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Dear Reader,

I think most of us can agree that we want our lives to be filled with energy and good health as we get older. And with a wide body of evidence behind it, the Mediterranean diet offers a lot when it comes to reducing the risk of developing chronic diseases as we age. Taking it one step further, the MIND diet blends all the research we know about the Mediterranean diet and pulls in all of the health benefits of the DASH diet (Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension). The goal: Reduce the risk of developing Alzheimer’s and other age-related cognitive decline.

The highlight of the MIND diet is enjoying foods that are vibrant on the plate, rich in antioxidants and anti-inflammatory compounds, and loaded with fiber. All things that are both attractive to eat and nourishing to your mind and body. It is important to note that a traditional Mediterranean diet may not seem appealing to everyone or may not be culturally representative. This is why you will see this often referred to as a Mediterranean-style diet.

The focus of the MIND diet is on fruits, vegetables, beans, legumes, fish and other sources of omega-3 fatty acids, whole grains, nuts, and lean meats. Swapping ingredients that are more culturally representative for your heritage is a great way to honor your culture while reaping the benefits of the MIND diet. For example, sardines and anchovies are popular in traditional Mediterranean diets, but less so in the US, so we frequently recommend salmon instead. The goals with nutrients won’t change and a variety of foods can be used to meet the MIND diet needs for fruits, vegetables, whole grains, beans, lentils, and nuts, along with sources of omega-3s. Hence, a Mediterranean-style diet, like the MIND diet, can work for anyone! The recipes found in this cookbook are sure to be a hit in any home with people who are looking to keep their minds sharp without feeling deprived of flavor.

Melinda Boyd, DCN, RD, FAND
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Introduction

If you are reading this cookbook, it’s likely that you or a loved one has experienced some form of cognitive decline or has been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease. Or perhaps you’ve heard about the benefits of the MIND diet in improving your brain health and want to set yourself on the best possible path for your future well-being. Whatever the reason, you’ve come to the right place. Preventing Alzheimer’s disease, dementia, and other forms of cognitive decline may be as simple as making better food choices. Fortunately, with the recipes and information found throughout The Everything® Easy MIND Diet Cookbook, you can help fight cognitive decline and improve your overall health.

The MIND diet—short for Mediterranean-DASH Intervention for Neurodegenerative Delay—attempts to reverse mental decline. The MIND diet focuses on adopting foods that can protect the brain and steers you away from foods that could do damage to your body and brain health.

The simplicity of the MIND diet is that it allows you to eat many types of foods while only discouraging a few types. Rather than having to be overly restrictive, you merely have to direct yourself toward more healthful choices—and with the recipes throughout this book, those choices will be easy to make! The 175 recipes in this book will help you enjoy delicious foods that not only fulfill your cravings but keep you feeling healthy and well.

From memory-boosting breakfasts and enticing dinners to desserts of all kinds, the recipes in this book are diverse, delicious, and easy to prepare—and best of all, they require only simple, everyday ingredients, so you don’t have to spend your valuable time running out to the store. With step-by-step instructions and handy tips and suggestions, eating on the MIND diet has never been easier!

Inside, you’ll find new, healthier versions of your favorite foods that you’ll want to make again and again, such as:


	Gingerbread Pancakes

	Glazed Balsamic Chicken Wings

	Salmon with Mango and Chickpea Salad

	Seared Sirloin Steaks with Garlicky Greens

	Homemade Black Bean Burgers

	Peanut Butter Chocolate Chip Blondies

	Maple Mocha Frappé

	And so much more!



In addition, you’ll also find a chapter that delves into the acceptable foods and foods to avoid (or limit your consumption of) on this diet and shows you the role food plays in memory and health. You’ll learn about the vitamins, nutrients, and other essential elements your body and brain need to function at their peak performance. At the end of the book, you’ll also find helpful meal plans to make eating on the MIND diet even easier.

