
Smart habits to keep your 
brain young 
We can't stop our brains ageing along with the rest of our bodies, but 
we can do plenty to slow down the process and keep our minds 
active and alert. 
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Maintaining brain function 

As we grow older our brains tend to show signs of decline, making some 
everyday tasks increasingly challenging. Reasoning, spatial orientation and 
verbal memory all tend to get worse as we age.  
It used to be widely held that a huge loss of brain cells was the primary reason for 
this diminishing cognitive ability. But the reasons are now understood to be more 
complex with evidence showing that in brains free of dementia, cell numbers 
remain high but the connections between them often break. Neuroscientists are 
now focusing much of their research on how to keep those connections strong in 
order to maintain better brain function for longer. The rate of decline in cognitive 
ability as we age can vary greatly between different individuals and is influenced 
by a wide range of important environmental factors. 
Read on to discover five good habits to follow if you want to help keep your brain 
agile and young: 
1. Exercise regularly 



A large number of studies have found that regular exercise is beneficial for the 
brain. And importantly it does not necessarily have to be a long run or a rigorous 
session in the gym. Findings indicate anything that raises your heartbeat helps, 
meaning walking, housework and gardening can all play a role. A review by the 
University of Florence linked low to moderate exercise - such as playing golf once 
a week - to a 35 percent reduced risk of cognitive decline over up to 12 years of 
follow up. The research, which pooled 15 studies involving nearly 34,000 people, 
found a similar benefit (38 percent) for people who performed a high level of 
physical activity. The authors of this and other studies have concluded that 
exercise improves blood flow to the brain. It may also provide more nutrients and 
oxygen to the brain. Exercising also helps lower cholesterol and keeps blood 
pressure healthy, which decreases the risk of dementia. The Alzheimer’s 
Society advises trying to be physically active for at least 30 minutes, five times a 
week. 
 
2. Keep socialising 
The impact of isolation can go far beyond just feelings of loneliness. Research 
indicates that people with stronger social lives as they grow older tend to fare 
better on tests of memory and cognition. Experts believe that socialising helps 
build up so-called ‘cognitive reserve’ - a kind of reservoir of brain function that 
can be drawn on when other brain areas decline. A study of 1,667 adults aged 60 
and over found that those who took part in more social activities with people 
close to them were more likely to retain their memories and cognitive abilities. 
The research, published in the Journal of Health and Social Behaviour, even 
showed that the socially active group had healthier brain scans. Interacting with 
people helps stimulate parts of the brain’s frontal lobe involved in planning and 
decision-making. It may also benefit the brain by reducing levels of the stress 
hormone cortisol. A Chicago University study even found that having a big social 
circle appeared to reduce the damaging effect of Alzheimer’s disease on a 
patient’s mental ability. 
 
3. Eat well 
A low-fat, high-fibre diet including plenty of fresh fruit and vegetables and 
wholegrains is recommended to keep your brain sharp, according to NHS 
Choices. Foods rich in antioxidants - such as berries, broccoli, soy, carrots, 
tomatoes and green tea - are thought to aid general brain function. Salt intake 
should be limited to no more than six grams a day (a teaspoonful) as too much 
increases blood pressure, which is a risk factor for developing dementia. Foods 
high in saturated fat increase cholesterol levels, which also raises the risk of 
dementia. Omega-3 fatty acids found in fish such as salmon, tuna, mackerel and 
sardines help to keep the lipid part of your brain in good order, thus aiding 
processing power. People who eat fish once a week have a 60 percent lower risk 
of Alzheimer’s, according to one study at Rush University Medical Center in 
Chicago. Nuts, spinach, kale, seeds and egg yolks are also good sources of 
omega-3. 
 
4. Stretch your brain 
The brain is capable of generating new cells and connections throughout life if it 
is sufficiently stimulated. Studies have found that activities requiring mental 
agility, such as crosswords and Sudoku puzzles, keep the brain in shape and 
may help reduce the risk of Alzheimer’s. According to one study, older people 
who did four crosswords a week had a significantly lower dementia risk than 



those who did none. Researchers at Mayo Clinic in Minnesota also found that 
people who read newspapers, books or use computers in their 50s and early 60s 
were 40 percent less likely to develop dementia later on. Trying new challenges - 
such as learning a foreign language or a musical instrument - helps build up brain 
reserves. The idea of ‘neurobics’ - using different parts of the brain to do familiar 
tasks - has become a popular way to strengthen key pathways in the brain. 
Examples would include brushing your teeth or dialling the phone with your non-
dominant hand. 
 
5. Don't smoke and drink moderately 
Smoking can cause your arteries to narrow, which can raise blood pressure. High 
blood pressure increases the risk of dementia. Smokers who get through 40 
cigarettes or more a day in midlife have more than double the risk of developing 
Alzheimer’s or vascular dementia, according to a major study at Kaiser 
Permanente North California’s division of research. But it is important to note that 
when smokers give up, their brains rapidly benefit from improved circulation 
whatever their age. Drinking moderate amounts of alcohol may help protect the 
brain against decline. But drinking more than recommended levels - two to three 
units per day for women and three to four for men - causes blood pressure and 
cholesterol levels to rise. As a result it significantly raises the risk of dementia. A 
unit of alcohol is around half a pint of lager, a small glass of wine or a pub 
measure of spirits. 
 
 
 
	  


