
TOP 10 
BEST & WORST FOODS 
TO EAT FOR BRAIN HEALTH

BEST
Avocados. Rich in antioxidants that suppress free 
radicals, can prevent neuron death, may help prevent 
neurodegenerative disease. Contains monounsaturated 
fatty acids and folate, both help prevent Alzheimer’s. 1 2 3 4

Blueberries. Researchers have found that eating 2 
servings of blueberries per week may delay cognitive 
decline by 2 ½ years. 5

Coffee. Has anti-inflammatory and antioxidant 
compounds that protect the brain from damage. One 
study showed 3-5 cups of coffee/day at midlife was 
associated with a 65% decreased Alzheimer’s risk. 6

Dark Chocolate. Cacao is a rich source of flavonoids 
that promote neuron and blood vessel growth in the 
brain, stimulate brain blood flow, and may improve recall 
and cognitive processing. 7 8 9 10

Green Tea. Green tea contains EGCG, a flavonoid that 
can bind to and prevent formation of beta-amyloid 
proteins, helping to prevent Alzheimer’s. White, oolong, 
black, and peppermint tea have brain benefits, too. 11 12 13

Herbs & Spices. Turmeric reduces inflammation and 
increases blood flow to the brain. Apigenin in parsley, 
thyme, oregano, and basil, can protect the brain from 
inflammation, oxidation, and plaque formation. 14 15 16 17

Leafy Greens. One study found that a daily serving of 
leafy green vegetables could slow cognitive aging by 
11 years. Put kale, collard greens, spinach, and salad 
lettuces on your menu! 18

Legumes. High in protein and fiber that may halt or 
significantly slow Alzheimer’s progression by preventing 
formation of amyloid-β plaque. Get at least 3 weekly 
servings of beans for optimal brain health. 19 20 21

Nuts & Seeds. Anti-inflammatory and rich in sterols, 
stanols, fiber, minerals, and vitamin E, which protect 
brain cells from oxidative damage and boost cognitive 
function. 22 23

Whole Grains. Diets rich in whole grains (high in fiber 
and vitamin E) are associated with lower risk of cognitive 
decline. Enjoy 3 servings/day of whole grains such as 
quinoa, amaranth, oatmeal, teff, and buckwheat. 24 25

WORST
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Processed Meats. Foods like bacon, sausage, beef jerky, 
and lunch meats that have been smoked or preserved 
with nitrites form compounds called nitrosamines, which 
promote neurodegeneration. 30

Red Meat. Concentrated source of heme iron. An excess 
increases oxidative stress that’s toxic to the brain and 
raises risk for Alzheimer’s advancement. 31 32

Butter & Vegan Butter Substitutes. Concentrated 
sources of saturated fat, regular consumption of which is 
associated with cognitive decline. Studies recommend no 
more than one tablespoon per day. 33 34 35 36

Aspartame. Acts as a stressor in the body, raising cortisol 
levels and causing excess production of free radicals. 
Artificially-sweetened sodas are associated with a higher 
risk for stroke and dementia. 37 38 39

Fried Food. Associated with worsened memory and 
cognitive function, especially when animal-derived 
ingredients are used. 40 41 42

Cheese. A leading source of saturated and trans fats, 
which have been linked to increased oxidative stress and 
poorer cognitive outcomes. 43 44 45 46 47

Pastries & Sweets. Eating processed baked goods 
spikes insulin production, which can lead to insulin 
resistance in the brain, impairing memory and cognitive 
function. 48 49 50

Sugary Drinks. Drinking multiple sugary drinks per day is 
linked to smaller brain size and worse memory. Regularly 
drinking two sodas per day may worsen memory function 
similar to aging more than ten years. 51

Excessive Alcohol. Heavy drinking — defined as drinking 
more than 8 drinks per week — is associated with faster 
cognitive decline. 52 53 54

Processed Foods. High in saturated and trans fats, added 
sugar and refined carbs, all of which are associated with 
poorer cognitive outcomes. 26 27 28 29

https://foodrevolution.org/longevity
https://brain.foodrevolution.org/masterclass/?fromInfographic=1&utm_source=document&utm_medium=graphic&utm_campaign=top-10-foods-to-eat-and-avoid-for-brain-health


References
1. Chang K, Cheng M, Chiang M, Chen C. Lipophilic antioxidants in neurodegenerative diseases. Clin Chim Acta. 2018;485:79-87. 

doi:10.1016/j.cca.2018.06.031
2. Ameer K. Avocado as a Major Dietary Source of Antioxidants and Its Preventive Role in Neurodegenerative Diseases. Adv Neurobiol. 2016;12:337-