Whether you are new to the MIND diet or just looking for new brain-healthy ideas, you’ll find plenty of delicious recipes in this book along with valuable information to help you take charge of your health journey. Eating on the MIND diet doesn’t mean missing out on your favorite foods or fun events—it simply means making small, meaningful dietary changes that will support your brain health, and overall health, now and into the future.
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CHAPTER 1 What Is the MIND Diet?


The MIND diet emphasizes the consumption of plant-based foods and healthy fats while limiting the consumption of animal products and foods that are high in saturated fat. In addition to the healthy fats, there is also an emphasis on green leafy vegetables and berries. This way of eating has been proven to reduce the risk of Alzheimer’s disease and fight the effects of aging on the brain. In this chapter you’ll learn how and why the MIND diet was developed as well as the foods that are included and excluded on the diet. You’ll also discover how Alzheimer’s disease and dementia affect your brain and how the foods on the MIND diet specifically help keep your brain working at its best for years to come.



The History of the MIND Diet

In February 2015, a study was published in the medical journal Alzheimer’s & Dementia that intrigued and surprised readers. According to the researchers, older adults who followed a specific diet, called the Mediterranean-DASH Intervention for Neurodegenerative Delay diet, or the MIND diet, were able to reduce their risk of developing Alzheimer’s disease—and rather significantly. Study participants who followed the MIND diet “moderately well” showed a 35 percent reduction in risk of developing Alzheimer’s disease, but those who strictly adhered to it saw even better results. In fact, the study participants who followed the diet to the letter saw reductions in Alzheimer’s disease risk of up to 53 percent.

Dr. Martha Clare Morris, a nutritional epidemiologist at Rush University Medical Center, developed the MIND diet. Her study in 2015 was funded by the National Institute on Aging, and followed the food intake of 923 Chicago-area senior citizens over a period of four and a half years. After this time, researchers found that 144 of the study participants developed Alzheimer’s disease while the remaining study participants did not. The researchers concluded that the longer and more closely participants followed the diet, the less risk they had of developing Alzheimer’s disease and other cognitive impairments.




Your Brain and Alzheimer’s Disease

Before we dive deeper into how food plays a role in your memory and the health of your brain in general, let’s take a quick look at what Alzheimer’s disease and dementia are—and the known risk factors for developing them.


alert

More than 7 million Americans are living with Alzheimer’s disease or another form of dementia. Alzheimer’s disease is currently the sixth-leading cause of death in the United States. The disease kills more people than prostate cancer and breast cancer combined.



Your brain contains about 100 billion nerve cells, called neurons. Each one of these neurons connects with many others to form communication networks all over the brain and the rest of your body. Some of these neurons are involved in thinking, learning, and remembering past events and new information, while others help you move or see or smell. Your brain is the control center of your body, and in order for it to work properly there must be flawless communication between all of these neural networks.

Researchers have identified some risk factors that increase the likelihood of developing Alzheimer’s disease and other neurodegenerative disorders, but there are still a lot of questions that remain unanswered. One thing that researchers do agree on, however, is that somewhere, somehow, neurons become damaged and are unable to do their job. As the damage spreads, more cells become affected and some begin to die off. It’s the death of these nerve cells that causes the symptoms that are characteristic of Alzheimer’s disease.


Alzheimer’s Disease and Dementia

Dementia is not a specific disease; it’s a general term that describes a decline in memory, thinking skills, and cognition that is severe enough to interfere with a person’s ability to perform normal, everyday activities. Alzheimer’s disease, which is the most common form of dementia, accounts for 60–80 percent of cases. While symptoms of dementia and Alzheimer’s disease can vary from person to person, some of the most common include:


	Impaired memory

	Reduced communication and language skills

	Inability to focus

	Decrease in reasoning and judgment

	Impaired visual perception



Most forms of dementia are progressive, which means the symptoms start out gradual and then get worse as time goes on.

