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DR. MICHAEL GREGER’S HOW NOT TO DIE: 
Discover the Foods Scientifically Proven to Prevent 
and Reverse Disease provides information as to how 

a whole food, plant-based diet can help prevent, treat, and 
even reverse the 15 leading causes of death in the United 
States.1 Dr. Greger is a physician, recognized speaker, and the 
founder of Nutritionfacts.org.1 He has devoted his life to prac-
ticing medicine and educating medical students, doctors, and 
the public about the healing powers of nutrition.1 Dr. Greger’s 
grandmother, Frances, inspired his career path. She was diag-
nosed with end-stage heart disease at age 65 and, while con-
fined to a wheelchair, was told by doctors that there was noth-
ing else they could do for her.1 She enrolled in a live-in pro-
gram in California, under the support of early lifestyle medi-
cine pioneer Nathan Pritikin, where everyone was placed on a 
plant-based diet and began a graded exercise regimen.1 After 
three weeks in the program, Greger’s grandmother was out of 
her wheelchair, walking ten miles a day, and survived 31 years 
longer than the doctors had originally predicted.1 Dr. Greger, 
viewing the extraordinary ability of plant-based nutrition to 
improve his grandmother’s health, became motivated to edu-
cate the U.S. population about how a simple lifestyle change 
can be more effective in preventing and treating certain dis-
eases than countless pills and procedures are.1 

The Global Burden of Disease Study is the most compre-
hensive worldwide epidemiological study, examining trends 
and risk factors of morbidity and mortality on the global, 
national, and regional levels.2 According to this study, the 
standard American diet is the primary cause of death and dis-
ability in the U.S.1 Throughout How Not to Die, Dr. Greger 
promotes a plant-based diet, defined as an eating pattern that 
encourages the consumption of whole, unprocessed plant 
foods and discourages the consumption of meat, dairy prod-
ucts, and processed foods.1 However, Dr. Greger does not 
refer to his dietary recommendations as a strictly vegan or 
vegetarian diet. This recommended dietary plan stems from 
the large body of scientific literature that suggests that health 
improves when an individual incorporates more unprocessed 
plant foods into their diet.1 

The first half of How Not to Die consists of 15 chapters in 
which Dr. Greger provides evidence as  to how a plant-based diet 
may be able to prevent, treat, and reverse each one of the top 15 
leading causes of death. He then outlines  specific dietary recom-
mendations to achieve and maintain an optimal health status.1  
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PLANT-BASED DIETS INCREASE LONGEVITY 

Dr. Greger’s overall argument is that a nutritional inter-
vention may be equally or even more effective than 

costly pills or medical procedures in combatting the leading 
causes of death in the U.S. He defines leading causes of death 
by annual mortality caused by these illnesses, which range 
from coronary heart disease — the number one killer — to 
various cancers and brain disease.1 

According to the World Health Organization, cardiovas-
cular diseases are the number one cause of death globally.3 
An estimated 17.5 million people died from these diseases in 
2012.3 In the U.S., specifically, coronary heart disease is the 
number one killer.3 The disease is caused by atherosclerotic 
plaque buildup resulting from elevated LDL cholesterol in the 
blood that prevents the arteries from supplying the heart with 
oxygen rich-blood.1 To reduce these cholesterol levels, one 
must drastically reduce their intake of trans fat, saturated fat, 
and dietary cholesterol; all of which are highly concentrated 
in animal products and processed foods.1 

It may not come as a surprise to readers that a diet based 
upon unprocessed plant foods can be beneficial in the preven-
tion and treatment of diet-related health complications like 
heart disease, diabetes, and hypertension. However, Dr. Gre-
ger expands upon the obvious, and provides evidence as to 
how this dietary pattern can also prevent against many other 
ailments, including various infections. According to the head 
of the Bioactive Botanical Research Laboratory, berries of all 
colors have emerged “as champions for disease prevention.”1 
In one study, researchers asked athletes to eat a cup and a half 
of blueberries every day for six weeks.1 They found that the 
blueberries doubled the count of natural killer cells found in 
the athletes’ bodies — cells which are typically reduced after 
prolonged exercise.1 Natural killer cells are white blood cells 
that fight against virus-infected and cancer cells, and they are 
a vital member of the immune system’s rapid response team.1 

This is just a fraction of the evidence provided as to how a 
diet rich in foods like berries, and free of animal products 
and processed foods can increase longevity. The chapters in 
the first section of How Not to Die are heavy with facts and 
statistics, yet effective in conveying to the reader the health 
benefits of a plant-based diet. 
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SELECTING THE HEALTHIEST PLANT-BASED FOODS 