354. doi:10.1007/978-3-319-28383-8_18
3. “High blood pressure is linked to cognitive decline.” National Institute on Aging. 16 June 2016. Available from: 

https://www.nia.nih.gov/news/high-blood-pressure-linked-cognitive-decline
4. Tchantchou F, Shea TB. Folate deprivation, the methionine cycle, and Alzheimer's disease. Vitam Horm. 2008;79:83-97. 

doi:10.1016/S0083-6729(08)00403-2
5. Devore, E.E., Kang, J.H., Breteler, M.M.B. and Grodstein, F. (2012), Dietary intakes of berries and flavonoids in relation to cognitive decline. Ann 

Neurol., 72: 135-143. doi:10.1002/ana.23594
6. Eskelinen, M. H., & Kivipelto, M. (2010). Caffeine as a protective factor in dementia and Alzheimer's disease. Journal of Alzheimer's disease : JAD, 20 

Suppl 1, S167–S174. https://doi.org/10.3233/JAD-2010-1404
7. Katz DL, Doughty K, Ali A. Cocoa and chocolate in human health and disease. Antioxid Redox Signal. 2011;15(10):2779-2811. doi:10.1089/ars.2010.3697
8. Santiago-Rodríguez E, Estrada-Zaldívar B, Zaldívar-Uribe E. Effects of Dark Chocolate Intake on Brain Electrical Oscillations in Healthy People. Foods. 

2018;7(11):187. doi:10.3390/foods7110187
9. Berk L, Miller J, Bruhjell K, et al. Dark chocolate (70% organic cacao) increases acute and chronic EEG power spectral density (μV2) response of 

gamma frequency (25–40 Hz) for brain health: enhancement of neuroplasticity, neural synchrony, cognitive processing, learning, memory, recall, and 
mindfulness meditation. The FASEB Journal, 32(S1):878.10. https://faseb.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1096/fasebj.2018.32.1_supplement.878.10

10. Nehlig A. The neuroprotective effects of cocoa flavanol and its influence on cognitive performance. Br J Clin Pharmacol. 2013;75(3):716-727. 
doi:10.1111/j.1365-2125.2012.04378.x

11. Polito CA, Cai ZY, Shi YL, et al. Association of Tea Consumption with Risk of Alzheimer's Disease and Anti-Beta-Amyloid Effects of Tea. Nutrients. 
2018;10(5):655. doi:10.3390/nu10050655

12. “Peppermint tea can help improve your memory.” British Psychological Society. Published 28 April 2016. Available from: 
https://www.eurekalert.org/pub_releases/2016-04/bps-ptc042816.php

13. Suk-Joon Hyung, Alaina S. DeToma, Jeffrey R. Brender, Sanghyun Lee, Subramanian Vivekanandan, Akiko Kochi, Jung-Suk Choi, Ayyalusamy 
Ramamoorthy, Brandon T. Ruotolo, and Mi Hee Lim. Insights into antiamyloidogenic properties of the green tea extract (−)-epigallocatechin-3-gallate 
toward metal-associated amyloid-β species. PNAS. 2013 https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1220326110

14. Mishra S, Palanivelu K. The effect of curcumin (turmeric) on Alzheimer's disease: An overview. Ann Indian Acad Neurol. 2008;11(1):13-19. 
doi:10.4103/0972-2327.40220

15. Salehi B, Venditti A, Sharifi-Rad M, et al. The Therapeutic Potential of Apigenin. Int J Mol Sci. 2019;20(6):1305. doi:10.3390/ijms20061305
16. Kim H, Jung S, Kim S, et al. Panax ginseng as an adjuvant treatment for Alzheimer's disease. J Ginseng Res. 2018;42(4):401-411. 

doi:10.1016/j.jgr.2017.12.008
17. de Oliveira J, Camargo S, de Oliveira L. Rosmarinus officinalis L. (rosemary) as therapeutic and prophylactic agent. J Biomed Sci. 2019;26(1):5. 

doi:10.1186/s12929-019-0499-8
18. “Daily Leafy Greens May Slow Cognitive Decline” Rush University Medical Center in Chicago. Published December 20, 2017
19. Fernando W, Rainey-Smith S, Gardener S, et al. Associations of Dietary Protein and Fiber Intake with Brain and Blood Amyloid-β. J Alzheimers Dis. 

