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PART ONE
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BRAIN BASICS


INTRODUCTION
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THE MISSING LINK
BOOST YOUR BRAIN TO GET AND KEEP THE BODY YOU HAVE ALWAYS WANTED


Fifty percent of the brain is dedicated to vision.
How you look plays a large role in how you feel. Both matter
to your success at work and in your relationships.
It is not just vanity, it is about health.
To look and feel your best, you must first think about and
optimize your brain.



I live in Newport Beach, California. We have often been called the plastic society, because we have more plastic walking around our streets and beaches than almost anywhere else in the world. One of my friends says that God will never flood Newport Beach because all of the women will float. Most people throughout the world, not just in Newport Beach, care more about their faces, their boobs, their bellies, their butts, and their abs than they do their brains. But it is your brain that is the key to having the face, the breasts, the belly, the butt, the abs, and the overall health you have always wanted; and it is brain dysfunction, in large part, that ruins our bodies and causes premature aging.

It is your brain that decides to get you out of bed in the morning to exercise, to give you a stronger, leaner body, or to cause you to hit the snooze button and procrastinate your workout. It is your brain that pushes you away from the table telling you that you have had enough, or that gives you permission to have the second bowl of Rocky Road ice cream, making you look and feel like a blob. It is your brain that manages the stress in your life and relaxes you so that you look vibrant, or, when left unchecked, sends stress signals to the rest of your body and wrinkles your skin. And it is your brain that turns away cigarettes, too much caffeine, and alcohol, helping you look and feel healthy, or that gives you permission to smoke, to have that third cup of coffee, or to drink that third glass of wine, thus making every system in your body look and feel older.


Your brain is the command and control center of your body. If you want a better body, the first place to ALWAYS start is by having a better brain.



My interest in the brain-body connection started more than thirty years ago. As a college student, my thinking was influenced by the work of O. Carl Simonton, the oncologist who taught people to use visualization to boost their immune system in order to fight cancer. In medical school, I became trained in the use of medical hypnosis and began to see the powerful effect it can have on healing the body. I personally saw that it was helpful for treating headaches, irritable bowel syndrome, pain, weight loss, insomnia, a Parkinsonian tremor, and heart arrhythmias. I then became trained in a treatment technique called biofeedback and found that when I taught my patients to use their brains to warm their hands or breathe with their bellies, their whole body went into a relaxed state, which was helpful in decreasing stress, lowering blood pressure, and combating headaches.

THE MISSING LINK

It wasn’t until 1991 that I truly started to understand the brain-body connection. That was the year I started the brain imaging work we do now at the Amen Clinics. We do a study called brain SPECT imaging that looks at blood flow and activity patterns. SPECT stands for single photon emission computed tomography. Unlike MRI and CAT scans, which show the anatomy of the brain, SPECT scans look at how the brain functions.

Looking at the brain has made an enormous difference in both my professional and personal life. At the time I ordered my first scan I had been a psychiatrist for nearly a decade, and I realized that I didn’t have all the information I needed to provide the very best treatment for my patients. When I scanned my first patient I was excited to discover that the SPECT scans gave me critical information about brain function that I could not ascertain just by talking to the patient. The scans helped me and my colleagues be better healers.

Since 1991, the Amen Clinics have performed more than 55,000 brain scans, more than any organization in the world. Analyzing scans in the context of individual patient histories has helped us better diagnose and treat our patients for a wide variety of problems, such as ADD, depression, anxiety, anger, learning problems, memory problems, brain injuries, and addictions. In addition, I have discovered that when I improved my patients’ brain functions, I also helped to improve their bodies and overall life.

I saw dramatic evidence of this a few years ago when I created a home study course for treating anxiety and depression. To test the course, we enlisted the help of ninety people to take part in the pilot program. The results were astounding. As I expected, most of the individuals experienced significant improvement in their levels of anxiety and depression. But that’s not all. A number of the people told us that by following the twelve-week program, they also lost twenty to thirty pounds. This surprising result showed us that when people help their brains, they help their bodies, and they were finally able to lose the weight they had been trying to shed for years.


Our brain imaging work opened a new window into why people do what they do.

It provided the missing link and allowed people to see what was going on in their brains, so they could do things to improve their brain and their bodies.



Take a close look at yourself in the mirror. If your skin seems dry, you reach for the moisturizer. Spot a pimple and you dab it with a bit of acne medication. Notice a few split ends and you call the hairdresser for a haircut. If you live in Newport Beach and you detect a few wrinkles, you call a doctor and make an appointment for Botox. Basically, whenever you see a problem with your body, you try to fix it yourself or get professional help to take care of it. But most people never even think about the health of their own brain, because they cannot see it. Many of us are walking around with brains that could use some serious help, but we don’t know it, so we don’t do anything to address the issue. This is at the heart, or should I say brain, of the problem. Let’s look at an example of a healthy brain and a troubled brain.

In a healthy brain, there is full, even, symmetrical activity, with the most intensity in the back of the brain, in an area called the cerebellum. In troubled brains, you will see areas that are working too hard or areas that aren’t working hard enough. In Image I.1, see Anna’s eighty-two-year-old brain. It is very healthy and looks like a brain of someone thirty years younger. Anna was very healthy, not on any medications, and was a loving wife of fifty-eight years, mother, and grandmother. She was sharp, energetic, had a lot of intellectual curiosity, and was active in her community and church.


Image I.1
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Anna’s 82-year-old healthy brain scan shows full, even, symmetrical activity.



By contrast, Becca, age forty-four, came to see me for impulsiveness and obesity. She supported two hundred pounds on her five-foot frame and had tried many times without success to lose weight. When we scanned her, she had very low activity in the prefrontal cortex, located in the front part of her brain (Image I.2), likely from a car accident in childhood. The prefrontal cortex is the part of her brain responsible for planning, decision making, and impulse control. On treatment to enhance activity in her prefrontal cortex (Image I.3), her impulsiveness significantly diminished and she was able to stay on a brain and body healthy program that helped her lose eighty pounds over two years.

