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Inside

rich in tyrosine might help fuel thinking. 

Researchers tested this theory on 

university students. They were divided into 

two groups and given orange juice laced 

with either tyrosine or a placebo powder. 

They were then asked to solve a series 

of puzzles using both divergent thinking 

strategies (coming up with a wide array of 

solutions to a simple problem in a timed 

period) and convergent thinking strategies 

(deep thinking to fi nd connections where 

it may be difficult to understand why a 

connection is possible). 

While it didn’t affect divergent thinking, 

tyrosine was found to increase convergent 

thinking capabilities in the university 

students. The researchers hypothesised 

that the sustained neural connections 

and processes required for complex 

thoughts may involve a reliable supply of 

neurotransmitters to keep them operating, 

and tyrosine can provide this sustenance. 

Meats, fi sh and poultry are rich sources 

of tyrosine as are legumes such as 

beans and peanuts. Other foods including 

apples, carrots, avocados and tofu 

contain tyrosine. In addition to potentially 

encouraging deep and complex thought 

processes, these foods are a great source 

of nutrients that can benefi t overall health. 

For reference: Colzato, LS et al. Food 

for creativity: Tyrosine promotes deep 

thinking. Psychological Research 2014; 

doi: 10.1007/s00426-014-0610-4.

The body needs food to fuel its physical 

and mental activity. It’s well known that a 

diet rich in plant-based vegetables, plenty of 

fruit and minimal saturated fat is best for our 

physical health, reducing risk of overweight 

and obesity and subsequently reducing risk 

of a range of chronic diseases including 

diabetes, stroke and heart disease. The best 

food for our brains, however, is less clear. 

It’s thought that foods containing particular 

micronutrients and properties may help fuel 

creative and productive thinking however 

there’s little scientifi c evidence in this fi eld. 

Tyrosine is an amino acid found in many 

foods including meats, soy and dairy 

protein and many fruits and vegetables. 

The body converts tyrosine into two 

key neurotransmitters, dopamine and 

norepinephrine, so it’s thought that foods 

Food for thought



The weight loss market is saturated with 

well-known weight loss programs, all 

of which claim to be the best at helping 

people shed kilos quickly. These diets 

translate to big bucks in the weight loss 

industry and are often based on cutting out or 

lowering consumption of one macronutrient 

group. While many of these diets are 

advertised in the mainstream media, little 

is known about which is most effective for 

helping people lose weight. It’s important to 

gain evidence-based insight into the value 

of these diets in order to make sure that the 

people who need to lose weight most aren’t 

wasting their time. 

Researchers looked at the available evidence 

from clinical trials to estimate the relative 

effects of a number of popular diets in 

promoting weight loss.  The trials included 

overweight or obese adults who were assigned to a popular branded 

diet or an alternative. Diets included moderate macronutrient 

content, low carbohydrate and low fat from brands like Atkins, Weight 

Watchers and the Zone. Researchers looked at weight loss at six 

and 12 months. 

All diets resulted in better weight loss outcomes than no diet. Low 

carbohydrate and low fat diets were associated with more weight 

loss over a one year period than no diet at all however weight loss 

variances between individual branded diets were minimal. 

The results reiterate that it’s important to choose a diet that suits your 

taste and lifestyle to increase the likelihood that it will be maintained 

for the long-term. It’s also important to consider other things that 

assist in weight management which primarily is adequate levels of 

physical activity. 

For reference: Johnston, B et al. Comparison of Weight Loss Among 

Named Diet Programs in Overweight and Obese Adults. JAMA 2014; 

312(9): 923-933. doi: 10.1001/jama.2014.10397

Which diet dominates?

Losing a loved one is devastating and stressful. Stress can 

suppress the immune system, making people more susceptible to 

illness and less able to fi ght it if already sick. Previously researchers 

have found that the effectiveness of the infl uenza vaccination can be 

reduced for up to a year after a period of mourning. A recent study 

investigated the link between stress hormones and immune function 

and how this varies in different age groups. 

Researchers looked at blood samples from a group of people coping 

with a recent bereavement. Neutrophils are the most abundant type 

of white blood cells in humans and are needed to fi ght bacterial 

infections. Results from the study showed that, during a period of grief, 

the neutrophils were less able to mount a defense against bacteria. 

This was more pronounced in older age groups. Furthermore, in older 

people, higher levels of cortisol (the stress hormone) were observed. 

