Lifestyle and Dementia: What You Can Do

While life-altering cognitive decline is not always a part of aging, one in three people is likely to have some form
of dementia by age 85. There is currently no cure for Alzheimer’s diseases or any other form of dementia, and
the few existing treatments can only slow the onset and progression of these conditions. Prevention is our best
weapon, and lifestyle choices play a major role in keeping our brains healthy.

RISK FACTORS:

The greatest risk factor for dementia of any kind is age. While Alzheimer’s disease and other dementias do run in
families, genes are only a small part of risk. Hearing loss and history of head injury are also known risk factors for
cognitive impairment. After age, however, cardiovascular health is the most important indicator of dementia risk.

THE HEART-BRAIN CONNECTION:
“We need to recognize that a very substantial amount of the problem of age-related cognitive decline and dementia
resides in the cardiovascular system,” says Irwin Rosenberg, MD, professor emeritus at the Friedman School. If
atherosclerosis narrows the arteries leading to the brain, flow of nutrients and oxygen can be reduced and blood
pressure can rise, causing damage to large or small vessels in the brain. This can result in impaired cognitive function.
Heart disease, diabetes, stroke, high blood pressure, and high cholesterol are all associated with greater risk for
dementia. Even Alzheimer’s dementia, which is defined by the buildup of plaques and tangles of specific proteins in
the brain, has a known vascular component. Studies of donated brain tissue suggest plaques and tangles are more
likely to cause Alzheimer’s symptoms if strokes or damage to the brain’s blood vessels are also present. “Based on our
research and a long history of earlier studies, my colleagues and I believe that cerebrovascular disease, especially
involving small vessels in the brain, may be the most important factor leading to age-related cognitive decline,” says
Rosenberg.
Rosenberg and his colleagues at Tufts have done considerable research on the amino acid homocysteine. “Several
population studies have found an association between homocysteine levels in the blood and cognitive impairment,”
says Rosenberg, “and our research has found a relationship between homocysteine and small vessel disease in the
brain.” We do not yet have adequate studies to demonstrate homocysteine is the cause of small vessel disease or
dementia, and stronger studies are needed to determine if lowering homocysteine levels has an impact on cognition.

THE HEART-BRAIN CONNECTION:
“I tell my patients to protect their cognitive health by taking the same steps
one would take to prevent heart attack and stroke,” says Richard Dupee, MD,
chief of Geriatrics Service at Tufts University School of Medicine. “That
means, for example, consuming a healthy dietary pattern, being physically
active, and controlling blood pressure, lipids, and diabetes.” While these
measures will not reverse Alzheimer’s disease nor significantly reverse vascular
dementia, if started early enough they may slow onset and progression.
While results from human trials have been mixed, a two-year randomized
controlled trial conducted in Finland found that at-risk older adults receiving
vascular risk monitoring and interventions around diet, exercise, and cognitive
training were less likely to have changes in cognition than a control group
receiving general health advice.
“It is time we give greater attention to the cerebrovascular component of
cognitive health,” says Rosenberg. While pharmaceutical companies focus on
creating drugs that remove plaques or tangles from the brain, we can focus on
keeping the blood vessels in our brains healthy.
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FIVE S ERVINGS OF FRUITS
AND VEGETABLES A DAY
ASSOCIATED WITH
LONGER LIFE
In an attempt to identify the optimal intake of fruits and vegetables associated
with maintaining long-term health, researchers collected information on the
typical dietary intake of over 100,000 healthy men and women in the U.S. over
a 30 year period. That data was analyzed along with data from 24 other studies.
In general, the more fruits and veggies participants reported eating, the less
likely they were to die during the study period, particularly from cancer,
cardiovascular disease, and respiratory disease. Intake of five servings per day
of fruits and vegetables (two servings of fruits and three servings of vegetables)
was associated with the lowest mortality. Eating more than five servings was
not associated with additional benefits. The only exceptions were starchy
vegetables like peas and corn, fruit juices, and potatoes. Higher consumption
of these was not associated with lower risk of death.
People who eat more fruits and vegetables often eat less of other, less
healthful, foods, such as refined grain products and sweets. They may also
make other healthy lifestyle choices. Aim for five servings of fruits and
vegetables a day as one component of your healthy lifestyle.
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Eating Your Fruits and Veggies
is Linked to Preserved
Cognitive Health

