
It’s not enough to worry about your 
physIcal fItness, says Vicki-Marie 
cossar, you should be makIng sure 
your grey matter Is In shape, too...
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MASTER 
YOUR MIND

I
T’S NOT just your body you need to 
train to keep in peak physical 
condition. Your brain is a muscle, 
too, and it needs constant 
stimulation to keep you living  

your best life. The theory ‘use it or lose it’ 
isn’t far from the truth when it comes to 
maintaining optimal brain health – and 
while it’s thought we should be doing 
specific brain training, Dr Amir-
Homayoun Javadi, a senior lecturer in 
cognitive neuroscience at the School of 
Psychology (University of Kent), says it’s 
far simpler than that.  

 While Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s  
are typically referred to as 
neurodegenerative disorders, things like 
strokes and heart attacks can also be 
attributed to cognitive decline – so it’s 
worth taking note. First, let’s understand 
how the brain works. ‘The brain consists 
of many entangled neurons that 
communicate with each other via 
electrical pulses,’ explains Dr Javadi. ‘All 

cognitive functions (basically anything 
we do from speaking and emotions to 
kicking a ball) are as a result of these 
communications. Memory is partly 
formed by changes to the structure and 
connection of these neurons. Throughout 
our lives we are constantly losing 
neurons (neurodegeneration) and 
creating new neurons (neurogenesis) 
with varying speed.’ 

When we are younger, the speed  
at which we make new neurons happens 
much quicker and the rate they decline 
gets faster the older we are. 

However, physical activity, cognitive 
engagement and social interactions can 
all promote neurogenesis no matter what 
your age. 

‘Essentially, the brain is a large muscle 
and the more you use it, the stronger it 
becomes,’ says Dr Javadi. ‘Social 
interaction is actually a very complicated 
task that engages lots of different 
cognitive functions and engages almost 
all areas of the brain. For example, it 
involves actions like making phone calls 

and travelling to a location, plus 
language, memory, planning, 
reading body language, etc. This 
activates many different parts of 
the brain which essentially leads 
to better brain health.’ 

It’s the same for cognitive 
engagement. ‘This could be solving 
crossword puzzles, or sudoku, 
reading books, learning a new task 
like how to play the piano, or how to 
speak Spanish. These tasks specifically 
target different parts of the brain and 
by doing so they activate many neurons, 
leading to better brain health.’ 

Physical activity works slightly 
differently. ‘During exercise, your brain 
becomes super-active because body 
coordination is very demanding 
cognitively,’ he says. ‘Plus, it increases 
blood circulation, balances hormonal 
levels in the brain and promotes 
neurogenesis. Also, if you have exercises 
that involve teams, it links to the social 
interaction aspect and so acts through 
multiple pathways, thus enhancing  
the effects.’

Lockdown has much to answer for and 
while we understand the need for it, it 
reduces social interactions and physical 
activity. ‘These changes increase the 
likelihood of 

Boost your Brain power 
FeeL 
Fruity
Our sense  
of smell  
is closely 
linked to  
our emotions 
– so if you’re 
looking to 
energise and 
inspire, this  
Jo Malone 
London 
Grapefruit 
Home Candle 
can help.  
£48, 
jomalone.
co.uk
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‘our research shows 
that physical activity 

like walking can 
enhance memory’ 

stay sHarp
Sudoku puzzles are 
thought to improve 
memory health and ward 
off the decline in brain 
function. This Sudoku 
Puzzle Book has more 
than 500 games. £4, 
theworks.co.uk  

Like a pro 
Thanks to its caffeine 
kick, Pro Plus relieves 
symptoms of 
tiredness and fatigue, 
helping you to 
concentrate and 
focus. £2.99 (36 
tablets), boots.com
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Brain food for thought
Can you boost cognitive function through 
food? nutritionist Jenna Hope suggests 
five things to add to your diet.  
 