The greatest known risk factor for developing dementia and Alzheimer’s disease is advancing age. One out of nine people aged sixty-five or older have Alzheimer’s; one out of three aged eighty-five or older are affected. Another known risk factor for Alzheimer’s is genetics. If you have a family member who has been affected by Alzheimer’s, you are more likely to become affected as well.

While you can’t change your heredity or your family history, you can change your lifestyle, which includes the food you’re eating. If you eat in a way that prohibits certain genes from expressing themselves, you may be able to prevent diseases like Alzheimer’s or even reduce the severity of symptoms once they develop.






Other Benefits of the MIND Diet

When you focus on a diet that’s rich in anti-inflammatory, antioxidant-rich foods and devoid of foods that largely contribute to weight gain and inflammation, you’ll begin to notice an improvement in all areas of your health. The MIND diet was developed to improve brain health and reduce the risk of Alzheimer’s disease and other neurodegenerative disorders, but following the program results in other health benefits as well. The following sections will highlight the other benefits you may find from going on the MIND diet.



Improving Blood Sugar and Insulin Levels

The types of foods that affect your blood sugar levels the most are refined, rapidly digesting carbohydrates, such as white breads, white crackers, white rice, potatoes, sweets, and desserts. The more processed a sugar is, the faster it moves through your digestive system and into your bloodstream. The faster that sugar moves through your digestive system, the more dramatic the resulting spike in blood sugar is.

The MIND diet eliminates these foods and encourages the consumption of slower-digesting carbohydrates like berries, beans, lentils, green leafy vegetables, and nuts. These foods are not only inherently good for your brain; they also help stabilize your blood sugar and insulin levels. Other ways you can keep your blood sugar and insulin levels steady include eating three balanced meals and small snacks throughout the day, avoiding skipping meals, and avoiding overeating.




Reducing the Risk of Cardiovascular Disease

Research shows that Mediterranean-style diets, the type of diet on which the MIND diet is based, can significantly reduce the risk of heart disease. The focus of the diet isn’t necessarily on limiting total fat intake (although you should pay some attention to how many calories you’re taking in), but rather paying attention to the types of fats you’re eating. Olive oil is rich in monounsaturated fats that help lower cholesterol levels, but it is also high in antioxidants that help protect your heart—and the rest of your body. The omega-3 fatty acids in the fish recommended on the MIND diet also help promote healthy blood clotting, reduce triglyceride levels, and improve the health of your blood vessels. They are also associated with a decreased incidence of sudden heart attacks.


essential

Remember you can use your own traditional cultural foods to match the style of the MIND diet by selecting those foods that closely align with the key food group/nutrients recommended on the diet. If there is a suggested food that doesn’t appeal to you or is difficult to find in your area, feel free to substitute it for a similarly healthful food.






Strengthening Your Immune System

Your diet plays an integral part in strengthening your immune system—or weakening it if you’re eating the wrong types of foods. Research shows that eating a diet high in fruits, vegetables, and whole grains, and low in saturated fats, is one of the first lines of defense against sickness. Certain nutrients are especially good at boosting your immune system, and each one of these nutrients is found in abundance on the MIND diet.

They are:


	Vitamin C

	Vitamin E

	Vitamin D

	Selenium

	Zinc






Reducing Inflammation

Your diet can play a significant role in the amount of inflammation in your body. What you eat can either fuel inflammation or cool it down. The foods that are discouraged from the MIND diet, like red meat, sweets (sugary foods), and fried foods, are highly inflammatory foods, while the foods that are the foundation of the program are anti-inflammatory. Some of the main components of the diet (dark leafy greens, nuts, and whole grains) are especially good for reducing inflammation in the body because they are all rich in magnesium—a mineral that an estimated 60 percent of Americans have insufficient intake of. Research shows that people with high inflammatory markers tend to have low levels of magnesium. There also seems to be a connection between low magnesium and inflammation-related disorders like heart disease and diabetes.




