LiveWell! Health Updates can be inserted as an extra article in your newsletter or utilized for discussion in your weekly Mind Aerobics or ForeverFit classes.

Lifestyle Changes Help Maintain Your Brain Power

This week is National Brain Awareness Week, and medical experts believe that raising awareness will take on added significance in coming years. Most of the 5.3 million Americans with Alzheimer's disease are 65 or older. That number is expected to grow markedly as the first wave of baby boomers begin turning 65 this year. "Dementia has overtaken cancer as the most feared disease by adults," Desai said. But even adults with healthy brains will lose cognitive function as they age. And while you can't stop those losses altogether, studies have shown that you can slow their progress and even create new brain connections with lifestyle changes.

Brain function decreases in terms of speed and paying attention as we age, and it's due partly to genetics and partly to lifestyle, says Dr. Abhilish Desai of the Center for Healthy Brain Aging at St. Louis University. "After about age 30, we stop learning new things like we did continuously in school and college. We're also not as physically active. Our nutritional habits also influence our brain and those things accelerate the changes in the brain caused by genetics."

Research has also shown that there are ways to delay the onset of Alzheimer's and slow its progress. One strategy is to come up with a plan to preserve your brain’s health as long as possible. A good plan might in include studying new topics, walking 30 minutes a day and switching to a low-glycemic diet, which keeps insulin and blood sugar levels in check. Too much insulin appears to have a direct negative effect on the brain. 

Dr. Desai recommends a multidimensional plan:

Intellectual stimulation — It's the most important thing you can do, Desai said. The brain has the capacity to change and improve even into our 70s and 80s. But it needs mental and intellectual stimulation to do so.  "We're not talking about reading, which maintains existing connections," Desai said. "We're talking about new learning, which develops new connections and even new brain cells." 


Exercise — The brain responds to physical activity very efficiently so sedentary people see quick results, Desai said. It also reduces the risk of Alzheimer's and stroke down the road. He suggests getting outdoors to exercise, because it requires you to pay closer attention to your surroundings which engages more parts of the brain. 

Nutrition — What you eat also effects the brain though not as rapidly as new learning and exercise, Desai said. Antioxidants, for instance, protect brain cells from dying. He recommends eating five to six servings of fruits and vegetables a day and consuming Omega 3 fatty acids three times a week, in the form of supplements or oily fish, such as salmon and tuna. A low glycemic index diet keeps blood sugar levels, and thus insulin, in check.

Social interaction — Experts are not sure why, but socially active people run a lower risk of strokes, Alzheimer's and other dementia. "You're talking, you're using language to discuss complex issues such as politics and health care," Desai said. "It's a use-it-or-lose-it kind of thing. Or maybe the social support neutralizes stress. Chronic stress has negative effects on the brain." He asks his patients to list the most important people in their lives, then encourages them to engage with those people more often. 

Rest well — Lastly, get good quality sleep and lots of it.  It helps the brain file what we've learned each day into our long-term memory.
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