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Having a healthy brain  
 
We donÕt know how we can prevent dementia, but we do know what we can do to keep 
our brain healthier as we age.  
 
The biggest risk factors for dementia are getting older and our genes Ð two things we 
canÕt do anything about. So, it is important we do what we can with the things we can 
control Ð our lifestyle and habits. This doesnÕt guarantee we wont get dementia, even if 
we Ôdo everything rightÕ. However, research does show that people who adopt Ôhealthy 
brainÕ lifestyles have a reduced risk of developing dementia.  
 
We keep our brain healthy by: 

• exercising our brain 
• exercising our body 
• having a good diet 
• having regular health checks 
• being socially active 
• being safety conscious. 

 
Exercising our brain 
 
The last 20 years research shows that we have to Òuse it or lose itÓ when it comes to the 
brain. Keeping the brain active is thought to do a number of things from developing the 
specific area of the brain related to the activity to assisting connections between parts of 
the brain.  

• do puzzles: word puzzles such crosswords, number puzzles such as sudoko, 
strategic puzzles such as chess, draughts, or cards 

• use language: read, write, speak, email, text, learn a language 
• go to cultural activities: go to plays, concerts, museums, talks 
• be creative: paint, build, sew, do jigsaws, take up a new hobby 
• do household activities: garden, cook, keep accounts in order 

Cerebral Cortex reported that researchers had identified a brain network within the 
frontal lobe that is associated with maintaining cognitive functioning despite a decline in 
brain function decline due to aging or AlzheimerÕs. The findings suggest that when this 
network is exercised through mentally-stimulating activities, it provides protection 
against experiencing AlzheimerÕs disease. 



 
Exercising our body 
 
Physical exercise encourages blood flow to the brain. People who exercise regularly are 
less likely to develop heart disease, stroke and diabetes Ð conditions associated with an 
increased risk of developing dementia.  
 
 
Exercises associated with keeping the body fit include: 

• aerobic: 20-30 minutes three times a week of any activity that gets the heart 
pumping Ð walking, dancing, jogging, cycling, swimming, gardening 

• resistance: weight training, exercises involving pushing and pulling 
• flexibility and balance: dancing, bending, stretching, tai chi, yoga, specific 

exercises for balance 
 
Physical exercises also exercise the part of the brain that relates to them. For example, 
juggling develops parts of the left hemisphere of the brain that processes data from visual 
motion.  

 
The Annals of Internal Medicine reported the results of a study that suggested 
exercising 15 minutes a day three times a week is associated with a 32% delay in the 
onset of dementia. 

 
Having a good diet 
 
Research shows that nutrition good for the body is also good for the brain. Older people 
need just as much nutrition as younger people. Since they often eat less food, they need to 
ensure what is eaten is high in nutrition and eat more of some food groups such as 
protein. 
 
A number of dietary and lifestyle factors have been associated with an increased risk of 
developing dementia. Diets to reduce risk include: 

• reduced saturated fats: lean meats 
• HDL cholesterol foods: olive oil, avocadoes, olives, nuts, seeds, fish 
• omega-3 fatty acids: soy and canola oil, oily fish 
• antioxidant rich foods: prunes, raisins, blueberries, other berries, spinach, brussel 

sprouts, plums, broccoli, beetroot, avocadoes, orangesÉ 
• anti-oxidant rich drinks: green tea, tea, moderate amounts of red wine 
• folate: oranges, mandarins, bananas, rock melon, strawberries, avocadoes, corn, 

broccoli, whole grain cereals and oats, peanuts, meat É 
• sufficient water: Drink 6-8 glasses of water a day (unless you are medically 

advised to restrict fluid). DonÕt have too much caffeine or alcohol, since both 
remove water from the body.  

 



A study in the Archives of Neurology found that people 65 and older Òwho consumed fish 
once a week or more had 60% less risk of Alzheimer disease compared with those who 
rarely or never ate fishÓ.  
 
The Neurology Foundation found a range of studies suggesting that getting enough (but 
not too much) folate as well as vitamins B6 and B12 can delay the onset of dementia. The 
Journal of Quality Research in Dementia found research suggesting that the antioxidant 
vitamins, especially E and C, can prevent or delay the development of Alzheimer's and 
slow its course once it develops.  
 
Having regular health checks 
 
Having regular health checks and following medical advice is important for both general 
health and brain health.  

• have regular checks for blood pressure and cholesterol 
• have regular hearing and eye checks (poor hearing and vision can affect your 

memory) 
• follow medical advice to maintain good body weight and manage your blood 

sugar levels. 
 
There is a higher incidence of Alzheimers among those with uncontrolled high blood 
pressure. High cholesterol levels contribute to the risk of stroke-related dementia. Those 
who have high cholesterol from middle age onward have a four to five times higher risk 
of developing Alzheimers. 
 
Being socially active 
 
Being socially active and being part of leisure and other activities with people help 
maintain a healthy brain.  

• keep in touch with friends and family 
• take part in clubs, social, cultural and other groups 
• keep working or become a volunteer 
• enjoy conversation with neighbours and those you meet when out, take part in 

radio talkbacks or chat rooms on internet sites. 

Rush University found that good social networks offered protection against the clinical 
manifestations of cognitive impairment or dementia - even when a brain had the tangles 
and plaques indicative of Alzheimer's disease. The effect was evident across different 
kinds of cognitive abilities, especially semantic memory (which contains the ability to 
make meaning of things and use language).  

 
 
 
 



Being safety conscious 
 
Being safety conscious is part of looking after our brain. Ways to be more safe include: 

• using a seatbelt 
• using protective headgear 
• practicing home safety. 

 
We also need to be aware of what happens to the body as it ages. For example, our sense 
of balance deteriorates and can lead to falls and further injury unless we prevent this 
through specific exercises.  
 
 

A study in Neurology shows an association between serious head injury in early 
adulthood with Alzheimer's disease (AD) in later life. Those who had been hospitalised 
for head injury and who remained unconscious or amnesic for 24 hours or more had a 
four-fold greater risk.  
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