AGING WELL

Diet and exercise help the mind and the body

By REED ENGEL, MA,
FAWHP

There’s no mistaking
that diet and exercise play
an important role in keep-
ing our bodies in shape
and our-health in optimal
condition, but.one key
body part you may not
think-about during warm-
up sessions is your brain.
Recent research shows
that the same sound nutri-
tion and physical activity
that benefits our physical
structure can also ener-
gize brain growth and flex
memory functions. That
means, no.matter what
your age or health status,
making these smart ad-
justments now can actu- -
ally reduce your risk of
developing cognitive im-
pairments, such as k
Alzheimer’s Disease, as
you age.

A smarteryiworkout

The relationship be-
tween regular exercise
and memory deterioration
in the brain was recently
documented in a study re-

leased at the 2008 Inter-
national Conference on
Alzheimer’s Disease in
Chicago. The findings con-
cluded that.physical activ-

the memory center known
as the hippocampus re-
gion — one of the first ar-
eas to suffer damage in
Alzheimer’s patients. One
of the lead investigators in
the study, Robyn A: :
Honea, Ph.D,, expressed
the positive outcome, say-

~ ing, “We're able to locate

the changes associated
with fitness to the actual
memory region, the hip-

pocampus, whichis a key f
area for Alzheimer’s-re-

lated atrophy. This sug-
gests that maintaining

cardiorespiratory fitness
may [encourage] posmve :

[modifications].”

Another study by Co-
lumbia University Medical
Center supported these
findings and furthermore
showed the ability of exer-
cise to stimulate the
growth of new nerve cells
in the brain. This was con-
sidered impossible only a

few years 'ago.
n this study, people

_who engaged in aerobic
“exercise for just three

months saw positive bene-

fits, including the ability

to recall events. The re-
search also made another
promising discovery, prov-
ing that regular exercise

* veduced the risk of
“Alzheimer’s in those par-

. ticipants that were al-
ready genetically linked to

the disease.

 Food for thought

While exercise alone

- can introduce a myriad of

health benefits for your

. ,bfaixi; coupling the effort
_ with healthy nutritional
. choices will only help to

maximize your results.

The best sources of daily

intake include natural cog-
nition enhancing foods
such as certain produce,
fish, and grains—and even
indulgences like chocolate
have their place in a ‘

brain-healthy diet.

The omega-3 compo-
nents found in cold water
fish (salmon, sardines,

tuna) and nuts (walnuts,
almonds) are thought to

~ protect the synaptic mem-

branes — the junctions

‘between nerve cells —

which are key elements’
for learning and memory.
Vegetables like celery.
and green peppers con-
tain a chemical called lu-
teolin which helps to block
inflammatory responses

and may both prevent and -

treat neuro-inflammations
like those found in
Alzheimer’s Disease and.

Creutzfeldt-Jakob’s Dis-

ease. Fruit sourees like
berries are also highin
antioxidants and are
thought to decrease the
brain damage froma
stroke as well as the ef-
fects of Alzheimer’s Dis-
ease or dementia.
Coffee drinkers may
also benefit from making
a switch to tea. Recent re-
search found that those
who drink two to three
cups of black tea were less
than half as likely to ex-
hibit early cognitive de-
cline thanks to its..
polyphenol makeup.

Polyphenols are thought
to work in two ways: by
preventing oxidation of

 Drain cells and blocking

the build-up of brain de-
posits or plaques. -

~. Even dark chocolate
can be good for you, in
moderation. Treating

yourselfto a'small amount

each day will give you the
benefit of high levels of
ant10x1dants which absorb
free radicals that damage
cells while also keeping
your cholesterol and blood
pressure in check.

Smart minds think alike

The best way to make'a
plan for brain health and

stick to it is through the
~ support of friends and '
~ family. Not only will they

help to motivate youto
stick to your routine, but
spending time with the
people you cherish most is
another proven way to
sharpen your brain. Re-
searchers at Harvard Uni-
versity found that those
who participated in.social
activities such as church
groups, book clubs or fre-

quent phone conversa-
tions each week actually
had a lower rate of de-
mentia. So, grab a friend
and hit the gym or meet
for a healthy lunch date.
The more you do now, the
more it will help your
brain later.

Be sure to check wmh
your healthcare provider
before making changes in
your nutrition habits or
exercise regime to ensure
the desired effects!

" Based in Evanston,
Mather LifeWays is a not-
for-profit organization dedi-
cated to providing a contin-
uum of living and care,
making neighborhoods bet-
ter places for-older adults.
The organization also.im-
plements.and shares pro-.
gressive practices for well-
ness, workforce issues, mem-
ory care support, and em-
powering caregivers. Reed
Engel is the Director of
Wellness Strategies for
Mather LifeWays. Reach
him at rengel@matherlife-
ways.com.

Comment: pioneerlocal.com




