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Abstract

Background: Previous studies yielded inconsistent results regarding the association
between red meat intake and cognitive health. We aimed to prospectively examine
the associations between processed and unprocessed red meat intakes and various
cognitive outcomes.

Method: We assessed diet intake every 2-4 years using food-frequency questionnaires
and ascertained incident dementia cases through self-report and death records in
87,424 participants free from Parkinson’s disease or baseline dementia, stroke, cancer
from the Nurses’ Health Study (NHS). In a subset of 17,458 NHS participants,
cognitive function was assessed using the Telephone Interview for Cognitive Status
(1995-2008). We longitudinally collected information on subjective cognitive decline
from 33,908 NHS participants and 10,058 participants in the Health Professionals
Follow-Up Study.

Result: During a follow-up of 38 years (1980-2018) in the NHS, we documented 6,856
dementia cases. Participants with processed red meat intake > 0.25 serving/day, as
compared to < 0.10 serving/day, had 15% higher risk of dementia (HR = 1.15; 95%
Cl: 1.08-1.23; P jiearity <0.001). We found significant associations between higher
processed red meat intake and accelerated aging in global cognition [1.61 years per
1 serving/day increment (95% Cl: 0.20, 3.03)] and verbal memory [1.69 years per
1 serving/day increment (95% Cl: 0.13, 3.25), both P |;,carity = 0.03]. Participants
with processed red meat intake > 0.25 serving/day had a 14% higher likelihood of
subjective cognitive decline compared to those with intake < 0.10 serving/day (OR =
1.14; 95% Cl: 1.04-1.24; P j,carity = 0.004), while unprocessed red meat intake of >
1.00 serving/day compared to < 0.50 serving/day was associated with a 16% higher
likelihood of subjective cognitive decline (OR = 1.16; 95% Cl: 1.04-1.30; P jincarity =
0.02). In substitution analyses, replacing 1 serving/day of processed red meat with 1
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with a higher risk of developing dementia and worse cognition.
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serving/day of nuts and legumes was associated with a 23% lower risk of dementia (HR
=0.77,95% Cl: 0.69-0.86), 1.37 fewer years of cognitive aging (95% Cl: -2.49—0.25),
and a 20% lower odds of subjective cognitive decline (OR =0.80, 95% Cl: 0.69-0.92).

Conclusion: Higher intake of red meat, particularly processed red meat, is associated
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