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Dietary habits play an important role in healthy ageing. We have investigated the role of dietary patterns on overall mortality in a large series of
Italian elderly, recruited in five EPIC cohorts in Northern (Varese and Turin), Central (Florence) and Southern Italy (Naples and Ragusa).A total of
5611 subjects (72·6% women) aged 60 years or older, enrolled in 1993–1998, were prospectively followed (median 6·2 years), with 152 deaths
(98 women). Four major dietary patterns were identified by using an exploratory factor analysis based on dietary information collected at enrol-
ment. The associations between these dietary patterns and overall mortality were evaluated by Cox models adjusted for potential confounders. The
‘Olive Oil & Salad’ pattern, characterised by a high consumption of olive oil, raw vegetables, soups and poultry, emerged as being inversely
associated with overall mortality in both crude and adjusted models. After adjustment for gender, age and caloric intake, overall mortality was
reduced by approximately 50% in the highest quartile and a significant trend emerged (P¼0·008). This association persisted after adjusting
for several additional confounders (hazard ratio (HR) 0·50; 95% CI 0·29, 0·86; P for trend ¼ 0·02). An association of the ‘Pasta & Meat’ pattern
(characterised by pasta, tomato sauce, red meat, processed meat, added animal fat, white bread and wine) with increased overall mortality was also
suggested, but only for the highest quartile in a multivariate model. Dietary recommendations aimed at the Italian elderly population should sup-
port a dietary pattern characterised by a high consumption of olive oil, raw vegetables and poultry.
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In the last decades, numerous studies have evaluated the
relationship between the consumption of foods and food
groups as well as the intake of macro- and micro-nutrients
and the development of chronic diseases, particularly cancer
and cardiovascular diseases. Dietary recommendations have
been developed by several agencies (World Cancer Research
Fund, 1997; Boyle et al. 2003; World Health Organization,
2003) based on available results. Fewer studies have focused
on the effects of ‘dietary patterns’ on human health; this
approach could allow the effects of several foods to be studied
simultaneously and could bypass methodological problems
related to the high inter-correlation among foods and nutrients
in diet and multiple testing (Jacques & Tucker, 2001). In

addition, this methodology provides an overall description of
dietary behaviours and may provide a more comprehensive
approach to disease prevention by focusing on the entire
diet rather than on just a single food or nutrient. Dietary pat-
terns have been studied in relation to longevity (Trichopoulou
et al. 1995; Huijbregts et al. 1997; Osler & Schroll 1997;
Kouris-Blazos et al. 1999; Lasheras et al. 2000). The majority
of these studies evaluated the effect of the Mediterranean
dietary pattern as defined by a priori scores that reflect the
adherence to the essential components of the so-called Medi-
terranean diet (Trichopoulou et al. 1995, 2000) and have
reported an inverse association of overall mortality with an
increasing score. Another study, which also included two
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Abbreviations: HR, hazard ratio; MET, metabolic equivalent.
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