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Scientific Review Paper: 
Seaweed for Cognitive Health  

Humans have consumed seaweed for millennia as a readily available and nutrient 

dense source of essential nutrition.  Archaeological evidence supports that it was this 

consumption that was key in the evolution of the larger and more intelligent modern 

human brain from early Homo sapiens 2-2.5million years agoi.   

Flashforward to the present, and individuals are re-evaluating their attitudes towards 

health in light of the Coronavirus pandemic. Consumers are beginning to recognize 

the direct link that areas such as cognitive health have on their overall wellness – with 

66% of global consumers stating their interest in cognitive health products in 2021ii. 

But what is it about seaweed that makes it such a valuable food for our cognitive 

health? 

Seaweed as a Source of Iodine for Cognitive Health 

Seaweed is a good natural source of iodine – an essential micronutrient needed in 

human diets. As iodine is an integral component of thyroid hormones, it mediates the 

effects on brain development, as well as other functions in the body including the 

metabolism, nervous system, development in children and healthy skiniii. 

Many brain structures and systems appear to be affected with iodine deficiency, 

including areas such as the hippocampus, microstructures such as myelin, and 

neurotransmitters. To highlight just how integral iodine is to cognitive health - iodine 

deficiency is the most prevalent and preventable cause of mental impairment in the 

worldiv. Consequently, the essential nature of seaweed in our evolutionary history, 

remains just as important today.  

Iodine deficiency is a global public health concern, even in developing countries. The 

UK currently ranks seventh among the ten most iodine-deficient nations in the world, 

and one of only two high income countries on the listv. In 2021, the Iodine Global 

Network reported, from an EU funded study, that Europe is an iodine deficient 

continentvi. Furthermore, the World Health Organisation (WHO) have estimated that 

1.9 billion people have an insufficient iodine intake across 47 countries – this 

corresponds to 31% of the world’s populationvii. Those following a plant-based diet 

have been identified as particularly at risk from experiencing iodine deficiencyviii. 
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The Effects of Iodine on Cognitive Function 

It has been shown that an inadequate supply of iodine at the start of life can result in 

intellectual ability being reduced by 10-15 Intelligence Quotient (IQ) pointsix. Iodine 

deficiency is arguably most critical during the early stages of development, due to the 

foetal brain being dependent on adequate iodine supplyx. Supporting this, research 

has found a positive association between the iodine status of women both beforexi and 

during pregnancyxii and the subsequent cognitive scores of their children. 

Since the brain is a major target organ for thyroid hormones, iodine deficiency 

disorders such as hypothyroidism can have a significant impact on cognitive function 

in adults. Hypothyroidism can affect various aspects of cognition - studies have 

reported the negative effects of hypothyroidism on general intelligence, attention, 

concentration and memory – with memory consistently being the most affected 

domainxiii. 

With regards to seaweed in particular, research has been carried out to examine the 

effects of consumption of the species of seaweed used in PureSea® on the cognitive 

function of adultsxiv. This study found that seaweed consumption resulted in significant 

improvements to accuracy on digit vigilance and choice reaction times. 

Natural vs Synthetic Iodine 

As the major sources of iodine are dairy and fish, the already serious issue of iodine 

deficiency may be exacerbated by the rise in plant-based diets. Seaweed is the only 

good natural, plant-based source of this essential nutrient. It has been demonstrated 

in independent clinical trials that PureSea® seaweed releases iodine in a more 

sustained way, with longer retention in the body compared to artificial sources 

(potassium iodide) often used in other supplements (Figure 1)xv.  

 

Figure 1: Urinary iodine excretion comparison between sources of iodine: potassium iodide and 

Hebridean Ascophyllum Seaweed 

PureSea® seaweed 

Potassium iodide 
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Sourcing Seaweed for Cognitive Health 

Seaweed provides the only good natural, plant-based source of iodine to benefit 

cognitive function and wider aspects of health and nutrition.  

Seaweed & Co., the company behind the PureSea® seaweed ingredients, is leading 

research projects with Glasgow University Medical School investigating PureSea® as 

a natural iodine source for aspects of thyroid health and nutrition.   

To achieve a European Food Standards Agency (EFSA) claim on cognitive health, 

only 100mg of PureSea® is needed per serving as a good source of iodine.  

PureSea® is sustainably harvested from the pristine waters of the Scottish Outer 

Hebrides, ensuring a safe and quality supply, with every batch measured for iodine. 

PureSea® ingredients are delivered in a range of powder formats that are easy-to-use 

in any nutrition, food or beverage application. 
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