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MIND diet: Foods
to fight dementia
Your food choices affect more than 
your body; they affect your brain health,  
too. A new eating plan—called the 
MIND diet—may help reduce the risk of 
Alzheimer’s disease.1

What is the mind diet?
MIND stands for Mediterranean-DASH Intervention 
for Neurodegenerative Delay. The MIND diet 
combines principles from two eating patterns:
•   The Mediterranean diet, a diet based on the 

dietary patterns of countries that border the 
Mediterranean Sea.

•   The DASH diet, an eating plan designed to help followers reduce their blood pressure.

The result of this combination? The MIND diet, which encourages followers to eat more from 
the 10 “brain-healthy” foods list and less from the five “brain-unhealthy” foods list.1 

Research shows
In 2015, researchers at RUSH University Medical Center in Chicago published a study in the 
journal Alzheimer’s & Dementia detailing the positive relationship between the MIND diet and 
brain health.

The researchers looked at 923 people between the ages of 58 and 98. Here’s what 
they found:
•   Following the MIND diet may reduce one’s risk of developing Alzheimer’s disease by as much 

as 53%.1

•   Participants who followed the MIND diet only moderately still benefited, cutting their risk of 
Alzheimer’s disease by an average of 35%.1

•   Participants whose diet most closely followed the MIND recommendations had a level of 
cognitive function the equivalent of a person 7.5 years younger.2

It is important to note that all research to date has been observational. This means that 
researchers cannot prove cause and effect; they can only identify and report associations. 
While the research is promising, we do not know for sure that the MIND diet directly reduces 
the risk of Alzheimer’s disease or slows cognitive decline, only that there is an association.
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The mind diet’s 10 brain-friendly foods
Now that you know how the MIND diet originated and what the research has shown, let’s 
break down the components of the eating plan. The MIND diet encourages followers to eat the 
following 10 foods.

1    Green leafy vegetables
The MIND diet recommends eating lots of green leafy veggies, including kale, spinach, 
broccoli, collard greens, mixed salad greens, watercress, Swiss chard, bok choy, beet 
greens, mustard greens, turnip greens, escarole and dandelion greens.

These foods are packed with vitamins A and C, as well as minerals like iron, magnesium 
and potassium. In fact, green leafy vegetables are a powerhouse fruit and vegetable—this 
means they are among one of the most nutrient-dense foods around.3

At least two servings per week can help, but consuming six or more servings per week 
provides the greatest brain benefits, according to the researchers behind the MIND diet.1

Consider these tips for incorporating green leafy vegetables into your diet
•   Eat them consistently, but vary your intake from week to week
•   Consider using bags of pre-washed, cut greens
•   Work them into other recipes like soups and stews, eggs, marinara sauce, smoothies 

and sandwiches

2    All other vegetables
The MIND diet recommends eating at least one other vegetable each day.1 There are 
many examples of other vegetables including sweet potatoes, carrots, tomatoes, red 
peppers, cauliflower, peas, mushrooms and green beans.

Consider the tips below for adding more veggies to your diet
•   Prep your vegetables ahead of time. Cut up and/or roast a batch of vegetables to snack 

on later, or to add to other meals and dishes when you are in a hurry.
•   Find opportunities to mix them in. Vegetables can often be mixed into your favorite 

casseroles or pasta dishes. Not only do they add extra flavor, but they can also provide 
low-calorie bulk to help you feel more satisfied.

•   Get creative when making soups, salads and sandwiches. Look for opportunities to 
add shredded carrots, red cabbage, sweet peas, tomatoes and onions. You can also add 
pureed, cooked vegetables such as potatoes to help thicken stews and soups.

3    Berries
Berries are rich in fiber, as well as many vitamins, minerals and antioxidants. Research 
shows they may also help slow the rate of cognitive decline.4 The MIND diet recommends 
eating at least two servings of berries per week.1

Adding berries to your diet isn’t hard because they make a tasty addition to any meal, or 
they can be eaten as a stand-alone snack. Both fresh and frozen berries offer benefits, but 
frozen lasts longer, are available year-round and may cost less.
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4    Nuts
Nuts are well known as being a healthy choice because they’re a great mix of healthy fats, 
protein, fiber, antioxidants, vitamins and minerals.

The MIND diet recommends eating five or more servings of nuts each week.1 The MIND 
diet doesn’t specify which types of nuts to eat, but incorporating a variety of types into 
your diet may help you get the best mix of nutrients.

Walnuts are a standout because they contain the plant-based omega-3 fatty acids, 
ALA. ALA is believed to be good for brain health and research shows walnut eaters may 
perform better on cognitive tests.5

Because nuts are high in calories, it’s important to practice moderation. A one-ounce 
serving has about 160 to 200 calories. For reference, a one-ounce serving of nuts is equal 
to about:
•   14 walnuts
•   23 almonds
•   19 pecans
•   18 cashews
•   49 pistachios

5    Olive oil
Olive oil is mostly made up of healthy monounsaturated fats, including one type called 
oleic acid. Oleic acid is a heart-healthy antioxidant, known for fighting free radicals and 
stopping inflammation.

