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The role of nutrition in dementia prevention
Dementia was once thought to be a natural part of getting older.  
“But research is showing that dementia may be preventable,”  

says Activity and Nutrition Aotearoa (ANA) executive director Alison Pask. 

“By increasing awareness that the condition is not necessarily an inevitable part of ageing,  
we can encourage New Zealanders to take steps to reduce the risk of getting it,  

enabling them to live a full and active life.”

What is dementia?
Dementia is a group of conditions leading to cognitive decline that impacts upon activities of daily living and social 
functioning. 

There are different types of dementia. In New Zealand, the most common form of dementia is Alzheimer’s disease  
(60% to 80% of dementia diagnoses). Alison Pask of ANA says:

“Globally, the number of people with dementia is increasing, and it is now recognised as a major health challenge. 
In 2016, over 62,000 New Zealanders were diagnosed with dementia, a total expected to increase to over 170,000 
by 2050., This increase has a wide-reaching impact on our country; both economically and socially.”

How can I reduce my risk of dementia? 
Dementia is not a natural part of the ageing process. Both non-modifiable risk factors (genetics, age, gender, ethnicity) 
and modifiable (diet, activity, pre-existing medical factors, smoking, educational attainment) influence whether we get 
dementia or not.

As well as positive dietary changes and eating well research shows benefits of physical activity, attending to health issues, 
remaining socially engaged and stimulating our brains.

2016 : 62,000 2050 : 170,000+Dementia diagnoses
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Modifiable risk factors may cause approximately 35% of dementias.

What role does nutrition play in preventing dementia?
How we eat, what we eat and how our body uses food can all impact our health.

Food and nutrition play a part in the modifiable risk factors and also in the prevention of medical conditions related to an 
increased risk of dementia, including high blood pressure, diabetes, cardiovascular disease, obesity and depression. 1

Catherine Hall, chief executive of Alzheimer’s New Zealand says, 

“Looking after our mind and body is important for lots of reasons. Scientific evidence confirms what we have 
suspected for some time, that what is good for our heart is also good for our brain. Eating a healthy, balanced diet 
will help us reduce the risk of developing dementia and to live well with a diagnosis of dementia.”   

Nutrition, brain development and dementia risk 
Right from the beginning, before  birth, a mother having the right balance of nutrients, protein, fats, energy, vitamins and 
minerals during pregnancy provides the right building blocks for ideal brain development of her baby.6,7 Specific nutrient 
deficiencies during pregnancy can cause neural tube defects such as Spina bifida, delayed language, changes to cognitive 
abilities and postpone mental development. 

Nutrition and lifestyle changes throughout life may reduce the risk of dementia, especially if made before mid-life (ages 40 
to 59). Research shows if present during mid-life, several nutrition-related modifiable medical conditions increase the risk 
of developing dementia in later life.1,2,8

Obesity during mid-life can increase dementia risk. Obesity is a factor in the development of insulin resistance, diabetes, 
cardiovascular disease and depression, all of which, if present in mid-life, are linked to an increased risk of developing 
dementia later. Central obesity, as measured by waist circumference, during mid-life, is a more accurate predictor of 
dementia risk than obesity measured by body mass index. However, being overweight (having a body mass index of 25 to 
29) in later life may help protect brain function. 

Unintentional weight loss may be one of the first symptoms of dementia, preceding cognitive decline by several decades1. 
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What foods may reduce the risk of dementia in later life?
The Mediterranean diet

The Mediterranean diet is characterised as being high in fruit and vegetables, legumes and pulses, nuts and seeds, 
wholegrain cereals and fish. It favours unsaturated fats, especially olive oil, and includes a low amount of dairy, red meat, 
chicken and saturated fats. A Mediterranean-style diet has been shown to reduce the risk of cardiovascular disease, obesity 
and type 2 diabetes, all risk factors for the development of dementia. This type of diet includes many of the foods that are 
high in nutrients, including B vitamins, omega-3 fats and antioxidants that may be protective against the development of 
dementia.

B vitamins

B vitamins are used in the body to metabolise DNA and build proteins. Vitamin B9 (also known as folate or folic acid) and 
vitamin B12 (also known as cobalamin) are both important in the biochemical processes that control natural chemicals 
that may be a risk factor for dementia.1,8  “Vitamin B12 is present in animal foods and vegans are advised to use a vitamin 
B12 supplement,” says Alison. Important sources of key B vitamins are chickpeas, fish, milk, peanuts, potato, pork, chicken, 
soybeans, fortified breakfast cereals, 
asparagus, broccoli, brown rice, liver, 
peas, spinach, cheese, fish, eggs and 
meat.9

Omega 3

Brain tissue is made mainly from fats, 
with the omega-3 polyunsaturated 
fatty acid DHA (docosahexaenoic acid) 
being the most abundant. Dietary 
omega-3 fatty acids are an important 
nutritional component from pregnancy 
to older age, helping to develop and 
maintain a healthy brain and nervous 
system8. “A diet high in omega-3 fats 
help reduce the risk of stroke and 
cardiovascular disease, both of which 
may increase the risk of dementia,”  
says Alison. 

Omega-3 fats are also known to have anti-inflammatory properties that may reduce brain inflammation that occurs with 
brain damage. Omega-3 fats may also reduce the formation of amyloid plaques that occur with dementia8. Where diets 
high in naturally occurring omega-3 fats may have a protective effect, supplementing diets with omega 3 capsules has not 
been found to affect dementia risk or progression of cognitive decline1 ,8.

The best sources of omega-3 fats are from oily fish such as: kahawai, warehou, salmon, fresh tuna, sardines, mackerel and 
eggs and meat of animals fed high plant-based omega-3 foods.  Canned fish can be a good source of omega-3 – choose 
canned fish in spring water rather than brine. If possible, eat fish twice a week.

Plant based sources of omega-3 are linseed (flaxseed), chia seed, walnuts and hemp seeds.

Antioxidants

Antioxidant nutrients, such as vitamin C, vitamin E and flavonoids, may protect against cell damage caused by 
inflammation and cell stress, which are implicated in the development of dementia. “While diets high in naturally occurring 
antioxidants may have a protective effect, supplementing diets with antioxidants has not been found to affect the risk of 
dementia or the progression of cognitive decline1,8” Alison says.

Good sources of antioxidants vitamin C, E and flavonoids are nuts and seeds, wheatgerm, soya oil, olive oil, oranges, 
lemons, kiwifruit, broccoli, capsicum, strawberries, dark chocolate, citrus fruit, berries, beans, broccoli, kale and onions. 

Include seasonal fruits and/or coloured vegetables at every meal.
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     ANA’s recommendations for preventing dementia: 

• Dementia isn’t a natural part of ageing, it may be preventable

• Take action to reduce the risk of dementia, preferably before mid-life (age 40 to 59)

• Positive dietary changes and eating well can help reduce the risk of developing dementia. 

Eating and Activity Guidelines
The Eating and Activity Guidelines for New Zealanders encourage us to eat a range of nutritious foods every day.  

The guidelines say:

• Eat plenty of vegetables and fruit
• Eat grain foods, especially wholegrain and high-fibre
• Eat some milk and milk products (mostly low and 

reduced fat)
• Eat some legumes, nuts, seeds, fish, seafood, eggs, 

poultry and/or red meat with fat removed
• Choose less processed foods
• Make plain water the first choice over other drinks
• Keep physically active.

As well as positive dietary changes and eating well research 
shows benefits of physical activity, attending to health 
issues, remaining socially engaged and stimulating our 
brains.
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