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I acknowledge the 

Nyangbul people of the 

Bundjalung nation.

I acknowledge and respect 

their continuing culture and 

contribution to the life of 

this region.



Outline

- Social connection, older people – a story

- The evidence of food and nutrition and social connection

- Why food and nutrition matters – importance in healthy aging 



A story



Older people, 

Northern Rivers
- In Northern Rivers NSW,  ~27% of 

people aged >65 years (cf. to 17% in 

Australia)1.

- 35% of people living in rural 

communities experience loneliness (cf

to 30% in metro areas) 2

- 50% of older adults are socially 

isolated (50 years+)3

- My mum, aged 93 years, lives in 

Northern NSW residential aged care 

facility. 

1. ABS 2021; 2. State of the Nation Report: Social 

Connection in Australia 2021; 3. Voices of Solitude: 

Loneliness and Social Isoaltion Among Older Adults in 

NSW (COTA)



Scoping Review, 2023

- 26 quantitative studies;

- Most reported association between loneliness/ social isolation and poor 

eating behaviours 

- In particular: 

o Low fruit and vegetable intake

o Lower diet quality



- Survey of Health, Aging and Retirement in Europe

- 17 European countries. 67,173 people, aged 50+ years

- People with high level of social isolation (~17%) (cf. to low/ intermediate) 

o Physical inactivity, (30% vs 17%)

o Consumed less fruit or vegetables each day (28% vs 22%)

o Had higher rates of depression (43% vs 27%)





- Longitudinal study of twins: Australia, Denmark, Sweden, USA (n=3483)

- Depressive symptoms and fruit and vegetable intake

- Higher fruit and vegetable intake, associated with lower depressive symptoms



• N=107 community living older people, 55 + years, from ACT

• Assessed social isolation (Lubben Social Network Scale)

• Food frequency questionnaire, assessed diet quality inflammation (DII)

• Higher social isolation, associated with more inflammatory diet



Social connection, food and 

nutrition: some local evidence
- Social isolation identified as important contributing 

factor to frequent and/ or avoidable hospitalisations, 

among people living alone, not socializing,or being 

isolated from family. 

- A quote from home-based aged care provider on 

what a patient lost on becoming housebound:

- “previously …he used to drive his car down to the 

coffee shop, have a big breakfast and that was his 

main intake for the day….he lost the network of 

people, and became depressed…”what’s life for if I 

can’t get out and have a coffee and socialize with the 

folk in the coffee shop…”



Mediterranean Diet Pyramid (Oldways Diet Pyramid)
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NHMRC 

Dietary 

Guidelines, 

2013:

“MedDi one of 

the healthiest 

diet patterns 

in the world 

due to its 

relation with 

low morbidity 

and mortality.”

UNESCO, 2010: 

recognised MedDi

as an 

‘intangible cultural 

heritage’.

MYB: BJN, 2022



PREDIMED Trial

• Multi-centre, randomised primary prevention trial in Spain
• Assessed the long-term effects of Mediterranean Diet on CVD
• 7447 men and women at high risk of CVD:

Type 2 Diabetes
or 3 of the following

smoking, hypertension, elevated LDL cholesterol, low HDL, overweight or 
obese, family history of CHD

• 3 Diets:

1. MedDi + EVOO (50mL/ day) 
2. MedDi + nuts (30g/ day: walnuts, almonds, hazlenuts)  
3. Lower fat diet

• No energy (calorie) restriction and no physical activity intervention



Mediterranean Diet, and CVD, 

RCT from PREDIMED trial
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Estruch, Ros et  al NEJM, 2018



• a

a. p <0.05

b. p <0.01

Spin-off from Predimed Trail:

RCT: 3 groups, ~150 per 

group,

~100-130 per group after 4 

years of follow-up.  

Cognitive tests and baseline 

and follow-up. 

Intervention:

1. MedDiet + olive oil

2. MedDiet + nuts

3. Control group, lower fat 

diet 



- RCT, 55 – 77 years (n=6104)

- Mean change in global composite score

- (Sig between group difference)

- Medicul score improvement, increased mean of

8.7 (index out of 100). 



