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This information guide has been prepared by Age Scotland and contains general advice
only, it should not be relied on as a basis for any decision or action and cannot be used
as a substitute for professional advice.
Neither Age Scotland nor any of its subsidiary companies or charities accepts any
liability arising from its use and it is the reader’s sole responsibility to ensure any
information is up to date and accurate.
Please note that the inclusion of named agencies, websites, companies, products,
services or publications in this information guide does not constitute a recommendation
or endorsement by Age Scotland or any of its subsidiary companies or charities.

Dementia and
healthy living

Contents
Introduction

p1

What is Dementia?

p2

Healthy Living and Dementia

p3

Being Active

p5

Diet

p8

Weight

p11

Useful Contacts

p13

Introduction
Dementia is common – around 90,000 people in Scotland have
the condition. Research has identified a number of risk factors
that are associated with the development of dementia.
Some of these, like age or genetics, can’t be changed, however,
there are others we can.
This leaflet looks at how healthy living can reduce the risk
of developing dementia, as well as the other positive effects
healthy living can have.
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What is dementia?
Dementia is a set of symptoms caused by damage to the brain
from certain diseases or conditions and once a person has it,
it gets progressively worse. Symptoms can include problems
with memory loss, thinking, mental agility, language and
understanding. There are many different types of dementia
although some are more common than others.
The most common types of dementia are:
• Alzheimer’s disease is a disease that causes the loss of brain
cells, leading to dementia. It accounts for around two thirds of
cases.
• Vascular dementia is the second most common cause of
dementia. It occurs when the blood supply to the brain is impaired.
• Dementia with Lewy Bodies accounts for around 10% of
cases of dementia. Lewy bodies are tiny deposits of protein that
can build up in the cells of the brain and are associated with
damage and loss of function.
• Frontotemporal dementia is a less common type of dementia.
Frontotemporal dementia is caused when nerve cells in
the frontal and/or temporal lobes of the brain die, and the
pathways that connect the lobes change.
• Mixed dementia occurs when people develop more than
one form of dementia, such as both Alzheimer’s disease and
vascular dementia.
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Healthy Living and Dementia
Currently, there is no cure for dementia and it cannot be entirely
prevented. However, a healthy diet, weight and being physically
active may reduce the risk of developing dementia and improve
your well-being. Many of the risk factors for dementia are also
risk factors for other medical conditions, such as heart disease,
stroke and cancer, so making small changes in your life can help
protect you from a variety of health issues. Top Tip: ask your GP
practice for a health check as this may help identity risk factors
and problems before they become serious.

of Alzheimer’s disease
cases worldwide might
be the result of risk
factors we can change
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Being Active
Regular physical activity has a number of health benefits. It has
been proven to lower the risk of Type 2 diabetes, certain types of
cancer, heart disease and stroke. Evidence also suggests it is good
for your mental health and improves well-being. Some studies
indicate adults who are active regularly can improve thinking and
memory which can lower the risk of developing dementia. Taking
part in physical activity is a great way to get out and about, build
social networks and meet new people. This may help to prevent
loneliness and isolation which research has found could be a risk
factor for memory and thinking problems.
A fifth of the Alzheimer’s cases worldwide are estimated to be due
to lack of physical activity. These could potentially be prevented if
people were more active.
Picking an activity you enjoy is important as you will be more likely
to stick to it. Becoming more active does not have to be difficult
and simple changes to your routine can make a big difference.
For example:
• walk up the stairs instead of using lifts or escalators
• Get off the bus a couple of stops early
• When walking, choose a longer or hilly route.
• Park further away at shopping centres and walk the extra distance.
• Stand up whilst talking on the phone.
Adults who have no limiting health conditions and are generally
fit should aim to be active daily. The recommended level is 150
minutes a week of moderate physical activity or 75 minutes a
week of vigorous physical activity.
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Moderate Physical Activity
Moderate physical activity should make you feel warmer and get
your heart beating faster, but you should still be able to talk. Brisk
walking is a great activity for people of all ages and fitness levels.
It is simple, free and you don’t need any special equipment.
Paths for All is a charity that promotes the benefits of being
physically active through walking. It supports a network of
community health walks throughout Scotland: free group
walks which are led by trained volunteers and are accessible to
everyone. Joining a walking group is a good way to stay motivated
and meet new people.
Paths for All is also involved in developing walking football.
The sport has seen a surge in popularity in recent years with
teams and projects developing in football clubs, local authorities,
community groups, sports clubs and in healthcare settings. There
are currently over 60 sessions a week all over Scotland. Teams will
play different variations of walking football but the only real rule is
simple - NO RUNNING!
Paths for All: www.pathsforall.org.uk
Walking Football details can be found at:
www.pathsforall.org.uk/walkingfootball
Other examples of moderate activities include gardening,
swimming, playing bowls and ballroom and line dancing.
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Vigorous Physical Activity
Vigorous physical activity should make you breathe hard and
fast and raise your heart rate significantly. Examples of vigorous
activity include jogging or running, fast swimming, football,
tennis and aerobics.

