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By Hallie Levine, AARP
We’ve known for some time that 

what’s good for your heart is good for 
your brain. This is especially true when 
it comes to exercise: Studies show that 
regular physical activity can help lower 
the risk of dementia. But what’s been 
less clear is why.

Now new research offers some 
clues. A study published in January in 
the journal Alzheimer’s & Dementia 
found that older adults who remain ac-
tive have higher levels of brain proteins 
that enhance connections between neu-
rons. This in turn improves their memo-
ry and boosts cognition. This protective 
impact was found in everyone, even in 
people showing signs of dementia.

One reason may be that physical 
activity promotes healthy synapses, the 
small pockets of space between neurons 
that allow them to communicate. “They 
are really where the magic happens 
when it comes to cognition,” explains 
study coauthor Kaitlin Casaletto, an as-
sistant professor of neuropsychology at 
the University of California, San Fran-
cisco Memory and Aging Center. 

The good news, she stresses, is that 
the brains of participants, who on aver-
age were in their 70s, were able to reap 
the benefits of exercise even into the 
oldest ages. “It seems it is never too late 
to start,” Casaletto says. You don’t have 
to be a gym rat either. While the study 
did find that greater physical activity 
was associated with more synaptic pro-
tein levels in brain tissue, “this suggests 
that every movement counts when it 
comes to brain health,” she adds.

There may be other reasons why 
physical activity has a protective ef-
fect. Regular exercise may also reduce 
age-related inflammation that can also 
impact the brain, notes Gary Small, 
M.D., chair of psychiatry at Hacken-
sack University Medical Center in New 
Jersey. “We know that inflammation 
is implicated in other chronic diseases 
such as cancer and heart disease, so it 
makes sense that it may play a role in 
cognitive decline as well,” says Small, 
who adds that patients ask him “all the 
time whether it’s better for their brain 
to do a crossword puzzle or jog around 
the block.” The evidence for exercise is 
more compelling, he says.

Brain-boosting exercises
What type of exercise is best? 

That remains an unanswered question, 
Casaletto says. “Right now, research 
supports any type of movement, from 

walking and dance to tai chi and yoga,” 
she explains. “But it’s possible that not 
everyone benefits the same.”

That being said, there is research to 
suggest that certain types of activities 
offer individual unique benefits, includ-
ing: 

1. Aerobic exercise.
Regular aerobic exercise boosts 

blood flow to your brain, and also 
boosts the size of your hippocampus, 
the part of your brain that’s involved 
in verbal memory and learning, Small 
says. One 2017 study published in The 
Journals of Gerontology Series A: Bio-
logical Sciences and Medical Sciences 
found an association between low phys-
ical activity and dementia risk. The re-
searchers also did MRI scans of about 
2,000 people 60 or older and found that 
the

more active they were, the larg-
er their hippocampus. Best of all? The 
protective effects were highest in those 
over age 75, adding more evidence that 
it’s never too late to start.

2. Weight training. 
A 2020 study published in the jour-

nal NeuroImage: Clinical found that six 
months of strength training can help 
prevent shrinkage of the hippocampus 
in older adults. Another study, pub-
lished in the Archives of Internal Medi-
cine, compared the effects of two differ-
ent types of exercise done once or twice 
weekly over 12 months among wom-
en ages 65 to 75 — balance and tone 
training and resistance training — and 
found that pumping iron produced the 
best results for memory and other cog-

nition measurements. “When you lift 
weights, you’re really focused on form 
and performing specific moves, which 
in turn exercises the neural circuits in 
your brain,” Small explains.

3. Yoga. 
A 2016 UCLA study published 

in the Journal of Alzheimer’s Disease 
found that people 55 or older who en-
rolled in a 12-week program consisting 
of an hour of a type of meditative yoga 
once a week as well as 12 minutes of 
at-home meditation had significant im-
provements in both verbal memory (the 
ability to remember word lists) and vi-
sual-spatial memory (the ability to find 
and remember locations). “These types 
of changes occur when we practice un-
familiar movements, because when we 
learn new skills, we actually create new 
neural pathways,” says Cathy Ciolek, 
president of the board of APTA Geri-
atrics and a physical therapist in Wilm-
ington, Delaware.