The period following a loss can be an extremely difficult time.  This 

study suggests that people are more susceptible to disease during 

these times so extra care should be taken. There is no single best way 

to cope with sadness and stress. A strong support network of friends 

and family can be very helpful as can professional help if grief does 

not subside for a prolonged period of time. 

For reference: Vitlic, A et al. Bereavement reduces neutrophil oxidative 

burst only in older adult: role of the HPA axis and immunosenescence. 

Immunity and Ageing 2014;11: 13. doi: 10.1186/1742-4933-11-13

Stress and our immune system

Ingredients:

• 2 tbsp olive oil

• 2 tins kidney beans

• 1 onion

• 1 garlic clove

• 2 tbsp tomato paste

• 1 tbsp paprika

• 1 tsp ground coriander

• ½ tsp ground cumin

• 1 tin diced tomatoes

• 1 capsicum, chopped

• 1 avocado

• 1 pack wholemeal burrito wraps

• Fresh coriander

• ½ cup low fat or vegan cheese

• Fresh chili (optional)

Method

1. In a pan, heat olive oil and sauté 

onions until transparent

2. Add garlic, paprika, coriander and 

cumin – cook for three minutes

3. Add tomato paste and cook for 

two minutes

4. Add chopped capsicum and cook 

until soft 

5. Add beans and tin of diced tomatoes 

and allow to simmer for 15 minutes

6. Assemble burrito with bean/capsicum 

mixture, sliced avocado, cheese and 

fresh coriander

Good Health on the Menu

Vegetarian burrito
The low-fat version of a popular dish.



Lifestyle has a huge infl uence on health 

outcomes. The World Cancer Research 

Fund and the American Institute of 

Cancer Research used the best available 

research to compile a list of eight lifestyle 

recommendations for cancer prevention. 

These involve maintaining a healthy weight, 

getting adequate exercise, quitting smoking, 

eating plenty of plant-based foods, limiting 

red meat consumption, avoiding processed 

meat and cutting back on alcohol and salt. 

Researchers investigated the link between 

following some or all of these guidelines 

and later-life risk of developing breast 

cancer. They looked at overall diet and 

lifestyle information from more than 49,000 

women and matched this to the cancer 

prevention guidelines.

The research showed that meeting each 

guideline in isolation resulted in a 4 – 6% 

reduction in breast cancer occurrence 

and this increased with every additional 

guideline met. There was a 31% reduction 

in cases of breast cancer in women who 

met all recommendations when compared to 

those who’d only followed one. 

Leading a healthy lifestyle is essential 

to good health and can reduce risk of a 

number of chronic illnesses. It’s important 

to try to focus on all aspects of a healthy 

lifestyle in conjunction with one another 

rather than viewing them in isolation. Eating 

a diet rich in plant-based foods and fruit, 

with minimal saturated fat, trying to get daily 

exercise, quitting smoking and restricting 

alcohol intake are all small lifestyle 

modifi cations that will pay off in enormous 

health dividends. 

For reference: Catsburg, C et al. Adherence 

to cancer prevention guidelines and risk 

of breast cancer. International Journal of 

Cancer Epub online April 10, 2014 doi: 

10.1002/ijc.28887

Lifestyle influences 
breast cancer risk

DID YOU KNOW?
Poor sense of smell 

COULD INDICATE 
poor health

As we age many aspects of our health 

deteriorate, one of which can be our 

sense of smell. Researchers looked at 

whether smell sensitivity is in any way 

indicative of future health outcomes. 

Researchers in the US looked at the 

ability of over 3000 adults aged between 

57 and 85 to identify fi ve different odours. 

Seventy-eight percent of participants could 

correctly name at least four of the scents, 

20% could identify two or three, and 

4% could detect either one or no scent. 

The results showed that the older adults 

with the most impaired sense of smell 

were three times more likely to die in the 

subsequent fi ve years compared to those 

who had normal smell sensitivity. 

One theory put forward by researchers 

to explain these fi ndings was that poor 

sense of smell might be related to long-

term exposure to toxins like on-the-job 

chemicals or air pollution. It could also be 

a sign that the body’s ability to repair itself 

is in decline. In future, a poor sense of 

smell may be a sign that a person needs 

to visit their doctor however more research 

is needed to ascertain this link. 