Our brain imaging work taught me that impulsiveness is not just a lack of willpower or a bad attitude, which is the belief shared by 95 percent of the population. We could actually see that many people had low activity in the front part of their brain, whether it was from a brain injury, toxic exposure, or an inherited problem like attention deficit disorder (ADD). And when we fixed the problem, we found that these people were better able to stay on the diet and health plans they needed for a better body.


Image I.2: Before Treatment
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Low activity in the front of the brain (see the arrow)




Image I.3: With Treatment
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Improved activity (see the arrow)



Additionally, after looking at the brain, I no longer thought that compulsiveness was just from rigid people who were overcontrolling. I could see that the front part of their brain worked too hard. When we calmed down this part of the brain with supplements or medications, people were less likely to overeat or be under chronic stress.

Looking at the brain changed everything I did and taught me that in order to change your body, you MUST first change your brain. Understanding and optimizing your brain is often the missing link to being successful in your quest for a better body.

YOUR BRAIN CAN CHANGE YOUR BODY

The connection between your brain and body is truly amazing. Here are three examples.


	My first wife, Robbin, and I tried for several years to have our third child. Robbin had a child from a previous marriage, Antony, whom I adopted, and we had already had a child together, Breanne. But this time it just wasn’t happening. She even sent me to the urologist with the little plastic cup to get checked out. Not my idea of fun.
Then one day, I was at home with Breanne, age four, and Antony, nine, while Robbin was away at school. It was about 6 p.m. when Breanne heard the sound of something crying. We looked all around the house but couldn’t find anything. Then I noticed that the lonely cries were coming from the attic. I got the ladder and a flashlight and crawled into the attic where I found a kitten just a few hours old, abandoned by her mother, with her eyes still sticky shut, crying weakly.

When I brought the kitten down, the children were so excited. I called the local vet, who told me the baby was not likely to live and I should just drown her in a bucket of water. With two young children looking up at me with excited faces, I told the vet that he needed to give me another plan or I was going to be in big trouble. Reluctantly, he told me how to stimulate her to go to the bathroom with a warm, wet cotton swab (that was a new one for me), gave me the name of a baby kitten formula I could get at the pet store, and told me to keep her warm under a lamp—but there was no hope.

When Robbin got home, all of her maternal instincts went into overdrive. She cared for the kitten, dreamed about her, and got up frequently at night to check on her. Ipo, the kitten, thrived, and within three weeks Robbin was pregnant! Her maternal instincts changed the receptivity of her body.


	Larry and I both worked together at my father’s grocery store chain when we were teenagers. I have seen him again periodically through the years at various business and family functions. On the last occasion, my father’s eightieth-birthday celebration, Larry looked twenty years older than his age of fifty-four. His hair was stark white, his skin was wrinkled, and had an ashen tone. His daughter had died of cancer ten years earlier and his wife had died of the same cancer the year before. The mountain of stress he had been under took a noticeably negative toll on his body.

	On a recent trip for my public television show Change Your Brain, Change Your Life, I went back to the station in Atlanta where I had been a number of times before. The fund-raising director, Alicia Steele, picked me up at the hotel for an on-air appearance. This time Alicia looked different. She looked younger and more vibrant. When I asked her what she was doing, she said that since she had met me she was eating right, taking fish oil, drinking less alcohol, and was better at handling the stresses in her life. She had taken the extended version of my brain system questionnaire, found on our website, and discovered that her prefrontal cortex was likely low in activity, so she started taking the supplement SAMe with great effect. In fact, she told me that she had also dropped fifteen pounds. And she was getting her husband to exercise. That week at her station there had been a death in the family of her producer, which had really upset the schedule; usually, she told me, an event like that would have made her cry; now, she knew she could adapt to the changes and get rid of any automatic negative thoughts (ANTs) that tried to steal her happiness. As she changed her brain, her body, her life, and even her family were much improved.
The story of our kitten highlights that when a woman acts maternal, chemical changes in the brain send signals to the body making it more likely for her to conceive. Larry’s story illustrates that when someone is under a mountain of stress, it will likely have a very negative impact on his body. And Alicia’s story teaches us that when you combat stress and get on a brain-healthy program specific to your own brain, you will look and feel younger. Think about this concept for a moment. You can change your brain and subsequently change your body. You can harness the power of your brain to create the body you want!




ONE PRESCRIPTION DOES NOT WORK FOR EVERYONE

Alicia’s story highlights a very important point that will be a major theme throughout the rest of this book. One prescription does not fit everyone. This is why most weight-loss programs don’t work. All of us need individualized or personalized prescriptions based on our own brain types and needs. Since Alicia likely had low activity in her prefrontal cortex, in the front part of her brain, she needed more stimulating interventions, such as the supplement SAMe. People who have too much activity in the front part of the brain tend to do better with interventions that are calming and boost the neurotransmitter serotonin, such as using the supplement 5-HTP. Using SAMe with people who have high prefrontal cortex activity usually makes them more anxious. Knowing how your own specific brain works is critical to getting the help that will work for you. Of course, as we will see, there are interventions that apply to all of us, such as a healthy diet and adequate sleep, but to get the most out of this book, note the interventions that apply to your individual type.

WELCOME TO THE BRAIN-BODY CONNECTION

In the past few decades, scientists and medical professionals have been exploring and researching what they’ve termed the mind-body connection. A mounting body of scientific evidence supports the concept that your mind has a very powerful influence on your appearance, your mood, your stress levels, and your overall health. In fact, a whole new branch of alternative medicine has emerged that focuses on the interactions of the mind and body.


Image I.4: A Brain with Alzheimer’s Disease
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Severe decreased activity in the back half of the brain



One question people often ask me is whether the mind is separate from the brain. The answer, after looking at more than 55,000 brain scans over the past twenty years, is no. The mind and the brain are completely dependent upon each other. Just think about Alzheimer’s disease, which is clearly a brain illness. Do people with Alzheimer’s disease lose their minds? Yes, they do as the disease progresses. When you lose brain tissue (see Image I.4), you lose your memory and your ability to think rationally.

Or let’s consider brain trauma. Becca’s scan above showed damage to her prefrontal cortex. Damage the brain, and you damage the mind and most everything else in your life, including your body. When I improved Becca’s brain, her mind and body were so much better.