4. Tai chi. 
Older adults who practiced tai chi 

for 12 weeks had a greater ability to 
multitask than those who didn’t practice 
it, according to a 2018 study published 
in the journal Frontiers in Aging Neu-
roscience. They also had more activity 
in the prefrontal cortex, the part of the 
brain where higher-level thinking oc-
curs. Research supported by the Nation-
al Center for Complementary and Inte-
grative Health also suggests that tai chi 
can help improve reasoning, planning, 
problem-solving and memory among 
older adults without evidence of sig-
nificant cognitive impairment. Adults 

with mild cognitive impairment due to 
dementia saw a boost in cognitive abil-
ity, too. Ciolek points out that tai chi is 
a great form of exercise because it com-
bines mental focus with movement. In 
other words, the brain has to think about 
what comes next while the body stays 
active. “Any form of cardiovascular 
exercise improves cognition, because it 
improves oxygen supply to the brain,” 
Ciolek explains. “It also reduces stress, 
which can help people slow down and 
focus better.”

5. Dancing.
A landmark New England Journal 

of Medicine study followed seniors for 
more than 20 years and found that reg-
ular dancing reduced the risk of demen-
tia by 76 percent — twice as much as 
reading. More recently, a 2017 review 
published in the journal Current Alz-
heimer Research concluded that dance 
interventions improved cognitive func-
tion in dementia patients.

More generally, experts recom-
mend that people try to stay on their feet 
as much as possible. A 2018 study that 
Small and others published in the jour-
nal PLOS ONE found that adults ages 
45 to 75 who sat at least three hours a 
day had substantial thinning of their 
medial temporal lobe, a part of the brain 
responsible for the formation of new 
memories. “This thinning is usually a 
precursor to dementia,” Small notes.

Easing into activity
If you’ve previously been a couch 

potato, don’t jump into activity either, 
which can raise risk of injury. Instead, 
Casaletto recommends that you start 
easy and work your way up.

“Consider adding movement into 
your typical everyday activities,” she 
suggests. This can be intentionally park-
ing a little farther away from the grocery 
store, doing wall sits while you brush 
your teeth, going for a walk during your 
next phone call, standing while you take 
that meeting or even doing five sit-ups 
during a commercial break.

“These moments add up,” she 
stresses. “The more naturally move-
ment can fit into your day-to-day 
life, the easier it will be to maintain.”  
(Source: AARP/Hallie Levine is a con-
tributing writer and an award-winning 
medical and health reporter. Her work 
has appeared in The New York Times, 
Consumer Reports, Real Simple, Health 
and Time, among other publications.)    
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Physical activity can boost memory, improve thinking, even lower dementia risks — and it’s not 
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NASHVILLE, TENNESSEE - 
Last Monday afternoon, Representative 
Rebecca Alexander filed an amendment 
to HB2779 to completely ban abortions 
at any stage of gestation in the state of 
Tennessee, as well as to create a private 
cause of action allowing any person, 
in any state, to sue the physician and 
loved ones of a person for experienc-
ing pregnancy loss. Not only does this 
amendment completely block access to 
essential health care for Tennesseans, it 
also deputizes strangers and neighbors 
to harass and interrogate a person expe-
riencing pregnancy loss. Anna Carella, 
Co-Executive Director of Healthy and 
Free Tennessee says, “This state-sanc-
tioned harassment and surveillance of 
pregnant people is unacceptable and 
a violation of pregnant people’s civil 
rights.”

In addition to experiencing the 
physical and emotional burdens of los-
ing a pregnancy, these people could 
also find themselves being deposed, 
having their records subpoenaed, or 
being called as a witness against their 
loved ones in a civil investigation and 
trial. Not only will these lawsuits add 
to the trauma of pregnancy loss, but 
the financial burdens are enormous–if a 
judge finds that the pregnancy loss was 

caused by an abortion as prohibited in 
the bill, anyone who supported the pa-
tient could be forced to pay a minimum 
of $10,000. Even if the pregnancy loss 
is found not to be the result of an abor-
tion, the physician or loved one would 
not be able to recover attorney’s fees. 
Briana Perry, Co-Executive Director at 
Healthy and Free Tennessee says, “This 
bill will further increase the pregnancy 
surveillance that Tennesseans are facing 
and will lead to people being penalized 
for their pregnancy outcomes, including 
people who experience miscarriages.”

