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Praise for
USE YOUR BRAIN TO CHANGE YOUR AGE
and Dr. Daniel G. Amen


“I have been a longtime advocate of the pioneering research of Daniel Amen. I believe this book may be his best ever as it distills much of his previous work coupled with some of the newest research into a comprehensive, but clearly stated lifestyle program. The science behind the program is complex, but its execution is easy to follow if you truly want to separate biological age from chronological age.”

—Barry Sears, Ph.D., author of The Zone
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“Use Your Brain to Change Your Age is inspiring and practical. Its case studies make this book powerfully impactful, both for adults and young adults in schools. I can’t think of a single reader who won’t find himself or herself represented in the stories of women and men who have used Dr. Amen’s wisdom and research to live healthy lives. This is a must-read for anyone interested in the human brain and the body that shelters it.”

—Michael Gurian, author of Leadership and the Sexes and Boys and Girls Learn Differently
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“Thorough, practical, and inspiring, this is an essential guide to reclaiming your brain—and your life! It’s never too late to start …or too early. I recommend it to anyone with a brain.”

—Hyla Cass, M.D., author of 8 Weeks to Vibrant Health
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“Your brain health is intimately tied to your physical health, and in this revolutionary and life-transforming book you will learn to help the organ that the majority of the medical, psychiatric, and psychological health-care professionals neglect—the brain! Whether you are a first-time reader of Dr. Amen or someone like me who has read all of his books, you will learn new insights and will feel motivated to make the changes in your life to become a younger, better-looking you. If you change your brain you will not only change your life, you will improve the quality and length of your life!”

—Earl R. Henslin, Psy.D., author of This Is Your Brain on Joy
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“I couldn’t stop reading Dr. Amen’s new book until I was finished. As a holistic neurosurgeon, I found it to be the best user’s guide to optimal brain function I have ever read. His incredible storytelling skill combined with practical information will change your life.”

—Joseph C. Maroon, M.D., professor and vice chairman of the Department of Neurosurgery, University of Pittsburgh Medical Center, and team neurosurgeon, Pittsburgh Steelers



[image: ]


“This book is so engaging that I almost burned my dinner while reading it.…The overarching message is hope and motivation. As Dr. Amen proposes, the fountain of youth is between your ears.”

—Ingrid Kohlstadt, M.D., Ph.D., Townsend Letter
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“Obesity, depression, and Alzheimer’s disease are current epidemics that are predicted to get worse. If you want to avoid them and improve your physical and mental health, read Dr. Amen’s books.”

—Stephen R. Covey, author of The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People and The Leader in Me
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“Use Your Brain to Change Your Age provides outstanding and practical advice based on what we know about how the brain and our body work. The information in this book is tremendously important for anyone wanting to stay young and keep their body and brain as young and healthy as possible. Important for everyone whether you are older and want to grow younger or younger and want to get a head start on living a long and vigorous life.”

—Andrew Newberg, M.D., coauthor of How God Changes Your Brain and director of the Myrna Brind Center of Integrative Medicine, Thomas Jefferson University
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INTRODUCTION

THE FOUNTAIN OF YOUTH IS BETWEEN YOUR EARS
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SEVEN PRINCIPLES THAT WILL CHANGE EVERYTHING IN YOUR LIFE


You are only young once, but you can stay immature indefinitely.

—OGDEN NASH



I was recently on a plane from San Francisco to Honolulu, where I was going to participate in a very important debate at the annual meeting of the American Psychiatric Association. In the seat next to me was an elderly woman, Mary, who recognized me from my public television shows. As I was opening my computer to start obsessing over the debate, Mary leaned toward me and asked, “Is it ever too late?”

“Too late for what?” I said, trying to get my mind focused on the task tomorrow.

“I am seventy-six years old,” she whispered. “Is it ever too late for me to have a better brain?”

“Only if you just plan on living until you are seventy-seven,” I said with a smile, now looking into her pretty green eyes. “If you want to live until you’re ninety, now would be a good time to start!”

She chuckled. I relaxed. People like Mary have always fueled the passion I have for my work.

“The fountain of youth is between your ears,” I continued. “It is your brain that makes the decisions that keep you healthy, happy, and on track to live a long time, and it is your brain that makes the bad decisions that ruin your health and send you off to the undertaker early. If you want to live a long, happy life, the first place to start is by having a better brain.”

Mary told me she loved my television shows because they were so practical and she had already made many changes in her life. She also told me about her son who was a problem drinker but who stopped imbibing after watching my programs. He saw he wanted no part of the damage he saw on the SPECT scans that alcohol can do to the brain.

