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Four steps for a 
healthier, sharper 

brain
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Did you know?

According to the 
Alzheimer’s Foundation 
of America, our brains need 
regular checkups, just as 
other parts of our bodies 
do. A memory screening is 
a quick, easy, non-invasive 
exam for our brains. Call the 
foundation for more info at 
866-232-8484.

Want to give your mind a 
good workout?

Instead of bingeing on 
online brain games, it’s 
probably best to focus on 
living an active, healthy 
lifestyle, according to neu-
rologists.

Take a walk. Eat your 
vegetables. Socialize with 
friends.

Though it might seem 
surprising, the key to keep-
ing your brain healthy and 
high-functioning as you age 
is adopting a holistic ap-
proach, not trying to spot-
train your brain, said Dr. 
Geoff Eubank, OhioHealth’s 
medical chief of general 
neurology.

“Common sense would 
tell you to work the thing 
you want to preserve,” Eu-
bank said. “But you really 
don’t want to pick just one 
thing, you want to pick all 
of them to be as healthy as 
possible.”

It’s advice that has proven 
effective for Merlane Fuller, 
64, who was diagnosed 
with Parkinson’s disease, a 
neurodegenerative disorder, 
more than seven years ago. 
She participates in a “Delay 
the Disease” class that inte-
grates robust workouts with 
voice exercises and even 
handwriting practice.

For Fuller, bonding with 
classmates has helped her 
stay social.

While curbing her phys-
ical symptoms, creating 
those friendships has made 
her feel healthier overall, 
she said.

“Now I’m socially con-
nected with people who 
share my disease,” she said. 
“That’s really important to 
me.”

Diet and exercise
Exercising and eating 

healthy are usually associ-
ated with building muscle 

and trimming fat, but neu-
rologists say it’s about so 
much more.

Any physical activity — 
yoga, walking, running, 
biking — is mentally engag-
ing, and vigorous exercise 
has even been compared to 
“Miracle-Gro for the brain” 
in recent studies, said David 
Zid, Delay the Disease pro-
gram director.

The key is finding one 
you enjoy so you keep at it.

For foods, a colorful, 
plant-based diet that’s low 
in saturated fats is best. 
Eating a well-balanced diet, 
rather than just a lot of one 
food that is marketed as 
brain-healthy, is important.

However, some research 
suggests that consuming 
fish one to two times a week 
could help reduce the onset 
of dementia, Eubank said.

Stay social
When you exercise and 

eat that healthy meal, it’s 
best to do it surrounded by 
people.

A good discussion may 
be just as hearty of a brain 
workout because of the 
complexities of sharing sto-
ries, judging social cues and 
recalling memories, said Dr. 
Douglas Scharre, director 
of Wexner Medical Center’s 
division of cognitive neu-
rology.

Getting involved with 
volunteering, clubs and 
other groups as you age 
helps maintain a good social 
circle.

“I don’t think people 
realize the amount of their 
brain they use just for day-
to-day tasks like carrying 
on a conversation,” Scharre 
said.

‘Use it or lose it’
Doctors say there is no 

proof as of yet that playing 
so-called brain games, such 
as crossword and Sudoku 
puzzles and mind teasers on 

your cellphone or computer, 
have a better long-term im-
pact on overall brain health 
than other cognitively en-
gaging activities.

If you enjoy them, keep 
playing, they said. If you 
don’t, don’t start just be-
cause of how they’re adver-
tised.

Plenty of everyday activi-
ties — such as doing jigsaw 
puzzles, reading, learning a 
foreign language or playing 
piano — can build up your 
“brain reserves,” providing 
a protective cushion as your 
brain deteriorates with age, 
Scharre said.

Even something as rou-
tine as filing taxes can keep 
your brain active.

It’s often explained with 
the phrase “use it or lose it,” 
Scharre said.

Avoid bad habits
In addition to practicing 

good habits, avoiding bad 
ones can ensure your brain 
thrives as you age, neurolo-
gists said.

Avoid smoking. Wear a 
helmet when bicycling or 
riding a motorcycle to avoid 
trauma. 

And if you have sleep 
apnea, which decreases 
the brain’s oxygen supply, 
potentially destroying brain 
cells, get tested and treated 
as early as possible.

Though you can’t avoid 
being genetically predis-
posed to brain-related 
issues, lifestyle changes can 
only help, the doctors said.
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