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Defining Food is Medicine

Adapted from Volpp KG et al. Food Is Medicine: A Presidential Advisory From the American Heart Association. 
2023. Circulation 148;18. https://doi.org/10.1161/CIR.0000000000001182

“…..the provision of healthy food to prevent, manage, or 
treat specific clinical conditions in a way that is integrated 

with the health care sector”

Integrates food & nutrition 
interventions into healthcare

Emphasizes the strategic use of 
nutritious foods

Aims to reduce disease burden 
through food-based interventions

Recognizes that proper 
nourishment is essential for well-
being and resilience 

Fosters a deeper understanding 
of the link between nutrition and 
health

https://doi.org/10.1161/CIR.0000000000001182


Food as Medicine is a 
philosophy where food 

and nutrition-based 
strategies help people 
achieve and maintain 
health and well-being

Food as 
preventative 
medicine to 

support long-
term health and 

overall well-
being

Food as 
medicine to 
strengthen 
nutrition 

security and 
access

Food as 
medicine to 

promote safe 
food handling 

Food as 
medicine to 
help manage 

and treat 
disease

“Food as Medicine is a 
reaffirmation that food and 

nutrition play a role in sustaining 
health, preventing disease, and as 
a therapy for those with conditions 

or in situations responsive to 
changes in their diet.”

Adapted by Presenter from the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics Foundation 
(https://www.eatrightfoundation.org/resources/food-as-medicine#definition)

Defining Food as 
Medicine



“Let Food be Thy Medicine”
Hippocrates
The Father of Medicine
460 BC – 370 BC

Image created by presenter using ChatGPT



Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. https://www.cdc.gov/chronicdisease/about/index.htm. Published July 21, 2022

Why Food as 
Medicine 
Matters

Chronic Disease 
Prevalence is at an 
all-time high



“If you look at the largest 
study of human risk factors 
for disease in history, the 
number one cause of death 
in the US is the American 
Diet. 
What we put in our mouths 
is more important than 
anything else"
Dr Michael Greger

Nutritionfacts.org
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“If you look at the largest study of 
human risk factors for disease in 
history, the number one cause of 

death in the US is the American Diet. 

What we put in our mouths is more 
important than anything else"

-Dr Michael Greger
Nutritionfacts.org



The Health Effects of Dietary Risks 

Global Burden Disease Study 2017 Lancet 2019; 393:1958-72

Global Burden of Disease Study on population 
intake of 15 foods and nutrients for adults ≥ 25y 
across 195 countries from 1990-2017
Dietary factors accounted for 11 million deaths 
in 2017 from non-communicable diseases and 25 
million disability-adjusted life years (DALY’s)
Dietary impact more than smoking: 22% of deaths 
and 15% of DALY’s

High sodium: 3 million deaths
Low whole grains: 3 million deaths
Low fruits: 2 million deaths
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What are 
Americans
Eating? 
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CVD

Dyslipidemia

Oxidative 
Stress

Microbiome 
Dysbiosis

Inflammation

Endothelial 
Dys-function

Obesity

Hypertension

Dys-glycemia 
& IR

Adapted by Presenter from:  Juul, F., Vaidean, G., & Parekh, N. (2021). Ultra-processed Foods and Cardiovascular Diseases: Potential Mechanisms of Action

Diets High in Ultra Processed Foods
XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXROOT CAUSE & DIRECT EFFECTSXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX

High refined CHO and 
added sugar; High GI and 
GL

High total fat, saturated 
fat and trans fat

Additives, glyphosate, 
emulsifiers, artificial 
sweeteners, etc.

Energy Mediated Effects

Indirect Effects

High Energy Density/Low 
Nutrient Density

Alterations in Appetite 
Regulating Hormones

Low F, V, WG Intake

Low Fiber Intake

Other CVD Risk Factors:
• Smoking, Alcohol
• Poor Sleep, Stress
• Low Exercise

High NA:K Ratio

Degraded Food Matrix
& Nutrient Loss

X X

XX

Addictive Nature of UPF



Poor Diet is Harming Health

An estimated 75-90% of chronic 
disease has been shown to be 
preventable by lifestyle 
modification, such as physical 
inactivity alcohol, tobacco and most 
particularly diet.