At the Amen Clinics we use a sophisticated brain imaging study called SPECT to help us understand and treat our patients. SPECT stands for single photon emission computed tomography, a nuclear medicine study that looks at blood flow and activity patterns. It looks at how the brain works. It is different from computerized axial tomography (CAT) or magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) scans, which are anatomical scans that show what the brain physically looks like. SPECT shows how the brain functions. Over the last twenty-one years, Amen Clinics has built the world’s largest database of brain SPECT, now totaling over seventy thousand scans on patients from ninety different countries.

SPECT basically shows three things:


1. Areas of the brain that work well

2. Areas of the brain that are low in activity

3. Areas of the brain that are high in activity



A healthy scan shows full, even, symmetrical activity in the brain.

From looking at all of these SPECT scans it is very clear to me that you can either accelerate the aging process and make your brain look and feel older than your chronological age, or you can decelerate it and have a brain that looks and feels much younger than your age.


Even though getting older is not optional,
having a brain that looks and feels old is!



Here are three SPECT scans of sixty-year-old brains. One is healthy, one has Alzheimer’s disease, and one is from a person who is overweight and has sleep apnea.




	
Normal Brain
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Full, even, symmetrical activity


	
Alzheimer’s Disease
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Back half of the brain dying






Overweight and Sleep Apnea
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Multiple areas of decreased activity

Brain SPECT is a nuclear medicine study that evaluates blood flow and activity patterns. The image on the top left of each scan is looking underneath the brain. The image on the bottom right is looking down from the top. The top right and bottom left images are looking from the sides of the brain. The holes in scans are not physical holes; they indicate areas of significant low blood flow and activity patterns.



Of these three brains, which do you want? Who will live the longest and have the youngest and most effective brain? The choice should be obvious.

It is very clear from our imaging work that as we age brain activity decreases across the whole surface of the brain. If we are not thoughtful in how we live, the myriad bad decisions a person makes over a lifetime influence aging in a negative way. Lousy diets, chronic stress, health problems, a lack of sleep, too much alcohol, illegal drugs, high-risk behavior, being around environmental toxins, and many other factors contribute to our brain’s early demise. Unfortunately, most people just accept a decline in cognitive functioning as normal aging.

I recently recorded an interview with a high-level business executive, Todd. He told me his memory was terrible at age fifty-three. “I am sure it is just my age. I am just getting older,” he said. “I often have no idea where I put my keys and sometimes find them in the refrigerator, next to the eggs.”

“It is definitely not normal,” I replied. “I am fifty-seven and my memory is as good as it has ever been. It is one of the little lies people tell themselves to justify their memory problems and bad habits. The denial prevents them from getting the help they need. Tell me about your diet and exercise.”

When Todd heard me mention exercise, he perked up. “I exercise five times a week. I run long distances and am in great shape.”

Something wasn’t making sense to me. “And your diet,” I persisted.

He looked down. “It’s not so great. Every morning I have a Diet Coke and Pop-Tarts in the car on the way to work. The rest of the day doesn’t get much better.”

Putting toxic fuel in a car will definitely decrease its performance. Putting toxic fuel in your body will definitely hurt your brain, no matter how much exercise you do.

“If you had a million-dollar racehorse,” I asked, “would you ever give it junk food?”

“Of course not,” he said.

“You are so much more valuable than a racehorse. It is time to treat yourself with a little love and respect,” I encouraged.

Three months later, Todd told me his memory had significantly improved. He also said I haunt him at every meal. I am hoping to do the same for you.

Bill, age eighty-five, had a typical brain scan for someone his age. He was a retired business executive and complained of being tired. He struggled with his memory and was on four medications for hypertension, cholesterol issues, and chest pain. “I hate getting older,” he said. (The language we use around getting older, as we will see, is very important.) His brain SPECT, not surprisingly, depicted an old brain, with overall low activity.


Bill’s Scan, Typical for an 85-Year-Old
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Multiple areas of decreased activity



Through our brain imaging work, we have also discovered a group of older men and women who have stunningly beautiful-looking and functioning brains, and they all have lives that reflect their healthy brain function. Their lives are much more vibrant, energetic, and thoughtful than those with poorer-functioning brains. In addition, they all maintain many of the brain healthy habits that you will learn about in this book. Interestingly, you never hear them saying they hate getting older. They appreciate their experiences and relationships, and they look forward, not backward.

Dr. Doris Rapp is a great example. She is an eighty-two-year-old pioneering physician who has dedicated her life to helping others. She has been called the “Mother of Environmental Medicine and Allergies.” She maintains a healthy weight, exercises vigorously, eats a nutritious diet, and has spent her life pursuing learning opportunities. She has a sharp mind and many friends, and she still consults with patients and professionals. I often call her when I am stumped with a patient, especially if I suspect a problem with environmental toxins or food allergies. Both her SPECT scan and her life reflect her healthy-looking brain. If you make brain smart decisions, you can definitely slow and, as we will see, in many cases reverse the aging process.


