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recent obsession with the gluten-free diet. In an article titled 
“Dieting for a Trend” from the Spring 2016 issue of TuftS-
cope, Tufts sophomore Tira Oskoui writes, “unless you have 
celiac disease or a lower-grade sensitivity to wheat, going 
gluten-free can easily lead to a diet lacking essential vitamins, 
minerals, and fiber.”4 Hannah Chenoweth at West Virginia 
University puts it this way: “Cutting gluten out of your diet if 
you don’t have a problem with it is almost like wearing glasses 

with a prescription when you can 
already see. It’s essential for those 
with poor vision, but will make 
those without it dizzy.”5 It never 
hurts to keep an eye on the news, 
but know that a ‘life-prolonging 
wonder compound’ this week 
could very well be ‘the world’s 
most dangerous carcinogen the 
next.’ Be wary of your sources.

The thinking behind some of 
the sounder anti-aging diets is that 
aging resembles a chronic state of 

inflammation (“inflammaging”), so foods that are known to 
reduce or prevent inflammation may help address common 
effects of aging.6 Such recommendations include balancing 
your calorie intake, loading your diet with a variety of fruits 
and vegetables, as well as eating more fish, seafood, and plant 
proteins.7 This approach is a conservative one, synthesizing 
existing research and guidelines to give a straightforward path 
to longevity. While it lacks the wow-factor and sex-appeal of 
some of the other diets on the market, it is grounded in thor-
oughly-tested science.7 And, aging lacks the wow-factor and 
sex-appeal of other life milestones, so perhaps it is fitting.

In his book, In Defense of Food, Michael Pollan, the pro-
lific food writer and activist, defends a more traditionalist 
approach.20 He argues that native diets are better for the body 
(young and old) than a sodium-rich, sugar-laden, heavily 
processed and refined “Western diet.”20 Pollan suggests that 
any and every traditional diet has its merits. This rings espe-
cially true for indigenous diets of the so-called blue zones. 
These are regions of the world where people live significantly 
longer lives.8 Parts of Italy, Japan, California, Costa Rica, 
Greece, and Sweden make up the list.8 Among these native 
cuisines, the Mediterranean diet, in particular, has received a 
fair amount of attention in the last twenty years.9 The “Seven 
Countries’ Study” found “lower rates of mortality and inci-
dence of cardiovascular disease in the countries bordering the 
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A QUICK GOOGLE SEARCH FOR AN “ANTI-
aging diet” turns up nearly 16 million results in a frac-
tion of a second. Everyone from WebMD to Reboot-

withJoe weighs in to offer foods that fight wrinkles and foods 
that “feed the soul;” foods that give you “baby’s skin;” foods 
that “you should have started eating yesterday;” foods that 
“stop old-age in its tracks;” foods that “reverse time;” and, 
perhaps a touch dramatic, foods that are “HUGE mistakes.” 
Pages and pages of results from all 
corners of the internet populate. 
They recommend everything from 
avocados and red wine to goji ber-
ries and noni juice. Referencing 
Google Trends, queries seem to 
peak every year around January 
1, and Americans perform more 
searches on the topic than people 
from any other country.1

We are hardly the first to seek 
out supplements that ward off 
death. The quest for anti-aging 
foods falls in line with the hunt for a magic pill, a holy water, 
an elixir of life, a philosopher’s stone. The Greeks had ambro-
sia, and now we have açaí bowls.2 It is an alluring myth that 
one meal, one sip, or one bite of something might turn back 
time. But it is just that: a myth.

That is not to say, however, that there is no correlation 
between how a person eats and how their body ages. Just the 
opposite. There are many correlations, though they are not all 
explicit or well-understood. So what can we really say about 
eating before the “expiration date”?

Some turn to the latest research to inform their dietary 
habits. This is a logical and respectable approach, but these 
readers need to consider their sources. The field of nutrition 
science is a fast-paced one; research findings are constantly 
validating and contradicting previous claims. Because food 
is endlessly nuanced and acts in concert with a myriad of 
compounds, enzymes, and pathways within the body, it can 
be tricky to pin down the long-term or big-picture results of 
any one dietary decision. This is why eggs were a staple in the 
70s, a sin in the 90s, and a superfood today.3 It took time for 
researchers to understand the many ways HDL (“good”) and 
LDL (“bad”) cholesterols interact with one another and nutri-
ent groups in the blood stream. The process is not over yet.