TAKE ADVANTAGE OF THE BRAIN-BODY CONNECTION

If you are reading this book, I’m assuming there are things you’d like to change about your body. Maybe you’d like to tighten your tummy, have younger-looking skin, boost your energy level, stop getting so many colds, reduce the number of headaches you get, or lower your blood pressure without having to take medicine. Like most people, you probably know what you have to do in order to achieve your goals, but you simply don’t do it. Why not? Because you aren’t taking care of your brain. If you want to lose the love handles, you need to improve the function of your frontal lobes. If you want to say goodbye to all those headaches, you have to calm your brain. And if you want to turn back the clock on your skin’s appearance, you have to start by rejuvenating your brain.

In this book, I will give you fifteen solutions to help you boost your brain so you can get and keep the body you have always wanted. It all begins by learning to love your brain and understanding how it affects your body. These easy-to-follow solutions also focus on using your brain to improve your willpower and eliminate the cravings that sabotage your efforts for a better body. You will see that weight-management issues, although rampant, are definitely not a single or simple problem. Based on our research, it is at least six different problems, and knowing your type of issue is the first key to being at the weight you want. You will also find ways to improve your skin and your heart by boosting your brain. Plus, you will learn how to increase your focus and energy, calm your stress, and improve your memory to keep your body in tip-top shape. You will learn how to feed your brain so you will look and feel younger, and you’ll discover how adequate sleep can help prevent you from packing on pounds as well as take years off your appearance. Among the many prescriptions within these pages, you will see how balancing your hormones can give you a more youthful brain and body. One of the most effective solutions for improving every aspect of your body is learning to use new thinking skills to help you reach your weight, health, beauty, and fitness goals. You may be surprised and delighted to find out that sex is a great brain booster that’s good medicine for your body, too. Plus, you will learn how your mental health is a major key to having your best body possible. Perhaps the most astounding thing you will find here is that when you change your brain and your body, you can also change other people’s bodies too. Within the pages of the book I will tell you which tailored natural supplements help to ameliorate the problems we discuss, along with specific medications that may apply. You can find detailed information on these supplements in Appendix C, “The Supplement Solution.”

This book is organized in four parts. Here, in Part One, you will be introduced to the ten basic principles to change your brain and body. In Part Two, you will discover how to use your brain to help you achieve something millions of us struggle with on a daily basis—lasting weight loss. Part Three focuses on the many ways your brain can help you beautify your body and improve your overall health and well-being. In Part Four, among the many brain-body strategies you will find are antiaging secrets that will help keep your brain and body young.

With the solutions in this book, you can learn to harness the power of your brain to get and keep the body you always wanted. I think you deserve to have a brain and body you love. Don’t you?


1
THE BRAIN-BODY SOLUTION
TEN BASIC PRINCIPLES TO CHANGE YOUR BRAIN AND YOUR BODY


Develop brain envy.
Loving your brain is the first step
toward getting the body you want.



Over the years, I have personally had ten brain SPECT scans to check on the health of my own brain. Looking back, my earliest scan, taken when I was thirty-seven, showed a toxic, bumpy appearance that was definitely not consistent with great brain function. Initially, I didn’t understand why. All my life, I have been someone who rarely drank alcohol, never smoked, and never used an illegal drug. So why did my brain look so bad? Before I understood about brain health, I had many bad brain habits. I practically lived on fast food and diet sodas, worked like a nut, rarely got more than four or five hours of sleep at night, and didn’t exercise much. My weight was fifteen pounds above where I wanted it, and I struggled with arthritis and had trouble getting off the floor when I played with my children. At thirty-seven, I just thought I was getting older.

My most recent brain scan at age fifty-two looks healthier and much younger than my first scan, even though brains typically become less active with age. Why? Seeing other people’s scans, I developed “brain envy” and wanted mine to be better. As I learned about brain health, I put into practice what I’m teaching you and what I’ve been preaching to my patients for years. In doing so, I got more than just a better-looking brain. I also feel more energetic, look healthier, have lost weight, and have better body tone, no arthritis, and smoother-looking skin.

In this chapter, you will find ten basic principles that explain why it is essential to love and nurture your brain in order to have your best body possible. These are the same principles that underlie our work at the Amen Clinics, where we have helped thousands of people learn to love their brains in order to improve their bodies.


Image 1.1: Dr. A’s brain at thirty-seven
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Bumpy, toxic appearance




Image 1.2: Dr. A’s brain at fifty-two

[image: ]

Healthier overall appearance




TEN PRINCIPLES TO CHANGE YOUR BRAIN AND YOUR BODY


	Your brain is involved in everything you do.

	When your brain works right, your body looks and feels better. When your brain is troubled, you have trouble with how you look and feel.

	The brain is the most complex organ in the universe. Respect it.

	Your brain is very soft and housed in a really hard skull. Protect it.

	The brain has only so much reserve. The more reserve you have, the healthier you are. The less reserve, the more vulnerable you are.

	Specific parts of your brain are involved in certain behaviors. Trouble in specific parts of your brain tends to cause certain behavior problems. Understanding your brain can help you optimize it.

	Many things hurt the brain and make it harder for you to get the body you’ve always wanted. Many things help the brain and make it easier to get and keep a body you love.

	Brain imaging gives great insight into healing the brain so you can have a better body.

	One prescription does not work for everyone—we are all unique, and you need to understand how your own personal brain functions.

	Yes, you can change your brain and body!





PRINCIPLE #1

Your brain is involved in everything you do.

Your brain controls everything you do, feel, and think. When you look in the mirror, you can thank your brain for what you see. Ultimately, it is your brain that determines whether your belly bulges over your belt buckle or your waistline is trim and toned. Your brain plays the central role in whether your skin looks fresh and dewy or is etched with wrinkles. Whether you wake up feeling energetic or groggy depends on your brain. When you head to the kitchen to make breakfast, it is your brain that determines whether you go for the leftover pizza or the low-fat yogurt and fruit. Your brain controls whether you hit the gym or sit at the computer to check your Facebook page. If you feel the need to light up a cigarette or drink a couple cups of java, that’s also your brain’s doing.


ACTION STEP

Remember that your brain is involved in everything you do, every decision you make, every bite of food you take, every cigarette you smoke, every worrisome thought you have, every workout you skip, every alcoholic beverage you drink, and more.