Doris, 82

[image: ]

A stunningly beautiful SPECT study



In this book I am going to show you how to have a younger-looking brain and body. It is based on the lessons that we have learned at the Amen Clinics. If you follow the steps in the program you will dramatically increase your chances of living longer; looking younger; decreasing your risk of dementia; and boosting your memory, mood, attention, and energy. I know this is a big promise, but I have seen that when people engage in this process, everything in their life changes in a positive way. You just have to spend some time to “dial in” the program and make it part of your everyday life, but once you do, the benefits will be lifelong.

CARLOS

When we first saw Carlos, he was forty-eight years old and filled with worries, negative thinking, depression, and anger, and he had trouble focusing. He had undiagnosed dyslexia as a child and struggled with heavy drinking in the past. His health habits were terrible, he weighed 266 pounds, and his brain was in trouble, all of which were not helping his emotional issues. Below is Carlos’s initial brain SPECT scan.

Carlos completely bought into the program we laid out for him. He is an analytical man, so the logic of the program made sense to him. It is the same program I am going to give you in this book. After ten weeks he lost 24 pounds, and after thirty weeks he was down 50 pounds. More important, his mood, energy, and memory were better as well. And he looked and felt ten years younger.

By learning and doing the techniques in the program, he no longer overate to medicate his sadness and irritability. And by eating brain healthy foods at frequent enough intervals, he no longer had the energy crashes that made him so vulnerable to stress.

He looks like a different person on the outside, but we saw the same dramatic differences on the inside as well. His follow-up SPECT scan showed overall increased activity. By following this program, he changed his brain and in the process changed his life!




	
Normal Brain SPECT Scan
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Full, even, symmetrical activity


	
Carlos’s Brain SPECT Scan

[image: ]
Overall decreased activity
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266 pounds
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243 pounds
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216 pounds








This is the part I love most about Carlos’s story. After seeing her husband’s success, his wife, who was not overweight, started our program to learn how to create a brain healthy family and ended up losing 10 pounds herself. Then his fourteen-year-old daughter embarked on our program. Carlos’s success influenced everyone he loved. As I was writing this book I saw Carlos in our waiting room. Two years after I first met him he still looked fabulous. I asked him how he kept it going.

“It’s not hard,” he said. “I have the program dialed in.”

You can do this too. None of what I will ask you to do is hard. It just takes consistent effort.




	
Carlos’s Initial Brain SPECT Scan
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Overall decreased activity


	
Carlos’s Follow-up Brain SPECT Scan
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Overall improved activity








The brain imaging work that we do at the Amen Clinics has guided our practice for more than two decades. Over the years I have crystallized our work into seven very simple principles. These principles guide all of the work we do, and they provide the foundation for this program.

SEVEN PRINCIPLES FOR CHANGING YOUR BRAIN AND IMPROVING EVERYTHING IN YOUR LIFE


1. Your brain is involved in everything you do, including how you think, how you feel, how you act, and how you get along with other people. Your brain is the organ of personality, character, intelligence, and every decision you make. And, as we will see, it is the quality of your decisions that help you live a long time or kill you early.




• It’s your brain that tells you to stop eating when you’ve had enough …or lets you dive into that second bowl of ice cream so that you end up feeling bloated, groggy, and depressed.

• It’s your brain that reminds you to drive carefully …or urges you to race down the highway at speeds that can cause tickets, crashes, or fatalities.

• It’s your brain that keeps you focused, motivated, and successful …or holds you back with attention or anxiety issues.

• It’s your brain that keeps you calm, happy, and loving …or disrupts your moods and creates conflicts in your relationship.

• It’s your brain that works as the “control center” for your entire physical system.

• And it’s your brain that deserves credit, attention, and care for everything it does to run your body, your mind, and your life!




2. When your brain works right, you work right; when your brain is troubled, you are much more likely to have trouble in your life.