In the second section of the book, Dr. Greger lays out a 
plan for readers to select the healthiest plant-based foods 

and implement this evidence-based diet into their daily lives. 
While the health of any given food item is relative, certain 
foods have been scientifically proven to contain special nutri-
ents that aid in disease prevention.1 The structure of this sec-
tion is similar to that of the first, as it is divided into twelve 
chapters that each highlight one of the twelve things Dr. Gre-
ger fits into his lifestyle on a daily basis. Dr. Greger’s “daily 
dozen” lists off his recommended daily servings of ten food 
groups (including beans, berries, cruciferous vegetables, and 
spices), beverages, and exercise for 
improved longevity.1 

Dr. Greger, like many others in 
the field of nutrition and health, can-
not seem to rave enough about the 
health benefits of turmeric. In recent 
years, more than five thousand arti-
cles have been published in medical 
literature about curcumin — the pig-
ment in the spice that gives tumeric 
its characteristic yellow color.1 Cur-
cumin may play a role in prevent-
ing or treating lung disease, brain 
disease, a variety of cancers, osteo-
arthritis, lupus, ulcerative colitis, and 
inflammatory bowel disease.1 It has 
been shown to help expedite recov-
ery after surgery and effectively treat 
rheumatoid arthritis better than the 
leading drug of choice.1 Incorporat-
ing one-fourth of a teaspoon of tur-
meric into a daily diet is sufficient to 
receive its health benefits. 

For readers who cannot envi-
sion themselves sprinkling turmeric 
onto their kale salad, a more straightforward dietary goal, 
supported by Dr. Greger, is to consume more whole grains. 
This can be as simple as replacing white bread with wheat, 
white rice with brown, or trying out quinoa or buckwheat.1 A 
2015 analysis, investigating over 100,000 people in the United 
States, found that those who ate more whole grains tended 
to live significantly longer lives, independent of other dietary 
and lifestyle factors.1 Some of Dr. Greger’s other suggestions 
include choosing more colorful foods, which are often health-
ier because they contain a higher concentration of antioxi-
dant pigments.1 He also recommends eating a wide variety of 
fruits and vegetables, as each plant has its own unique nutri-
ent composition.1 

A SOLUTION TO OUR GREATEST HEALTH PROBLEMS? 

Dr. Greger makes some noteworthy claims about the ben-
efits of plant-based diets throughout How Not to Die, 

and he provides verifiable information to back up these asser-
tions. Almost a third of the book is a list of his sources, so 
readers can trust and trace his credibility. However, a weak 
point of the book is in Dr. Greger’s essential ignorance of any 

evidence that animal products and processed foods may have 
some health benefits. For example, a recent review of dairy 
products in the food chain found that high consumption of 
milk and dairy products may protect against coronary heart 
disease, stroke, diabetes, certain cancers, and dementia.4 

These findings come from numerous epidemiological studies 
and are very similar in nature to the evidence that Dr. Greger 
weaves throughout the book.  

Dr. Greger may have also selectively chosen some of his 
evidence. For example, in the chapter titled “How not to die 
from suicidal depression,” he discusses the benefits of anti-
oxidants in extinguishing free radicals, which may play a role 

in the development of depression.1 
Greger’s evidence for the effective-
ness of plant foods in preventing 
depression comes from one study of 
elderly men and women.1 The study 
found that the participants who 
ate tomatoes or tomato products 
daily had half the odds of develop-
ing depression compared to those 
who ate them once a week or less.1 
This sort of evidence may have been 
selected to assist with the success 
of the particular chapter, without 
considering the individual study’s 
limitations. Reliance upon selective 
studies with small sample sizes and 
populations with particular demo-
graphics to make a claim show the 
weakness of the book’s argument 
in certain domains. Additionally, 
Greger’s lack of focus on potential 
benefits of animal products dem-
onstrates his one-sided viewpoint. 
Despite this, the body of scientific 
evidence in support of the effective-

ness of a plant-based diet is so large and well-conveyed by Dr. 
Greger that the book may cause any reader to question their 
own dietary habits.  
 
CONCLUSION

How Not to Die: Discover the Foods Scientifically Proven 
to Prevent and Reverse Disease is a worthwhile read, 

packed with evidence on how a whole food, plant-based diet 
can prevent, treat, and even reverse the top 15 leading causes 
of death in the United States. Dr. Greger’s dietary plan is not 
universally feasible, as cultural, socioeconomic, and medical 
barriers prevent many from consuming a diet based upon 
solely unprocessed, plant-based foods. However, it is hard 
to argue against the science that promotes that an increased 
intake of fruits, vegetables, legumes, and whole grains may 
lead to improved health and increased longevity. In the words 
of Dr. Greger, “You should eat more fruits and vegetables as if 
your life depended on it, because maybe it does.”1  
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