[image: image1.jpg]



[image: image2.jpg]Geiomabie Focorss





[image: image3.jpg]SAND CREEK GROUP, L TD.

RESOURCES WITHOUT BARRIERS






	

	

	
	

	
	Now, What Was I Just Doing?
 by Lisa Dau, MS, LP, CEAP (From The Sand Paper, Winter 2012 edition)

	
	



	

	
	
	
	





























Since turning 45 years old this past year, I have been noticing changes in how my mind works. I can walk into a room and completely forget why I went in there. Or, I will start a project, such as dusting the dining room, then take a phone call, and subsequently forget I was even dusting until I walk back into the dining room for something else and see the dust rag.





Initially, I chalked this up to just too much stress in my life. That may be true some days, but these changes have been occurring regularly and during periods when I am not stressed. What is going on here? Is my mind on a downward descent? Should I be worried?





After reading The Secret Life of the Grown-Up Brain: The Surprising Talents of the Middle-Aged Mind by Barbara Strauch, I can now say that “yes”, my brain is changing, but there is much more to the story. In some capacities, my brain is actually performing better than when I was at a younger age. As far as “should I be worried?” well, I probably do not need to worry, but there are some things I should consider as my brain ages.





According to Strauch, our brains at middle age (roughly 40 – 65) do function differently. We tend to be more easily distracted, find it more taxing to tackle difficult new problems, the speed at which our brain processes data is slower (i.e. reaction time), and there is slowing in memory retrieval – especially with names. 





However, based on robust studies, the middle-aged brain is functioning much better in several other capacities. Some examples of this include having a more optimistic focus along with being better able to regulate emotion, see patterns and anticipate solutions to problems (i.e. have wisdom). The brain is also better at vocabulary, memory for words and language, reasoning, judgment, ability to see the big picture, deal with ambiguity, and has an improved ability to read people. 





The author shares a simple little example (p.23) using the game of bridge, to demonstrate how older and young brains perform differently. To win, if the required task of the game is speed, the older players performed at lower levels than younger players. However, when the required task to win the game is problem solving, older players played at a much higher level than the younger players. While age does take a toll on speed, other parts of our brain are functioning at different and higher levels at middle age. 





To keep our brains healthy as we age, the author presents a number of research-based strategies. Many of the recommendations are not necessarily new, but they are becoming more and more supported through brain research.                                                                    





Strauch indicates that our brain is changing all the time and it is impacted by our environment and what we do.





Aerobic exercise (any activity that increases blood flow and heart rate) is a step we can take that has the strongest and most direct impact on the brain. Research is showing exercise to have a direct effect on the birth of new neurons in the hippocampus, an area critical for memory, and a direct effect on creating new neural connections that can possibly help our reserves of cognitive abilities. 





Additionally, Strauch indicates that tasks involving attention and focus, complex leisure activities, jobs, and even video games all help our brain stay flexible. The author challenges the cliché of doing crossword puzzles, as this is primarily an activity in finding words we already know. Instead, the brain needs to be challenged by something that is hard to do, but not so hard that focus is lost. Getting our brains out of their comfort zone is a key to keeping our middle-age brains flexible and healthy. In addition, adding good doses of social-ability and positive attitude is good too. 





Lastly, is there healthy food-for-the-brain? That is a good question, according to the author, since there have been no long-term clinical trials with humans to test the effects of certain foods on the brain. However, there are some general rules-of-thumb that have developed out of the research. One thought is that darker (whole) foods are generally better for the brain and examples are prunes, kale, blueberries and so forth. An additional variable appearing to have a significant effect on the brain is obesity. The author cites research indicating that midlife obesity doubles the risk of getting dementia later in life. 





In conclusion, Strauch is reassuring us that our middle-aged brains have another story to tell. As science begins to hone in, our brains are surprisingly competent and talented in ways we may not be aware of as we busily try to find our keys or remember so-and-so’s name. We tend to have better judgment, are calmer, happier, and tend to see a fuller picture of the world while also navigating with more social expertise.  At all ages our brain is continually reorganizing and thinking differently, and in the case of a middle age brain, it occurs in some surprising new ways. 





Strauch, B. (2010). The Secret Life of the Grown-Up Brain: The Surprising Talents of the Middle-Aged Mind.  Penguin Books.
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