
Eat to Live 

Food choices can make a big difference in years of life   

I talk to people about healthy lifestyles including exercise and nutrition 

daily. Physicians often talk in generalities but what if we could quantify 

how many years of life we would gain from dietary modifications? 

Maybe have a tool to make this calculation, something like the slides 

we can use when monitoring our credit reports, where we can lower 

debt or pay off bills and see what happens to our credit score. What if I 

told you this tool exists? The authors of this paper have developed a decision support model that predicts how dietary 

choices affect life expectancy. We can now see how specific changes in our nutrition can affect our longevity. Want to 

know how many years of life you gain if you cut out sugar-sweetened soda? The calculator will tell you!  

Abstract 

Background: Interpreting and utilizing the findings of nutritional research can be challenging to clinicians, policy 

makers, and even researchers. To make better decisions about diet, innovative methods that integrate best 

evidence are needed. We have developed a decision support model that predicts how dietary choices affect life 

expectancy (LE). 

Methods and findings: Based on meta-analyses and data from the Global Burden of Disease study (2019), we 

used life table methodology to estimate how LE changes with sustained changes in the intake of fruits, 

vegetables, whole grains, refined grains, nuts, legumes, fish, eggs, milk/dairy, red meat, processed meat, and 

sugar-sweetened beverages. We present estimates (with 95% uncertainty intervals [95% UIs]) for an optimized 

diet and a feasibility approach diet. An optimal diet had substantially higher intake than a typical diet of whole 

grains, legumes, fish, fruits, vegetables, and included a handful of nuts, while reducing red and processed meats, 

sugar-sweetened beverages, and refined grains. A feasibility approach diet was a midpoint between an optimal 

and a typical Western diet. A sustained change from a typical Western diet to the optimal diet from age 20 years 

would increase LE by more than a decade for women from the United States (10.7 [95% UI 8.4 to 12.3] years) 

and men (13.0 [95% UI 9.4 to 14.3] years). The largest gains would be made by eating more legumes (females: 

2.2 [95% UI 1.1 to 3.4]; males: 2.5 [95% UI 1.1 to 3.9]), whole grains (females: 2.0 [95% UI 1.3 to 2.7]; males: 2.3 

[95% UI 1.6 to 3.0]), and nuts (females: 1.7 [95% UI 1.5 to 2.0]; males: 2.0 [95% UI 1.7 to 2.3]), and less red meat 

(females: 1.6 [95% UI 1.5 to 1.8]; males: 1.9 [95% UI 1.7 to 2.1]) and processed meat (females: 1.6 [95% UI 1.5 to 

1.8]; males: 1.9 [95% UI 1.7 to 2.1]). Changing from a typical diet to the optimized diet at age 60 years would 

increase LE by 8.0 (95% UI 6.2 to 9.3) years for women and 8.8 (95% UI 6.8 to 10.0) years for men, and 80-year-

olds would gain 3.4 years (95% UI females: 2.6 to 3.8/males: 2.7 to 3.9). Change from typical to feasibility 

approach diet would increase LE by 6.2 (95% UI 3.5 to 8.1) years for 20-year-old women from the United States 

and 7.3 (95% UI 4.7 to 9.5) years for men. Using NutriGrade, the overall quality of evidence was assessed as 

moderate. The methodology provides population estimates under given assumptions and is not meant as 

individualized forecasting, with study limitations that include uncertainty for time to achieve full effects, the 

effect of eggs, white meat, and oils, individual variation in protective and risk factors, uncertainties for future 

development of medical treatments; and changes in lifestyle. 

Conclusions: A sustained dietary change may give substantial health gains for people of all ages both for 

optimized and feasible changes. Gains are predicted to be larger the earlier the dietary changes are initiated in 

life. The Food4HealthyLife calculator that we provide online could be useful for clinicians, policy makers, and 

laypeople to understand the health impact of dietary choices. 

This is one of the coolest tools I have come across in a long time. It Is an online calculator designed to estimate the effects 

of nutritional changes on lifespan called  Food for healthy life. Enter your age, gender, and click the optimal and feasible 

tabs to get an idea of where you could be. The default setting is the typical western diet. You can then start to estimate 

how making individual changes in your nutrition will affect your health. You can eliminate sugar-sweetened beverages or 

http://158.39.201.81:3838/Food/


red meat and see how many years you will gain (I gained 2.6 years). The younger you are the bigger the effect. Take 

some time to play with the calculator. It’s a great tool to raise awareness of how even small changes in nutrition could 

make a big difference in lifespan.  
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