If a poor diet caused
the problem…

A healthy diet can 
correct the 

problem



• Ultra Processed Foods 
• Sodium, Sugar, Processed oils, 

Trans fat
• Animal Protein Including 

• Red and Processed Meats
• Saturated Fat, Cholesterol 

High In 

• Fruits, Vegetables, Whole Grains, 
Beans, Nuts, Seeds and Legumes 

• Antioxidants and Phytonutrients
• Water
• Fiber

Low in

• Fruits, Vegetables, Whole Grains, 
Beans, Nuts, Seeds and Legumes 

• Antioxidants and Phytonutrients
• Water
• Fiber

High In 

• Saturated Fat, Trans Fat, Highly 
Processed Oils

• Cholesterol, Sodium, Sugar
• Ultra Processed Foods
• Red and Processed Meats

Low in

Typical 
Western Diet

VS

Health Promoting 
Eating Pattern



Telomere 
Length

The Lancet: Healthy 
Lifestyle Changes Actually 
Change our Genes
• Dr. Dean Ornish's five-

year study on the effect 
of comprehensive 
lifestyle changes on 
telomerase activity and 
telomere length in men 
with prostate cancer

Effect of comprehensive lifestyle changes on telomerase activity and telomere length in men with biopsy-
proven low-risk prostate cancer: 5-year follow-up of a descriptive pilot study. Ornish, Dean et al.
The Lancet Oncology, Volume 14, Issue 11, 1112 - 1120



Life table analysis of data and meta-analyses from 
Global Burden of Disease Study, 2019 (195 countries)
• Compared typical western (TW) and optimized 

diet (OD); OD had substantially higher intake of 
fruits, vegetables, legumes, whole grains, and fish; 
some nuts; reduced red and processed meats, 
sugar-sweetened beverages, and refined grains

• Biggest gains from more legumes, whole grains, 
and nuts; less red meat and processed meat

Fadnes LT et al. PLoS Med 2022; 19(2): e1003889

Age Change in Life 
Expectancy

20yr 10.7yr women
13.0yr men

60yr 8.0yr women
8.8yr men

80yr 3.4yr women
3.4yr men

Food Choice & Life Expectancy



Lifespan vs Healthspan



Key Features of Diets in Blue Zones

Bernstein MA and Ryes A. Nutrition Care for the Older Adult in Friedman S, Geriatrics, Lifestyle Medicine and Health



Source: Image created by ChatGPT

Lifespan vs. Healthspan



Current National 
and International 
Nutrition 
Recommendations

Many Voices: One Theme
“Dietary guidelines and 
consensus statements from 
a variety of organizations 
have recognized the key role 
for nutrition, both in the 
prevention and treatment of 
chronic diseases” 
J. Rippe AJLM 2018

Images Used with permission from ACLM

Current National and International Nutrition 
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recognized the key role 
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prevention and 
treatment of chronic 
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Dietary Recommendations in 
Clinical Practice Guidelines



“…in adults, appropriately planned 
vegetarian and vegan dietary patterns can 
be nutritionally adequate and can offer 
long-term health benefits such as 
improving several health outcomes 
associated with cardiometabolic 
diseases.”

Vegetarian Dietary 
Patterns For Adults: 

A Position Of The Academy of 
Nutrition and Dietetics

Raj S, Guest NS, Landry MJ, Mangels AR, Pawlak R, Rozga M. Vegetarian Dietary Patterns for 
Adults: A Position Paper of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics. J Acad Nutr Diet. 2025 
Jun;125(6):831-846.e2. doi: 10.1016/j.jand.2025.02.002. Epub 2025 Feb 7. PMID: 39923894.



The findings of this cohort study of 
126,394 middle-aged adults from 
the UK suggest that a healthful
plant-based diet was associated 

with lower risks of CVD, cancer, and 
total mortality. 