Food 

components

Score 

value

Olive oil primary 

fat source

6 points

Vegetables, >5/d 2 points

Dark green leafy 

veggie’s >4/wk

2 points

Nuts, >5/ wk 6 points



Key nutrition elements of the Mediterranean Diet and protective mechanisms for health

Food component Key Nutrient/s Health Impact

Extra virgin olive oil,

3-4 tablespoons

Mono-unsaturated fatty acids 

(MUFA – oleic acid);

Polyphenols

Improved lipids: ↑ HDL, ↓ LDL

Inhibits platelet aggregation

Anti-inflammatory, phenolic compounds adds 

stability to EVOO during cooking

Nuts, 30g per day MUFA

Vit E

Lutein (pistachio)

Alpha-linolenic acid (walnuts)

Improved lipids

Anti-oxidant

Elongate to long chain 

omega-3 PUFA

(also in fish) 

Dark green leafy vegetables, ½ cup 

per day

Lutein

Nitrate

Preferentially absorbed into eyes/ brain tissue / 

grey matter

Vasodilation; reduces inflammation

Legumes, 150g 2-3x/week Low Glycemic Index

High fibre

Gut health, gut microbiome, soluble fibre, improves 

cholesterol.

Improved insulin response

Fruit Vit C   Polyphenols

Fibre

Tissue health, antioxidant, reduces inflammation. 

Water/ herbal tea infusions, every 

day

Fluid Hydration. Limit added sugar

Moist cooking methods; home veggie 

garden

Lower temp cooking (not 

burning heat); exercise; Vit D

Lower formation of Advanced glycation end-

products, reduces inflammation





Longitudinal 

Study: HELIAD,

n=1059,

Mean age=73 yrs

followed for 

3 years,

n=62 developed 

dementia

Highest score for pro-

inflammatory diets, 3x 

risk of dementia



Low inflammatory and antioxidant nutrient: lutein

Fig 2: Reduced oxidation: Less 

Malonaldohyde in liver and eye

Fig A. Reduced inflammation in liver, 

reduced pro-inflammatory cytokine



So what about low inflammatory diets?

Pro-inflammatory foods Anti-inflammatory alternatives

Water crackers with camembert 

cheese

Wholegrain crispbread with hommus

White rice salad Brown rice, quinoa or freekah salad

Sausages on the BBQ Fish prepared in foil with lemon juice 

and extra virgin olive oil on the BBQ

Refined vegetable oil, e.g. 

safflower oil

Extra virgin olive oil

Iceberg lettuce salad with 

mayonnaise dressing

Spinach, rocket or kale salad with 

avocado and blueberries; or tabbouleh 

or fattoush salads

Potato crisps Unsalted nuts e.g. walnuts, almonds

White bread Sourdough, wholegrain and seeded 

bread



LOW INFLAMMATORY DIET

Chronic inflammation plays a role in diseases such as heart 
disease, diabetes, asthma, Alzheimer’s disease, and fatty 
liver disease. 
These foods can help to reduce chronic inflammation in the 
body.

Eat Plenty of Anti-inflammatory Foods 

Tomatoes

Fresh tomatoes, 

tomato pastes or 

purees 

Fruits

Including berries & citrus 

fruits

Olive Oil

Good quality, extra 

virgin olive oil

Nuts & Seeds

Walnuts, almonds, pistachio 

nuts, pumpkin seeds 

& many more

Fatty fish

Salmon, Mackerel, 

Tuna & Sardines

Wholegrains

Rolled oats, grainy breads, 

long grain brown rice, barley 

& many more

Green Leafy Vegetables

Spinach, kale, broccoli, 

cabbage & many more

Beans and legumes

Including lentils, 

chickpeas & kidney 

beans 

& many more

Herbs & spices

Parsley, thyme, celery leaf, 

rosemary, cloves, nutmeg, 

cumin & many more 

Avoid or Limit Foods that Cause Inflammation

Fried foods 

e.g. hot chips 

& takeaway 

foods

Sugary drinks 

& alcohol 

Refined carbs 

e.g. cakes, biscuits & 

pastries 

Processed meats 

e.g. sausages, 

bacon & deli meats 

Butter, 

ghee & 

margarine 

Water & Herbal 

Tea

e.g. peppermint, 

chamomile or 

ginger tea 



Social Connection, 

family and friends in 

Ballina

Stay connected, enjoy spending time with 

family and friends, and take pleasure in 

good food.





Gut

Microbiome

Immune 

system

Low grade 

chronic 

inflammation

↑ T cell 

↑ IL1β, IL6, TNFα

↑ HS CRP

CNS

Neuro-degenerative 

disease

↓ blood brain barrier 

integrity.

Disruption of myelin, 

axonal damage

Healthy gut. Low toxins. 

Increased fibre. 

Decreased gut leak. 

Vagus releases ACh, 

suppressed  IL1β, IL6, 

TNFα

Pro-inflammatory Diet

Intact blood brain 

barrier

Normal cognition and 

neurological function

Anti-Inflammatory Diet

No excess 

inflammation

Diet

Brain health and 

inflammation
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