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Nutrition Confusion: Why we don’t all agree

• Impractical to run long-term, high-compliance diet 
RCTs to answer the big health questions
• Observational studies use imprecise dietary 

assessment methods and can’t correct for 
‘unknown unknowns’
• We are diverse creatures!
• Conflict of interest an issue
• Selective use of evidence
• BUT, there are recurring themes we can learn from
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The beginnings of the Blue Zones

• Grew out of demographic work first done in Sardina by Michel Poulain and Gianni Pes
• Term was from blue circles drawn on a map around clusters of villages that had the 

highest longevity
• Dan Buettner (author, educator, explorer, producer and public speaker) gave Blue Zones 

greater recognition from his work with the key researchers in the field and his own 
exploration of the growing regions where he worked with anthropologists, 
demographers, epidemiologists and dietitians to see the commonalties between 
communities

• Findings reported in November 2005 National Geographic Magazine – “Secrets of a Long 
Life” - third highest selling issue of all time

• The first book on the topic was released in 2008
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Ikaria
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• 8 years longer life expectancy than mainland 

Greece

• More than half the rates of dementia (20% vs 

50% for > 80 yrs)

• Eat a variation of the Mediterranean diet – high 

consumption of potatoes, beans and greens

• Minimal meat (goat mostly)

• Activity is spread throughout the day (gardening, 

kneading bread, walking to store etc.) rather than 

dedicated ‘30 minute’ bouts



Okinawa
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• World’s highest life expectancy: men 84 yrs, 
women 90 yrs

• Have 6.5 centenarians per 10,000 c.f. 1.7 for 
Australia

• Rates of CVD, breast and prostate cancer 80% 
lower than similar aged western adults, and half 
the rate of dementia

• Highest per capita consumption of tofu in the 
world. Sweet potatoes a staple. Turmeric also 
common. Eat only a little fish.

• Walkable communities
• Practice moai: childhood to old age peer groups



Sardinia
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• Ratio of centenarian men to women is 
1:1 while for rest of the world it is 1:5

• Goats milk and cheese a staple, with 
beans and wine

• Higher longevity in goat herders from 
their daily physical activity



Nicoya Peninsula
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• Beans, corn, squash and tropical fruits 
are staple foods

• Meals eaten early
• Faith and family play a big role



Loma Linda
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• Half of the 24,000 population belong to the 
Seventh Day Adventist church

• Grains, fruits, nuts and vegetables are at the 
diet’s core with most being vegetarians. No 
alcohol

• Adventist’s who follow the church’s 
teachings live around 10 years longer

• This zone is evidence for the case that 
genetics cannot explain all the benefits seen 
in other Blue Zones as the group is much 
more recent and more mixed



1. More plants, more legumes and less meat
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2. Move naturally
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3. Have a sense of purpose
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4. Stress less
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5. Hara hachi bu
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6. A glass of wine with friends
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7. Join a community
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8. Put your loved ones first
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9. Find your tribe
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Review looked at diet and chronic disease links from 304 meta-analyses and systematic 
reviews published in the last 63 years

1. Plant-based foods more protective against risk of chronic disease c.f. animal-based foods
2. Wholegrain-based foods more protective than fruits and vegetables
3. Refined grains deleterious
4. Dairy products neutral
5. Red/processed meat increased risk
6. Tea the most protective beverage; soft-drinks the least
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• Tracked 12,000 randomly selected people in Australia using 
Household Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia Survey from 
2007, 2009 and 2013

• F&V intake predictive of increased happiness, life satisfaction and 
well-being

• People going from eating no fruits and vegetables to eating eight 
portions a day experienced an increase in life satisfaction equivalent 
to moving from unemployment to employment

• The change seen is ‘rapid’ hence more of a motivation to eat healthy



Just SMILE
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• 12 wk RCT in 67 people with moderate to severe 
depression

• Diet intervention based on modified Australian Dietary 
Guidelines and Dietary Guidelines for Adults in Greece

• Control group received ongoing social support, but no 
specific dietary advice

• Statistically significant improvement in the rating scale 
of depression  (MADRS)
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• Pool of 17 studies looking at diet and telomeres
• Both a Mediterranean style dietary pattern and diets high 

in fruits and vegetables were linked to longer telomere 
length

• Diets high in highly refined grains, processed meat, and 
sugar-sweetened beverages were pointing towards a 
shorter telomere length
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How is Australia Faring?

Areas with lowest obesity rates and highest PA are eastern Sydney and 
inner Melbourne (~13% obesity and 70% active). Worst is Darling 
Downs

1 in 4 households in Australia is a sole occupant (was 1 in 10 in the 
early 1970s)

Only 7% eating recommended amount of vegetables
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Blue Zones Project

Launched in Iowa in 2011 now with 27 communities in seven states
Project works with communities to make healthy choices easier 
through permanent changes to environment, policy, and
social networks
Focus on the built environment
and active transport
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www.bluezonesproject.com
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www.thinkingnutrition.com.au

www.facebook.com/thinkingnutrition

@CroweTim
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