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It's easy to see the connection between an
unhealthy diet and an expanding waistline. The
connection between food and brain health can be
harder to get your mind around. 

But experts agree. Eating right is essential for brain
health.

"Of all the organs in our body, the brain is the one
most easily damaged by a poor diet," said Dr. Lisa
Mosconi, director of the Women's Brain Initiative
and an associate professor of neuroscience in
neurology and radiology at Weill Cornell Medicine
and NewYork-Presbyterian Hospital. "From its very
architecture to its ability to perform, every aspect of
the brain calls for proper food."

Mosconi, who has written books about the science
of food and the brain, said many people have
misconceptions about what "proper food" might be.
One of the biggest fallacies she's been hearing
lately is the idea that a very high-fat diet is
somehow helpful to the brain.

"This is not what most research shows," she said.

Dietary supplements are another area where people
get misled, said Dr. Kristine Yaffe, professor of
psychiatry, neurology and epidemiology at the
University of California-San Francisco. Except
when someone is deficient in a specific nutrient, 
vitamin supplements don't seem to improve brain 
health, she said.

Similarly, supplements that contain omega-3 fatty
acids and fish oil have gotten a lot of attention. But
while they might help certain heart patients when
prescribed by a physician, research has not
confirmed benefits for brain health. "There have
been a number of trials, and they haven't borne
out," said Yaffe, who was a co-author on a 2017
American Heart Association advisory on brain
health.

So, what does work?

"We still have a lot to learn about that," Yaffe said.
But certain foods do seem to help when they're part
of an entire dietary pattern. And that diet looks
similar to the ones physicians recommend for heart
health.

A Mediterranean-style diet—heavy in fruits,
vegetables, fish and nuts—lowers stroke risk in
women and may lead to better cognitive ability in
old age, studies have found. A 2018 study Mosconi
led estimated it provided 1.5 to 3.5 years of
protection against the development of biomarkers
for Alzheimer's disease. Another science-backed
eating plan that limits red meat, sodium and added
sugars and sweets, called DASH (Dietary
Approaches to Stop Hypertension), may reduce
stroke risk.

Mosconi highlighted some nutrients—antioxidants,
such as vitamin C, vitamin E and beta-carotene,
and anti-inflammatory B vitamins and omega-3 fatty
acids—that she said are important for the health of
neurons.

But neither Yaffe nor Mosconi is a fan of singling
out something as the perfect brain food.
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"I don't believe in 'superfoods,' or that any one food
or food group is key to brain health," Mosconi said.

And not that there's anything wrong with
blueberries, Yaffe said, but "you wouldn't want to
be thinking, 'If I only eat blueberries, that's going to
do it.'"

It's also important to think of foods that are
potentially harmful to brain health, Mosconi said.
Saturated fat, especially from animal sources, is
associated with a higher risk of cardiovascular
disease, she said. And some research also shows
it increases the risk of cognitive problems.

"When we eat a fatty, sugary meal and experience
symptoms like sluggishness, brain fog and
drowsiness—these symptoms originate not in the
stomach but in the brain," Mosconi said.

And the effects aren't necessarily temporary.

Research indicates a poor diet may cause the loss
of key structural and functional elements in the
brain, she said, along with "a higher vulnerability to
brain aging and dementia."

A 2018 report from the Global Council on Brain
Health, an independent group convened by the
AARP, noted that foods and diets that are good for
heart health are also good for brain health.

Yaffe, a member of that brain health council, said
the mechanisms of the brain are complex, but it
stands to reason that "if you're eating a dietary
pattern that is heart-healthy, it's probably also
healthy (for) the vessels in the brain."

She acknowledged that some people have a hard
time seeing the connections between brain health
and their diet—or with other activities such as
smoking, sleep and exercise.

Mosconi, also a member of the AARP brain health
council, put it this way: "Day after day, the foods we
eat are broken down into nutrients, taken up into
the bloodstream, and carried up into the brain.
Once there, they replenish depleted storage,
activate cellular reactions and, finally, become the
very fabric of our brains.

"Consider that the next time you reach for a
brownie. Its ingredients will actually become part of
your brain." 
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