The moment-by-moment functioning of your brain is responsible for the way you think, feel, eat, exercise, and even for the way you make love. The impact of the brain on your body goes even deeper than that. It is at the core of your very health and well-being. Whether you live a long healthy life, suffer from a debilitating condition, or have your days cut short by a terrible disease, your brain is at the center of it all. In fact, researchers from the University of Cambridge, England, found that when people made bad decisions with their brains, they took fourteen years off their life spans. People who drank heavily, smoked, didn’t exercise, and had poor diets at the age of sixty had the same risk of dying as someone with a healthy lifestyle who was seventy-four. The decisions your brain makes can steal or add many years to your life!

PRINCIPLE #2

When your brain works right, your body looks and feels better. When your brain is troubled, you have trouble with how you look and feel.

A healthy brain makes it so much easier for you to have your best body possible. When your brain is working at optimal levels, you are more likely to stick to a diet, follow an exercise routine, and adopt healthy lifestyle behaviors. That adds up to a slimmer, trimmer body, a more youthful appearance, brighter skin, better immunity, fewer headaches, less back pain, and improved health.

On the other hand, a troubled brain often leads to trouble with your body. That’s right, extra pounds, wrinkles, chronic pain, and health conditions can be linked to the way your brain functions. Making poor food choices, blowing off the gym, and engaging in unhealthy behaviors are more common when your brain isn’t working at its best.

Jack, a fifty-two-year-old divorced engineer, is five feet ten inches tall and weighs close to 260 pounds. He tries to diet, but just can’t stick to it. Every morning, Jack wakes up with the intention of eating healthfully that day, but he never gets around to planning his day’s meals or stocking the refrigerator. When lunchtime rolls around, he’s starving and stops at the first fast-food restaurant he can find, where he orders a cheeseburger and fries. After coming home from work, he gazes into an empty refrigerator and then calls the local pizza delivery place for dinner.

With three young children, a demanding job, and a strained marriage, Megan appears older than her forty-three years. She’d love to recapture a more youthful look, but hasn’t been able to do it with the creams and lotions from the cosmetics counter. She rarely gets more than a few hours of sleep at night and whenever she’s depressed, stressed, mad, or sad, she seeks refuge in a cigarette and a glass of wine—or two or three or four glasses of wine, or maybe even the whole bottle. Smoking and drinking calms down her nerves and makes her feel better—temporarily.

Sarah is twenty-eight years old and would love to have a better body. Although she isn’t technically overweight, she wants to tone and tighten the 135 pounds she carries on her five-foot-six-inch frame. She knows that exercise could help her achieve her goals, but she just can’t seem to muster up enough energy or motivation to hit the gym. Sarah also struggles with feelings of anxiety and nervousness and is constantly thinking of what can go wrong in her life.

For years, Jack, Megan, and Sarah have been chalking up their problems to a simple lack of willpower or laziness, but that isn’t necessarily the case. Their inability to get the body they want lies within their brains. Jack’s lack of planning and poor follow-through are common signs of low activity in an area of the brain known as the prefrontal cortex (PFC). This is the part of the brain that is involved with planning, goal setting, forethought, impulse control, and follow-through. When this area isn’t functioning at the proper level, it makes it very hard to be successful.

Smoking or drinking to calm emotions, which is keeping Megan from getting the youthful look she wants, may signal excessive activity in the deep limbic system of the brain. This part of the brain is involved in setting your emotional tone. When it is less active, there is generally a positive, hopeful state of mind. When it is heated up or overactive, negativity and feelings of depression or sadness can take over, making you look for solace in nicotine, alcohol, or drugs.


ACTION STEP

If you have trouble following a diet or exercise plan, if you have chronic pain, if you have low energy, or if you have health conditions, improving the health of your brain will help.



Sarah’s energy is drained by anxiety and worry, which may indicate a problem in an area of the brain called the basal ganglia. Located toward the center of the brain, the basal ganglia are involved with integrating feelings, thoughts, and motivation. When there is high activity in this area, it can cause problems with anxiety and may drain people of their energy and get-up-and-go.

What Jack, Megan, and Sarah show us is that your brain heavily influences your behavior and your body. Your brain can either help you have a better body or make it more difficult for you to have a body you love.

PRINCIPLE #3

The brain is the most complex organ in the universe. Respect it.

The brain is the most complicated, amazing, special organ in the universe. Your brain weighs only about three pounds, but it is more powerful than even the most sophisticated supercomputer. Even though it represents only about 2 percent of your body’s weight, your brain uses about 25 percent of the calories you consume, 25 percent of the total blood flow in your body, and 20 percent of the oxygen you breathe. The calories, blood flow, and oxygen feed the cells inside your brain.

It is estimated that the brain contains more than one hundred billion nerve cells, which is about the number of stars in the Milky Way. Each nerve cell is connected to other nerve cells by thousands of individual connections between cells. In fact, it is estimated that there are more connections in your brain than there are stars in the universe! If you take a single piece of brain tissue the size of a grain of sand, it contains a hundred thousand nerve cells and a billion connections—all “talking” to one another. Information in your brain travels at speeds of up to 268 miles per hour, faster than the race cars in the Indy 500, unless of course you are drunk—then things really slow down. When we do full-body scans, the brain is lit up like a little heater while the rest of the body appears ghostlike. Your brain is the organ of your personality, character, and intelligence and is heavily involved in making you who you are.

PRINCIPLE #4

Your brain is very soft and housed in a really hard skull. Protect it.

If you are like most people, you probably think your brain is firm and rubbery. In reality, your brain is very soft. Composed of about 80 percent water, its consistency can be compared to soft butter, custard, or tofu—somewhere between raw egg whites and Jell-O. To protect your soft brain, it is housed in a really hard skull filled with fluid. Inside your skull are a number of bony edges and ridges. Some of these ridges are as sharp as knives and in the event of a head injury or trauma can damage your soft brain. Your brain was not meant for your head to be hitting soccer balls, playing tackle football, boxing, or participating in Ultimate Fighting Championships. Brain trauma is much more common than you think. Each year, two million new brain injuries are reported, and millions more go unreported. Brain injuries not only damage your brain, they can ruin your body.

