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Diet & Health: a historical adventure

The role of diet on human health was 
known even from the ancient years, 
in many populations. Hippocrates 
said (460 BC) :

«Good health is a matter of the 
body composition (… genetics?) as 
well as the foods consumed, both 
fresh or processed...»

500 – 400 BC 1900 1960-70 1990-2010

Epidemiologic 
evidence suggest s the 
important role of food 
preservation and 
preparation on health 

First evidence for the role 
of dietary  patterns on 
CVD risk; the Seven 
Countries Study

Observational studies 
and RCTs have 
established the role of 
diet on CVD, some 
types of cancer,  and 
other diseases



Diet and health; 
everything should be in moderation and with a variety of choices

Let food be thy medicine and medicine 
be thy food.

• If we could give every individual the right amount of 
nourishment and exercise, not too little and not too 
much, we would have found the safest way to health 
…

Hippocrates (460 –370 BC)



Longevity and Diet.
Myth or pragmatism?
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J Mol Cell Cardiol. 2011; Aging Cell 2012;11:1110–20.

Caloric Restriction …
• decreases body temperature and oxidative stress

• modulates signaling pathways, including those involving IGF1 

insulin, rapamycin target (TOR), DNA methylation, histone

acetylation, and genes related to mitochondria metabolism. 

• increases adiponectin levels reducing DM and fatty acid 

accumulation, regulates mitochondrial energy, 

• suppresses the formation of inflammatory factors, 

• (through reduced glucose intake) also regulates FOXOs 

which control various cellular functions: apoptosis, cell cycle 

differentiation, the expression of genes involved in DNA repair 

and oxidative stress resistance, and the deposition of amyloid

in Alzheimer disease

There is no scientific evidence that calorie restriction leads to longevity in 
human …

Effects of Calorie Restriction on CVD



The Mediterranean Diet

•The Mediterranean Diet is a way of eating 
• (… and not only) 

• based on the traditional foods and drinks (mainly 
wine) 

• of the countries surrounding the Mediterranean Sea.
• It was characterized by a considerable caloric 

restriction, i.e., 1700 – 1900 Kcal



What is the Mediterranean diet?

… the “old” definition

• The Mediterranean diet consists of:

• daily use of olive oil

• increased consumption of:
• Fruits

• Vegetables

• Whole grain cereals

• Fish 

• rare consumption

• Meat & products

The Mediterranean Diet is characterized by a variety of foods consumed…



Bach-Faig et al., 2011

The … 
“modern” 
definition



The Mediterranean Diet
inscribed in 2013 on the Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity

• The Mediterranean diet involves a set of 
• skills, knowledge, rituals, symbols and traditions 

concerning crops, harvesting, fishing, animal husbandry, 
conservation, processing, cooking, and particularly the 
sharing and consumption of food. 

• Eating together is the foundation of the cultural 
identity and continuity of communities throughout the 
Mediterranean basin.



The origins of the Mediterranean Diet 

• … are lost in time because they sink into the eating 
habits of the Middle Ages, in which the ancient Roman 
tradition identified 

• in bread, wine and oil products, sheep cheese, vegetables, 
little meat and a strong preference for fish and seafood …

• a symbol of rural culture and agricultural.



The origins of the Mediterranean Diet 

• The olive was (… and remains) a main agricultural 
product of the Mediterranean region, 

• and a cornerstone of the Med Diet. 

• Historically, 
• the Romans used the olive tree to reclaim land, and 

• together with the vine and domesticated wheat, the olive 
supported the development of civilization in areas of the 
Aegean Sea (Firestone, 2005)



Food has always been an important part of 
health …

• Evidence of olive cultivation in 
Greece dates back to 3,500 years 
ago, 

• and today the Mediterranean basin 
produces 99% of the world’s olive 
oil of which people of the region 
consume 87% (Loumou and 
Giourga, 2003).



Beyond olives & olive oil …

Large quantities of vegetables and fruits supplement the 
Mediterranean diet. 

Southern Mediterranean 

cuisines have been known for 

more than thousands of years 

for their distinctive herbs 

flavors found in lemon, garlic, 

tomato and a mixture of herbs 

including oregano, thyme and 

basil (Farb and Armelagos, 

1980). 



The first evidence …
The Seven Countries Study

• The Mediterranean diet was first 
“described” in the 1960s by Ancel Keys, 
as a beneficial dietary pattern that may 
reduce CVD risk,

• based on his observations of food 
habits of some populations in rural 
Greece…



Men, aged 40 – 59 yrs

The Seven Countries Study



The Seven Countries Study



Kok et al., Eur J Nutr 2004

Insights from the Seven Countries Study





Mediterranean diet and CVD 

•The traditional Mediterranean diet has long 
been associated with low risk of CVD, ιn

• observational studies and RCT.
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The CARDIO2000 case-control study: 
848 ACS pts – 1078 healthy controls



The CARDIO2000 case-control study: 
848 ACS pts – 1078 healthy controls
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The EPIC study

• The Greek EPIC-Study is one of the first studies that 
systematically evaluated the effect of Mediterranean diet on 
health and has reported that …

• 2/9 increase in the Med diet adherence score was associated with 

• 25% reduction in all-cause mortality

• 33% reduction in CVD mortality. 