This fast-paced assessment and reassessment of the facts 
is crucial to our understanding of nutrition, but it can often 
be misrepresented or hyperbolized in the media. Sometimes 
these legitimate scientific findings evolve into quick-spread-
ing, dangerously oversimplified trends. One example is the 
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Mediterranean basin,” which prompted decades of research 
into why this diet is so effective.10 There is no definitive answer 
as to why it works, but study after study finds that a Mediter-
ranean diet is associated with decreased risk of type 2 diabe-
tes, metabolic syndrome, heart attack, stroke, cardiovascular 
disease, as well as a lowered overall mortality rate.11

Less publicized are the merits of a traditional South 
Korean diet. Examining creeping rates of obesity and morbid-
ity among the population, the Korean government, nutrition-
ists, and private consultants collaborated to pitch a new diet 
to their people: the diet they grew up eating.12 Straightforward 
yet revolutionarily, the partners found ways to market the tra-
ditional Korean diet as healthy, tasty, and fun to an increas-
ingly modern and globalized population.12 The wild part? It 
worked. A study conducted through the Research Institute of 
Food and Nutritional Sciences at Yonsei University in Seoul 
revealed the “low level of total fat in the overall diet and the 
high intake of fruit and vegetables” contributed to the lower 
rates of obesity and hypertension, in addition to a longer life 
expectancy found throughout the country.13, 14

In an attempt to publish ‘almost-science,’ editorials love 
to highlight the diets and eating patterns of the world’s lon-
gest living. NBC Today shares the secret of the world’s oldest 
woman, Emma Morano, who was born in 1899: eggs.15 Her 
predecessor’s favorite snack? Susannah Mushatt Jones, at age 
116, swore by bacon.16 Bon Appetit shares that Yisrael Kristal, 
the world’s oldest man, slurps down one pickled herring a 
day.17 Other highlights: martinis, oatmeal, sushi, wine, three 
Miller High Lifes and a shot of Johnnie Walker Blue Label 
every day, chicken wings, herbal chutneys, “fruit that ripened 
in sunshine,” and two pounds of chocolate a week.18 These 
quirky and exciting snacks follow no rhyme or reason and 
fly in the face of all of Pollan’s commandments, and that of 
all nutritionists for that matter. But these anecdotes are more 
playful portraits of vivacious centenarians than serious sug-
gestions for readers’ dietary patterns. If you are really inter-
ested in eating your way to longevity, the safer bet is to follow 
a blue-zone diet, not a bacon-heavy one.

There is no simple answer to the question: what do I eat to 
live longer? It would seem the relationship between diet and 
graceful aging is moreso subtle than spontaneous. What can 
be recommended is limiting your calorie intake, loading your 
diet with a variety of fruits and vegetables, focusing on eating 
more seafood, and consuming more plant proteins in place of 
red meat. The blue-zone countries — that handful of nations 
where “people forget to die” — have successfully incorporated 
these habits, and then some, into their daily lives.19 Following 
their behaviors has been seen to reduce a number of health 
risks associated with old age and provides a better chance 
of living life for decades, if not centuries, to come. Continue 
to follow these patterns, but consider what new research 
comes out, and take care to distinguish between fad diets and 
empirically supported nutritional advice. There is not a single 
meal which will ensure longevity, though a pattern of lifestyle 
choices may tack on a few years to your expiration date.

References for this article can be found at 
TuftScope.squarespace.com
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Excess Cholesterol Levels Implicated in Alzheimer’s 
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NEW RESEARCH BY THE HOSPITAL DEL MAR 
Medical Research Institute and Universitat Pom-

peu Fabra has demonstrated the potentially nega-
tive effects of cholesterol on important proteins and 
receptors in the brain. Specifically, the research has 
built on previous studies, which found that cholesterol 
in brain cell membranes can interfere negatively with 
the function of the Adenosine Receptor of brain cells. 
The Adenosine Receptor is a type of G Protein-Cou-
pled Receptor (GPCR) that is very important for signal 
transduction and cell-to-cell communication, espe-
cially between brain cells. Because of their important 
function, the Adenosine Receptors are aptly located 
in the cell membranes. These receptors are involved 
in several crucial physiological processes, such as in 
allowing vision, taste, and smell, in regulating the 
immune response, and in modulating behavior.

In diseases, such as the neurodegenerative dis-
ease Alzheimer’s, there are increased levels of choles-
terol in the cell membrane. This cholesterol can thus 
directly affect the function of the Adenosine Receptor 
and other GPCRs. Originally, it was thought that cho-
lesterol alters the protein’s activity by either changing 
properties of the cell membrane itself or by binding to 
the surface of the protein. These new findings, how-
ever, have demonstrated that cholesterol from the 
brain cell membranes actually binds to the Adenosine 
Receptor’s active site. This discovery has led scien-
tists to further understand the direct effect that high 
cholesterol levels in diseases, like Alzheimer’s, have in 
blocking the Adenosine Receptor’s important func-
tion. They believe the blockage of the receptor could 
be directly related to the disease symptoms exhibited 
by patients. 

Although the exact mechanism by which cho-
lesterol affects the Adenosine Receptor’s activity is 
unknown, this finding opens up new pathways for 
investigation. As this discovery is quite recent, further 
research is needed to definitively prove this relation-
ship. With this new knowledge, however, scientists 
could develop molecules similar to cholesterol in 
order to modulate GPCR activity. Thus, the next logical 
research step is to determine whether cholesterol only 
affects Adenosine Receptors or whether this molecu-
lar mechanism can affect other GPCRs, as well. If so, 
these findings could be a huge step toward under-
standing the mechanism and developing treatments 
for a wide range of neurodegenerative diseases.