Balancing Digestive Health

The first step to balancing your digestive system is to remove any foods or drinks that could be inflammatory or irritating. The next step is to allow your body to start repairing itself by giving it all of the nutrients it needs to build new, healthy cells. By following the MIND diet, you’ve already got these first two steps covered. You’ll also want to make sure you’re drinking enough water to keep you hydrated and your digestive system healthy. For many people, these three steps alone are enough to get the digestive system back on track. For others, supplementation may be necessary. Supplements that are especially good for the digestive system are probiotics and digestive enzymes.






What to Eat on the MIND Diet and Why

The MIND diet is built around fifteen major food categories—ten of these categories are healthy foods that provide the foundation of the diet, and the other five categories are foods that should be avoided or limited while following the plan. The following sections will explore these categories in more depth. In addition to these staple foods, you can also enjoy low-fat yogurt, other legumes like lentils, and other healthy fats like avocado, coconut, and olives as part of your plan. These foods should not take the place of the daily staples, but they are okay to include with your meals.

When Dr. Morris developed the MIND diet, she had two major goals in mind. The first was to create a diet plan that could improve brain health and cut the risk of developing devastating neurodegenerative disorders like Alzheimer’s disease significantly. The second was to ensure that the diet was easy to follow, so that people would actually stick to the program and see the results they were after. The MIND diet doesn’t have strict daily recommendations for each group or for specific minerals, like sodium. Instead, the MIND diet gives general recommendations that should be followed every day. Following are the daily recommended servings for the foods you should eat on the MIND diet and suggested amounts for the foods you should limit.


Brain-Protecting Foods

The two main underlying factors that lead to neurodegenerative diseases are inflammation and oxidative stress—which happens when the production of free radicals, which come from a poor diet, excess stress, and toxins (like pollution or cigarette smoke) in the body is greater than your body’s ability to neutralize those free radicals through antioxidants. In order to prevent neurodegenerative diseases from developing, you have to eliminate chronic inflammation and combat oxidative stress by altering your eating habits. This is the main principle of the MIND diet.

The ten “brain-healthy foods” of the MIND diet provide different nutrients that help boost cognitive function and improve memory and learning skills. The five “brain-unhealthy foods” contribute to cognitive decline and may even play a role in the development of Alzheimer’s disease and other forms of dementia. The recommended serving sizes for the ten healthy foods are (in order of importance):


	Green leafy vegetables—at least six servings per week

	Other vegetables—at least one per day

	Nuts—at least five servings per week

	Blueberries—two or more servings per week

	Whole grains—three or more servings per day

	Beans—at least three servings per week

	Fish—at least two serving per week

	Poultry—at least two servings per week

	Olive oil—consume daily (use as your main cooking oil)

	Red wine—one glass (4–5 ounces) per day



Now, let’s look at each of these foods in more depth.


Green Leafy Vegetables

Green leafy vegetables are one of the main focuses of the MIND diet—and for good reason. They are loaded with nutrients that perform a wide range of functions to keep you healthy, but there are some specific vitamins that give the greens their brain-boosting power.

In a study led by Morris, researchers tracked the diets and cognitive abilities of 923 older adults (with an average age of eighty-one) for a period of four and a half years. The researchers witnessed a rapid decrease in the rate of cognitive decline in the study participants who consumed the largest amount of leafy green vegetables, which are rich in vitamin K. The study participants who ate one or two servings of leafy greens per day had cognitive abilities equivalent to a person eleven years younger when compared to participants who consumed no leafy greens. Researchers believe that in addition to folate, lutein, and beta-carotene, vitamin K is largely responsible for this effect.




Other Vegetables

Although leafy greens are one of the vegetable powerhouses of the MIND diet program, other vegetables are included in the diet as well. Brightly colored vegetables, like carrots and squash, and cruciferous vegetables, like broccoli and cauliflower, are also loaded with beta-carotene and antioxidants that protect the brain from damage from free radicals and help ward off inflammation, which can put stress on the brain and reduce both short-term and long-term memory.