MIND diet researchers found that when people used olive oil as their primary oil at 
home—rather than other cooking oils or fats—they experienced greater protection 
against cognitive decline.1

Additional research has found that consuming extra-virgin olive oil protects memory 
and learning ability and reduces the formation of plaques and tangles in the brain—two 
classic markers of Alzheimer’s disease.6 Olive oil has a moderately high smoke point; this 
makes it a good choice for most cooking methods.

It’s also important to purchase and store your olive oil correctly to keep the 
antioxidant levels high. You can do this by:
•   Buying it from busy stores that are likely to sell a lot of olive oil to ensure it has not 

been sitting on the shelf too long, but reach for the bottle at the back of the shelf that 
hasn’t been exposed to bright lights

•   Only buying the amount of oil you will use within six months
•   Storing it in an opaque, airtight bottle or metal tin, away from light and heat

6    Whole grains
Whole grains offer a complete package of health benefits. All whole-grain kernels contain 
three parts—the brain, the germ and the endosperm—and each of these parts boasts 
health-promoting nutrients. Refined grains, on the other hand, are highly processed and 
many of the nutrients have been stripped away.7 The MIND diet recommends consuming 
at least three servings of whole grains per day.1
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These tips will help you identify and store whole grains correctly:
•   Read the label. Check the ingredient list to make sure “whole grain” or “whole wheat” is 

the first or second ingredient listed. You can also choose unprocessed whole grains like 
amaranth, barley, brown rice, bulgur, millet, quinoa, rye, oats, spelt and wheat berries.

•   Focus on fiber. Look for whole-grain foods that are high in fiber and that have few 
ingredients in addition to whole grain.

•   Store whole grains properly. Buy only what you need and keep whole grains tightly 
packaged and sealed well.

7    Fish
Fatty fish are rich in omega-3 fatty acids. One type of omega-3, called docosahexaenoic 
acid, or DHA, is essential for brain health. According to the Academy of Nutrition and 
Dietetics, low levels of DHA have been associated with a greater risk of Alzheimer’s 
disease later in life.8 The MIND diet recommends eating fish at least once per week.1

Add more fish to your diet with these tips
•   Know your omega-3 fatty acids. The best source of marine fatty acids include salmon, 

albacore tuna, mackerel, herring and farmed trout.
•   Preparation matters. Most fish can be paired with flavorful toppings like crushed nuts 

and fresh herbs or lemon, then grilled, baked or broiled. Avoid deep frying because the 
extra fat can be counterproductive.

•   Omega-3 supplements. If you don’t eat fish, consider speaking with your healthcare 
provider about supplementation

8    Beans
In addition to being rich in fiber and protein, beans are also good sources of B vitamins, 
which are especially important for your brain and nervous system because they make 
neurotransmitters, which help pass signals between brain cells.9

The MIND diet recommends eating beans three to four times per week.1 In this case, the 
word “beans” refers to all types of beans, lentils and soybeans. A serving of legumes is 
equal to a half cup of cooked beans or lentils.

Adding legumes to your diet isn’t too hard because they make great additions to soups, 
salsas, pasta dishes and salads. Since they’re a good source of protein, they can also 
be used in place of meat—for example, lentils can be used in sloppy joes or tacos and 
burgers can be made from beans.

Beans are known to be a gas-producing food, which is an unpleasant side effect for some 
people. If this is the case for you, consider trying lentils instead as they tend to be gentler 
on the digestive system.

9    Poultry
Chicken and turkey are high in protein and often low in fat. The MIND diet recommends 
eating chicken or turkey at least twice per week.1

Follow the tips below when buying, preparing and cooking poultry
•   Look for lean cuts. The leanest poultry is white meat from the breast with no skin. 

Ground poultry can have as much fat as ground beef (or more) because it often includes 
dark meat and skin. Be sure to choose ground breast meat or look for 90% lean ground 
chicken or turkey.



5

•   Cook wisely. Avoid frying; instead, opt to bake, broil or grill. Be sure to remove any visible, solid fat 
from poultry, including the skin.

•   Use marinades. You can make your own by using mixtures of herbs or sauces with wine, soy sauce or 
citrus juice.

10    Wine
Red wine contains resveratrol, a naturally occurring phytochemical that may have a protective effect on 
the brain by promoting the breakdown and removal of harmful plaques and tangles.10

The MIND diet recommends drinking one glass of wine per day.1

It’s important to note that drinking too much alcohol (eight or more drinks per week for women; 15 or 
more drinks per week for men), can result in learning and memory problems, including dementia.11

If you don’t currently drink alcohol, talk to your healthcare provider about the benefits and risks 
before starting.

One drink is considered to be:

12 ounces of beer (5% alcohol content)

8 ounces of malt liquor (7% alcohol content)

5 ounces of wine (12% alcohol content)

1.5 ounces of 80-proof (40% alcohol content) distilled spirits or liquor (e.g., gin, rum, vodka, whiskey)

Foods to avoid
In addition to these 10 brain-friendly foods, the MIND diet recommends avoiding five foods because they 
contain harmful saturated and transfats.1

Food Limit to …

Butter and margarine Less than 1 tbsp daily

Cheese Less than 1 serving per week

Red meat Less than 3 servings per week

Fried and fast food Less than once per week

Pastries and sweets Less than 4 servings per week

Notes 
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This is for informational purposes only and does not replace treatment or advice from a 
healthcare professional. If you have questions, please talk with your doctor. Talk to your doctor 
before beginning an exercise program or making any changes to your diet.


