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Boost Your Brain Health
Dr. Roni Sharon, Neurologist, and  
Kathy Polum, Registered Nurse, Neurology, Bellin Health

As the saying goes, “The mind is a terrible thing to waste!” While  
this resonates strongly with dementia sufferers and their loved 
ones, we often forget that maintaining brain health is important in 
all stages of life. Like all other parts of our body, keeping a healthy 
lifestyle is critical to maintaining brain health and helping prevent 
brain disease as we age. While we know genetics do play a central 
role, and we cannot change our genes, we certainly can adjust risk 
factors that cause cognitive decline and dementia.

Most people have heard of one of the leading causes of  
dementia, Alzheimer’s disease. Another leading cause of dementia is 
cerebrovascular disease, where blood flow to all parts of our  
brain may be impaired. This is often a progressive process, spurred 
on by common diseases that affect our blood vessels including 
obesity, hypertension, elevated cholesterol, diabetes and others. 
Blood flow is the lifeline to all cells in our body, and when that is 
compromised, cells die. In the heart it is called a heart attack and in 
the brain, a stroke.  

So how exactly do we keep our brains healthy throughout our life 
and help prevent dementia and cognitive decline? There is so much 
we can do; it’s easy so start now!

EXERCISE. 
Study after study has shown that exercise, specifically aerobic 
exercise, has tremendous benefits for our whole body, but especially 
our brain as it stimulates neuron development in critical parts of 
our brain such as the hippocampus, which plays a role in memory. 
Positive cognitive outcomes have been shown in children and 
adolescence, as well as seniors—it benefits everyone at any age! It 
also improves blood flow to the brain, leading to a dual benefit. The 
American Heart Association recommends a minimum of 150 minutes 
of exercise weekly. The good news is that you can pick what you like 
to do. Some of my favorite activities are: biking, walking, hiking and 
dancing. Swimming is great if you suffer from chronic pain and other 
activities that can lead to pain.

EAT A HEALTHY DIET. 
Having an elevated BMI can have a very negative impact on overall 
health by increasing your risk for heart disease, stroke, hypertension 
and diabetes. There are many different diets out there, and not every 
diet fits everyone; however, one diet has proven to be beneficial for 
maintaining brain health—the Mediterranean diet. The benefits are 
numerous:

• Helps maintain a healthy body weight

• Heart-healthy 

• Prevents dementia 

• Slows down cognitive decline  

Nonetheless, the Mediterranean diet is not the only diet with 
health benefits, and different people have different tastes, as well 
as dietary restrictions, so make sure to consult your primary care 
doctor or registered dietitian before beginning any change in  
your nutrition. 

STRESS.  
Ongoing stress and anxiety can depress the immune system 
and lead to depression, hypertension and even increases the 
risk of Alzheimer’s. Ask yourself, what stressors do you have in 
your life, and how can you better manage them? There are many 
approaches to treating stress and mood disorders ranging from 
exercise, mindfulness, mental health therapy, medication and more.  
Being proactive at dealing with stress can lead to a host of other 
benefits, including a boost in energy, concentration and memory, as 
well as helping to prevent other chronic diseases and even helping 
to prevent dementia. Yes, being happy is part of brain health!

LEARN NEW THINGS.  
Our brain is like a muscle, and when we use it, it gets stronger. 
Learning new things, at any stage in life, contributes to 
“neuroplasticity,” or our brain’s ability to grow and adapt. This is 
valid even at later stages in life and past retirement. It could be a 
lecture, a documentary, a puzzle or even learning a new language. 
Learn something new, and you’ll be contributing to keeping your 
brain healthy!

SOCIALIZE.  
Socialization benefits all of us as we all need to feel loved 
and cared about, but for those suffering from dementia or 
other cognitive decline challenges, it plays an even more vital 
role. Currently, socializing looks differently due to COVID, but 
that doesn’t change the benefits of it. Socialization and the 
connectedness to others brings a sense of personal worth and 
a feeling of belonging, rather than confusion and isolation. Both 
of those positive sensations improve brain health and slow the 
progression of memory loss in those with Alzheimer’s. Socialization 
also helps individuals maintain focus and adds clarity to time and 
place as they’re mentally active and socially engaged, all helping to 
add normal structure and organization to their day.

These are all actionable habits you can create and build into your 
life. Take it one step at a time, and just start with one or two. Make 
that a habit and part of your regular lifestyle, and then add another. 
Our minds are precious, so we need to take care of them. If you 
have further questions or have any concerns, make sure to talk 
about them with your primary care doctor.

➤ For more information, visit: https://www.bellin.org/services_programs/neuroscience-care 
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There is strong evidence that what you eat can make a  
difference in your risk of cognitive decline and dementia, 
including Alzheimer’s disease. Research shows eating 
certain foods (and avoiding others) has been shown to 
slow brain aging by 7.5 years and lessens the chances 
of developing Alzheimer’s disease. MIND diet was born 
as a hybrid of two existing eating styles—DASH and 
Mediterranean diets—backed by decades of research. 
University researchers developed MIND diet to emphasize 
foods that actually influence brain health, and because of 
those findings, it is not a trend or fad diet, rather a lifestyle. 
As you consider new aspirations for your health this year, 
consider these facts:

EAT NATURAL FOODS.  
These are foods found in nature. Try to avoid processed 
foods as much as possible as they cause inflammation.