Nuts

Walnuts are high in alpha-linolenic acid—a plant-based omega-3 fatty acid that is known to ward off Alzheimer’s disease. They are also extremely high in antioxidants, which protect against inflammation and cell damage, and magnesium, which can help the heart cope under the pressure of stressful times. It’s not just walnuts that are beneficial for brain health, though. Nuts in general are a rich source of vitamin E, an antioxidant-rich, fat-soluble vitamin that helps protect the brain from damage from free radicals.




Blueberries

Blueberries are the only fruit specifically recommended on the MIND diet. The diet doesn’t prohibit the consumption of other fruits, but it also doesn’t emphasize increased consumption of all fruits. However, blueberries are purposely included in the diet because of their significant brain-boosting power.

Blueberries get their color from a class of compounds called flavonoids. They’re especially rich in a specific flavonoid group called anthocyanins. A study published in the journal Free Radical Biology & Medicine in 2004 reported that the flavonoids in blueberries are able to cross the blood-brain barrier and interact with the nerve cells (neurons) in the brain, improving communication between the neural networks and stimulating the regeneration of new brain cells. This process can improve both short-term and long-term memory and help increase the ability to retain new information.




Whole Grains

The ability of whole grains to help ward off Alzheimer’s disease comes mainly from their fiber content. Whole grains are rich in fiber, which helps slow the digestion and absorption of food through your digestive tract. When digestion is slowed down, it also slows down the release of glucose in your blood. As a result, you don’t experience a rapid surge in blood sugar—or the rapid surge in insulin levels that follows.

If your body consistently experiences dramatic increases in blood sugar and insulin, over time it can lead to insulin resistance—a condition in which the body is unable to use insulin effectively. Research shows that insulin resistance could increase the risk of developing Alzheimer’s disease by changing the way your brain uses glucose—or sugar—which is its preferred source of energy. When you become insulin resistant, glucose cannot enter the cells effectively, and as a result, your brain—and other parts of your body—can become starved of energy.




Beans

Beans and other legumes, like green peas, are rich in B-complex vitamins, which protect the brain against shrinkage and help to maintain a healthy nervous system. Like whole grains, beans are also rich in fiber, so they can help slow down digestion and keep blood sugar and insulin levels steady.




Fish

Fatty fish, like salmon, are especially high in omega-3 fatty acids. These fatty acids help protect the brain against beta-amyloid—the protein whose presence is linked to higher incidences of Alzheimer’s disease. A study published in Archives of Neurology found that people aged sixty-five and older who ate fish at least twice a week for a period of at least six years had a 13 percent decrease in loss of cognitive functioning when compared to adults of the same age who didn’t eat fish regularly. Fish is also rich in vitamin B12, which helps counteract the effects of homocysteine, an amino acid that, at high levels, contributes to many diseases, including Alzheimer’s disease, heart failure, and age-related macular degeneration.


essential

There is circumstantial evidence that heavy metals, like mercury, might cause or at the very least exacerbate the symptoms and progression of Alzheimer’s disease. To avoid unnecessary exposure to mercury, choose low-mercury fish that are high in omega-3 fatty acids, such as salmon, tilapia, cod, and catfish.






Poultry

Poultry products, like chicken and turkey, are rich in a B vitamin called nicotinamide—or vitamin B3—that proves promising for reversing memory loss and cognitive decline in those with Alzheimer’s disease. The study that brought this information to light was an animal study published in the Journal of Neuroscience. Researchers genetically engineered mice to develop the equivalent of human Alzheimer’s disease. Then they gave the mice an amount of vitamin B3 that was equivalent to a human getting 2–3 grams. The mice that were treated with the vitamin supplement showed a complete reversal of symptoms, and when given a series of cognitive tests they performed as though they were never afflicted by the disease at all. The creators of the MIND diet took into account the significance of this study when determining the amount of poultry to include in the diet to provide the body with vitamin B3.