With a healthy brain you are




• Happier

• Healthier

• Wealthier

• Wiser

• More effective

• Able to make better decisions, which helps you live longer




When the brain is not healthy, for whatever reason, you are




• Sadder

• Sicker

• Poorer

• Less wise

• Less effective

• More likely to make bad decisions




3. The brain is the most complicated organ in the universe and thus the most vulnerable to damage and aging. There is nothing as complicated as the human brain. Nothing. It is estimated that the brain has a hundred billion cells. Each brain cell is connected to other brain cells by thousands of individual connections between cells, which means that you have more connections in your brain than there are stars in the universe! A piece of brain tissue the size of a grain of sand contains a hundred thousand neurons and a billion connections all communicating with one another.
   The brain is 80 percent water. Hydration is critical to the brain’s health. The solid weight of the brain is 60 percent fat, so any abnormalities in the body’s fat content can wreak havoc on the brain. Even though your brain consists of only 2 percent of the body’s weight, it uses 20–30 percent of the calories you consume. Of the breakfast you had this morning or the dinner you had tonight, approximately a quarter of it went to feed your brain. Your brain also consumes 20 percent of the oxygen and blood flow in the body and it never rests (even during deep sleep). Because of its high metabolic rate, it produces a high level of free radicals, which can damage the brain, if the antioxidant capacity of the brain is low. Your brain is the most energy hungry and expensive real estate in your body. And, for good reason, it is the command and control center that runs your life.




4. Your brain is very soft, about the consistency of soft butter, tofu, or custard, and it is housed in a hard skull, which has multiple sharp, bony ridges. Brain injuries matter. They can ruin people’s whole lives. Very few people understand just how much brain injuries matter, because brain imaging is only just now starting to gain wider usage. In a 2008 front-page article in the Wall Street Journal, writer Thomas Burton quoted researchers who found that undiagnosed brain injuries are a major cause of the following:




• Homelessness

• Psychiatric illness

• Depression and anxiety attacks

• Alcoholism and drug abuse

• Suicide

• Learning problems




If you want to stay healthy, protecting your brain should be one of the first things you do.




5. Our brain imaging work has clearly shown that there are many things you do to accelerate the aging process, making your brain look and feel older. And there are many things you can do to decelerate the aging process, helping you and your brain look and feel younger. This one fact, based on tens of thousands of scans we have seen at the Amen Clinics, is the major reason I am writing this book. People need to know that every day through their behavior they are either helping or hurting the health of their brain.

Most people have a lot more say in their long-term health than they give themselves credit for. Certainly, having the right combination of genes can be helpful, but most genes get turned on or turned off based on your behavior. According to recent research, only about 30 percent of longevity is determined by your genetics. The other 70 percent is up to you. Your habits determine how old your brain is and, subsequently, how long you will live and how well you will live.

The bottom line of brain health can be summed up in four words:



AVOID BAD • DO GOOD

Of course, the details underlying these four words require a little more detail.

Here is a list of problems and behaviors that accelerate the brain’s aging process and can take years off your life. If you want to live a long time with your brain intact, avoid these as much as possible:


• Inconsistent, thoughtless behavior and decisions that negatively affect your health

• Unhealthy friends or a lack of a positive support system. The people you spend time with matter. People are contagious, and if you spend time with unhealthy people, you are much more likely to pick up their brain-damaging ways. This doesn’t mean you get rid of all your friends and family if they have unhealthy habits, but limit the amount of time you spend with them and get a new, healthier group if you want to live long.

• Brain injuries

• Toxins




◦ Drugs, illegal and many legal drugs, such as benzodiazepines and pain killers

◦ Alcohol, more than a few glasses a week

◦ Smoking

◦ Excessive caffeine, more than 300 mg (milligrams) a day (three normal-size cups of coffee)

◦ Environmental toxins, such as pesticides, organic solvents, phthalates, and mold

◦ Cancer chemotherapy or chemo brains. As chemotherapy kills cancer cells, it can also be toxic to normal cells as well. If you have had or need to have chemotherapy (please discuss this with your health-care provider), make sure to embrace a brain healthy life.




• Inflammation. Inflammation that becomes chronic is now considered to be a major cause of many diseases of aging, including cancer, diabetes, heart disease, and Alzheimer’s. Inflammation is promoted by free radicals formation, low levels of vitamin D or omega-3s, high levels of omega-6s, high-meat and/or high-sugar diets, diabetes, long-term infections, gum disease, and stress.

• Exposure to free radicals, or molecules that can cause damage in the body. Not unlike the way rust attacks a car, free radicals attack our cells, damage our DNA, and accelerate aging. Things to avoid: cigarettes, trans fats, excessive sun exposure, charred meats, pesticides, excessive exercise, overactive thyroid gland, and inflammation. Although fruits and vegetables are great sources of antioxidants, which fight free radicals, avoid buying the “dirty dozen” (produce with the highest chemical residue: peaches, apples, blueberries, bell peppers, celery, nectarines, strawberries, cherries, imported grapes, spinach, kale, and potatoes), and buy their organic counterparts instead.