Get your vitamins in
‘Vitamin D largely comes from the sun 
although foods such as salmon, 
mushrooms and eggs contain this vital 
brain power nutrient. as it’s difficult to 
obtain enough Vitamin D through 
diet alone, it’s recommended 
that teenagers and adults 
should supplement with 
10ųg/d to support optimal 
brain function, immune 
function and bone health.’

eat your oily fish
‘Oily fish is a great source of 
Omega-3 which is associated with 
improved concentration and better 
cognitive performance. Serve up two 
portions of fish weekly (with one being 
oily). nuts (specifically walnuts) and 
seeds are also a source of Omega-3 
although you’d need to 
consume these daily.’

Don’t throw the yolks 
‘Eggs are nutritional powerhouses. The 

yolks contain a key 
micronutrient called 

choline, which 
supports memory, 
mood and 
cognition. 
 

let it B
‘B-vitamins are 

important for generating 
energy from your foods and 
maintaining a steady stream 
of energy to the brain. They 

can be found in wholegrains, 
eggs, fish, beans  

and pulses.’ 
  
snack on 
BlackBerries 
‘Blackberries are 
rich in anthocyanins 

which improve oxygen 
supply to the working 

muscles and the brain.’ 
n jennahope
nutrition.com

feed YOUR MINd
It is thought the asian plant 
eleutherococcus senticosus (ES) 
may be able to enhance memory 
and these Sun Eleuthero tablets 
use ES grown without chemicals 
or pesticides. £21.95 (240 tablets), 

sunchlorella.co.uk

neurodegenerative diseases such as 
dementia, as well as conditions such  
as stroke,’ adds Dr Javadi. ‘In addition,  
they decline rehabilitation of those  
with stroke.’ 

Excessive drinking, smoking and a 
sedentary lifestyle are some of the 
biggest factors for damaging neurons and 
increasing neurodegeneration, which can 
lead to dementia. ‘Excessive drinking 
disrupts communication between 
neurons in the brain, which damages the 

neurons,’ says Dr Javadi. ‘Smoking is also 
harmful. It affects our lungs and reduces 

our oxygen intake. O2 is one of the 
core elements in activity of the 
neurons. When you have a sedentary 
lifestyle, the blood circulation 

changes. It’s important to have 
good blood circulation in the brain, 
and one of the first things that 
physical activity brings is 

cardiovascular fitness. This means the 
brain gets enough food to lead a healthy 
life and produce healthy neurons.’  

Although the brain works as a  
whole, it’s clear that everything is 
intrinsically linked and if you really  
want to start looking after your general 
cognitive health, Dr Javadi advises  
taking action right away. 

‘Individuals can encourage 
neurogenesis and reduce 
neurodegeneration with simple changes 
in their lifestyle; a healthy diet, reducing 
alcohol consumption and smoking and, 
importantly, increasing physical activity. 
Physical activity could be as simple as 
walking. You don’t need to exhaust 
yourself to benefit from it because our 
research shows that physical activity  

can enhance memory, and 
even walking three times 

a week over a year 
can reverse the 
effects of 
neurodegeneration  
in older adults.’   

staY fOCUsed
Banish brain fog and 
fatigue with Unbeelievable 
Health’s Bee Energised 
tablets and improve  
your energy and focus.  
£11.99 (20 capsules), 
hollandandbarrett.com

jOIN tHe KULt 
Live bacteria (like those 
found in probiotics) can help 
improve cognitive function. 
Bio-Kult Mind contains live 
bacteria, bioavailable 
flavonoids, grape  
and wild blueberry extracts, 
and zinc. 
£19.94 (60 
capsules), 
bio-kult.
com 

BOOst YOUR BRaIN CeLLs
 Exercise is a great way to boost brain function and the 
fitness app Freeletics offers cardio and resistance workouts 
with an adaptive weekly training programme. 
Three-month plan, 
£32.99. freeletics.
com


