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THE HEALTHY BRAIN – INTRODUCTION 
 
It’s never too early to start thinking about the health of your brain!  What’s good for your heart is good 
for your head, and taking steps now to protect your brain can have long-term benefits. 
 
Research shows there are three areas to consider when you plan to maintain and improve the health of 
your brain: your mind, your body, and your spirit.  
 
But why is brain health important?  Actively keeping your brain in good shape 
will help you stay mentally sharp as you age.  Although it is still not possible 
to talk about absolute prevention, research increasingly confirms that taking 
these steps now may reduce your risk of developing dementia in the future. 
 
Think about it: mental fitness feels good when you are doing the activity, and 
again when you see the results. 
 
There are many healthy activities that you can easily incorporate into your 
daily routine. The sooner you start the better; dementia is not just an old 
person’s disease, and defensive action needs to start early in life.  
 

 
 

MAKING A PLAN – MIND, BODY, SPIRIT 
 

The information offered here will guide you, and help you prioritize your health 
goals.  (See related information for each area, outlined below) 
 
In reading this information, you may find you’re already doing some things, but 
that there are areas where you can make improvements. Remember – you need 
to take action in all three areas, so take time to explore them! 
 
We offer suggestions at three levels:  
• Bronze 
• Silver 
• Gold 

 
Choose the level at which to challenge yourself, and print off the Healthy Brain worksheet to remind you 
of the goals you set. 
 
You don’t need to aim for the Gold level to make improvements – starting at any level will be good for 
your brain.  Instead, be realistic with your goals; it is better to do some things that you can stick to, than 
to set unrealistic targets. Revisit your goals from time to time, and check where you can make more 
positive changes! 
 
Mind You need to be a life-long learner –use your brain now and in varied ways to keep 

yourself mentally fit.  
 
Body A healthy lifestyle that is good for the body’s health will support good mental fitness and 

a healthy brain.  
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Spirit  Healthy brains need purpose, perspective, and social connections. 
 
A very motivational study conducted at the University of California in Los Angeles (UCLA) – reported in 
the American Journal of Psychiatry (June 2006) – revealed that simple lifestyle changes applied for only 
14 days helped some people show increased brain efficiency. So get started today! 
 

 
 

RISK FACTORS: INTRODUCTION 
There are six key risk factors highlighted in this section: 

• Diet and lifestyle  
• Social interaction  
• Stress and emotional wellness  
• Mental agility and capacity  
• Smoking, toxins, and alcohol consumption  
• Head Trauma 

 
Diet and Lifestyle 

What you eat, and the amount of activity you engage in, can 
impact so many things, including: 

• Weight  
• Blood pressure  
• The circulatory system, and  
• The amount of glucose in the blood.  

Your brain needs a healthy supply of oxygen and nutrients, and it needs sugars to be properly dealt 
with in the body. Imbalance in any of the above areas can impede a healthy circulatory system and 
metabolism, which in turn affects your brain. 
 
Fact 1. Type 2 (adult onset) diabetes may increase the chance of developing Alzheimer’s disease by 
2-3 times, and the chances appear to increase the longer diabetes is present. (Nurses Health Study - 
USA, 2004 and Rancho Bernardo Study 2004) 
 
Fact 2. Blood circulation problems resulting from obesity, high blood pressure and a poor diet may 
cause small strokes. These small strokes increase the risk of dementia by 3-4 times - either vascular 
dementia, Alzheimer’s disease or both. (Rush Institute for Healthy Aging - Religious Orders Study 
2004) 
 
Fact 3. Exercise is shown to increase the flow of blood and oxygen to the organs of the body. The 
brain needs to be regularly supplied with both to maintain healthy functioning. Regular and varied 
are key words when it comes to exercise. (Dr. Constantine Lyketsos, Johns Hopkins University) 
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Social Interaction 
Building good relationships is a vital aspect of brain health that is often lost amidst all the information 
about diet and exercise. 

Research shows that to keep the brain healthy, people need to be in positive relationships and in 
contact with others. 