• Damaged DNA and telomeres. At the end of each long strand of DNA is a cap called a telomere, which is much like the plastic seal on the end of a shoelace. The DNA cap’s purpose is to keep DNA from unraveling. Each time a cell divides, a little piece of the telomere is eroded. After about sixty divisions, it is completely gone, allowing the DNA to unravel. Inflammation, free radicals, vitamin deficiencies, and a lack of omega-3 fatty acids can all chip away at the telomere, shortening the cell’s life span. Geneticist Richard Cawthon and colleagues at the University of Utah found that shorter telomeres are associated with shorter lives. Among people older than sixty, those with shorter telomeres were three times more likely to die from heart disease and eight times more likely to die from infectious disease.

• Medical problems




◦ Gum disease

◦ Heart disease

◦ Diabetes

◦ Hypertension

◦ Gum disease

◦ Intestinal or stomach problems

◦ High or low testosterone hormone levels

◦ High or low thyroid hormone levels

◦ Low omega-3 levels

◦ Low vitamin D levels

◦ High iron levels, which increase oxidative stress

◦ Allergies

◦ Chronic insomnia or sleep apnea




• Unhealthy weight gain or obesity. As your weight goes up, the size of the brain goes down. (That should scare the fat off anyone!)

• Standard American diet




◦ Sugar. When too much sugar mixes with proteins and fats, it forms molecules called advanced glycation end products, which promote aging. The American Heart Association now recommends that women consume no more than 100 calories per day of added sugars and that men consume no more than 150 calories per day.

◦ Trans fats

◦ Excessive calories




• Lack of exercise, endurance, and strength

• Lack of new learning

• Mental health issues and/or chronic stress




◦ Depression

◦ Negative thinking patterns

◦ Excessively high or excessively low levels of anxiety

◦ Excitement seeking or impulsive behavior

◦ Negative messaging around aging




• Lack of brain rehabilitation strategies when needed

• Lack of proper supplementation or the indiscriminate use of supplements

• Lack of meaning and purpose in your life

• Lack of knowledge on how your brain is functioning



BUT HOW CAN I HAVE ANY FUN?

We have a high school course called Making a Good Brain Great that is in forty-two states and seven countries, which teaches young teenagers how to take care of their brains. After we teach the part of the course on things to avoid in order to get and keep a great brain, invariably an “attitudinal” teenage boy will blurt out in class, “So, how can I have any fun?” We then do an exercise with the class called “Who has more fun, the person with the good brain or the person with the bad brain?”

Who gets the date with the pretty girl and gets to keep her because he doesn’t act like an idiot? The guy with the good brain or the guy with the bad brain? The guy with the good brain!

Who has more freedom because he has more consistent behavior and his parents trust him more? The teen with the good brain or the teen with the bad brain? The teen with the good brain!

Who gets into the college he wants to get into because he has good grades and consistent behavior? The person with the good brain or the person with the bad brain? The person with the good brain!

Who gets the job, has more money, has more lasting meaningful relationships, and lives longer because of the better decisions that are made throughout their lives? The person with the good brain or the person with the bad brain? The person with the good brain!

This exercise sort of takes the wind out of the sails of the teenager who wants to justify brain-hurtful behavior.

Here is a list of strategies and behaviors that decelerate brain aging. If you want to live a long time with your brain intact, engage in these behaviors:


• Make good decisions. Consistent, thoughtful, conscientious behavior is the number-one predictor of longevity!

• Surround yourself with a positive, healthy support system made up of friends and family.

• Protect your brain from injuries.

• Keep your surroundings free of toxins.




◦ Limit alcohol consumption to no more than four glasses a week.

◦ Protect yourself from excessive free radical formation.




• Seek healthy DNA repair mechanisms and ways to grow telomere length. Fish oil, taking a multiple vitamin, and drinking green tea have been associated with longer telomere length.

• Maintain physical health.




◦ Strive for low levels of inflammation.

◦ Avoid gum disease and intestinal problems.

◦ Maintain healthy levels of thyroid, testosterone, and other essential hormones.

◦ Maintain healthy levels of nutrients, such as vitamin D and omega-3s.

◦ Get physical exercise, and include endurance and strength training.

◦ Get quality sleep, seven to eight hours each night.

◦ Maintain a healthy weight and expend calories wisely.




• Focus on great nutrition that serves your brain and body.




◦ Eat high-quality calories and not too many of them.

◦ Drink plenty of water and avoid liquid calories.

◦ Eat high-quality lean protein.

◦ Eat “smart” (low-glycemic, high-fiber) carbohydrates.

◦ Limit fat consumption to healthy fats, especially those containing omega-3s.

◦ Eat natural foods of many different colors to boost anti-oxidants.