If you think brain injury means only serious injuries like flying through the windshield of a car or falling off the roof onto your head, you are wrong. It doesn’t have to be a “serious” injury to have serious consequences for your body and your health. After viewing more than 55,000 brain scans, it has become very clear to me that what many people think of as mild trauma can have a significantly negative effect on people’s brains and can significantly change their lives and their ability to look and feel their best. Many times, these injuries go unnoticed, in part because mental health professionals never look at brain function.


ACTION STEP

To keep your brain and body in tip-top shape, protect your brain from injury. Don’t hit soccer balls with your head or ride a bicycle, ski, or snowboard without a helmet that fits.



Studies show that people who have suffered brain injuries, even mild ones, often experience emotional, behavioral, or cognitive problems. When you have trouble thinking or reasoning, you can’t make the best decisions for your body. Suffering a brain injury is also associated with a higher incidence of alcoholism and drug abuse—both of which lead to premature aging, possible weight problems, potentially devastating health conditions, and homelessness. Protect your brain.

PRINCIPLE #5

The brain has only so much reserve. The more reserve you have, the healthier you are. The less reserve, the more vulnerable you are.

Think about your family, friends, and coworkers. When there’s a crisis, do some of them completely fall apart—racing for the candy bowl, reaching for a pack of cigarettes, or searching for solace in drugs and alcohol—while others manage to soldier on with their lives in a healthy way? Have you ever wondered why that is? I have. In my work, I have noticed that stressful events, such as the loss of a loved one, layoffs at work, or divorce can lead to depression, changes in weight, a lack of motivation to exercise, and bad daily habits in some people but not in others.

After looking at brain scans for nearly twenty years, I have come to believe that these differences have to do with a concept I call brain reserve. Brain reserve is the cushion of healthy brain function we have to deal with stressful events or injuries. The more reserve you have, the better you can cope with the unexpected. The less you have, the harder it is for you to handle tough times and injuries, and the more likely you are to gobble up a bag of Oreo cookies or swig alcohol as a coping mechanism.

Mary and Katie are identical twins. They share the same genes, the same parents, and the same upbringing. Yet their lives—and looks—are very different. Mary, who is very fit, is a successful journalist in a long-term happy marriage with three great children. Katie, who is overweight, barely finished high school, suffered with depression and a bad temper, and went from job to job and relationship to relationship. Their lives and looks are nothing alike.

When I scanned them, Mary had a very healthy brain (Image 1.3), while Katie had clear evidence of a brain injury, affecting her prefrontal cortex and temporal lobes (Image 1.4). At first, when I talked with the twins together, Katie didn’t remember a head injury. Then Mary spoke up, saying, “Don’t you remember the time when we were ten years old and you fell off the top bunk bed onto your head? You got knocked out and we had to rush you to the hospital.” The injury likely caused Katie to have less brain reserve, which may be why she was always more vulnerable to stress than her sister.


Image 1.3

[image: ]

Mary’s Healthy SPECT Scan




Image 1.4

[image: ]

Katie’s Brain-Damaged SPECT Scan



At conception, most of us have the same amount of brain reserve. From that point on, though, many things can boost or reduce the level of reserve. For example, if your mother smoked marijuana and drank a lot of Jack Daniel’s while she was pregnant with you, it is likely that she lowered your level of brain reserve. If you fell off the roof as a teenager, were the victim of domestic violence as a child, or abused drugs and alcohol in high school, you probably decreased your own reserve. Basically, any behavior that harms the brain erodes your brain’s reserve.

On the other hand, if your mother ate a healthy diet, took a daily multivitamin, and meditated every day, she probably pumped up your reserve. Your reserve likely got a boost if you were raised in a loving home, were exposed to a wide variety of learning as a child, and steered clear of drugs and alcohol.

When you have ample brain reserve, it builds resilience and makes it easier for you to deal with life’s unexpected twists and turns without turning to Ben & Jerry’s ice cream, alcohol, or drugs.

PRINCIPLE #6

Specific parts of your brain are involved in certain behaviors. Trouble in specific parts of your brain tends to cause certain behavior problems. Understanding your brain can help you optimize it.

Here’s a very simple crash course in the brain systems that play a major role in your ability to get a body you love. All of these systems can influence your behavior and either help or hurt your ability to have your best body possible.


ACTION STEP

Enhance your reserve by maintaining a brain-healthy lifestyle.



Prefrontal cortex (PFC) Think of the PFC as the CEO of your brain. Situated at the front third of your brain, it acts like a supervisor for the rest of your brain and body. It is involved with attention, judgment, planning, impulse control, follow-through, and empathy. Low activity in the PFC is linked to a short attention span, impulsivity, a lack of clear goals, and procrastination. Alcohol lowers activity in the PFC, which is why people do such stupid things when they get drunk.

[image: ]

Anterior cingulate gyrus (ACG) I like to call the ACG the brain’s gear shifter. It runs lengthwise through the deep parts of the frontal lobes and allows us to shift our attention and be flexible and adaptable and to change when needed. When there is too much activity in this area, people tend to become stuck on negative thoughts or actions; they tend to worry, hold grudges, and be oppositional or argumentative. It also may make them more vulnerable to being obsessive or struggle with compulsive behaviors, and has been linked to eating disorders, such as anorexia.

Deep limbic system (DLS) Lying near the center of the brain, the deep limbic system is involved in setting a person’s emotional tone. When this area is less active, people tend to be more positive and hopeful. When it is overactive, negativity can take over and lower motivation and drive, decrease self-esteem, and increase feelings of guilt and helplessness. Abnormalities in the limbic brain have been associated with mood disorders.

Basal ganglia Surrounding the deep limbic system, the basal ganglia are involved with integrating thoughts, feelings, and movements. This part of the brain is also involved in setting a person’s anxiety level. When there is too much activity in the basal ganglia, people tend to struggle with anxiety and physical stress symptoms, such as headaches, stomachaches, and muscle tension. With low activity here, people tend to lack motivation. This area is also involved with feelings of pleasure and ecstasy. Cocaine works in this part of the brain. Cookies, cakes, and other treats also activate this area, according to a fascinating new book called The End of Overeating by Dr. David Kessler, the former commissioner of the U.S. Food and Drug Administration.

