
In the movie Away from Her, Fiona stores a frying pan in the 
freezer, forgets the word for wine and wears a yellow sweater 
(she’s always hated the color). “I seem to be disappearing bit 
by bit,” she laments as Alzheimer’s – a form of dementia – 
slowly robs her of her mental skills and memory. 

By age 85, about 35 out of 100 people have dementia.1  But 
evidence suggests that exercising your mind and body may 
help reduce the risk of declining brain function.   

Let’s Get Physical

Most of us know about the physical benefits of exercise – 
from burning calories to preventing high blood pressure. But 
researchers are finding that physical exercise may also reduce 
your risk of dementia. For example, exercise stimulates neural 
connections in the part of the hippocampus responsible for 
age-related memory decline.2  Exercising can also help you 
stay at a healthy weight, which lowers your risk for diabetes – 
a risk factor for dementia.3 

Experts recommend a combination of stretching, aerobic and 
muscle-strengthening routines. (Before you start or resume 
an exercise program, remember to consult your doctor.) On a 
budget? Consider the following alternatives to a gym mem-
bership: rent a fitness DVD from the library, buy a jump rope 
or weights, walk in a hilly area, check out your local com-
munity center’s exercise classes, work in the garden or join a 
local sports team.  

Flex Your Mental Muscle

Activities such as board games and cards, playing an instru-
ment, writing, socializing and doing crossword puzzles are 
not only fun, they can also boost mental function. In fact, a 
study in the New England Journal of Medicine found that do-
ing one activity just once a week is linked to a seven percent 
reduced risk of dementia, including Alzheimer’s. Doing more 
activities more frequently may lower risk by as much as 63 
percent.4  

You can also attend lectures, learn a new language, take a dif-
ferent route to work, create a collage – the idea is to engage 
in mental tasks that are complex and novel. There are many 
theories on why mental exercise may help stave off demen-
tia, but research on mice has shown that a highly stimulating 
environment increases the production of new brain and nerve 
cells and the density of blood vessels around them.5  With 
its anti-aging benefits, exercise – both mental and physical – 
may be the closest thing to the fountain of youth. 
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This article is for informational and self-help purposes only. It should not 
be treated as a substitute for financial, medical, psychiatric, psychological 
or behavioral healthcare advice, or as a substitute for consultation with a 
qualified professional. 
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