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Abstract: The global rise in aging populations has amplified interest in identifying interventions that 

maintain or enhance cognitive health among older adults. Micronutrients essential vitamins and minerals 

required in small quantities play a significant role in neurological function, oxidative stress reduction, 

and neuroprotection. This review explores the role of micronutrient supplementation in preserving 

cognitive function, highlighting evidence from epidemiological studies, randomized controlled trials, and 

meta-analyses. Vitamins B, D, E, and C, along with minerals like zinc, iron, and selenium, have shown 

positive associations with cognitive performance. Micronutrient supplementation appears particularly 

effective in populations with existing deficiencies or suboptimal intake. However, results remain mixed 

due to variations in dosage, duration, and baseline nutritional status. Overall, maintaining adequate 

micronutrient levels may contribute to delaying cognitive decline, especially when combined with a 

balanced diet and healthy lifestyle practices. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Cognitive decline is a major public health concern in aging populations, often leading to conditions such as mild 

cognitive impairment (MCI) and dementia. Nutrition plays a critical role in maintaining brain health, with 

micronutrients serving as co-factors in enzymatic reactions essential for neuronal metabolism and neurotransmission. 

Micronutrient deficiencies can impair synaptic plasticity, accelerate oxidative stress, and increase neuroinflammation, 

thereby promoting cognitive deterioration. Given these links, numerous studies have explored the potential of 

micronutrient supplementation as a preventive or therapeutic strategy for age-related cognitive decline. 

 

IMPORTANCE OF MICRONUTRIENTS IN COGNITIVE HEALTH 

Micronutrients such as B vitamins (B6, B9, B12), vitamin D, vitamin E, and antioxidants like vitamin C are integral to 

brain function. B vitamins regulate homocysteine metabolism, and high homocysteine levels are associated with 

cognitive impairment and brain atrophy. Vitamin D receptors are present in brain regions responsible for memory and 

cognition, and deficiency has been linked to impaired cognitive performance. Vitamin E and C, as antioxidants, reduce 

oxidative stress, which is a key contributor to neurodegeneration. Zinc and selenium are essential trace elements 

involved in neurotransmission and protection against oxidative neuronal damage. Micronutrients comprising essential 

vitamins, minerals, and trace elements are fundamental to the structure, function, and maintenance of the human brain. 

Unlike macronutrients that provide energy, micronutrients serve as cofactors, antioxidants, neurotransmitter precursors, 

and regulators of metabolic processes vital for neural signaling, neurogenesis, and synaptic plasticity.  

The brain, being metabolically active and oxygen-intensive, requires a steady supply of micronutrients to maintain its 

complex biochemical pathways. Deficiency or imbalance in even one essential nutrient can disrupt neuronal 

communication, impair memory and concentration, and accelerate age-related cognitive decline. Understanding the role 

of micronutrients in cognitive health is therefore critical, not only for the prevention of neurodegenerative diseases such 
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as Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s but also for maintaining mental agility, mood regulation, and overall brain performance 

throughout the lifespan. 

Micronutrients contribute to cognitive health through their influence on neurochemical synthesis, myelin formation, and 

energy metabolism. For example, the B-complex vitamins particularly B1 (thiamine), B6 (pyridoxine), B9 (folate), and 

B12 (cobalamin) play a central role in homocysteine metabolism and neurotransmitter synthesis. Elevated 

homocysteine levels are associated with neuronal damage, oxidative stress, and brain atrophy, which are significant risk 

factors for dementia and cognitive impairment. Adequate intake of these vitamins helps reduce homocysteine 

concentration and supports the synthesis of serotonin, dopamine, and gamma-aminobutyric acid (GABA), 

neurotransmitters crucial for learning, memory, and mood regulation. Vitamin B12, in particular, is essential for myelin 

sheath integrity the protective covering around nerve fibers that facilitates rapid electrical conduction. Its deficiency can 

result in demyelination, cognitive deficits, confusion, and even irreversible neurological damage if left uncorrected. 

Vitamin D, another key micronutrient, is now recognized for its neuroprotective and neuromodulatory properties 

beyond its traditional role in bone metabolism. The brain possesses vitamin D receptors and enzymes necessary for its 

activation, indicating a direct influence on brain function. Vitamin D modulates neuronal growth, differentiation, and 

survival, and regulates neurotrophic factors such as nerve growth factor (NGF) and brain-derived neurotrophic factor 

(BDNF), which are essential for synaptic plasticity and memory consolidation. 