A study that followed over 77,000 U.S. women and
men for 20 to 22 years found higher intake of dietary
flavonoids from foods was associated with less
cognitive decline.
Flavonoids (flavonols, flavones, flavanones, flavan-3ols, anthocyanins, polymeric flavonoids, and
proanthocyanidins) are phytochemicals that occur
naturally in fruits, vegetables, grains, tea, and wine.
The study compared reported dietary intake of these
flavonoids to subsequent subjective cognitive decline
and found that higher intake of total flavonoids was
associated with lower odds of cognitive decline after
adjusting for age and other factors.
Flavonoid-rich foods, like oranges, citrus fruit juices,
apples/pears, celery, peppers, and bananas, are
healthy additions to any dietary pattern, (particularly
when they replace less healthy choices such as
refined carbs) and they may help to keep your brain
sharp as you age.
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MOVE MORE, MORE OFTEN TO
MAINTAIN WEIGHT LOSS
Vitamin B12 Status Linked to
Depressive Symptoms
A study conducted in Ireland suggests a
connection between vitamin B12 levels and
depression.
Community-dwelling
older
adults with lower vitamin B12 levels at the
start of the study had a 51 percent higher risk
of developing depressive symptoms over a
four-year period.

Move More, More Often to
Maintain Weight Loss

A study provided six months of mediated
behavior change and dietary counselling for
weight loss to relatively inactive older adults
(65 to 86 years) with obesity. Participants
were randomly assigned to one of two groups
for physical activity. One group participated
in a guided walking program with a goal of
walking 150 minutes a week. The other group
attempted to achieve a step goal by moving
frequently during the day.
Both groups lost a significant amount of
weight in the first 6 months. Twelve months
after the weight loss counselling ended, the
group that was asked to achieve a step goal
by moving more during the day gained back
less weight than the guided walking group.
While physical activity does not necessarily
help with weight loss, it has been found to be
helpful for weight loss maintenance.
Tracking your steps and finding ways to
move more throughout your day, such as
parking further from your destination,
walking to the corner and back when you get
the mail, and doing small chores during
commercial breaks, are sustainable behavior
changes with lasting weight (and health)
benefits.
Source: Tufts University Health and Nutrition Letter |February 2022
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Advanced age, chronic use of acid-reducing
mediations, chronic gastritis, and surgery to
remove all or part of the stomach or the end
of the small intestine can impair absorption
of this important vitamin. Vitamin B12 is
found only in animal-source foods. Some, but
not all, people who adhere to a strict vegan
diet may require supplementation.
Too little vitamin B12 can also cause
neurological problems, including memory
loss, vision problems, loss of coordination,
and a feeling of pins and needles in the
hands and feet. Vitamin B12 deficiency can
also lead to megaloblastic anemia, which
causes symptoms that include fatigue,
paleness, shortness of breath, dizziness or
lightheadedness, and a fast or irregular
heartbeat. This condition typically develops
slowly over the course of many years.
If you have any of the symptoms discussed
above, with or without depressive symptoms,
ask your healthcare provider if you should
have a blood test for vitamin B12 levels. If
you are experiencing depressive symptoms,
seek professional help.
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Increasing Vegetable Intake Decreases Bone Loss Markers
Vegetables may help protect your bones. An eight-week randomized controlled trial found
that increasing vegetable intake decreased markers of bone loss in adults with overweight
and obesity. The 102 study participants had low vegetable intake (one serving a day or less) at
the start of the study. They were randomized to either continue with their regular diet or
receive extra vegetables.
After eight weeks, the vegetable group had lower levels of a blood marker that indicates bone
resorption is taking place. (Bone resorption is a process by which our bones release stored
calcium into our bloodstream for use by the body, which causes bones to weaken.)
Veggies are high in phytonutrients that might decrease bone resorption, and they provide
vitamins and minerals essential to bone building, such as calcium and magnesium.
Importantly, intake of vegetables can also decrease acid levels in the body, which reduces the
loss of calcium in the urine. More calcium staying in the body means less need for bone
resorption.
We already know consumption of vegetables is associated with lower risk of many chronic
diseases, including cardiovascular disease, type 2 diabetes, and some cancers. This study
suggests we may be able to add bone health to that list. Aim for two-and-a-half cups of
vegetables (and two cups of fruit) a day.
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What better way to welcome the season than to
treat winter-weary palates to the splendor of leafy
greens? Greens are packed with vitamins,
minerals, phytonutrients, and fiber. From familiar
favorites like spinach, romaine lettuce, collard
greens, and kale to underutilized gems such as
dandelion, purslane, and watercress, seize the
season and explore the many ways of
incorporating greens into your healthy dietary
pattern.