Temporal lobes The temporal lobes, located underneath your temples and behind your eyes, are involved with language, short-term memory, mood stability, and temper issues. They are part of the brain’s “what pathway,” because they help you recognize and name what things are. Trouble in the temporal lobes often leads to memory problems, mood instability, and temper problems.

Parietal lobes The parietal lobes toward the top back part of the brain are involved with sensory processing and direction sense. The “where pathway” in the brain, they help you know where things are in space, such as navigating your way to the kitchen at night in the dark. The parietal lobes are one of the first areas damaged by Alzheimer’s disease, which is why people with this condition tend to get lost. They have also been implicated in eating disorders and body-distortion syndromes, such as with anorexics who think they are fat.

Occipital lobes Located at the back of the brain, the occipital lobes are involved with vision and visual processing.

Cerebellum (CB) Located at the back-bottom part of the brain, the cerebellum is involved with physical coordination, thought coordination, and processing speed. There are large connections between the PFC and the cerebellum, which is why many scientists think that the cerebellum is also associated with judgment and impulse control. When there are problems in the cerebellum, people tend to struggle with physical coordination, slow processing, and trouble learning. Alcohol is directly toxic to this part of the brain. Improving the cerebellum through coordination exercises can improve your prefrontal cortex and also help your judgment and your body.


BRIEF BRAIN SYSTEM SUMMARY


	Prefrontal cortex—judgment, forethought, planning, and impulse control

	Anterior cingulate gyrus—shifting attention

	Deep limbic system—sets emotional tone; involved with mood and bonding

	Basal ganglia—integrates thoughts, feelings, and movements; involved with pleasure

	Temporal lobes—memory, mood stability, and temper issues; “what pathway”

	Parietal lobes—sensory processing and direction sense; “where pathway”

	Occipital lobes—vision and visual processing

	Cerebellum—motor coordination, thought coordination, processing speed, and judgment





PRINCIPLE #7

Many things hurt the brain and make it harder for you to get and keep the body you’ve always wanted. Many things help the brain and make it easier to get and keep a body you love.

You may be surprised to find out that common, everyday activities and behaviors are often the source of brain drain, which makes it more of a challenge to have a body you love. Here are some common things that can hurt your brain and body. Many of these behaviors and activities will be mentioned again in the upcoming solutions throughout this book. They are so vital to your brain and body health that they are worth repeating.

Physical trauma Severe injuries, concussions, and even mild trauma can affect every aspect of your health and well-being.

Drugs Marijuana, cocaine, ecstasy, methamphetamines, inhalants, and heroin seriously decrease brain function. Illegal drugs aren’t the only culprits. Abusing prescription medications, such as Vicodin, OxyContin, and Xanax, can also hurt the brain. Drug abuse may make you feel better in the short term, but in the long term it may be a disaster for you, your looks, and your health. Drugs can drastically increase or decrease appetite, causing weight gain or weight loss, can sap your motivation and energy, and can lead to problems with your skin, teeth, and hair. Search www.youtube.com for before-and-after pictures of people on methamphetamines. The images will horrify you.

Alcohol You don’t have to be a heavy drinker to hurt your brain. Even moderate amounts of alcohol can affect brain function. Studies show that people who drink every day have smaller brains than nondrinkers. When it comes to the brain, size matters! Excess drinking lowers activity in the PFC, the area responsible for judgment, forethought, and planning. That’s why people make such stupid decisions when they have had a few too many—like stopping at the burger joint at three o’clock in the morning when they’re trying to lose weight, having unprotected sex with someone they just met at a bar, or driving when they’ve had too much to drink.

Obesity Fat stores toxic materials. The more fat you have on your body, the worse for your brain. Obesity doubles the risk for Alzheimer’s disease and has been associated with decreased brain tissue.

Hormonal abnormalities Abnormalities with your thyroid, estrogen, progesterone, testosterone, DHEA, or cortisol have all been implicated in both brain and body problems.

Malnutrition Your body renews all the cells in your body every few months. These new cells draw on all the foods you consume, so you literally are what you eat. If you eat a junk-food diet, you will have a junk-food brain and a junk-food body. As we will see throughout the book, low levels of vitamins, especially vitamin D, minerals, and omega-3 fatty acids are also harmful to brain tissue and your body.

Chronic inflammation in the body Chronic inflammation constricts blood flow to the brain and heart and is now thought to be at the center of many diseases, including diabetes, heart disease, obesity, and Alzheimer’s disease.

Low blood flow Blood flow is important because it carries oxygen, sugar, vitamins, and nutrients to the brain, and it gets rid of toxins. Anything that decreases blood flow to an organ, such as nicotine, too much caffeine, or a lack of exercise, prematurely ages it. Nowhere is this more true than for your brain.

Chronic stress Difficult marriages, demanding jobs, and financial problems all cause chronic stress. When you constantly feel stressed, your brain tells your body to secrete higher amounts of the stress hormone cortisol. At elevated levels, cortisol increases your appetite and cravings for sugar, making you fat, bumps up your skin’s oil production, making you more prone to pimples, increases muscle tension and chronic pain, increases blood pressure, and raises your risk for many serious health conditions.

Sleep deprivation Getting less than six hours of sleep a night lowers overall brain function and causes your brain to release hormones that increase your appetite and cravings for high-sugar snacks like candy, cakes, and cookies. People who don’t get enough sleep tend to eat more calories and gain weight. Skimping on shut-eye also prematurely ages your skin and leaves you with dark, puffy circles under your eyes.

Smoking Smoking constricts blood flow to the brain and all the organs in your body, including your skin. Most people can tell if a person is a smoker because his skin looks older than he is. I can tell you that their brains look that way too. Smoking is linked with many serious brain and health problems.

Too much caffeine Drinking too much caffeinated coffee, tea, sodas, or energy beverages restricts blood flow to the brain, dehydrates the brain, body, and skin, and fools the brain into thinking it does not need to sleep, which are all bad things for your brain and body.

Too much TV Watching too much TV can be harmful for your brain and body. Excessive TV watching has been associated with ADD in children and Alzheimer’s disease in adults. Watching more than two hours of TV a day also significantly increases your risk for obesity.

