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Does Coffee or Tea- Drinking Prevent Cognitive Decline? 
What about in men versus women? 

 

January 17, 2013— A new review, Epidemiologic Evidence of a Relationship between Tea, 

Coffee, or Caffeine Consumption and Cognitive Decline, published in the January 2013 issue of 

Advances in Nutrition, examines the evidence as to whether consumption of coffee, tea, or 

caffeine has any effect on cognitive function, specifically whether or not caffeine can ward off 

cognitive decline as we age. To date, there have been a number of animal studies that indicate 

that caffeine may boost cognitive function. In addition, studies among human populations have 

also suggested that tea and coffee drinkers may experience less cognitive decline as they age. 

 

It’s difficult, however, to draw solid conclusions from most of the studies on the effect of coffee, 

tea, or caffeine on cognitive function.  How rats respond to caffeine, for example, is not 

necessarily how humans respond to caffeine.  Moreover, most of the studies on human 

populations were performed at one point in time and therefore did not measure how study 

participants changed over time. The authors of the Advances in Nutrition review were able to 

uncover only six long-term studies of human populations in which a baseline of cognitive 

function was established and then repeatedly measured in order to assess the change in cognitive 

function over time. 

 

Even these long-term studies of coffee, tea, and caffeine consumption present difficulties.  For 

example, people’s recall of how much coffee or tea they’ve drunk over an extended period is 

often inaccurate.  People who do suffer cognitive decline are likely to drop out in the middle of a 

study without being measured, thus skewing study results. Moreover, it’s possible that tea and 

coffee drinkers differ from nondrinkers above and beyond their choice of beverage and that these 

other differences account for the differences in cognitive function. 

 

The Advances in Nutrition review authors did find that collectively, the six long-term studies of 

tea, coffee, and caffeine consumption presented sufficient evidence to indicate that consumers of 

coffee and tea have less cognitive decline over time compared to nondrinkers. Overall, though, 

they did not find that the evidence was very strong.  Interestingly, three of the studies indicated a 

stronger beneficial effect of tea or coffee consumption on cognitive function among women 

rather than men. 
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Will drinking coffee or tea ward off cognitive decline as you age?  While there is some evidence 

to suggest it will, the jury is still out, awaiting further study and evidence. 
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