grains, fruit, vegetables and low-fat diary 

products

▪ Also includes some fish, poultry and legumes

▪ You can eat red meat, sweets and fats but in small amounts

▪ Low in saturated fat and total fat
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Both Diets:

▪ Help prevent and treat heart disease and high blood pressure

▪ Could help reduce your risk of cancer and diabetes

▪ Focus on 

▪ whole, plant-based foods

▪ low in sugar and saturated fats, high in heart healthy fats

▪ rich in antioxidants and phytonutrients

▪ help to prevent chronic disease

▪ anti-inflammatory
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MIND Diet

▪ Enlisted volunteers already participating in the ongoing study 

developed by Rush University Medical Centre in Chicago in 1997 by 

nutritional epidemiologist Martha Clare Morris and colleagues

▪ 923 community-dwelling Chicago residents

▪ 58 – 98 years

▪ FFQ used to collect dietary data

▪ Participants given a score which represented how closely their food 

intake matched the MIND diet

▪ During a follow up period of 4.5 years, 144 participants developed 

Alzheimer’s disease
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Encourages:

▪ Green leafy vegetables

▪ Other vegetables

▪ Berries

▪ Nuts

▪ Beans and legumes

▪ Wholegrains

▪ Fish (not fried)

▪ Poultry (not fried) 

▪ Olive oil

▪ Red wine 
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Discourages:

▪ Red meat <4 servings a week

▪ Fried and fast food <1 serving a week

▪ Butter and margarine </= 1 Tbsp butter, never margarine

▪ Cheese </=1 serving

▪ Sweets and pastries - <5 servings a week
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Leafy green vegetables

▪ At least 6 servings per week

▪ One serving is ½ cup cooked or 1 cup raw

▪ Eating plenty of vegetables has been linked to a slower rate of 

cognitive decline in older adults, particularly leafy greens like 

spinach, kale, broccoli, swiss chard etc.

▪ Excellent sources of vitamins and minerals that help preserve 

brain function

▪ Participants who ate 1-2 servings of green vegetables per day 

demonstrated a significant decreased in the rate of cognitive 

decline compared with people who ate fewer greens.
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Berries

▪ At least 2 servings per week

▪ One serving is ½ cup (fresh or frozen)

▪ Rich in flavenoids

▪ Antioxidant rich

▪ Help reduce inflammation and remove toxic proteins that 

accumulate with age

▪ Blueberries and strawberries seem to be the most beneficial to 

brain health
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Nuts

▪ At least 5 servings per week

▪ One serve is about ¼ cup

▪ Nuts help lower elevated blood pressure and LDL (bad) 

cholesterol; factors that contribute to memory loss and 

Alzheimer’s disease

▪ Good source of vitamin E; linked to less cognitive decline

▪ Rich in polyphenols and omega 3 fatty acids, walnuts especially
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Legumes

▪ At least 4 servings per week

▪ One serving is ½ cup cooked

▪ Lentils and beans are a fibre-rich carbohydrate source so 

help reduce cholesterol

▪ Provide a healthy fuel source for the brain
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Wholegrains

▪ At least 3 servings per day

▪ One serving is ½ cup cooked rice, quinoa, oatmeal or 1 

slice of wholegrain bread

▪ Great source of fibre

▪ Promote heart health
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Fish

▪ At least 1 serving per week

▪ One serving is about 85 g

▪ Oily fish such as salmon, sardines, mackerel are rich in DHA, an 

omega-3 fatty acid essential for brain function

▪ A higher intake of DHA is thought to slow brain ageing and may 

help prevent the build up of beta amyloid.
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Olive oil

▪ Use a your primary cooking oil

▪ Rich source of monounsaturated fat

▪ Helps reduce inflammation

▪ Extra virgin olive oil contains oleocanthal, a phytochemical that 

has been shown to help remove beta-amyloid in mice
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MIND diet

▪ Uniquely specifies the intake of food components in servings that 

reflect the findings of previous scientific studies on nutrition and 

dementia

▪ Specifically recommends limited intake of foods that are unhealthy 

for the brain because of high saturated and trans fat content

▪ Looked for correlations in the food questionnaires, MIND Diet 

parameters, and the incidence of Alzheimer’s Disease

▪ Incidence of Alzheimer’s disease directly correlated to how closely 

their diets adhered to the MIND Diet parameters
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A note about polyphenols