On the contrary, an unhealthy plant-
based dietary pattern characterized 
by higher intakes of sugary drinks, 

snacks and desserts, refined grains, 
potatoes, and fruit juices was 
associated with higher risk.





Where We 
Are & Where 
We Are 
Heading  

Images Used with permission from ACLM



Plant-Based Dietary Pattern Impact on Health

 Cardiovascular 
Disease

 Overweight/Obesity
 Type 2 DM/ 

Prediabetes 
 Cancer
 Kidney Disease
 Longevity

• GI 
Health/Microbiome

• Mental Health
• Dementia/Cognition
• Depression 
• Arthritis
• Planetary Health

Image created by presenter using ChatGPT



“If nothing changes, 
nothing is going 
change.”
Atomic Habits, James Clear

“No problem can be 
solved from the same 
level of consciousness 
that created it.”
Albert Einstein

Image from Microsoft 365



Meet Ed
• At the age of 65 Ed was 275 lbs, he was on the 

strongest (multiple) RA meds his MD would 
prescribe, he had HTN (medicated), prediabetes 
(medicated), and high cholesterol (medicated) 

• Ed had stiffness in his hands and fatigue from the 
RA needing naps throughout the day and 
struggled to enjoy fishing and other hobbies such 
as woodworking and architectural glass making

• When he was 68 Ed and his wife began meeting 
with a RD who recommend that they start 
following a WFPBD and that he begin exercising 
regularly 

• In December of 2022, Ed sought a new 
cardiologist because he was interested in getting 
off some of his diabetic, RA, and cardiac 
medications 



4 Years Later... Same Lake, 
Same Size Bass Fish

• Ed at 72 successfully lost and maintained 100+lbs 
weight loss

• Medication Deprescription
Reversed RA (unmedicated) 
BP and cholesterol are both normal (unmedicated) 
HGBA1C is 5.4 (unmedicated)

• Ed’s wife (who is a nurse) also lost weight 
• Ed is more active than he was in his 60s and he 

continues to increase his activity levels and strength. He 
still enjoys bass fishing and started playing golf again.  
Ed now regularly uses his woodshop in the basement to 
build furniture for friends and family 

• Ed will tell you that his "diet" has truly become his 
lifestyle and not a "diet" and that he wishes someone 
had told him decades ago about the impact of diet on 
health instead of just giving him pills for his medical 
problems
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LOW-RISK 
LOW-
COST
Natural 

HIGH-RISK
HIGH-COST
Foreign, Invasive       

The cause and cure of most 
disease: nutrition, exercise, 

sleep, stress, relationships

Lifestyle therapies restore 
our natural physiology

Adapted from Braman, WHO n.d.

The Lifestyle Treatment Triangle

Daily Habits BUILD health or ERODE health



Eating Healthy is a Lifelong Journey
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Food as Medicine: Key Takeaways

• Lifestyle and Diet affects 
Healthspan and Longevity

• HCPs are a trusted source of 
Nutrition Information

• Nutrition Education (Community, 
Clinical and Academic Settings)

• Help Make the Healthy Choice the 
Easy Choice

Image source: https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/do-restaurants-have-responsibility-customers-health-scott-friedman



Next Steps
• Prioritize Healthspan
• Continue learning about Food as 

Medicine
• Personal lifestyle inventory
• Gain tools to help ourselves, patients, 

clients, community transform their health 
through transitioning to a healthier 
dietary pattern

• Consider how you can make an impact



Plants & Produce Before Pills & Procedures

Image created by presenter using ChatGPT
Tuso PJ, Ismail MH, Ha BP, Bartolotto C. Nutritional update for physicians: plant-based diets. Perm J. 2013 
Spring;17(2):61-6. doi: 10.7812/TPP/12-085. PMID: 23704846; PMCID: PMC3662288.
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Connect with Me
Melissa.Bernstein@rosalindfranklin.edu

mailto:melissa.Bernstein@rosalindfranklin.edu
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