For reference: Pinto, J M et al. Olfactory 

dysfunction predicts 5-year mortality in 

older adults. PLOS ONE Epub online 

October 1 2014, doi: 10.1371/journal.

pone.0107541

Down:

1. Stress can suppress the _ _ _ _ _ _ system.

2. A diet rich in _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ is good for  

 our health.

4. Some of the best ways to prevent cancer  

 are maintaining a healthy weight and  

 getting adequate what?

7. As we age, our sense of _ _ _ _ _   

 deteriorates.

Across:

4. Salt intake can increase fl uid retention  

 and blood _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ . 

5. A healthy _ _ _ _ with minimal saturated  

 fat can reduce the risk of chronic disease.

6. The way people feel about food may  

 predict their health what?

8. It’s important to choose a diet that suits  

 your taste and what?

Each of the 
words can be 
found in this 
issue of 
Your doctor. 
Answers are 
shown on the 
top right of 
the back page.
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Dr Norman Swan

a matter of 
health

One Pinch or Two?
1.7 million people die prematurely 

from heart attacks and strokes as a 

consequence of their salt consumption.

We eat eight to 10 grams of salt per day, 

when our intake should be four grams or 

even less.  And the thing about salt intake is 

that it isn’t just heart disease (which is mostly 

because salt increases fl uid retention and 

blood pressure).  There’s a well studied link 

with osteoporosis. The more sodium you pee 

out, the more calcium you excrete, which 

increases the chances of kidney stones 

and weakened bones.  A high salt intake 

appears to make asthma worse, increases 

the chances of Meniéres disease where a 

salt imbalance in the inner ear contributes 

to deafness and dizziness. High salt intakes 

are also associated with stomach cancer 

and may enhance the effects of the stomach 

ulcer bug, H pylori.

Just under half of all strokes are preventable 

if blood pressure is controlled. Salt restriction 

reduces blood pressure and the rise in blood 

pressure that occurs with ageing. Even what 

we call normal blood pressure is in fact 

high by evolutionary standards and raises 

our background risk of heart attacks and 

strokes, so we can all benefi t from natural 

blood pressure control. The Heart Foundation 

estimates that a 25-35% reduction in salt 

could reduce the risk of strokes and heart 

attacks by 20%.

Since salt is pervasive in our food supply 

and used widely to appeal to our taste, it 

takes some effort to reduce our intake. If 

you’re overweight or obese and go on a 

portion and calorie controlled diet then you 

will automatically reduce your salt intake 

because, simply, your food intake has fallen. 

Most of the salt we consume is in processed 

foods including soft drinks. Not that high a 

proportion is from what we add in cooking 

and at the table. So the answer is eat fresh, 

unprocessed foods, watch your portions and 

control what you add at home.  It’s amazing 

how quickly you can adapt to a low salt 

intake and how unpalatable what we used to 

eat can soon become.

Researchers have found that the way 

people feel about food may predict their 

health behaviours and how likely they 

are to lose weight. They looked at a group 

of adults and how they viewed chocolate 

cake. Around a quarter of people associated 

chocolate cake with guilt, with the rest 

looking at it as a celebratory treat. Those 

who felt guilty when eating chocolate cake 

were found to be more likely to have less 

healthy eating behaviours overall, have lower 

perceived levels of behavioural control, and 

were more likely to express a desire to lose 

weight. Furthermore, researchers found that 

after a period of eighteen months, those 

who associated chocolate cake with guilt 

had gained, on average, 2.4 kg compared to 

only 0.4 kg in people who thought of it as a 

celebration food. 

These fi ndings reinforce that it’s benefi cial 

to maintain a healthy relationship with food 

and remain in control, rather than letting 

food control you. These can lead to a more 

positive outlook on health and lifestyle, and 

promote higher levels of self-control. Treats 

should be enjoyed in moderation and in 

conjunction with a healthy overall diet and 

plenty of exercise, and not viewed as a 

‘guilty pleasure’. 

For reference: Kuijer R G and J A Boyce. 

Chocolate cake. Guilt or celebration? 

Associations with healthy eating attitudes, 

perceived behavioural control, intentions and 

weight loss. Appetite 2014;74:48-54. 

myth vs. fact: Attitude 
towards ‘cheat’ foods 
and likelihood of 
losing weight

answers
 to crossword

Down: 1. Immune; 2. Vegetables; 

4. Exercise; 7. Smell.

Across: 3. Pressure; 5. Diet; 

6. Behaviour; 8. Lifestyle.