THE GOODNESS OF GREENS.
Leafy greens are high in fiber and rich in vitamin K,
vitamin A, vitamin C, vitamin E, and folate as well
as minerals like iron, calcium, potassium, and
magnesium. They also provide carotenoids and
other phytonutrients linked to positive health
effects.

Diets high in leafy greens have been associated
with several health benefits, including lower risk of
cardiovascular disease. A recent review of studies
suggested leafy greens were associated with
greater cardiovascular benefits than other
vegetables when consumed as part of an overall
healthy dietary pattern. Another recent trial found
preliminary evidence that consumption of a cup of
cooked leafy greens daily may reduce markers of
colorectal cancer risk. Cruciferous leafy greens
(such as cabbages, collard greens, kale,
watercress, bok choy, and arugula) are among the
best sources of glucosinolates, plant compounds
which have been studied for their role in cancer
prevention.
A randomized controlled trial found that adding
two to three servings of vitamin K-rich leafy greens
a day to habitual diets had a beneficial effect on
markers of bone metabolism in middle aged and
older individuals. Researchers are also exploring
the link between leafy greens and brain health. An
observational study found consumption of
approximately one serving a day of leafy greens
and other foods rich in vitamin K, lutein, folate,
kaempferol, and alpha-tocopherol was associated
with less cognitive decline in older adults.
Darker leaves generally contain more vitamins,
minerals, and phytonutrients than lighter varieties.
If you prefer the milder flavor of iceberg lettuce to
the more intense bite of kale, for example, try
mixing iceberg leaves with some romaine or baby
spinach, gradually increasing the proportion of
darker greens as your tastebuds adjust.
Source: Tufts University Health and Nutrition Letter | February 2022
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SPRING GREENS!
PLATE THEM

Leafy greens can be enjoyed raw or cooked, in an
endless variety of dishes. See “Go Green!” for some
ideas. If you choose fresh greens, avoid waste by
purchasing the amount you plan to use in the next
several days. Some varieties, especially spinach, kale,
and collard greens, are available pre-washed,
chopped, and then bagged or frozen for easy access
any time. Refrigerate fresh raw greens, unwashed, to
extend longevity. Unless you buy pre-washed raw
greens, thoroughly rinse leaves before use. Limp
leaves can be sauteed or added to smoothies, soups,
sauces, stir-fries, or omelets. Thaw and drain frozen
chopped spinach for a great addition to soups,
quiches, lasagna, and smoothies.
Greens rich in iron, like kale and chard, are best
enjoyed with citrus, strawberries, peppers, or other
vitamin C-rich foods to enhance iron absorption. Pair
greens with healthy fat sources, like soybean, olive, or
other plant oils, to increase absorption of fat-soluble
vitamins and phytonutrients.
When choosing fresh greens, look for bright green
leaves, not yellowed or wilted. Smaller leaves are
usually sweeter and are often better raw than larger
leaves. Greens that tend to be bitter, like kale and
collard greens, generally mellow when cooked. Young
greens and small varieties (like arugula and
watercress) have tender stems that can be eaten, but
others, like kale and collards, may have thicker, fibrous
stems that are best removed. Stems that are not quite
so tough, like those of chard, are good when chopped
small and added to the pan before the leaves to give
them a bit of extra cooking time.
The Dietary Guidelines for Americans recommend
eating two-and-a-half cup-equivalents of vegetables
a day as part of a 2000 calorie diet. (One cupequivalent equals one cup cooked greens or two cups
raw.) It’s best to aim for a wide variety of colors, but
make sure you are getting one-and-a-half to two
cup-equivalents of dark green vegetables—including
leafy greens—a week.
However you enjoy them—crisp and raw as a base for
a salad, sautéed in oil and garlic, wilted into soups
and mixed dishes, or whirled into smoothies—you can’t
go wrong with versatile, nutritious leafy greens.
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10 Easy Tips for
Eating a HeartHealthy Diet,
According to the
American Heart
Association

1
Balance calorie intake with physical
activity to maintain a healthy
weight.
Getting active takes the first spot on
the list—the AHA recommends
balancing your diet and exercise to
help maintain a healthy weight, which
can be beneficial for your heart. To put
this into practice, you don't need to
strictly count your calories in and
calories out each day. Instead, focus on
regularly getting in movement that
you enjoy (here's how much exercise
you should aim for each week). That
said, physical activity still counts even
if you only have 10 minutes. If you
struggle to get into a fitness routine,
we have a few tips. And now that it's
colder outside, we also have some
recommendations from Health about
ways you can burn calories at home.