MAKE BERRIES YOUR SWEET TREAT.  
There is nothing against an apple a day, but when scientists 
reviewed the research on diet and brain health, one 
type of fruit soared above the rest: berries. In a 20-year 
study of over 16,000 older adults, those who ate the most 
blueberries and strawberries had the slowest rates of 
cognitive decline. Researchers credit the high levels of 
flavonoids in berries for the benefit. Treat yourself to two or 
more berry servings a week for peak brain health, but do 
not forget all of the other super fruits! Super fruits such as 
tart cherries, watermelon, bananas, kiwis, dates, mangoes, 
oranges and avocados contain antioxidants, potassium and 
many important vitamins. 

HEALTHY FATS—SNACK ON NUTS AND COOK 
WITH OLIVE OIL.  
Nuts have healthy fats and vitamin E, which is known for 
its brain-protective qualities. Walnuts, flax seed and chia 
seeds not only have healthy fats and are nutrient dense, 
but also contain omega 3 fatty acids! Grab a handful at 
least five times a week instead of processed snacks like 
chips or pastries. Check the list of ingredients and opt for 
the dry-roasted or raw, unsalted kind without extra sodium, 
sweeteners or oils. Another Mediterranean diet staple 
that has a home in the MIND diet is olive oil. Researchers 
recommend using it as your primary cooking oil, avoiding 
butter and margarine. New to olive oil? Look for “extra 
virgin” olive oil (skip anything labeled “light”) and choose 

a bottle that is opaque or in a dark glass as light causes it 
to go bad more quickly. Other healthy fats to consider are 
avocado and canola oil. 

EMBRACE MEATLESS MONDAYS  
(PLANT-BASED PROTEINS) .  
Brain-healthy eating encourages consuming meat sparingly 
(red meat makes an appearance fewer than four times a 
week in the MIND diet). Beans, quinoa, lentils and soybeans 
such as edamame pack in protein and fiber, making them 
nutritious entrées. Other protein dense foods are seeds, 
peas, spirulina and nutritional yeast. They will keep you 
full and are rich in B vitamins, which are important for brain 
health. Consume plant-based foods daily. In one study 
analyzing the diets of older adults, those who had the 
lowest intakes of legumes had greater cognitive decline 
than those who ate more.

HAVE FISH ONCE A WEEK.  
Constantly forgetting the name of people you just met? 
Adults age 65 and older who ate fish once a week or more 
scored better on memory tests and tricky number games 
than those who had seafood less often. However, if fish is 
not your favorite there is good news; MIND diet researchers 
could not find proof that having it more than once a week 
added extra benefits for the brain.

FEEL FREE TO SAVOR A GLASS OF WINE.  
While too much alcohol is unquestionably harmful to 
the brain and overall health, studies suggest that light 
to moderate drinking may lower the risk of dementia. In 
addition, it may delay the onset of Alzheimer’s by two 
to three years. One possible reason: Alcohol seems to 
help blood flow, making it less “sticky” and less prone to 
potentially harmful clotting. Given the risks of alcohol, it 
is probably not a good idea to start drinking it just for the 
possible brain benefit; however, if you enjoy a glass of wine 
with dinner, you can continue the habit on the MIND diet. 
CHEERS to 2021! 

➤ For more information, visit: https://www.bellin.org/services_programs/weight-management/contact-us

BUILD A STRONGER 
BRAIN IN 2021!
Michele Boehmer, Registered Dietitian, Bellin Health 
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Treat Your 
Family Well

We all know that taking action to stay healthy doesn’t 
start or stop at a certain age. Everyone can benefit from 
making good choices when it comes to health, and what  
better way to stay well than to involve the whole family? 
Here are some tips on how you can stay healthy while 
enjoying family time.

EVERYBODY DANCE NOW! 
When is the last time you danced and sang like nobody 
was watching? It doesn’t matter if you haven’t danced 
since your high school prom! Kids love to dance, and 
nothing is more fun than turning up some music and 
creating your own dance party right in the middle of your 
family room. Dancing  is an excellent way to stay healthy, 
and it’s fun for all ages.

Studies show that dancing offers significant protection 
against cardiovascular disease as you age. While interval 
training is a key factor, social interaction has proven to 
be a great attribution as it has an effective influence on a 
person’s mood and stress levels. Other health benefits of 
dancing include:

• Weight control

• Lower blood pressure

• Higher HDL (“good”) cholesterol

• Lower risk of diabetes

Smart Thinking – Virtual 
January 27, 2021 - 12:00pm to 12:30pm Register here https://www.bellin.org/calendar/event/90255

UPCOMING EVENTS

➤ FOR MORE INFORMATION GO TO bellin.org/calendar

➤ For more information, visit: https://www.bellin.org/services_programs/mental-well-being

JUST JOKES. 
When is the last time you heard something funny it made 
you laugh so hard you cried? Wouldn’t it be wonderful 
if we could laugh like that at least once a day? Why not 
try  having your own family stand-up comedy night where  
everyone participates and tells their favorite jokes. These  
are the fun memories you will cherish forever, and “kids 
of all ages” can benefit from the joy of laughter. 

HEALTH BENEFITS OF LAUGHTER. 
Laughing produces positive physical changes in your 
body that boost your health immediately and over the 
long term. For example, laughing:

• Releases endorphins and dopamine, which are  
feel-good hormones

• Relieves stress and helps you cope with it

• Stimulates your heart, lungs and muscles thanks to  
the sudden increase in oxygen levels

• Reduces pain

• Lessens depression, anxiety and tension

• Increases creativity and cognitive abilities

• Improves your immune system

• Improves relationships, creating happier marriages  
and bonding among group members

• Helps you shift the way you view situations and allows 
you to see them from a different perspective

https://www.bellin.org/calendar/event/90255
http://www.facebook.com/events/3106830212756684/?ref=110
https://www.bellin.org/calendar
https://www.bellin.org/services_programs/mental-well-being

