
Letter to the Editor:  The Pundit Speaks 
By Randolph M. Howes, M.D., Ph.D. 

March 20, 2016 
 

“Can Maple Syrup and Blueberries Improve 

Brain Function?” 
 

Medical headlines are making wild claims again, with titles such as “Maple 

Syrup May Protect Brain From Alzheimer’s And Other Neurodegenerative Disease” 

and “Blueberries May Boost Memory in Mild Cognitive Impairment.” Really? The 

key word is “may.” Once again, associations are being equated with causation. The 

maple syrup story goes like this. So-called scientists examined the results from 24 

different studies that were focused on promoting a healthy brain through diet, and a 

pattern began to emerge. Researchers found real maple syrup — the kind that comes 

from the sap of a maple tree — may help prevent two types of proteins found in 

brain cells from clumping together. When these cellular proteins, beta amyloid and 

tau peptide, improperly fold and accumulate together they form plaque in the brain, 

which is a root cause of Alzheimer’s and other brain diseases. The only problem is 

that it has never been definitively proven that these proteins are the cause of 

Alzheimer’s. If that is not bad enough, the same article further makes the totally 

unsupported claim that maple syrup “may” prolong the patient’s lifespan. Puhleeze! 

Researchers suspect the phenol concentrations found in maple syrup may be the key 

ingredient, but don’t you believe it. Much more research is required to confirm these 

assertions. As for blueberries, results of two human blueberry studies found that 

consuming a freeze-dried blueberry powder, equivalent to a cup of blueberries, once 

a day for 16 weeks, may improve cognitive performance and brain function. The 

lead investigator said, “In addition, we found that the blueberry powder-

supplemented subjects showed increased activation in certain regions of the left 

hemisphere of the brain, and that did not occur with placebo-powder subjects.” The 

beneficial effects of blueberries could be due to the presence of anthocyanins, 

flavonoids shown to improve cognition in animals. People must remember that these 

are small studies, so there may be something here, or there may not be something 

here, but the authors make these miraculous claims anyway. However, Keith N. 

Fargo, PhD, director of scientific programs and outreach, Alzheimer's Association, 

noted “These findings are "intriguing but should be interpreted with caution.” Also, 

please note that funding for the studies was provided by the US Highbush Blueberry 

Council, the National Institute on Aging, and Wild Blueberries of North America.  

 

In the America that I love, one in three seniors dies with (not necessarily 

from) Alzheimer's disease or other types of dementia. Abundant false claims pushed 

the notion that an Alzheimer’s cure can be achieved with coffee, cocoa, water, 

antioxidants, etc. But, please do not be taken in by flamboyant, so-called medical 

headlines. Certainly, our diet affects brain function but remain circumspect of 

extravagant claims, which go against good ole’ common sense.     
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