3

This one is no surprise—whole grains are a key part of
any eating pattern (including the Mediterranean diet),
and research shows that they are the No. 1 food for a
healthier heart. This is because they are packed with
heart-healthy fiber and B vitamins compared to their
refined counterparts. The MyPlate guidelines
recommend making at least half of your grains whole, so
enjoy some oats, quinoa, brown rice or other wholegrain products today.

2
Eat plenty of fruits and vegetables.
Choosing a wide variety of fruits and vegetables can
help you get a range of nutrients from foods rather
than from supplements. Pack your plate with
produce, from leafy greens and crisp carrots to juicy
berries and crunchy apples. (This is something that
recipes like our Eat-the-Rainbow Chopped Salad can
help with.) There are plenty of simple ways to eat
more vegetables, like adding them to your breakfast
and working them into snacks. If you do take
supplements, you should know that it can be tricky
to choose one that's right for you—here's one way to
make sure you're getting your money's worth.

Source: American Heart Association | November 2021
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Choose whole grains.

4
Include lean and/or high-fiber protein.
New research this year noted that eating a plantforward diet (that is, a diet that focuses on plantbased foods without cutting out animal products
entirely) as a young adult can result in a lower risk
for cardiovascular disease over time. When it comes
to protein sources, the AHA recommends
incorporating plant proteins, like nuts and legumes,
alongside fish or seafood, low-fat dairy products and
lean meat.
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6

5

Choose minimally processed foods as much as
possible.
The main concerns with processed foods, according to an
AHA media release, are the volume of salt, saturated fat and
cholesterol they may contain. That said, we know that it might
not be realistic to make all of your food from scratch. To help
narrow it down, the AHA specifies that processed meats are
especially worth avoiding or limiting. Processed meats include
animal proteins that are preserved in some way, like smoked
bacon or cured lunch meat. (Those meats can also take a toll
on your cognitive health.)

Choose healthy oils.
When you're whipping up dinner in
the kitchen, the AHA recommends
using healthy, plant-based liquid fats
like olive oil and sunflower oil. They
note to avoid the use of tropical plant
oils, like palm and coconut oil, for your
most heart-healthy diet. Olive oil can
be pretty darn good for you—it's a big
part of the Mediterranean diet and has
anti-inflammatory effects that make it
a healthy pantry staple.

7
Minimize intake of added sugars.
The added sugar in your diet could be coming from
a lot of places, depending on what you love to eat.
We have a few ideas for easy swaps that will help
you trim down your sugar intake like making your
own salad dressing and switching up your coffee
order—and if you're up for it, try our 30-Day Slash
Your Sugar Challenge, too. Cutting back on your
sugar intake can have lots of other health benefits
too—from improving your skin to reducing your risk
for diabetes.

9

Limit alcohol consumption.

If you're not already a drinker, the AHA
recommends not starting. But, of course, the
occasional glass of wine or beer can fit into
many healthy routines—the Mediterranean diet
even encourages a moderate amount of red
wine. That said, too much of a good thing can
sometimes be not-so-good. See this guide for
how much you should actually be drinking,
according to a dietitian.

Limit your sodium intake.

8

We know a high amount of sodium can be hard on
your heart. For this reason, the AHA suggests
choosing or preparing foods with little or no salt. At
restaurants, it may be hard to avoid, but at home
you can always cut down on your salt intake in little
ways, like rinsing canned foods and trying salt-free
seasoning blends. (The AHA's tip to avoid processed
foods will help you out with this one too.)

10

Try not to make exceptions

The AHA's last tip is simple: don't make exceptions,
whether at home, on vacation or at a restaurant.
They recommend that you apply this guidance no
matter where food is prepared or consumed. The
good news is that the statement focuses more on
foods you should eat, like healthy proteins, fresh
produce and whole grains, while the foods you
should limit are far less of a focus. The AHA also
recognizes that food and nutrition insecurity can
mean that many people might not always have the
healthiest options available to them—but the point
is to choose the healthiest option whenever you can.
Little changes over time can add up to big benefits
for your heart health.