▪ Many of the plant-based foods are high in polyphenols

▪ Polyphenols are a type of phytonutrient (aka compounds found in 

plants) and include the subclasses: phenols and flavonoids

▪ Thousands of different types of polyphenols

▪ Each polyphenol produces its own phenolic metabolite

▪ Metabolites tend to have greater bioavailability and spend a longer 

time in circulation

▪ They protect the brain in several ways including increasing 

cerebral blood flow and neurogenesis (the process by which new 

neurons are formed in the brain), reducing neuro-inflammation, 

and inhibiting apoptosis (cell death).
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Results

Participants who:

▪ Adhered strictly to the diet

▪ 53% decrease in risk

▪ Adhered moderately well

▪ 35% decreased risk

▪ The longer the individual followed the diet, the lower their 

risk of developing Alzheimer’s Disease
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Study limitations to consider

▪ Results need to be confirmed via randomised controlled trials 

to verify outcome and establish cause and effect relationships

▪ FFQ relies on self-reported dietary intake and memory

▪ Assessing cognitive function is challenging

▪ Study sample was mostly white volunteers who agreed to 

donate their brains
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MIND diet research

▪ A meta-analysis of 13 studies (3 cross-sectional, 9 prospective, 1 

RCT) showed adherence to the MIND diet was associated with better 

cognition in senior adults

▪ All 13 studies showed improvement in at least one domain of 

cognition, and of the nine studies that assessed global cognitive 

function, seven reported improvements

▪ A cohort study published in May showed the MIND diet can slow 

cognitive decline, even among those with Alzheimer’s disease

▪ A recent RCT showed improvement in brain function and positive 

changes to brain anatomy in healthy obese women
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MIND diet research continued

▪ Used data from the Rush Memory and Ageing Project

▪ 106 participants had a clinical history of stroke

▪ Average study follow up time was 5.9 years

▪ Mean age of 82.8 years

▪ Higher adherence to the diet was associated with a slower rate 

of global cognitive decline, semantic memory and perceptual 

speed following a stroke
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▪ The brain lesions that cause Alzheimer’s disease are 

made up of a substance called beta amyloid

▪ These lesions destroy the brain’s synapses or neural 

connections
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Why should some foods be reduced?

There is clear scientific evidence that:

▪ A diet high in saturated fat, sugar and refined starches 

decreases ApoE levels (chemical responsible for clearing beta 

amyloid from the brain)

▪ In other words, high saturated fat and sugar intake means 

inefficient clearance of beta amyloid (low ApoE)

▪ More beta amyloid, likelihood of more plaques, therefore 

increased risk of developing Alzheimer’s disease
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MIND Diet – Should I follow it?

Consider your family history of chronic diseases

▪ If there are cognitive issues – MIND diet

▪ If high risk for hypertension and stroke – DASH diet

▪ If heart disease, diabetes, cancer – Mediterranean diet
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Other modifiable risk factors

https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/71/wr/mm7120a2.htm



z Other protective mechanisms

Tasmanian Healthy Brain Project

▪ ongoing longitudinal study

▪ 50-79 year old community dwelling individuals

▪ completed at least 12 months of university study (25% FTE)

▪ comprehensive neuropsychological, health and psychosocial 

assessments undertaken

▪ later-life tertiary education improved cognitive performance 

irrespective of age 

▪ further education triggered improvements in cognitive reserve

https://link.springer.com/article/10.14283/jpad.2019.40
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Nutrition to support healthy ageing

▪ Vitamin D and calcium

▪ Fruit and vegetables

▪ Fibre

▪ Hydration

▪ Protein
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Optimum Protein Distribution

A. Ingestion of 90g protein spread evenly over three meals 

B. Ingestion of 90g protein unevenly distributed throughout the day
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Good nutrition is associated with healthy 
ageing in the blue zones
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‘Facing demographic disruption’

▪ Paul Spoonly book ‘The New New Zealand’

▪ Over 65s outnumber those under 15

▪ Healthiest ever to reach 65

▪ Falling numbers in younger age groups

▪ 85+ group is the fastest growing group in NZ 
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▪ All three diets promote:

▪ anti inflammatory foods

▪ more plant foods (beans, lentils, whole grains, fruits & vegetables)

▪ fewer processed foods

▪ less added sugar and saturated fat

▪ The MIND diet: 

▪ slows cognitive decline with ageing

▪ preserves cognition even in the presence of Alzheimer’s disease

▪ is an excellent example of a food-first approach given the wide 

range of nutrients, polyphenols and their metabolites
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Questions?