◦ Cook with brain healthy herbs and spices.

◦ Avoid sugar.




• Engage in physical exercise, building endurance and strength.

• Continue lifelong learning.

• Practice effective stress management practices, such as deep breathing and meditation.

• Promote good mental health and avoid severe anxiety or de-ression.




◦ Maintain a healthy level of anxiety to keep your behavior on track.

◦ Maintain an optimistic mood.

◦ Promote positive messages around aging.




• Pursue brain rehabilitation strategies when needed, such as neurofeedback and hyperbaric oxygen therapy.

• Get proper nutritional supplementation.




◦ Take a multivitamin.

◦ Take an omega-3 supplement.

◦ Take a vitamin D supplement.

◦ Consider taking individualized supplements to fit your brain type.




• Protect and repair your DNA—controlling oxidation and inflammation and avoiding toxins are all part of protecting your DNA, plus nutrients like green tea, omega 3s, multiple vitamins, and superfoods such as grains like chia and quinoa; seaweeds and algae; and many spices may help.

• Develop meaning and purpose in your life.

• Know the state of the health of your brain.

6. How do you know unless you look? Brain SPECT imaging is an essential tool at the Amen Clinics to help us understand the current state of our patients’ brain function and to help us target the most appropriate interventions.

From the time I ordered my first brain SPECT scan in 1991, I knew it was a powerful tool, because when people saw the scans it changed their behavior.




A sign of intelligent life is changing your behavior after receiving new information.




The SPECT scans are extraordinarily useful in giving us more information to help our patients who suffer with dementia, memory problems, brain injuries, depression, obsessiveness, substance abuse, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), anger issues, and more. When used in combination with detailed clinical histories, the scans help us target treatment to our patients’ own specific brain patterns. Additionally, the scans help us use and develop more natural treatments to optimize the brain, in part because some of the typical pharmaceutical interventions appeared toxic on scans. One of the most important uses of the scans is that they help patients develop their own intimate relationship with their brains and be more willing to take better care of them.

Not all of my colleagues have embraced the clinical use of brain SPECT imaging in clinical practice, but more and more are doing so every day. Routinely, we get inquiries from physicians around the world who want to incorporate brain SPECT and these concepts into their practices. Without brain imaging tools to guide us, physicians wander around in the dark wondering what to really do to help their patients and themselves live long and stay young. In chapter 10 there will be more information on how brain SPECT imaging can be useful to you, even if you never get a scan.




7. You are not stuck with the brain you have. You can make it better, even if you have been bad to it. You can change your brain and change your life. This is one of the most exciting breakthroughs in medicine. This hopeful message has driven our work since 1991. At the Amen Clinics we have done thousands of before-and-after scans, like with Carlos, and have demonstrated that with targeted, “brain smart” interventions you can boost the actual physical functioning of your brain and decrease its functional age, even if you have previously been bad to your brain!

Intuitively, most people know that bad behaviors make us age more quickly. We see it in the skin of smokers or in the gaunt appearance of a methamphetamine addict or in the decreased cognitive functioning of people suffering from alcoholism. Unfortunately, in my experience, most people do not have a clue about how their physical health affects their cognitive and mental health.

For example, I did a fascinating project with a group of businesswomen. When your brain works right, your business works right! One of our CEOs, Tina, was struggling with depression, obesity, and uncontrolled diabetes. Her brain SPECT scan looked awful.

Tina told me that she had been diagnosed with diabetes several years earlier but had not found the time to really get healthy. She thought she would eventually get around to it. I thought to myself, “This is really nuts.” (My prefrontal cortex, or PFC, in the front third of my brain, prevented me from saying it out loud.) Tina, like most people, had no idea that diabetes causes brain damage. It damages blood vessels, including those to the brain, and doubles the risk for Alzheimer’s disease. Obesity, all by itself, is also a risk for thirty medical illnesses, including Alzheimer’s disease; and, as we will see, it damages the brain. Depression can be caused by uncontrolled diabetes and obesity and is, by itself, another independent risk factor for Alzheimer’s disease.

I looked at Tina and said, “Nothing in your life will work right, especially not your business, if your brain isn’t right. Your physical health problems are a ‘brain emergency.’ It is critical to get your weight and diabetes under control, and when you do this, your mood will be better as well.”






	
Normal Brain SPECT Scan
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Full, even, symmetrical activity


	
Tina’s Brain SPECT Scan
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Overall decreased activity






Tina’s Follow-up SPECT Scan
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Overall increased activity




Since we started working together, Tina has lost 40 pounds, her diabetes is under control, her mood is better, and she looks and feels much younger. Moreover, her business has dramatically improved because she has better focus, energy, and judgment.