Violent video games Playing violent video games has led to an increased rate of violence and learning problems. With brain imaging, we see that video games work in the same area as cocaine, and kids and adults tend to get hooked on them like a drug. Spending more than two hours a day playing video games increases the risk of being overweight.

Dehydration Your body consists of 70 percent water, and your brain is 80 percent water. If you aren’t drinking enough water, you reduce brain function. You can also expect to see thinner skin and more fine lines and wrinkles.

Lack of exercise When you don’t exercise, you decrease blood flow to your brain, your body, and your genitals. It is well documented that a lack of physical activity can negatively affect your weight and overall health; it can also decrease sexual performance.

Negative thinking We have conducted studies that show that focusing on the things you don’t like lowers brain activity, causes your heart to beat faster, increases blood pressure, and negatively affects many systems in your body. Negative thinking can also sabotage your efforts to lose weight, start an exercise program, or quit smoking.

Excessive texting and social networking on the Internet Neuroscientists have shown that spending too much time texting and social networking leads to attention problems and may cause difficulties communicating face-to-face. It also takes time away from physical activities, making you more prone to an uptick in your weight and a decrease in your general health.

I developed a high school course about practical brain science to teach teenagers how to love and care for their brains. It is being used in forty states and seven countries. Every time we talk about the things that hurt the brain, some sarcastic student pipes up and asks, “How can I have any fun if I have to avoid all of these things?” Our response is simple. Who has more fun—the person with the good brain or the person with the bad brain? No matter what your age, the person who has more fun is the one with the healthy brain.

The guy with the good brain is better at sticking to a diet and exercise plan, which keeps him fit and healthy and gives him lots of energy to play golf with potential clients or go dancing with his wife. The guy with the bad brain might impulsively overeat, which leads to an expanding waistline, type 2 diabetes, and less enjoyment of life. Who is having more fun? The woman with the healthy brain is more likely to sleep well and wake up feeling and looking refreshed, which gives her more confidence in her relationship and keeps her alert at work. The woman with lower brain function might skimp on snoozing, making her feel tired, which affects her job performance and prevents her from getting promoted. It also makes her look tired, which lowers her self-esteem and causes her to withdraw from her romantic partner. Who is having more fun?

I have great news for you! After years of analyzing brain scans and treating patients, I have discovered that there are many simple things you can do on a daily basis to boost your brain function. These daily prescriptions can also be the key to a better body. The rest of the book will contain many ideas for enhancing brain function. Here are just a few things you can do to start.

Protect your brain. Be conscious of how precious it is to you and your loved ones.

Eat a good diet. Getting good nutrition is essential to good brain function and to a better body. A healthy diet includes lean protein, fruits, vegetables, nuts, and healthy fats like olive oil. Studies show that your brain works better if you eat nine servings of fruits and vegetables a day.

Take daily vitamins, minerals, and fish oil. Because most of us do not get all the nutrients we need from the foods we eat, I recommend that everybody take a daily multivitamin and mineral supplement. I also urge people to take a daily fish oil supplement, which can decrease inflammation and boost blood flow to the brain and can help to combat depression, which has been associated with being obese as well as many other health conditions.

Exercise. When it comes to the brain, exercise acts like the fountain of youth. It boosts blood flow, increases the brain’s use of oxygen, and improves your brain’s response to stress. It is the single most important thing you can do to keep your brain healthy and is one of the best ways to change your shape and improve your mood, energy level, sexual performance, and overall health.

Get enough sleep. Getting at least seven hours of sleep at night has been shown to help keep your brain functioning at optimal levels, keeps your appetite in check, and helps your skin look younger.

Meditate. Meditation activates the most thoughtful part of the brain, so you can make better and more intelligent decisions.

Relax. Learning how to counteract stress and calm your body helps your brain work better, puts you in a better mood, reduces high blood pressure, and protects you from disease.

Practice gratitude. When you focus on what you love, your brain works better, you are more coordinated, and you feel better. Write down five things you are grateful for every day. In just three weeks you will notice a significant positive difference in your level of happiness.

Have more sex. Safe sex, and especially sex in a loving committed relationship, is good medicine for your brain and your body, helping you reduce stress, boost immunity, live longer, and more.

Balance your hormones. Hormones, such as estrogen and testosterone, play a key role in maintaining the health and vitality of your brain and body.

Treat mental disorders. A strong link between mental disorders and physical illnesses and conditions has been well established. Treating mental conditions improves brain function and general health and well-being.

    As you can see, the way you live day to day is making your brain and body either better or worse. Every day you need to ask yourself which brain and which body you want. Do you want the unhealthy brain that makes you struggle with weight problems, bad moods, and health conditions? Or do you want the healthy brain that makes it easier for you to look and feel your best? The choice is yours.

PRINCIPLE #8

Brain imaging gives great insight into healing the brain so you can have a better body.

In my practice, I do a lot of couples work. Rob and his wife came to see me because they weren’t getting along. Like many men, he thought he was fine and that his wife just needed to relax and be more accepting. But when I looked at his fifty-six-year-old brain (Image 1.5), it looked like he was eighty years old. Surprised, I asked him what he was doing to hurt his brain.

“Nothing,” he said.

“Really?” I replied. “How much do you drink?”

“Not very much.” (In my experience as a psychiatrist, I’ve learned that whenever I get the answer “not very much,” I always have to ask the follow-up question.)

“What’s not very much?”

“Oh, maybe I have three or four drinks a day.”

“Every day?”

“Yeah, every day. But it is never a problem. I never get drunk.”

His brain told me that it was a huge problem. Frightened by his scan, he followed my instructions to stay away from alcohol. Plus, he developed brain envy and wanted a better brain, so he started on our brain-healthy program. Four months later I did a follow-up scan, which looked much better. By then, his relationship with his wife was stronger than ever, and he felt like he was thirty years younger.

Brain imaging helped me figure out what was troubling Rob. It has also taught us that when your brain looks old, your body often does, too. If you have decreased blood flow to your brain, odds are you have decreased blood flow to your skin, making it dull and wrinkled. You also likely have decreased blood flow to your organs, making them less functional, and to your genitals, making sexual function and enjoyment much more difficult.