2018;61(4):1589-1598. doi:10.3233/JAD-170742
20. Chen X, Huang Y, Cheng HG. Lower intake of vegetables and legumes associated with cognitive decline among illiterate elderly Chinese: a 3-year 

cohort study. J Nutr Health Aging. 2012;16(6):549-552. doi:10.1007/s12603-012-0023-2
21. “What Do We Know About Diet and Prevention of Alzheimer's Disease?” National Institute on Aging. Updated 27 Nov 2019. Available from: 

https://www.nia.nih.gov/health/what-do-we-know-about-diet-and-prevention-alzheimers-disease
22. La Fata G, Weber P, Mohajeri M. Effects of vitamin E on cognitive performance during ageing and in Alzheimer's disease. Nutrients. 2014;6(12):5453-

5472. doi:10.3390/nu6125453
23. O'Brien J, Okereke O, Devore E, Rosner B, Breteler M, Grodstein F. Long-term intake of nuts in relation to cognitive function in older women. J Nutr 

Health Aging. 2014;18(5):496-502. doi:10.1007/s12603-014-0014-6
24. Torres S, Lautenschlager N, Wattanapenpaiboon N, et al. Dietary patterns are associated with cognition among older people with mild cognitive 

impairment. Nutrients. 2012;4(11):1542-1551. doi:10.3390/nu4111542
25. Morris M, Tangney C, Wang Y, Sacks F, Bennett D, Aggarwal N. MIND diet associated with reduced incidence of Alzheimer's disease. Alzheimers 

Dement. 2015;11(9):1007-1014. doi:10.1016/j.jalz.2014.11.009
26. Torres S, Lautenschlager N, Wattanapenpaiboon N, et al. Dietary patterns are associated with cognition among older people with mild cognitive 

impairment. Nutrients. 2012;4(11):1542-1551. doi:10.3390/nu4111542
27. Morris M, Tangney C. Dietary fat composition and dementia risk. Neurobiol Aging. 2014;35 Suppl 2:S59-S64. doi:10.1016/j.neurobiolaging.2014.03.038
28. Honda T, Ohara T, Shinohara M, et al. Serum elaidic acid concentration and risk of dementia: The Hisayama Study. Neurology. Nov 2019, 93 (22) 

e2053-e2064; doi:10.1212/WNL.0000000000008464
29. Barnard N, Bunner A, Agarwal U. Saturated and trans fats and dementia: a systematic review. Neurobiol Aging. 2014;35 Suppl 2:S65-S73. 

doi:10.1016/j.neurobiolaging.2014.02.030
30. de la Monte S, Tong M. Mechanisms of nitrosamine-mediated neurodegeneration: potential relevance to sporadic Alzheimer's disease. J Alzheimers 

Dis. 2009;17(4):817-825. doi:10.3233/JAD-2009-1098
31. “UCLA study suggests iron is at core of Alzheimer's disease.” Journal of Alzheimer’s Disease. Published 20 Aug 2013. Available from: 

https://www.j-alz.com/content/ucla-study-suggests-iron-core-alzheimers-disease
32. Lehmann D, Worwood M, Ellis R, et al. Iron genes, iron load and risk of Alzheimer's disease. J Med Genet. 2006;43(10):e52. 

doi:10.1136/jmg.2006.040519

Join the FREE Masterclass today: 
brain.foodrevolution.org

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/27651262/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://foodrevolution.org/longevity
https://brain.foodrevolution.org/masterclass/?fromInfographic=1&utm_source=document&utm_medium=graphic&utm_campaign=top-10-foods-to-eat-and-avoid-for-brain-health


33. Morris M, Tangney C, Wang Y, Sacks F, Bennett D, Aggarwal N. MIND diet associated with reduced incidence of Alzheimer's disease. Alzheimers 
Dement. 2015;11(9):1007-1014. doi:10.1016/j.jalz.2014.11.009

34. Barnard N, Bunner A, Agarwal U. Saturated and trans fats and dementia: a systematic review. Neurobiol Aging. 2014;35 Suppl 2:S65-S73. 
doi:10.1016/j.neurobiolaging.2014.02.030

35. Morris M, Evans D, Bienias J, Tangney C, Wilson R. Dietary fat intake and 6-year cognitive change in an older biracial community population. 
Neurology. 2004;62(9):1573-1579. doi:10.1212/01.wnl.0000123250.82849.b6

36. Ruan Y, Tang J, Guo X, Li K, Li D. Dietary Fat Intake and Risk of Alzheimer's Disease and Dementia: A Meta-Analysis of Cohort Studies. Curr Alzheimer 
Res. 2018;15(9):869-876. doi:10.2174/1567205015666180427142350

37. Choudhary A, Lee Y. Neurophysiological symptoms and aspartame: What is the connection? Nutr Neurosci. 2018;21(5):306-316. 
doi:10.1080/1028415X.2017.1288340