Olive Oil

Olive oil is one of the foundations of the MIND diet. Some of the benefits of olive oil on brain health are due to its abundance of antioxidants and monounsaturated fats. Research has shown that heart-healthy unsaturated fats can protect blood vessels all over the body—including those in the brain, which in turn helps reduce the damage that can contribute to Alzheimer’s disease and other forms of dementia. Other studies, however, look closely at a specific compound in olive oil called oleocanthal. Researchers have found that oleocanthal may help speed up the removal of the protein beta-amyloid, preventing it from forming the gummy plaques in the brain that are associated with Alzheimer’s disease. Oleocanthal does this by increasing the production of proteins and enzymes that are necessary to carry beta-amyloid out of the brain.




Red Wine

Although excess alcohol consumption is never recommended, researchers have concluded that drinking one to two glasses of red wine per day may not only be good for heart health but may improve brain health as well. Red wine contains resveratrol—a phenolic compound that is found primarily in the skin of grapes. In preclinical studies, resveratrol has been shown to have numerous biological functions that can protect the body from neurodegenerative diseases, like Alzheimer’s, as well as cancer and heart disease.


fact

A note about alcohol: Studies have shown that a moderate intake of red wine (no more than one glass per day for women or two glasses per day for men) may have protective benefits for the brain and heart. That being said, if you do not drink alcohol, it’s not necessary to incorporate it into your plan to experience results.






A Note on Herbs and Spices

All herbs and spices are allowed on the MIND diet plan, and you should take advantage of them. Herbs and spices not only provide flavor to your dishes, but some of them have brain-boosting power. For example, curcumin, the active ingredient in turmeric, has been shown to reduce inflammation in the brain and help break up the plaques in the brain associated with Alzheimer’s disease. Cinnamon increases the levels of compounds called neurotrophic factors in the brain. These compounds help stimulate the birth of new neurons, protect existing neurons, and protect the brain from neurodegenerative disorders. Sage helps boost memory, thyme increases the amount of DHA (an omega-3 fatty acid) in the brain, rosemary decreases cognitive decline in people with dementia, and garlic promotes better blood flow to the brain. Use caution however, as some herbs and spices are highly processed and may contain things like hydrogenated vegetable oils. Before using or purchasing a spice, look at the ingredient list to make sure that the actual spice is the only ingredient.






Suggestions for Foods to Avoid (or Limit)

The five food categories on the brain-unhealthy list are not expressly forbidden, but it’s recommended to limit them or avoid them as much as possible. Those study participants who followed the MIND diet to the letter and avoided these foods had a greater success rate than those who moderately followed the diet and ate these foods in limited amounts. The recommended servings sizes for these foods if you choose to eat them are:


	Red meat—less than four servings per week

	Butter/margarine—less than 1 tablespoon per day

	Cheese—less than one serving per week

	Desserts and sweets—less than five servings per week

	Fried food and/or fast food—less than one serving per week



Think of these guidelines for the brain-unhealthy foods as upper limits. What that means is that you don’t have to consume the amounts listed per day and/or week; it means that’s the absolute most that you can have. For example, if you avoid red meat completely, that’s great; if you decide to have red meat, you cannot exceed four servings per week.






Maintaining a Balanced Diet for Life

The MIND diet is not a fad diet or a quick weight-loss plan; it’s a way of life. The people who see the most significant results from following the plan are the people who stick to the recommendations as written and follow the diet plan the longest. That being said, following the MIND diet plan doesn’t mean that you’ll never eat fried food or have a dessert ever again; it just means that you understand that these types of foods are a treat, and you become more mindful of how much of them you’re eating and how they make you feel.

In order for a diet to become a way of life, you have to enjoy it and it has to be easy enough for you to incorporate into your lifestyle. The benefits of the MIND diet are just that: The plan is simple and consists of foods that are commonly found, easy to prepare, and taste delicious. At first, adjusting to the MIND diet may be difficult, especially if the way you eat now is different from the recommendations on the plan, but as you get into a groove, you’ll find that the program is both simple and enjoyable.
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