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THE HEALTHY BRAIN – BODY 
“Excellence is not a singular act, but a habit.  

You are what you repeatedly do” 
~ Shaquille O’Neal 

 
A lifestyle that is good for your body’s health will support good mental fitness and a physically healthy 
brain.  This can be broken into two principle areas:  

• Physical – exercise, stress reduction, and sleep; and  
• Nutrition – what to eat and drink.  

 
There are also critical health indicators that help you understand when you need to be paying 
particular attention to your lifestyle. 
 

 
 

PHYSICAL – EXERCISE 
 

Studies over the last 40 years have shown that physical exercise can slow 
the effect of aging on the mind and the body, and help people remain 
mentally sharp as they age.  
 
The Canadian Study on Health and Aging found that the beneficial effects 
of exercise were a significant factor in reducing the risk of developing 
dementia. This is partly because exercise stimulates increased blood flow 
throughout the body, bringing more oxygen and glucose to the brain.  
 
Recent interest has also considered whether exercise has a direct 
beneficial impact on the hippocampus, a part of the brain, which is 
important in the formation of memory. 
 
Exercise that raises your heart rate for 15 to 30 minutes three or four 
times a week is excellent. In one study, exercise was shown to reduce the 
risk for people who are genetically predisposed to getting dementia. 

 
Dr JoAnn Manson, Professor of Medicine at Harvard Medical School, said, “Walking may be as close to a 
magic bullet as you’ll find in modern medicine”.  Once a week, push yourself by walking for a longer 
period of time, or try bicycling, swimming, tennis, or working out at the gym. 
 
Some studies suggest that, with regards 
to dementia, doing a variety of exercises 
may be more helpful than the intensity of 
the exercise. This may be due in part to 
the socialization involved in some activities, but those who mix their exercise routine with a variety of 
activities like walking, dancing, and gardening have been found to be less likely to develop dementia. 
 
People who dance frequently show a reduced risk of developing dementia. This is probably due to three 
factors:  

• The energy expended keeps arteries healthy and blood circulating well;  

Important tip: Even half an hour of brisk walking a 
day can be very helpful. 
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• It’s a social activity; and  
• The brain is constantly stimulated when learning new dance steps, and learning to do them well. 

 
However, the effects of exercise wear off quickly. You feel good for up to 12 hours after physical 
exercise but then you have to do it again. When you stop an exercise program, the benefits wear off 
quickly – so keep it up! 
 

 
 
PHYSICAL – STRESS REDUCTION AND SLEEP 

 
It is hard to concentrate and remember things in a crisis. Similarly, chronic 
stress will have a long-term impact on the performance of our brain – 
especially our memory. 
 
Chemicals released into the body and brain as a result of stress are very 
damaging if we are exposed to them for too long.  
 

These chemicals include cortisol (a hormone), epinephrine and norepinephrine (both neurotransmitters), 
which weaken the immune system and make us more vulnerable to bacterial or viral infections, 
cardiovascular disease, high blood pressure, and cancer. Cortisol is a particular enemy of brain health 
and fitness because it attacks the brain cells in the hippocampus – a part of the brain involved in 
creating memories. 
 
A Canadian study found that people deprived 
of a few hours of sleep remembered 30% 
less in logic games than the well-rested 
group. As we age, we tend to sleep less – not 
because we need less, but because we can 
become less efficient sleepers and may find it 
harder to sleep without interruption. 
Sleep deprivation impacts our mental fitness. 
Losing four hours of sleep on one night can slow your mental processes by half, and make it difficult to 
concentrate on even a simple task. 
 
You should avoid “sleep debt” – the accumulation of sleep lost over many nights. 
 

 
 

NUTRITION 
 
For mental fitness, there is some indication that 
controlling overall calorie consumption is 
important. Keeping your food portions 
reasonable is strongly advised – so, do not 
“super-size it”! 
 

 

Important tip: If you don’t fall asleep easily, don’t 
watch TV before bedtime. Televisions emit something 
called “full spectrum light”, which tends to stimulate 
people rather than put them to sleep. 
 
Also, try to sleep in a totally dark room. 

Important tip: Eating a low calorie soup or salad at 
the start of a meal can help you to reduce your total 
calorie intake. 
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NUTRITION – WHAT TO EAT 
 
Fruit, nuts and vegetables. There is an important antioxidant, 
quercetin, that is found in the skin of apples and berries – especially 
blueberries, cranberries, and onions.  This chemical stimulates an 
increased production of a neurotransmitter called acetylcholine, which is 
essential for memory. To get the benefits, you need to eat two or three 
helpings of these fruits each day, or drink two eight-ounce glasses of 
apple juice. 
  
Green leafy vegetables, bananas, and oranges are rich in folic acid. 
Although the results have been mixed, some studies have found that 
people who ingest a lot of folic acid and have high levels in their blood 
are significantly less at risk of developing dementia.  A Dutch study found 
that folic acid supplements made a significant difference to memory in 
elderly people. Those who took 800mcg daily improved their memory to 
the point that it was equivalent to being mentally five years younger. 
 