Scanning the brain also helps us detect trouble within specific brain systems. For example, if you have poor PFC activity, chances are you are going to be more impulsive. Having high ACG activity means you are likely to be more compulsive. When your basal ganglia are overactive, you may be anxious and might eat to calm anxiety. With too much activity in your deep limbic system, you may feel sad and blue and might eat to medicate your sadness. If you have low cerebellar activity, your processing speed is reduced and you will have trouble organizing and following through on your health plans.


Image 1.5: Rob’s Alcohol-Damaged Brain as Shown in a SPECT Scan

[image: ]



With the help of imaging, we have learned that conditions such as obesity, depression, anxiety, and addictions are not single or simple disorders and that one treatment plan does not fit everyone. Imaging helps us understand individual patients so that we can develop treatment plans specifically tailored to you. Depending on your individual situation, your brain may need to be stimulated or it may need to be calmed down. If we never looked at the brain, how would we know the best way to treat you?


ACTION STEP

Remember that having a beautiful brain clearly connects to having a beautiful body. So if you want to have a better body, ask yourself, What do I need to do to have a beautiful brain?



Does this mean that you have to get a brain scan in order to change your brain and change your body? No! My books have been translated into more than thirty languages, and I realize that not everyone is able to get a brain scan. That’s why I have developed a series of checklists to help you predict areas of strength and weakness in your brain. The Amen Clinics Abbreviated Brain Systems Questionnaire can be found in Appendix B and an extended version of the test is online at www.amenclinics.com/my-brain-health/online-tests-calculators/cyb-questionnaire. These questionnaires are the next best thing to getting a brain scan and they have helped hundreds of thousands of people better target treatment for themselves. Of course, you should always talk to your own health care practitioner before embarking on a treatment program.

PRINCIPLE #9

One prescription does not work for everyone—we are all unique and you need to understand how your own personal brain functions.

Why would a doctor NEVER give a patient the diagnosis of chest pain? Because it is a symptom. It is too broad, and it has far too many causes to be considered a diagnosis or a single entity. What can cause chest pain? Many problems that range from the top of your head all the way to your pelvis, such as grief, panic attacks, hyperthyroidism, pneumonia, lung cancer, toxic fumes, a heart attack, abnormal heart rhythm, heart infection, rib injuries, indigestion, gastric reflux esophagitis, gallbladder stones, liver disease, kidney disease, and pancreatic cancer. Chest pain has many different possible causes and many possible treatments.

In the same way, what can cause obesity? Again, many different problems, such as a poor diet, no exercise, low thyroid, pituitary tumors, certain forms of depression, and some medications. Obesity can be caused by low activity in the brain, causing people to eat impulsively, or by overall increased activity in the brain, causing people to be anxious overeaters. Obesity can be caused by increased anterior cingulate hyperactivity (the compulsive sort of obesity) or by increased deep limbic activity (the emotional kind of overeating) or a combination of these plus still other problems. There are many different types of obesity.

How does chest pain relate to obesity, skin problems, low energy, or depression? All of these problems are just symptoms, not causes. As such, many physicians and patients view these common problems as single or simple disorders. Since they view these disorders in a simplistic way, they often have the idea that one treatment fits everyone with a certain disorder. From a brain imaging perspective this attitude just does not make sense, as there is not one type of obesity, stress response, anxiety, or depression. Understanding your individual variability is critical to getting the right help, whether it is to help your mood, your focus, your weight, or your overall health.

PRINCIPLE #10

Yes, you can change your brain and body!

This is one of the most exciting breakthroughs in medicine. By targeting specific interventions and lifestyle changes, you can improve your brain and your body. Working to enhance your brain can be the answer if you’ve been struggling with diets your entire life, have never been able to stick with a fitness routine, have been trying to quit smoking for years, or want to improve your overall health.


ACTION STEP

To get the body you want, you need to believe in your ability to change your brain.



Think of Becca, the impulsive, obese woman I mentioned in the introduction to this book. With low activity in her PFC, she wasn’t capable of controlling her impulsive eating. It was only when treatment helped heal her brain that she was finally able to stick with a brain-healthy diet that allowed her to shed eighty pounds.

In my practice, I have seen this same pattern many times. When I boost someone’s PFC, they become more thoughtful, more reliable, more consistent, and better able to follow through with a health plan. The same thing happens when we optimize other areas of the brain. When we calm someone’s ACG, they become less worried, less negative, and happier, and they get better sleep, which helps them get a body they love. Stabilizing the temporal lobes improves memory under stress, which helps people remember what they need to do to reach their goals. Calming the basal ganglia makes people more relaxed and happier and results in fewer headaches and digestive problems. Boosting the cerebellum helps people learn better, makes them more apt to stick with a brain-healthy program, and improves athletic performance—yes, it can even improve your batting average or free-throw percentage.

The Brain-Body Solution



	Brain Robbers
	Brain Enhancers



	Ignoring the health of your brain
	Brain envy



	Brain injuries
	Brain protection



	Alcohol or drug abuse
	Multiple vitamins



	Excessive caffeine
	Fish oil



	Smoking
	Deep breathing



	Excessive stress
	Relaxation practice



	Negative thinking
	Gratitude



	Poor diet
	Healthy diet



	Lack of sleep, poor sleep
	Healthful, restful sleep



	Lack of exercise
	Exercise



	Environmental toxins
	Clean environment



	Excessive TV
	New learning



	Excessive video games, cell phones,
	Meditation



	text messaging, computer time



	Dehydration
	Hydration



	Unbalanced hormones
	Balanced hormones



	Untreated mental disorders
	Mental health







End of sample
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DANIEL G. AMEN, m.p.
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ACTION STEP

JUST SAY NO! ORDER THIS INSTEAD!
Jackin sirloin cheeseburger  chicken fajita pita
the Box: onion rings fruit cup
mango smoothie water
Total: 2,020 calories 396 calories
MecDonald's: Double Quarter Pounder ~ Chipotle BBQ Snack Wrap
(w/cheese) (grilled)
large fries Caesar salad (w/ lowfat
large Coke balsamic dressing)
small fruit 'n’ yogurt parfait
water
Total: 1,550 calories 550 calories

Wendy's: Baconator hamburger  large chili
large fries baked potato
large strawberry shake  water

Total: 1,900 calories 550 calories
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