Strength and Balance Exercises
You should also try and do activities that strengthen your muscles
at least twice a week. Examples include carrying heavy shopping
bags, lifting weights and digging the garden.
The NHS has developed a 5 week exercise plan for beginners
to improve their strength and flexibility. See:
www.nhs.uk/Livewell/strength-and-flexibility/
Adults with limited mobility who are at risk of falls can benefit
from activities that improve balance and co-ordination. Examples
include yoga, pilates, tai chi and seated exercises such as
marching, bending legs, waving arms and stretches.
For further information see Age Scotland’s publication on falls
prevention Up and About.
For further information on keeping active see
www.nhs.uk/livewell/fitness or speak to your GP practice
who can give you information and advice.
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Diet
Eating a varied, balanced diet is one of the best ways to contribute
to good health. A healthy diet can help reduce cholesterol
and blood pressure as well as prevent weight gain and Type 2
diabetes. There is evidence that eating a Mediterranean diet may
reduce risk of dementia. Research has shown a link between a
Mediterranean diet and lower levels of memory and thinking
problems. A Mediterranean diet involves eating lots of fruits and
vegetables, starchy foods such as bread and pasta and moderate
amounts of meat and fish. Fruit and vegetables contain high
levels of antioxidants which may help to protect against brain
damage associated with dementia. You should try to eat fewer
foods that are high in saturated fat such as processed meats,
butter and cheese. Instead eat foods containing unsaturated
fat such as oily fish, nuts, seeds and avocados. Ready meals and
sauces are often high in added sugar and it is a good idea to swap
these for homemade versions or ones which are lower in sugar
and salt. Eating sugary snacks like chocolates and fizzy drinks can
mean your diet is too high in sugar so try to only eat these very
occasionally.
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The Mediterranean diet is very similar to the Scottish
Government’s advice on healthy eating. The image below
illustrates the proportion of different types of foods you should
eat for a healthy, balanced diet.

Many people in Scotland live on a limited income. However,
adopting a healthy diet does not have to be expensive.
Community Food and Health (Scotland) aim to ensure that
everyone in Scotland has the ability to access a healthy diet. They
work alongside community cafés and shops which sell healthy
foods at low costs. They also promote community cookery classes
which help people develop the skills to shop for and prepare
healthy meals. For further information see below.
Community Food and Health (Scotland)
Tel: 0141 414 2890
www.communityfoodandhealth.org.uk
For more hints and tips about eating healthily see Age Scotland’s
‘Eat Well’ guide or talk to your GP practice for individual advice.
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Weight
There is no conclusive evidence that being a healthy weight
reduces risk of dementia and studies on the topic have found
different results. Some research has suggested that both being
overweight, and underweight are risk factors. Aim for a weight
within the healthy body mass index range (BMI). BMI takes in to
account your weight and your height. For most adults a healthy
BMI is in the 18.5-24.9 range.