Fact 1. In a study that followed a group of people as they aged, those with an active social life 
exhibited relatively fewer symptoms of dementia even if, after their death, their brains were found to 
have the hallmark plaques and tangles in their brain associated with Alzheimer’s disease. (Rush 
Memory Project 2006) 

Fact 2. People who opt for complete retirement have been found to score more poorly on mental 
health tests. (National Bureau of Economic Research and Bentley College 2006)  

Fact 3. A study showed that people who were rated as pessimistic and anxious in tests went on to 
develop dementia at higher rates than those whose attitudes showed to be more positive. (Dr. Yonas 
Geda – Mayo Clinic, Rochester Minnesota 2005)  

 
 
Stress and Emotional Wellness 

The brain does not deal well with long periods of stress, anxiety, and depression. These kinds of 
assaults on the brain not only increase the risk of developing dementia, they also make symptoms 
worse for a person who already has the disease. 

Fact 1. During periods of stress, chemicals called 'free radicals' are released into the body. These 
cause brain and other tissue damage. (Dr. Azad Bonni - Harvard Medical School 2006)  

Fact 2. During periods of stress, other chemical imbalances take place in the brain that may lead to 
side effects such as memory problems, sleep disorder, high blood pressure, and depression. For 
example, a chemical called cortisol attacks the hippocampus, which is responsible for the short-term 
memory function. (Lupien et al 1999)  

Fact 3. Adequate sleep is essential for brain health - among other things, it helps with clear 
cognitive thinking and helps to regulate the stress-response mechanism in the brain. (Dr. Stephen 
Kiraly - The Healthy Brain Program). 

 
 
Mental Agility and Capacity  

"Use it or lose it", as the old saying goes. Keeping your brain active by learning 
new things and keeping variety in your daily activities will help build-up your 
mental reserves. It also helps create strength and capacity that will make the 
brain more resilient to future chemical or physical changes. 

Fact 1. Building new connections between brain cells (neural pathways) at any 
age is key. You can do this by learning new skills, or by doing the same things in 
new ways. Put simply, the more connections you gain, the more you can afford to 
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lose later on without noticeable symptoms. (Dr. Michael Valenzuela, University of New South Wales 
2006)  

Fact 2. Variety is necessary because when an activity becomes routine, the positive effects 
experienced by the brain diminish. (Michael Nerzenich - University of California, San Francisco 2006)  

Fact 3. Older brains can learn new tricks and are adept at grasping the 'Big Picture'. (Dr Stephen 
Kiraly - The Healthy Brain Program) 

 
Smoking, Toxins and Alcohol Consumption 

There seems to be no good news for smokers or drinkers. It’s important that even the potentially 
good news we have heard about the benefits of red wine be put into perspective. 

Fact 1. Many studies have shown that people who drink alcohol are 2-3 times more likely to develop 
dementia. The risk increases with greater consumption. (British Medical Journal 2004)  

Fact 2. Smoking after the age of 40 seems to be increasingly bad for brain health. Therefore, even 
quitting later in life will have positive results. (Richards et al, American Journal of Public Health 2003)  

Fact 3. Certain chemicals literally kill brain cells and create holes in the brain. For example, a brain 
section of a person who has used methamphetamine ('crystal meth') has the shrinkage and gaps 
characteristic of a brain impacted by Alzheimer’s disease. (Dr. Richard Ernst and Dr. Linda Chance – 
Harbour UCLA California 2000) 

 
Head Trauma 

Head trauma at any age can increase risk of dementia, emphasizing the need to look after your brain 
earlier in life, when risk of head injuries is greatest. 

Fact 1. 70 - 87% of boxers have clinical brain damage. (Lundberg 1985) 

Fact 2. Even mild head injuries have a cumulative effect (e.g. repeated concussions during sporting 
activities) and prevention is the only cure. (Dr Stephen Kiraly - The Healthy Brain Program)  

Fact 3. There is increased risk of developing Alzheimer’s disease in people who have experienced 
head trauma. (Plassman BL, Havlik) 

 
 