 It also plays a role in immune modulation, reducing neuroinflammation that contributes to the pathophysiology of 

neurodegenerative diseases. Low vitamin D levels have been correlated with poorer cognitive performance, increased 

risk of Alzheimer’s disease, and accelerated cognitive decline among older adults. Ensuring adequate vitamin D intake 

through sunlight exposure, dietary sources, or supplementation can therefore have far-reaching benefits for maintaining 

brain health across the lifespan. 

Antioxidant micronutrients such as vitamins C and E, along with carotenoids and selenium, are vital in counteracting 

oxidative stress a key contributor to neuronal damage and cognitive ageing. The brain is particularly susceptible to 

oxidative stress because of its high lipid content and oxygen consumption. Free radicals produced during normal 

metabolism can damage neuronal membranes, DNA, and mitochondrial function.  

Vitamin E, being a fat-soluble antioxidant, protects polyunsaturated fatty acids within neuronal membranes, preserving 

cell integrity and signaling efficiency. Vitamin C, a water-soluble antioxidant, regenerates oxidized vitamin E and 

scavenges reactive oxygen species. Together, these vitamins form a powerful antioxidant defense system that 

safeguards neurons from oxidative injury. Selenium, a trace element, supports the activity of glutathione peroxidase, an 

enzyme crucial for detoxifying peroxides and protecting neuronal cells from oxidative damage. A deficiency in any of 

these nutrients can increase susceptibility to cognitive impairment, particularly in older adults exposed to cumulative 

oxidative stress over time. 

Minerals and trace elements also play indispensable roles in cognitive health. Iron is essential for oxygen transport, 

mitochondrial respiration, and neurotransmitter synthesis. However, both iron deficiency and iron overload can impair 

cognitive function. Iron deficiency reduces cerebral oxygenation and impairs dopamine synthesis, leading to attention 

deficits and fatigue. Conversely, excessive iron accumulation can catalyze free radical formation, contributing to 

oxidative damage in brain tissues. Zinc is another key micronutrient involved in synaptic plasticity, learning, and 

memory formation. It acts as a cofactor for numerous enzymes that regulate neurotransmission and neuronal repair. 

Deficiency in zinc is associated with decreased cognitive performance, depression, and impaired neurogenesis. 

Magnesium, a mineral integral to energy metabolism and NMDA receptor function, regulates neuronal excitability and 

calcium homeostasis. Low magnesium levels have been linked with increased anxiety, depression, and cognitive 

impairment. Similarly, copper and manganese are involved in antioxidant defense mechanisms and neurotransmitter 

metabolism, underscoring the importance of maintaining balanced trace mineral levels for optimal brain function. 

Omega-3 fatty acids, though technically not micronutrients, interact synergistically with several vitamins and minerals 

to promote brain health. They facilitate the incorporation of DHA (docosahexaenoic acid) into neuronal membranes, 

enhancing fluidity and synaptic transmission. Micronutrients such as zinc, magnesium, and vitamin B6 are required for 

the enzymatic conversion of dietary omega-3 precursors into their bioactive forms. Therefore, micronutrient sufficiency 

amplifies the cognitive benefits of a healthy, polyunsaturated fat-rich diet, while deficiencies can blunt these effects. 
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Moreover, emerging research suggests that multinutrient synergy rather than isolated supplementation may better 

reflect the complex metabolic interactions necessary for optimal cognitive performance. 

Age-related cognitive decline often coincides with reduced dietary intake, gastrointestinal absorption, and metabolic 

efficiency of micronutrients. Older adults are at particular risk of deficiencies in vitamin B12, folate, vitamin D, 

magnesium, and zinc due to factors such as medication use, reduced appetite, and decreased sunlight exposure. These 

deficiencies not only exacerbate memory loss and mental fatigue but may accelerate progression from mild cognitive 

impairment (MCI) to dementia. Clinical studies and meta-analyses have shown that targeted supplementation with B-

vitamins can modestly slow brain atrophy and cognitive decline in older adults with elevated homocysteine levels.  