NONE OF THIS IS HARD OR ABOUT DEPRIVATION! IT IS ABOUT SMART CHOICES AND GOOD DECISIONS

You will find that none of the strategies in this book are hard to do or require deprivation. The program is about making smart choices and good decisions. Mind-set here is critical. If you think something is being taken from you, you will resist. If you think you are being given the gift of extended, prosperous life for your mind and body, it will be easy to stay on this program. In fact, with the proper attitude, you will start to vigilantly protect your health from all those people in your life who are actively trying to steal it.

At this stage of my life, I am only interested in habits and food that serve me rather than those that enslave and steal from me. For example, I used to love Rocky Road ice cream until I learned that not only is it filled with sugar and calories, which promote obesity, inflammation, and erratic brain cell firing, it also has a type of fat, palmitic acid, that fools the brain into thinking it has not eaten anything at all. No wonder that halfway through the first bowl of ice cream, I was thinking about the second bowl. This does not happen with nonfat yogurt and blueberries, which I also love.

Success on this program will require you to use the PFC to plan and think ahead. Strengthening this part of the brain will dramatically improve your focus, forethought, judgment, and impulse control. Throughout the book I will give you hundreds of ways to enhance your PFC and improve every decision you make in your life to keep you on track toward your goals. Success will also require a powerful emotional or limbic brain to keep you motivated to move in the direction of health.

WHY YOU WANT TO COMPLETELY EMBRACE THIS PROGRAM NOW

By adopting the brain healthy strategies detailed in this book, you can outsmart your genes, put the brakes on aging, and even reverse the aging process so that you look and feel younger in a very short period of time. Researchers indicate that within just three months of adding a new healthy habit, you can start seeing a measurable difference in your life expectancy. By following the plan outlined in this book, your brain can start looking younger in a matter of just eight weeks.

In my lectures I often ask the audience, “How many of you want to live until eighty-five or beyond?” Most of the audience raises their hands. “Did you know,” I continue, “that 50 percent of people eighty-five or older will be diagnosed or have significant symptoms of Alzheimer’s disease or other forms of dementia?” That one statistic gets their attention and it should get yours as well.

How is Alzheimer’s disease different from dementia? Dementia is the big umbrella category. Alzheimer’s is one of the common types of dementia. Other types of dementia include alcoholic dementia, brain trauma dementia, vascular dementia (often associated with small or large strokes), pseudodementia (depression that mimics dementia), and frontal temporal lobe dementia, to name a few.

With the aging population, Alzheimer’s disease is expected to triple from five million to fifteen million Americans in the coming decades, and there is no cure for it on the horizon. If that is not enough motivation for you to get healthy, then you might want to volunteer at an elderly care center for two weeks and meet a few people with Alzheimer’s disease and other forms of dementia. It is a frightening illness that robs you of your ability to form new memories. Later in the illness, you lose old memories too. And it puts a tremendous burden on families.

One of the reasons there is not likely to be a cure for Alzheimer’s disease and other forms of dementia is that they start thirty years or more before people have any symptoms. According to one study at UCLA, 95 percent of people with Alzheimer’s disease were diagnosed when they were in the moderate to severe stages of the illness, when not much can be done. Early screening and intervention is absolutely essential.

The National Institute of Aging recently revised its staging guidelines for Alzheimer’s disease. The old guidelines had three stages:


1. Normal, in which people had no symptoms

2. Mild cognitive impairment, in which people or relatives started to notice a problem

3. Alzheimer’s disease, in which a significant problem was present



Based on new brain imaging data, the National Institutes of Aging added a new stage:


1. Normal

2. Preclinical stage, in which there were no obvious outward symptoms but where negative changes were already brewing in the brain

3. Mild cognitive impairment

4. Alzheimer’s disease



Can you see the problem here? You have no symptoms at all, but your brain is already starting to dramatically deteriorate, up to thirty to fifty years before you have symptoms! The time to start preventing Alzheimer’s and other diseases of aging is now, not tomorrow, no matter what your age. The person who is diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease at age fifty-nine likely started to show noxious brain changes by age thirty. The person who is diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease in his early seventies already had evidence of brain deterioration in his forties.

Losing your memory or developing brain fog in your forties, fifties, sixties, seventies, or even eighties is not normal. It is a sign of trouble. Be smart and stop waiting for a problem to hit you in the head before you decide you have to get healthy.