Trichopoulou A, et al. NEJM 2003



The HALE study
Healthy Ageing: Longitudinal study in Europe

 A multi-disciplinary approach to healthy ageing and its 
determinants in 11 European countries

 5th Framework programme EU
Quality of Life and Management of Living Resources

Key action “The ageing population and their disabilities”
 Grant no.: QRLT-2000-00211

Knoops KT, de Groot LC, Kromhout D, et al. JAMA 2004



Knoops KT, de Groot LC, Kromhout D, et al. JAMA 2004

Diet, lifestyle and 10-year  mortality in n=2339 elderly men and women free 
from chronic diseases in the HALE project



The ATTICA Study
3000+ healthy volunteers; 10 yr Follow up 

According to the ATTICA Study, participants who where in the 
highest tertile of the MedDietScore had on average 

• 20% lower C-reactive protein levels 

• 17% lower interleukin-6 levels

• 15% lower homocysteine levels

• 14% lower white blood cell counts 

• 6% lower fibrinogen levels (all p-values<0.05)

as compared to those who were in the lowest tertile. 

Chrysohoou C, Panagiotakos D, Pitsavos C et al. J Am Coll Cardiol 2004



10-year (2002-2012) incidence of CVD and adherence to the 
Mediterranean Diet (the ATTICA Study)
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Panagiotakos D, et al. Nutr Metab CVD 2014

Exploring the 

path of the 

Med Diet









Mediterranean Diet and secondary prevention of CVD
The Lyon Heart Study (RCT) ; 605 AMI pts

Lyon Heart Study (RCT) 

• Random allocation to 
• Med Diet

• Step I AHA diet

• Early stopped
• 27 mo after  start intervention because of a 

incredible reduction in 70% of recurrent 
events in Med Diet Group

• … the attributable risk was 244%!

De Lorgeril M et al. Circulation 1999



Mediterranean Diet and Secondary prevention of CVD
The GREECS Study; 2172 ACS pts, 10-yr Follow up

Panagiotakos DB, Pitsavos C, et al., Nutr 2006



Mediterranean Diet & CVD

Potential mechanisms

• Pleiotropic effects :
• Antioxidant

• Anti-inflammatory

• Low glycaemic index

• Reduced insulin resistance

• …



… the obesity hypothesis!





100%
CVD risk

9%

37%
Attributable to 
Med Diet 
CVD risk reduction

Georgousopoulou et al., Int J Food Sci Nutr 2014



www.healthandlovepage.com

http://www.healthandlovepage.com/mediterranean-diet-effort-free-diet/


MedDietScore has been incorporated into 
CVD risk charts

Panagiotakos DB, et al., Prev Med 2007







Cancer and Diet

• In 2012 about 14.1 million new cases of cancer 
occurred globally (not including skin cancer other 
than melanoma).

• Caused about 8.2 million deaths (14.6% of all human deaths). 

• … common types of cancer in males are lung cancer, 
prostate cancer, colorectal cancer, and stomach 
cancer, and 

• in females, the most common types are breast cancer, 
colorectal cancer, lung cancer, and cervical cancer.





Peter Greenwald, and Barbara K. Dunn Cancer Res 2009



Peter Greenwald, and Barbara K. Dunn Cancer Res 2009





Mediterranean diet and risk of cancer

Based on … 21 cohort studies including 1,368,736 subjects and 12 case–control studies 

with 62,725 subjects, that were meta-analysed … 

The highest adherence to MD category resulted in a significantly risk 

reduction for

• overall cancer mortality/incidence 
• (cohort; RR: 0.90, 95% CI 0.86–0.95, p < 0.0001; I2 = 55%), 

• colorectal
• (cohort/case–control; RR: 0.86, 95% CI 0.80–0.93, p < 0.0001; I2 = 62%], 

• prostate
• (cohort/case–control; RR: 0.96, 95% CI 0.92–0.99, p = 0.03; I2 = 0%) 

• and aerodigestive cancer 
• (cohort/case–control; RR: 0.44, 95% CI 0.26–0.77,p = 0.003; I2 = 83%). 

Non-significant changes could be observed for 
• breast cancer, gastric cancer and pancreatic cancer. 

Schwingshackl L, Hoffmann G. IJC 2014



Conclusions

• Epidemiological evidence suggest that 

• Mediterranean diet protects against the development of 
CVD, 

• as well as diabetes and hypertension, 

• not only because of its beneficial role regarding CVD risk 
factors, but also due to a possible effect on body weight and 
obesity.

• The level of evidence as regards cancer prevention are 
still sparse and conflicting … (but promising!).



Two questions should be answered …

• Is the Mediterranean diet an integral entity, or
• the sum of identifiable components that can and should 

be separately considered in the development of 
guidelines? 

• Is the Mediterranean diet or its major components 
transferable to other populations living far from the 
Mediterranean area? 



What do we eat now?

Balanza et al., Pub Health Nutr 2007



Balanza et al., Pub Health Nutr 2007

What do we eat now?



What do we eat … in this room!

• An electronic survey was conducted to IFCC 
Conference participants between February 27th and 
March 7th. 

• 145 individuals (50±14 years, 65 females), from various 
places around the world, responded to the 8-item 
questionnaire. 
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33%

44%

4%

19%

Do you believe that Med Diet has anti-cancer 
properties?

Yes Maybe No Don't know

62%

32%

1%

5%

Do you believe that Med Diet has 
cardioprotective properties?

Yes Maybe No Don't know

The responses of the participants are in line with the current scientific evidence as regards the cardioprotective effects 
of Med diet on heart disease and cardiometabolic disorders.
However, they seem more optimistic as regards the anticancer properties. 



A test of basic knowledge as regards nutrition facts, 
among 10.000 Greek adults
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Nutrition  Education from early stages of life …



Efforts from…
Practitioner

Community

Policy makers



Evidence exists to remind us
that the lifestyle habits of our 
ancestors are a suitable (non

pharmaceutical) means for the
benefit of our health and 

quality of life!

THANK YOU!