Similarly, vitamin D supplementation in deficient elderly populations has been associated with improved cognitive 

function and reduced risk of Alzheimer’s disease progression. Although supplementation effects are typically modest, 

they become more pronounced in individuals with measurable deficiencies or suboptimal baseline levels, emphasizing 

the importance of early detection and correction of nutrient insufficiency. 

Beyond individual nutrients, dietary patterns rich in micronutrient-dense foods such as the Mediterranean and DASH 

diets have been associated with better cognitive outcomes and lower dementia risk. These diets emphasize fruits, 

vegetables, legumes, nuts, whole grains, fish, and olive oil, providing abundant sources of B-vitamins, antioxidants, and 

trace minerals. This suggests that natural dietary sources may provide synergistic benefits that isolated supplements 

cannot fully replicate. Nevertheless, supplementation remains an effective strategy when dietary intake alone is 

insufficient or when absorption is impaired due to age-related physiological changes. Public health strategies 

incorporating micronutrient fortification and targeted supplementation for at-risk older populations could therefore play 

a critical role in preventing or delaying cognitive decline. 

From a neurobiological perspective, the continuous maintenance of cognitive function depends on structural and 

biochemical brain integrity. Micronutrients serve as catalysts for the repair of damaged neural tissues, support 

mitochondrial energy production, and regulate gene expression involved in synaptic formation and neurogenesis. 

Deficiencies, even at subclinical levels, can result in mitochondrial dysfunction, neuroinflammation, and reduced 

synaptic efficiency, ultimately manifesting as impaired cognition. On the other hand, adequate micronutrient intake 

enhances resilience against stress, environmental toxins, and age-related neuronal loss. In the context of 

neurodegenerative diseases, micronutrient supplementation may not cure or reverse existing pathology but can help 

preserve residual cognitive capacity and slow disease progression, contributing to better quality of life and functional 

independence. 

Micronutrients are indispensable for sustaining cognitive health throughout life. They underlie the molecular and 

cellular processes that govern learning, memory, attention, and emotional regulation. Deficiencies in vitamins and 

minerals such as B12, folate, vitamin D, vitamin E, zinc, magnesium, and iron are strongly associated with cognitive 

dysfunction, particularly in ageing populations. The growing body of evidence supports the view that maintaining 

optimal micronutrient status through balanced nutrition, and when necessary, targeted supplementation, can play a 

preventive role against cognitive decline and neurodegenerative diseases.  

Holistic interventions that combine micronutrient adequacy with healthy dietary patterns, physical activity, and 

cognitive engagement offer the most effective strategy for promoting lifelong brain health. Policymakers and healthcare 

providers must recognize the importance of nutritional monitoring among older adults and implement evidence-based 

programs that integrate micronutrient assessment into routine cognitive health maintenance. As research advances, 

understanding the synergistic roles of micronutrients in neural preservation may unlock new frontiers in nutritional 

neuroscience and preventive gerontology. 

 

MECHANISMS OF ACTION 

Micronutrients exert their neuroprotective effects through several mechanisms: 

Antioxidant Defense: Vitamins C and E neutralize free radicals, preventing lipid peroxidation and DNA damage. 

Homocysteine Regulation: B vitamins convert homocysteine to methionine, reducing neurotoxicity risk. 

Neurotransmitter Synthesis: Zinc, iron, and B vitamins are vital for dopamine, serotonin, and acetylcholine synthesis. 

Neuroinflammation Modulation: Vitamin D and omega-3 fatty acids reduce inflammatory cytokines in the brain. 
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Mitochondrial Function: Selenium and coenzyme Q10 support energy metabolism in neuronal cells. 

 

LIMITATIONS AND CHALLENGES 

Despite promising findings, inconsistencies exist across studies due to differences in: 

Dosage levels and supplementation duration 

Variations in population characteristics and dietary patterns 

Limited control for confounding factors like physical activity and education 

Small sample sizes and short intervention periods in many RCTs 

These variations highlight the need for personalized nutrition approaches and long-term studies to determine optimal 

supplementation regimens. 

