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Physical Exercise and the Brain
While we have all heard it said, “Exercise is the best medicine,” many
of us have not considered its positive effects on the brain. Although it
may seem easier to take a pill than to take a walk, few, if any, pills have
the direct benefit that routine exercise and physical activity bring. A
number of observational studies have suggested that people who are
physically active are less likely to develop Alzheimer’s disease (AD) than
their sedentary counterparts. More recent studies have shown that
people who are physically active through routine exercise can reduce
the occurrence of AD. And, it seems these benefits are possible even
when exercise is limited to later life!
One of the most exciting changes that exercise brings is the formation
of new neurons, or brain cells. The new neurons are created in the
hippocampus, the center of learning and memory in the brain and
the first place that AD strikes. Aerobic exercise reinforces neural
connections in the brain thus creating a denser network, which is then
better able to process and store information. Exercise also increases
blood flow to important structures in the brain. Those individuals who
participate in modest exercise have demonstrated improvements in
thinking and decision making functions, memory, and spatial abilities.
In addition to benefits on the brain, exercise also plays an important role
in reducing high blood pressure, balancing insulin levels, maintaining
optimal weight and reducing depression. Risk factors that increase the
likelihood of AD include uncontrolled hypertension, high cholesterol
and diabetes. Imagine that routine exercise could diminish these risk
factors that are found in many middle and older aged adults!
People with dementia can also continue to experience the benefits of
exercise. Engaging in routine and familiar physical activities are often
the best, particularly when carried out during the best part of the day
for that person. Likewise, caregivers benefit from exercise as it can
improve overall health and well-being by altering high levels of stress
experienced by many.
Begin to add a daily dose of exercise to your recipe for brain health. The
benefits are numerous and it is never too late to start!

ABC’s of Exercise
A

Always speak with your doctor
before you start a new exercise
program
Agree on the best exercise/
physical activity that you are likely
to stick with over the long run

B

Begin slowly and work your way

up to 30 minutes over time
Buddy up with a friend or partner
who will encourage you and hold
you accountable

C

Commit to a routine (it takes 21
days to form a new habit!)
Celebrate your success

Types of Physical Activities:
Walking
Biking
Swimming
Gardening
Dancing
Jogging
Circuit training
Nintendo Wii games
Best Places to Exercise:
Community/Senior Center
YMCA/YWCA
Local Mall
Local Parks
High school track
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Tip on Brain Health: Volunteer!

Ask The Expert
Helle Brand, PA
Banner Alzheimer’s Institute Memory Disorders Clinic

Dear Helle:
I am having such a tough time getting my wife to
move. I know she always feels better after we get in
from taking a nice long walk around the neighborhood.
When I ask her to come with me, she almost always
says, “NO!” What can I possibly do?
Signed:
Get Up & Go!
Dear Get Up and Go!
You pose a good question, because appreciating the
need for physical activity does not mean that it gets
accomplished easily! Taking advantage of natural
times when one can be physically active is one of the
best strategies. Examples that come to mind would
be parking farther away from a store entrance, taking
the dog for a walk, walking to get the mail, raking
or sweeping, or going to a park. Often times doing
something for shorter periods of time but more
frequently during the day is better tolerated. Having an
“appointment” or date on the calendar to go someplace
is an effective tool. Consider looking at your local
senior or community centers for programs such as
Silver Sneakers exercise classes, and enrolling in them
together.
Rather than asking your wife whether she wants to
come, and getting a “no” response; remind her that it’s
time to take the dog for a walk, or that you are looking
forward to doing something with her. Make it your
need to exercise, but her role as your coach. Consider
having a friend of hers come and stop by and take your
wife for some of the activities suggested. She will do
better, as we all do, with a buddy system to hold her
accountable for an activity. Remember that she needs
to have it presented as an “of course I want you along”,
or “I’m here to get us both to our class, can’t wait to see
you” rather than “you have to.”
So, get the two of you up and go, and let me know how
it went!

Find a volunteer role that
brings you meaning. Research
demonstrates that volunteering
leads to better physical and mental
health. Contact BAI if you are
looking for a meaningful volunteer
position!
Beacon Bits
Stimulate your brain with music!
Join the “First Friday Jam Session”
from 10:00 a.m. – 11:30 a.m.
at the Arizona State University
Community Services Building,
200 E. Curry Road, Tempe.
This program meets on the 1st
Friday of every month. Bring
your instrument, sing along or
just enjoy listening in this FREE
interactive program.
New Monthly Men’s Support
Group begins March 2nd – from
7:30 a.m. – 9:00 a.m., BAI 3rd Floor
Conference Room. This group
will be held on the 1st Wednesday
of every month and is a problem
solving focused group designed
to meet the unique needs of
male caregivers. No registration
required.
Want to join in a class, support
group or get connected to
innovative programs at BAI? Visit
our website at www.banneralz.org
and click on “Classes, Events, and
Support Groups.”
MAPS for Moderate Dementia
Workshop will be held on Friday,
April 29th from 8:30 a.m. – 3:00
p.m. at the Foundation for Senior
Living Caregiver House, 1201 E.
Thomas Road, Phoenix. This
program is crafted for caregivers
of people with middle stage/
moderate dementia and will
address unique medical and
behavioral issues and offer an
optional afternoon to learn how
to provide “hands on” care such as
incontinence care, assistance with
walking, home safety and more.
For registration or questions,
call the Events Line at 602-8396850 or email Deidra.Colvin@
bannerhealth.com

Our Mission

To end Alzheimer’s disease
without losing a generation, to set a
new standard of care for patients and
their families, and to forge a model of
collaboration in
biomedical research.

Have a Question?

To submit your question for future
consideration email us at:
baiinfo@bannerhealth.com