The threat of these lawsuits will 
prevent patients from seeking care and 
will prevent physicians from provid-
ing lifesaving treatment. Despite the 
fact that the bill creates an exception 
for life-threatening emergencies, the 
fear and stigma created by this bill will 
prevent people experiencing medical 
emergencies from seeking care. Pa-
tients in Texas have found themselves 
turned away from clinics and emergen-
cy rooms because doctors are afraid of 
opening themselves up to a lawsuit; 
those patients have had to drive them-
selves hours to another state while their 
life was at risk in order to obtain emer-
gency care.

Moreover, forcing people to give 

birth in a state with inadequate prenatal 
care will lead to higher rates of pregnan-
cy-related deaths. 17% of babies in Ten-
nessee are born to a person receiving in-
adequate prenatal care. The Tennessee 
maternal mortality rate is significantly 
higher than the national average (26.7 
deaths per 100,000 live births compared 
to 17.4 deaths per 100,000 births), and 
the Tennessee Department of Health 
found that 79% of those deaths were 
preventable. Additionally, Black birth-
ing people in Tennessee are nearly 4 
times as likely to die from pregnan-
cy-related causes than white birthing 
people. Instead of improving health for 
Tennessee families and babies, this bill 
forces people to give birth without ade-
quate care, which will lead to more Ten-
nesseans and Tennessee mothers dying.

Healthy and Free Tennessee is 
strongly opposed to legislation that will 
allow people to be punished for preg-
nancy outcomes. Pregnant people in 
Tennessee shouldn’t face the threat of 
a civil investigation and financial dev-
astation if they experience pregnancy 
loss. Instead, pregnant people in Ten-
nessee deserve to be able to seek and 
access safe, comprehensive, adequate 
care without fear.

By Nadia Ramlagan
A recent report found Tennessee 

households pay more than $6,000 a 
year on prescriptions, far more than the 
national average of around $4,000 dol-
lars.

Last week, U.S. Senate lawmak-
ers held a hearing on prescription-drug 
pricing, as inflation continues to drive 
up prices.

Steffany Stern, vice president for 
advocacy at the National Multiple Scle-
rosis Society, testified astronomical 
drug prices for conditions such as MS 
force most individuals to rely on charity 
to cover the costs of their medications.

“It’s very common for people with 
MS like my mom to have to rely on 
some kind of financial assistance to af-

ford their costs,” Stern explained. “Our 
studies show around 70% of people rely 
on financial assistance just so they can 
pay their out-of-pocket.”

According to a report from the fi-
nancial resource company ValuePen-
guin, since 2010, consumer spending 
on prescription and nonprescription 
drugs has increased every year. Last 
December the U.S. House Committee 
on Oversight and Reform released a 
report which showed the list prices of 
several prescription drugs, including in-
sulin, continue to climb.

Antonio Ciaccia, president of 3 
Axis Advisors and CEO of 46 Brook-
lyn Research, said middle entities called 
Pharmacy Benefit Managers, who work 
to negotiate drug prices between insur-

ance companies and pharmacies, are 
partly responsible for driving up the 
costs of drugs for consumers.

“Relatively speaking, considering 
their outsized role in impacting the price 
of medications, they’ve really kind of 
been overlooked and left to the side in 
a lot of the federal legislative efforts on 
drug pricing,” Ciaccia contended.

Last month the Federal Trade 
Commission (FTC) deadlocked a vote 
on whether to examine the business 
practices of Pharmacy Benefit Man-
agers, but some lawmakers are urging 
the agency to take action. Sen. Chuck 
Grassley, R-Iowa, recently wrote to the 
FTC, calling for a study on competition 
within the Pharmacy Benefit Manager 
industry.
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