Marianne was fifty-nine years old when she almost quit her job. She worked as a high-level business executive but felt as though her mind was beginning to deteriorate. Physically, her whole body hurt, and her head felt foggy all day long. At first she thought that she was “just” getting older, that it happened to everyone. But as she got worse, she thought it was unfair to her co-workers that she was not on top of her game, and she considered leaving a job she loved. She thought her best days were behind her. Her daughter gave her a copy of one of my books and she immediately started the program. To her amazement, within two months she started to feel much better, her pain was gone, and the brain fog had lifted. Within a year, she had lost thirty pounds and now her brain feels younger, sharper, and more energized than it has in decades. “I have a fast-acting brain with the wisdom of experience,” she told me. “I feel like I am at the peak of my life and my best is no longer behind me.”

Are the treatments we have now for Alzheimer’s disease more likely to make an impact early or late in the illness? Early. The more brain tissue there is available to save, the better. The best tactic to decrease your risk for Alzheimer’s disease or to even prevent it is to decrease the illnesses and problems that are associated with it, such as brain injuries, drug or alcohol abuse, heart disease, vascular diseases, strokes, cancer, obesity, sleep apnea, diabetes, hypertension, depression, toxic exposure, low testosterone levels, and low thyroid levels.

This book will be your road map for decreasing your risk for Alzheimer’s disease and other forms of dementia, and in the process you will look and feel better, have a sharper memory and improved decision-making skills. Since the problems of aging, including dementia, start much earlier than their symptoms manifest, now is the time to take your brain health seriously, no matter what your age. Many of the diseases of aging actually start in childhood or adolescence and include obesity, brain injuries, depression, and an unhealthy support system. Keeping your children and grandchildren healthy is one of the best gifts you can give them. Knowing what we know now, if you are the grandparent who gleefully doles out the candy and ice cream whenever the grandchildren come over, you are clearly not doing them any favors.

This book is organized around ten stories that highlight the major concepts of using your brain to change your age.


  1. Nana, Lisa, and Ruth’s story will show you the importance of knowing your important health numbers. You cannot change what you do not measure. Allowing these numbers to get out of control may very well lead to your early death. It will also give you a plan to decrease your risk for Alzheimer’s disease and age-related memory problems.

  2. Tamara’s story will show you how the food you eat literally poisons your body, drains your brain, and causes you to want to check out of life early, or how it can be your best medicine. If you are smart, you will only want to eat food that serves you.

  3. Andy’s story will show you the importance of getting strong to live long. His before-and-after brain scans will show you how you can look and feel dramatically younger by following the steps of the program, especially adding consistent physical exercise.

  4. Jose’s story directly demonstrates how the physical health of your brain enhances good decision-making skills to help you live longer.

  5. Jim’s story highlights the importance of lifelong learning to keep the brain young.

  6. Joni’s story illustrates the connection between brain health, beautiful skin, and a healthy sex life. The health of your skin is an outside reflection of the health of your brain. Since the brain is 50 percent visual, healthy skin attracts others to you.

  7. Chris and Sammie’s heartbreaking story will demonstrate the need to treat grief, depression, anxiety disorders, and other emotional challenges in order to want to live long and feel younger.

  8. Anthony, Patrick, Nancy, and others will demonstrate that brain damage is often reversible with an intense, smart, focused program.

  9. “The Tale of Two Ricks” will show the importance of your “people” connections to get and stay healthy.

10. Daniel—that’s me—and Brain SPECT Imaging will tell how the brain images in this book have changed everything in my life and how they can change yours as well, even if you never get a scan.

In addition, there will be detailed information on ways to actively protect the brain from aging, as well as on the smart use of natural supplements. I am excited to be your guide on this journey. Together we can make a difference in your life and in the lives of those you love, even for three or four generations.



STEVE’S AMAZING TRANSFORMATION

Eighteen months before I wrote this book Steve was forty years old and weighed 630 pounds. He was depressed and struggling with a twenty-five-year addiction to alcohol and nicotine. He suffered with sleep apnea, hypertension, diabetes, and severe chronic pain in his feet, which tortured him day and night. He was so big that whenever he fell he would have to call 911 for a team of people to help him. At the time, he was contemplating suicide and finally decided that he had only two choices: either to live or to die. He chose life.

[image: ]

His sister bought him a copy of my book Change Your Brain, Change Your Body, which he followed religiously, and together with the help of many supportive people, Steve lost 156 pounds over the next four months and has now lost over 380 pounds. In addition, Steve has gone from ten medications to two, and he has lost his pain, diabetes, cigarettes, and depression—all without any surgery. Not only does Steve look and feel dramatically younger, but his brain is younger as well. He has better focus, better energy, and a better memory. Ultimately, Steve used his brain to change his age, and in the process he saved his life. If Steve can use these principles to get healthy, then I know you can too.




End of sample
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