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Here’s some news you can raise a piece of buttered bread to: Scientists found that a diet high
in carbs with relatively low protein bettered brain health in mice, raising hopes that it may also
be beneficial to humans.

Researchers at University of Sydney fed mice diets of complex carbohydrates from starch and
casein protein, which is found in cheese and milk. Foods like bread, potatoes, rice, pasta and
starchy vegetables are considered complex carbohydrates.

They found that the mice on the low-carb, high-protein diet showed just as much improvement
in cognition as mice who were given a calorie-restrictive diet, which the researchers regard as
one of the most beneficial diets for longevity.

“We have close to 100 years of quality research extolling the benefits of calorie restriction as
the most powerful diet to improve brain health and delay the onset of neurodegenerative
disease in rodents,” said lead author and Ph.D. candidate Devin Wahl.

However, humans notoriously have a hard time with diets that restrict calories, he said. That’s
why they wanted to look for an alternative.
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“It shows a lot of promise that we have been able to replicate the same kind of gene changes
in the part of the brain responsible for memory that we also see when we severely restrict
calories,” said Wahl.

Researchers saw changes in the hippocampus, the memory center of the brain.

“The hippocampus is usually the first part of the brain to deteriorate with neurodegenerative
diseases like Alzheimer’s. However, the low-protein high-carbohydrate diet appeared to
promote hippocampus health and biology in the mice, on some measures to an even greater
degree than those on the low-calorie diet,” said senior author and Professor David Le Couteur.

While it might surprise some that high-carb foods are being investigated as a healthy brain
diet, Le Couteur pointed to populations in Okinawa, Japan and the Mediterranean as examples
of how to consume the mix of proteins and carbs in a healthy way.

“The traditional diet of Okinawa is around nine percent protein, which is similar to our study,
with sources including lean fish, soy and plants, with very little beef. Interestingly, one of their
main sources of carbohydrate is sweet potato,” said Le Couteur.

The typical American diet is much higher in protein than the amount given to the mice.
Humans in the U.S. consume around 100 grams of protein per day —about twice the
recommended amount. Fads like the paleo diet and protein drinks have only encouraged the
protein craze, according to The Hartman Group, a consumer research firm that tracks culinary
habits. Sixty percent of consumers are trying to actively increase their protein intake, according
to their research.

This new evidence on diet aligns with findings that show a Mediterranean diet may reduce the
risk of Alzheimer’s by as much as 53 percent. At any rate, for a disease with no cure, any
prevention evidence is valuable.

“There are currently no effective pharmaceutical treatments for dementia—we can slow these
diseases, but we can’t stop them—so it’s exciting that we are starting to identify diets that are
impacting how the brain ages,” said Wahl.
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