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Dietary interventions may have the potential to ameliorate cognitive changes, e.g. those preceding a diagnosis of Alzheimer’s Disease
(AD). Cognitive changes are part of normal healthy ageing, but in AD the rate of change is more rapid than that considered to be in the
normal range. The initial amnesic stage of AD is often followed by impairments in attention; indeed, these attentional difficulties may
appear earlier than suggested by current research(1). Animal research has shown significant improvements in spatial working memory after
8 weeks of supplementation with a flavonoid-rich blueberry (Vaccinium spp.) diet(2).
The present study followed on from an acute intervention trial carried out with young adults (18–30 years)(3). A key finding from this
first investigation into the effects of flavonoid-rich blueberries on cognitive function was an improvement in attention in the absence of
reaction-time changes. Using a randomised double-blind placebo-controlled cross-over design an acute intervention trial was carried out
with older adults (Selected from Ageing Panel – healthy adults; 60–78 years; MMSE score > / = 24(4)) using a single acute supplementation of blueberry (200 g blueberries in 150 ml milk) or a placebo control. The effects on mood, memory, executive function and
motor skills were measured before the drink and 1 h and 5 h following consumption, and were assessed as previously described(5).
There was a trend for improvement in sustained attention 5 h after the blueberry drink compared with a decline in attention 5 h
following the placebo (see Figure). The difference in the mean number of correctly-detected targets on the ‘go–nogo’ task(5) (a measure of
the executive function of attention) compared between the blueberry drink and the placebo, 5 h after the drink, was marginally significant
(P = 0.08; n 16). Motor performance improved over time (P = 0.003), irrespective of the type of drink, but no significant improvements in
performance were found on measures of spatial and working memory (P > 0.05).
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Acute supplementation of healthy older individuals with blueberry showed a tendency to selectively improve sustained attention rather
than global cognitive function. This finding replicates the trend found with the healthy young individuals. The mechanism by which this
improvement is affected is not known but an enhancement of the neural circuitry responsible for sustained attention, located in the right
prefrontal and parietal lobes of the brain, by flavonoids present in blueberry may be responsible(6). An assessment of performance of
healthy older individuals on other aspects of executive function, following chronic supplementation, has commenced.
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