A BMI of:

18.5 or less
is underweight
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BMI
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ht

25-29.9

is overweight

30-39.9
is obese

To work out your BMI you can divide your weight in kilograms
(kg) by your height in metres (m). Then divide the answer by your
height again. A BMI calculator is available online at
www.nhs.uk/Tools/Pages/Healthyweightcalculator.aspx.
If you are worried about your weight you should speak to your GP
practice. They can assess if your weight is healthy or not and give
you support and advice.
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Tips for weight loss
Research suggests that the best way to lose weight is to make
long-term changes to diet and exercise levels that result in a
steady rate of weight loss. A safe level of weight loss for most
people is around 0.5kg to 1kg a week (1lb to 2lb), until a healthy
BMI is reached. It is important to make healthier food choices by
cutting down on foods which are high in sugar, fat and salt as well
as taking up regular exercise. The NHS website features a weight
loss plan which is designed to help achieve safe and sustainable
weight loss: www.nhs.uk/Livewell/weight-loss-guide.
If you think you need to lose weight you should contact your
GP practice. They will be able to assess your general health and
suitability for starting a weight loss programme.

Tips for gaining weight
Weight loss may happen because of illness, loss of appetite or
skipping meals. There are changes you can make which can
contribute to healthy weight gain:
If you find it difficult to eat three set meals a day, try eating
smaller meals and regular snacks.
To boost calorie intake eat high energy foods and snacks such as
porridge with full fat milk, soups, meats, nuts and milky drinks or
puddings.
Doing regular exercise could help you feel hungrier and improve
your appetite.
If you are underweight you should speak to your GP practice who
can give you help and advice.
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Useful Contacts
Age Scotland
Age Scotland is the largest charity in Scotland dedicated to
enabling everyone to make the most of later life. We provide
information for people through our publications and online.
Tel: 0333 32 32 400
www.agescotland.org.uk
Age Scotland helpline: 0800 12 44 222
The Age Scotland helpline provides information, friendship
and advice to older people, their relatives and carers.

Alzheimer Scotland
Alzheimer Scotland is the leading dementia organisation in
Scotland. It campaigns for the rights of people with dementia
and their families and provides an extensive range of innovative
and personalised support services.
Freephone 24 hour Dementia Helpline: 0808 808 3000
Email: info@alzscot.org
www.alzscot.org.uk

Paths for All
Paths for All is a charity that aims to significantly increase the
number of people who choose to walk in Scotland and raise
awareness about the benefits.
Tel: 01259 218888
www.pathsforall.org.uk
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Active Scotland
Active Scotland help to find groups and activities in your local area.
www.activescotland.org.uk

Community Food and Health (Scotland)
Community Food and Health (Scotland) aim to ensure that
everyone in Scotland has the ability to access a healthy diet
Tel: 0141 414 2890
www.communityfoodandhealth.org.uk

Extend
Extend provides gentle exercise for older people and for anyone of
any age with a disability.
www.extend.org.uk
Tel: 01582 832760

Take Life On
Take Life On provides information on healthy eating and tips
for keeping active.
www.takelifeon.co.uk
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Age Scotland’s Early Stage Dementia Project is funded by the Life
Changes Trust to support the charity in raising awareness of early
stage dementia and promoting the impact healthy active ageing
can have on reducing the risk of dementia.
www.agescotland.org.uk/earlystagedementia
Paths for All is a charity who aim to significantly increase the
number of people who choose to walk in Scotland and raise
awareness about the benefits.
Tel: 01259 218888
www.pathsforall.org.uk

This work is supported with funding
from the Life Changes Trust. The
Trust is funded by the Big Lottery

0333 323 2400
info@agescotland.org.uk
www.agescotland.org.uk
Age Scotland helpline
0800 12 44 222
Age Scotland Enterprises
0800 456 1137 (Edinburgh)
0800 500 3159 (Glasgow)
www.facebook.com/agescotland
www.twitter.com/agescotland
www.youtube.com/agescotland

Age Scotland, part of the Age Network, is an independent charity dedicated to improving the later lives
of everyone on the ageing journey, within a charitable company limited by guarantee and registered in Scotland.
Registration Number 153343. Charity Number SC010100.

