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THE pan demic lock downs had a “real last ing impact” on the brain health of people over
50, research ers have sug ges ted.

A study by the Uni versity of Exeter and the Insti tute of Psy chi atry, Psy cho logy & Neur os -
cience (IoPPN) at King’s Col lege Lon don found that work ing memory and cog nit ive func -
tion in older people rap idly declined dur ing the pan demic, regard less of whether people
were dia gnosed with Covid-19 or not.
The team said this could be due to a num ber of factors the pan demic exacer bated, includ ing
drink ing too much alco hol, reduced phys ical activ ity, loneli ness and depres sion.
Stay ing healthy in later life can some times be com plex, espe cially if other health prob lems
are in the mix.
But, gen er ally speak ing, is there any thing people can do to help keep their cog nit ive func -
tion and memory sharp in their 50s and bey ond?
We asked some experts...
DON’T STOP LEARNING
There’s often a belief that once you reach a cer tain age, it’s ‘too late’ to learn any thing
new.
“But that isn’t really the case,” Dr Anthony Thompson, post gradu ate psy cho logy pro -
gramme leader at Arden Uni versity says.
“In fact, research shows that lifelong learn ing, along with formal edu ca tion and lit er acy, is
an import ant factor behind our health and secur ity as we grow older.
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“Research shows that learn ing new skills and acquir ing know ledge can stim u late the
growth of new neural con nec tions and increase the brain’s over all plas ti city,” he says.
“This can have a range of pos it ive e�ects on cog nit ive func tion, includ ing improved
memory, atten tion, and prob lem-solv ing skills.
“There is also a fur ther soci etal impact here, too. We are an age ing pop u la tion, which
means there is added pres sure for long-term care or health care sup port, along side the
need for eco nomic mar kets to keep up with a grow ing pop u la tion.
“Hav ing an act ive older gen er a tion – whether that is through work ing or volun teer ing –
reaps per sonal bene �ts and eco nomic bene �ts for fol low ing gen er a tions.”
Whether it’s volun teer ing, tak ing up a new hobby, musical instru ment or lan guage, �nd
new things to keep your mind well
oiled.
STAY ACTIVE
“Aim for at least 150 minutes of mod er ate-intens ity aer obic exer cise per week,” says Dr
Adam More ton, con sult ant older adult psy chi at rist at Pall Mall Med ical.
“I wouldn’t recom mend every body take up mara thon run ning, but most people can �nd
some way to gradu ally and gently increase their levels of activ ity.”
There’s a wealth of research link ing higher rates of phys ical activ ity with bet ter phys ical
and men tal health in later life – includ ing cog nit ive decline.
GET PLENTY OF SLEEP
“Qual ity sleep is essen tial for memory con sol id a tion and cog nit ive func tion,” says Dr
More ton.
“Aim for seven to nine hours of unin ter rup ted sleep per night.
“Some people can man age on less, and how much sleep you need can change as you get
older.
“But you should wake feel ing refreshed in the morn ing and if that isn’t hap pen ing, then
per haps you aren’t get ting enough sleep or there is another prob lem [such as depres sion]
get ting in the way.”
If you are strug gling to sleep, check in with your GP in case there’s any thing else going on
that they can help with.
Hav ing an act ive older gen er a tion – whether that is through work ing or volun teer ing –
reaps per sonal bene �ts and eco nomic bene �ts for fol low ing gen er a tions
BE MINDFUL OF YOUR DIET AND ALCOHOL INTAKE
Dr Anthony Thompson
The food and drink we con sume is also a major factor for main tain ing brain health.
Dr More ton says: “A diet rich in fruits, veget ables, whole grains and lean pro teins can sup -
port brain health. Omega-3 fatty acids, found in �sh and nuts, may also be bene � cial.
“It isn’t about deny ing your self things you enjoy, that’s import ant too, but what you eat is
essen tially fuel for your body and your brain.
“Be sure to drink enough water throughout the day. But excess ive alco hol con sump tion
and smoking can harm cog nit ive func tion.
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“Even if you can’t stop com pletely, then any reduc tions will be help ful.”
RELAX!
“Chronic stress can also have a neg at ive impact on cog nit ive func tion,” says Dr More ton.
“Prac tices like med it a tion, deep breath ing, and yoga can help reduce stress.
“Stress and depres sion can some times look like demen tia – however, the dis tinc tion is
import ant as treat ment for stress and depres sion should help resolve the memory prob -
lem.”
MAKE SURE CHRONIC HEALTH ISSUES ARE WELL MANAGED
Sim il arly, if you have chronic health con di tions such as dia betes, hyper ten sion and high
cho les terol, these can also e�ect cog nit ive health, par tic u larly as we get older.
So it’s import ant to fol low your GP’s advice and get your med ic a tion reviewed when neces -
sary.
STAY CONNECTED
There are strong links between loneli ness and social isol a tion and reduced phys ical and
men tal health – includ ing cog nit ive decline.
“Main tain ing social con nec tions and stay ing men tally act ive through con ver sa tions and
social activ it ies can sup port cog nit ive health,” says Dr More ton.
“Evid ence shows that pre vent ing social isol a tion helps pre vent demen tia.”
If you don’t have much fam ily and/or friends around, try con tact ing your local Age UK
(ageuk.org. uk) and �nd out about com munity groups in your area.
CAN BRAIN TRAINING APPS HELP?
“Yes, some stud ies show an improve ment, whilst oth ers found brain train ing to be inef -
fect ive,” says Abbas Kanani, a phar macist at Chem ist Click.
“Brain train ing games are designed to test your memory with a range of di� er ent games
and chal lenges. This may help to sharpen cer tain skills that can deteri or ate with age, such
as decision mak ing, reac tion time, and short-term memory.
“Over all, it is import ant to main tain a well roun ded, healthy life style.
“Train ing games’ impact on the brain war rants fur ther research to determ ine the long-
term e�ect on cog nit ive func tions across di� er ent groups (eg. eld erly vs adults).”