Foods rich in Omega 3 fats. Soy products, cold-water fish, flax seed oil, and walnuts are good for 
overall health and support good mental fitness.   
 
Proteins found in meat, fish, and soy products are necessary for the B vitamins that help us deal 
with amino acids.  Vitamin B6 and B12 are essential to keeping our heart, circulation systems, and brain 
healthy. People with Alzheimer’s and other dementias often have very low levels of B12 in their blood 
stream, and B12 deficiency is one of the first things that doctors check when seniors show symptoms of 
dementia. 
 

 
 
NUTRITION – WHAT TO DRINK 
 
For mental clarity, your brain must be well-hydrated. Water is essential for all aspects of your health. 
 
Tea is good for the body and mind.  Green 
tea is full of antioxidants, and jasmine tea has 
even more. Black tea has been shown in a 
double blind trial to help people recover more quickly from stress, and given the damaging effects of 
stress on all our organs – especially the brain – it’s good to know that drinking black tea four times a day 
will literally double the speed of your recovery from stress! But be aware that adding milk may reduce 
much of the anti-oxidant benefit of tea.  
 

• For comprehensive advice and nutritional information review the Canada Food Guide: 
http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/fn-an/food-guide-aliment/basics-base/index_e.html 

  
 

 

Important tip: Drink 6 to 8 glasses of water or tea 
daily.
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CRITICAL HEALTH INDICATORS 
 
Your cholesterol ratio (total cholesterol to “HDL”, or  “good” cholesterol) is a good indicator of heart 
health and, by extension, brain health.  (A ratio of 4 is ideal.  Between 4 and 6 puts you at a moderate 
risk of heart disease, while a ratio greater than 6 indicates a high risk.) 
 
Blood pressure level is essential to reducing risks of dementia, as well as reducing risks of heart 
attack and stroke. There was once a belief that blood pressure typically increased with age, but that has 
since been proven to be untrue. Optimal range for your blood pressure is 120/80. 

• Average is 130/85. 
• Above Average is between 130 and 139 over between 85 and 89. 
• High Risk is 139/89. 

 
Your glucose levels are critical because high levels indicate a risk for diabetes. Diabetes is a very significant risk 
to brain health. The recommended level used for blood sugar in Canada  is 7 millimoles per litre (7 mmol/L). 
 

• For more information about blood glucose monitoring, visit the Canadian Diabetes Society: 
http://www.diabetes.ca/ilt/diabetes_answers/how_can_i_live_well_with_diabetes/blood_glucose_
monitoring/guidelines_for_blood_glucose_monitoring.aspx> 

 
These three critical levels can be naturally regulated by regular exercise, good body weight, low salt 
consumption, low stress, spiritual pursuits, and medications. 
 

 
 

Help in Setting Your Goals 
 
Get inspired! In 2006, Elaine, became the first woman we know with dementia 
to climb Mount Kilmanjaro, the highest peak in Africa. Elaine had never been a 
climber but she was determined to get into shape to climb the 19,000 feet. She 
did not let dementia hold her back from reaching her health goals. 
    
Bronze Level 
Exercise 
� Walk briskly at least 10 minutes a day.  
� Try to get at least eight hours refreshing sleep a night (in a totally dark room). 
Nutrition 
� Eat more fruits and vegetables, eat less processed food, less meat, and less 

fried food. 
� Eat cold-water oily fish at least once a week (like salmon). 
� Talk to your doctor about a daily multivitamin supplement containing B12 and Folic Acid. 
� Drink 6 to 8 cups of water a day. 
 
Silver Level 
Exercise 
� Walk briskly for 20 minutes a day.  
� Twice a week take a longer walk, ride a bike, swim, or work out at the gym. 
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Nutrition 
� Aim for five servings of fruit/vegetables a day, preferably in a variety of colours.  
� Reduce the amount of fried and fatty foods that you eat. Use canola and olive oil. Substitute fruit, 

vegetables, almonds, or walnuts for muffins and chips.  
� Eat fish and soy products twice a week. Moderate your intake of caffeine to ensure good refreshing 

sleep. 
� Cook with canola oil, or virgin olive oil. 
 
Gold Level 
Exercise 
� Take up aerobic, anaerobic, and stretching.  
� Exercise for at least half an hour three times a week or more.  
� Walk/cycle/jog on a daily basis. 
� Practice yoga or martial arts once a week or more. 
Nutrition 
� Eat at least five servings of fruits and vegetables daily, with a wide range of colours like dark green 

leafy vegetables, red peppers and apples, blueberries, prunes, papayas, carrots, and soy beans.  
� Eat antioxidant rich fruits and vegetables as much as possible.  
� Eat fish, flax seed and other foods high in omega-3 fats.  
� Avoid hormones in meat and dairy products. 
� Drink green tea or jasmine tea, or black tea without milk.  
� Restrict sugar, salt, caffeine, alcohol intake. 
 
 


