
EXERCISE IS KNOWN for the pos it ive phys ical bene �ts it provides us. Improved car di ovas -
cu lar health, increased muscle strength and help with weight man age ment are prime
examples.

But ongo ing research shows reg u lar phys ical activ ity also leads to a vari ety of bene � cial
changes in the brain. In other words, exer cise pro foundly in�u ences our brain func tion and
men tal health.
Improved cog nit ive func tion
Phys ical activ ity increases blood �ow to the brain, ensur ing it receives ample oxy gen and
nutri ents neces sary for optimal per form ance. Addi tion ally, exer cise enhances the con -
nectiv ity between di� er ent brain regions, facil it at ing bet ter com mu nic a tion and co-ordin -
a tion. Improve ments in cog nit ive func tion, includ ing atten tion, pro cessing speed, exec ut -
ive func tion, and work ing memory, have all been linked to reg u lar exer cise.
A recent study pub lished in the journal Neur o logy found indi vidu als who engaged in mod -
er ate to vig or ous phys ical activ ity had a slower rate of cog nit ive decline com pared with
those less act ive. This sug gests exer cise is a key player when it comes to retain ing cog nit -
ive abil it ies as we age, poten tially redu cing the risk of neuro de gen er at ive dis eases such as
Alzheimer’s and Par kin son’s.
Growth of new brain cells
Exer cise pro motes neuro gen esis, the pro cess of form ing new neur ons.
One of the most sig ni �c ant e�ects on the brain is its abil ity to pro mote neuro gen esis, the
pro cess of form ing new neur ons. This occurs par tic u larly in the hip po cam pus, a region of
the brain asso ci ated with memory and learn ing. Stud ies show proper exer cise stim u lates
the pro duc tion of brain-derived neur o trophic factor. This is a pro tein that sup ports the
sur vival, growth and di� er en ti ation of new neur ons and syn apses enhan cing brain plas ti -
city and improv ing cog nit ive func tion.
Stress reduc tion, emo tional well being
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When it comes to man aging stress, enhan cing emo tional well being and dimin ish ing the
symp toms of anxi ety and depres sion, exer cise is unpar alleled. Phys ical activ ity trig gers the
release of endorphins, often referred to as “feel-good” hor mones, which help alle vi ate
pain and induce feel ings of pleas ure and euphoria. Moreover, exer cise lowers the levels of
stress hor mones like cortisol and adren aline, fos ter ing a sense of calm and relax a tion.
The mech an isms behind this are mul ti fa ceted, involving both physiolo gical and psy cho lo -
gical factors. Physiolo gic ally, exer cise increases the levels of neur o trans mit ters like sero -
tonin and nore pineph rine, which are known to reg u late mood. Psy cho lo gic ally, enga ging
in phys ical activ ity provides a sense of accom plish ment and boosts self-esteem, con trib -
ut ing to over all men tal health.
Enhanced brain plas ti city
Brain plas ti city, or neuro plas ti city, is the brain’s abil ity to reor gan ise itself by form ing new
neural con nec tions throughout life. Increased plas ti city helps improve learn ing, memory,
and other cog nit ive func tions. Exer cise plays a cru cial role in this pro cess by enhan cing
brain plas ti city, mak ing the brain more adapt able and cap able of recov er ing from injury,
both cru cial factors in the con text of aging and neur o lo gical dis orders.
Phys ical activ ity is what stim u lates the release of growth factors, essen tial for the form a -
tion of new syn aptic con nec tions and the repair of dam aged neur ons.
Improved sleep qual ity
Exer cise also has a pos it ive impact on sleep qual ity, which in turn a�ects brain health. It
helps to reg u late the sleep-wake cycle, pro mot ing deeper and more rest ful sleep. Why is
this import ant? Because qual ity sleep is essen tial for cog nit ive func tions such as memory
con sol id a tion, prob lem solv ing and emo tional reg u la tion.
Research has shown that indi vidu als who exer cise reg u larly tend to fall asleep faster, enjoy
deeper sleep and wake up feel ing more refreshed. Improved sleep qual ity reduces the risk
of sleep dis orders such as insom nia and sleep apnea, which are asso ci ated with cog nit ive
decline and men tal health issues.
Increased brain volume
Another fas cin at ing e�ect of exer cise on the brain is its abil ity to increase brain volume,
par tic u larly in regions asso ci ated with cog nit ive func tion. Stud ies using mag netic res on -
ance ima ging (MRI) have shown that indi vidu als who engage in reg u lar phys ical activ ity
have lar ger volumes of grey mat ter (con tain ing neuron cell bod ies) and white mat ter
(com posed of myelin ated axons) com pared to those who are less act ive.
The Brit ish Journal of Sports Medi cine pub lished a study reveal ing that older adults who
par ti cip ated in proper exer cise had increased hip po cam pal volume, which is asso ci ated
with bet ter memory and learn ing abil it ies. This sug gests exer cise helps coun ter act age-
related brain shrink age, another aid when it comes to pre serving cog nit ive func tion.
Social and psy cho lo gical bene �ts
In addi tion to the dir ect physiolo gical e�ects on the brain, exer cise also provides numer -
ous social and psy cho lo gical bene �ts that con trib ute to over all brain health. Par ti cip at ing
in group activ it ies or sports enhances social inter ac tion, reduces feel ings of loneli ness and
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provides a sense of com munity and sup port. These social con nec tions are cru cial for men -
tal well being and can help bu� er against stress and depres sion.
Addi tion ally, set ting and achiev ing �t ness goals is a real self-con �d ence booster and
provides a sense of pur pose and accom plish ment. This pos it ive mind set and enhanced
resi li ence enable indi vidu als to bet ter handle life’s chal lenges.
From pro mot ing neuro gen esis and brain plas ti city to redu cing stress and improv ing sleep
qual ity, the bene �ts of reg u lar phys ical activ ity are far-reach ing. It is a power ful tool cap -
able of indu cing pro found changes in the brain, enhan cing cog nit ive func tion, emo tional
well being and over all brain health.
By incor por at ing a com bin a tion of strength train ing, aer obic activ it ies and reg u lar daily
move ment, we estab lish a strong found a tion for a health ier life style. This com mit ment
enhances our brain’s health and func tion, ulti mately lead ing to a higher qual ity of life.
Car o lyn Hansen is the co-owner of Whangarei’s Any time Fit ness centre

10/8/24, 7:32 AM Train the brain

https://www.pressreader.com/new-zealand/the-northland-age/20241008/281827174197992/textview 3/3