38. Choudhary A, Lee Y. The debate over neurotransmitter interaction in aspartame usage. J Clin Neurosci. 2018;56:7-15. doi:10.1016/j.jocn.2018.06.043
39. Pase M, Himali J, Beiser A et al. Sugar- and Artificially Sweetened Beverages and the Risks of Incident Stroke and Dementia. Stroke. 2017;48:1139–

1146. https://www.ahajournals.org/doi/full/10.1161/STROKEAHA.116.016027
40. Honda T, Ohara T, Shinohara M, et al. Serum elaidic acid concentration and risk of dementia: The Hisayama Study. Neurology. Nov 2019, 93 (22) 

e2053-e2064; doi:10.1212/WNL.0000000000008464
41. Ruan Y, Tang J, Guo X, Li K, Li D. Dietary Fat Intake and Risk of Alzheimer's Disease and Dementia: A Meta-Analysis of Cohort Studies. Curr Alzheimer 

Res. 2018;15(9):869-876. doi:10.2174/1567205015666180427142350
42. Cai W, Uribarri J, Zhu L, et al. Glycotoxins link dementia and metabolic syndrome. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences. Feb 2014, 

201316013; doi:10.1073/pnas.1316013111
43. Honda T, Ohara T, Shinohara M, et al. Serum elaidic acid concentration and risk of dementia: The Hisayama Study. Neurology. Nov 2019, 93 (22) 

e2053-e2064; doi:10.1212/WNL.0000000000008464
44. Barnard N, Bunner A, Agarwal U. Saturated and trans fats and dementia: a systematic review. Neurobiol Aging. 2014;35 Suppl 2:S65-S73. 

doi:10.1016/j.neurobiolaging.2014.02.030
45. Morris M, Evans D, Bienias J, Tangney C, Wilson R. Dietary fat intake and 6-year cognitive change in an older biracial community population. 

Neurology. 2004;62(9):1573-1579. doi:10.1212/01.wnl.0000123250.82849.b6
46. Ruan Y, Tang J, Guo X, Li K, Li D. Dietary Fat Intake and Risk of Alzheimer's Disease and Dementia: A Meta-Analysis of Cohort Studies. Curr Alzheimer 

Res. 2018;15(9):869-876. doi:10.2174/1567205015666180427142350
47. Grant W. Using Multicountry Ecological and Observational Studies to Determine Dietary Risk Factors for Alzheimer's Disease. J Am Coll Nutr. 

2016;35(5):476-489. doi:10.1080/07315724.2016.1161566
48. Torres S, Lautenschlager N, Wattanapenpaiboon N, et al. Dietary patterns are associated with cognition among older people with mild cognitive 

impairment. Nutrients. 2012;4(11):1542-1551. doi:10.3390/nu4111542
49. Williams K, Wu X. Imbalanced insulin action in chronic over nutrition: Clinical harm, molecular mechanisms, and a way forward. Atherosclerosis. 

2016;247:225-282. doi:10.1016/j.atherosclerosis.2016.02.004
50. de la Monte S. Insulin resistance and Alzheimer's disease. BMB Rep. 2009;42(8):475-481. doi:10.5483/bmbrep.2009.42.8.475
51. Pase M, Himali J, Jacques P, et al. Sugary beverage intake and preclinical Alzheimer's disease in the community. Alzheimers Dement. 2017;13(9):955-

964. doi:10.1016/j.jalz.2017.01.024
52. Xu G, Liu X, Yin Q, Zhu W, Zhang R, Fan X. Alcohol consumption and transition of mild cognitive impairment to dementia. Psychiatry Clin Neurosci. 

2009;63(1):43-49. doi:10.1111/j.1440-1819.2008.01904.x
53. Letenneur L. Risk of dementia and alcohol and wine consumption: a review of recent results. Biol Res. 2004;37(2):189-193. 

doi:10.4067/s0716-97602004000200003
54. Heymann D, Stern Y, Cosentino S, Tatarina-Nulman O, Dorrejo JN, Gu Y. The Association Between Alcohol Use and the Progression of Alzheimer's 

Disease. Curr Alzheimer Res. 2016;13(12):1356-1362. doi:10.2174/1567205013666160603005035

Join the FREE Masterclass today: 
brain.foodrevolution.org

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29940147/
https://foodrevolution.org/longevity
https://brain.foodrevolution.org/masterclass/?fromInfographic=1&utm_source=document&utm_medium=graphic&utm_campaign=top-10-foods-to-eat-and-avoid-for-brain-health