 

DISCUSSION 

While micronutrient supplementation may help preserve cognitive function, it should not be viewed as a substitute for a 

healthy lifestyle. Nutrient synergy where multiple nutrients interact beneficially suggests that whole-food-based diets 

(e.g., Mediterranean or DASH diets) may be more effective than isolated supplements. However, supplementation 

remains valuable for older adults at risk of nutritional deficiencies due to reduced absorption, chronic disease, or limited 

dietary intake. Targeted supplementation, guided by clinical assessment, may optimize cognitive outcomes. 

 

II. CONCLUSION 

Micronutrient supplementation plays a supportive role in maintaining cognitive health among older adults. Vitamins B, 

D, E, and C, along with essential minerals like zinc and selenium, contribute to neuroprotection, improved memory, and 

reduced cognitive decline. However, personalized nutrition strategies, based on individual deficiencies and health 

conditions, are essential for achieving consistent benefits. Future research should emphasize long-term, large-scale 

trials to refine dosage recommendations and understand nutrient interactions in brain aging. In conclusion, the role of 

micronutrient supplementation in preserving cognitive function among older adults is increasingly recognized as a 

crucial component of healthy aging. As populations worldwide experience extended lifespans, cognitive decline has 

emerged as one of the most significant challenges to individual well-being and public health systems.  

Micronutrients such as vitamins B6, B12, C, D, and E, as well as folate, iron, zinc, magnesium, selenium, and omega-3 

fatty acids play indispensable roles in maintaining neuronal integrity, neurotransmitter synthesis, energy metabolism, 

and protection against oxidative stress. Their deficiency is often linked to age-related cognitive impairments, including 

memory loss, reduced attention span, and increased risk of neurodegenerative disorders such as Alzheimer’s disease. 

Evidence from epidemiological and clinical studies indicates that supplementation of these essential nutrients can help 

maintain optimal brain function, enhance mental clarity, and delay the onset or progression of cognitive decline when 

combined with balanced nutrition and a healthy lifestyle. 

Older adults are particularly vulnerable to micronutrient deficiencies due to physiological changes that accompany 

aging, such as reduced absorption capacity, medication interactions, and dietary inadequacies. Supplementation, 

therefore, serves as a valuable intervention to bridge nutritional gaps and support brain health. For instance, B-complex 

vitamins, particularly folate and vitamin B12, are essential for homocysteine metabolism, and elevated homocysteine 

levels have been associated with cognitive deterioration and increased risk of dementia.  

Similarly, antioxidants such as vitamin E, vitamin C, and selenium help neutralize free radicals and mitigate oxidative 

damage to brain cells, which is a major contributor to neurodegeneration. Vitamin D has been linked to neuroprotective 

effects, influencing neurotransmission, inflammation regulation, and neurogenesis, while omega-3 fatty acids especially 

DHA are critical for maintaining neuronal membrane fluidity and synaptic plasticity. The synergistic action of these 

nutrients underscores the importance of comprehensive supplementation rather than isolated intake. 

While numerous studies support the positive influence of micronutrient supplementation, it is also essential to recognize 

that outcomes can vary based on dosage, duration, baseline nutritional status, and individual genetic factors. Over-

supplementation may have adverse effects, highlighting the importance of personalized nutrition guided by professional 

assessment. Moreover, supplementation should not replace whole food consumption but rather complement a nutrient-
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rich diet that includes fruits, vegetables, whole grains, nuts, lean proteins, and fatty fish. Cognitive preservation in older 

adults is not dependent solely on micronutrient intake but also benefits from physical activity, mental engagement, 

stress reduction, and social interaction. Therefore, a holistic approach integrating dietary supplementation with lifestyle 

modification provides the most promising pathway toward maintaining cognitive resilience. 

Overall, micronutrient supplementation represents a scientifically supported and practical strategy to promote cognitive 

longevity among the elderly. As research advances, a more precise understanding of nutrient–brain interactions and 

individual responses will enable the development of targeted interventions to prevent or slow cognitive decline. Public 

health policies should prioritize nutritional screening and education for older adults, ensuring access to appropriate 

supplements and dietary guidance. By safeguarding nutritional health, societies can foster not only longer lives but also 

sharper minds, enhancing the quality of life and independence of aging populations. The evidence thus emphasizes that 

micronutrient supplementation, when appropriately tailored and integrated within broader health strategies, is a 

cornerstone in the preservation of cognitive function and mental well-being among older adul 
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