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About the Book


Keep your brain young and healthy at any age with this practical workbook, taking you through the 12-week program from the #1 New York Times bestselling author of Keep Sharp.


Chief CNN medical correspondent Dr. Sanjay Gupta helped countless readers keep their brains sharp and effortlessly productive with Keep Sharp. In 12 Weeks to a Sharper You, he now provides a step-by-step 12-week program to help you put his transformational ideas into daily practice. As Dr Gupta writes, ‘Change is a challenge, and changing long-established habits takes effort.’ But this workbook makes it easy to apply Gupta’s groundbreaking tips and research to establish healthy behaviours for life.


The 12-week program will help you feel less anxious, sleep better, improve energy, think more clearly, and become more resilient to daily stress.


Full of tips, quotations, and prompts, 12 Weeks to a Sharper You is the only guide you’ll need to keep your brain young and healthy at any age.









For my three girls, Sage, Sky, and Soleil. In order of age, so as to preempt any future disputes over the dedication order. I love you so much, and watched you grow faster than this book. Always take the time to be completely present, because it is perhaps the best and most joyous way to keep your mind sharp and your life bright. You are still so young, yet you have given me a lifetime of memories I hope to never forget. For my Rebecca, who has never wavered in enthusiasm. If in the end, our lives are just a collection of memories, mine will be filled of images of your beautiful smile and your steadfast support. For anybody who has dreamed that their brain can be better. Not just free of disease or trauma, but optimized in a way that allows you to best build and remember your life narrative, and equips you to be resilient through life’s challenges. For anyone who has always believed their brain wasn’t a black box, impenetrable and untouchable, but could be nourished and grown into something greater than they imagined.









The chief function of the body . . . is to carry the brain around.


—Thomas Edison
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INTRODUCTION


A CALL TO PUT YOU—
AND YOUR BRAIN—FIRST


Welcome! And congratulations in advance. You’re only twelve weeks away from carrying around a better brain that has enormous potential to stay sharp for the rest of your life. No matter how old you are, the good news is it’s never too late to make a positive difference in how well your brain functions as the years tick by and you age. It’s an incredibly responsive organ to our habits—an organ that we can improve on with the right choices. Indeed, your brain can be nourished and grown into something greater than you’ve ever imagined. And that’s something that should motivate you to establish the habits that will keep you sharp for life. There’s nothing brainy about it—anyone can build a better brain at any age. Whether you’re twenty-two or ninety-two, you’ve come to the right place.


We used to think that we were born with a certain cache of neurons that would slowly deplete over our life. We were told substances like alcohol could accelerate that process, and there was no coming back. Keep in mind that most of these outdated notions were based on observations of the brain during a diseased state. For a long time, we only saw the brain at the time of autopsy—after its occupier was dead. This is how Alois Alzheimer first found the telltale plaques of the disease named after him at the turn of the twentieth century. And, up until recently, it was still only through an autopsy that a family member could be told of the Alzheimer’s diagnosis with certainty. As a neurosurgeon, I hardly ever look at healthy brains, but rather ones invaded by a tumor, filled with blood, or crushed by trauma. Point is, we have just begun to quantify the healthy brain. And that’s critical because to maintain and improve a healthy brain, we must understand it as best we can.


Once we started to look at healthy brains, our fundamental understanding began to change. We saw the brain grow and regenerate not to repair damage, but rather to get . . . better. And better. And better. We now know the brain can reliably revamp itself and be continuously optimized throughout one’s life. We know the brain has a rinse cycle and can even predict when that cycle is most likely to occur—sleep.1 We can tell when you are most likely to be productive and creative, and when you are starting to redline on the verge of burnout. We can confirm that what is good for the heart is often good for the brain, but not always. Most exciting, there is now substantial evidence that you can grow new brain cells at any age.2 Think about that. You can spawn new brain cells and form new connections whether you’re a teddy-bear-toting toddler, trailblazing twentysomething, or tennis-loving centenarian. It’s not nearly as challenging as you might think, but it does require some conscientious effort and planning. Anything worthy of monumental change demands that, plus some patience and perseverance. But you can also have fun along the way and learn new things that will surprise—and entertain—you.


After all, we are talking about maintaining and improving the most enigmatic three and a half pounds of flesh in the known universe. It is the world’s most sophisticated, self-propagating supercomputer, with a parallel operating system known as consciousness. So, yes: We should take the necessary time to care for this critical system, keep it shiny and full of the right fuel for it to truly run on the bumpy road of life without consequence.


As you dive into this new workbook updated with the latest science, I want you to consider a fundamental question: What is a healthy brain? Sure, we can well define a healthy heart. Same goes for the liver, kidneys, even your spleen. But the brain? Many will say that a healthy brain is one devoid of cancer, trauma, stroke, or plaque that interrupts communication and destroys memory. However, that is defining health as simply the absence of disease. We must go further. We must be more ambitious.


A healthy brain not only manages memory well but it also connects patterns that would otherwise be missed. Those patterns are what facilitate and further bolster the brain’s memory-making and banking. A healthy brain is also one that is not easily crushed by the tough, stressful toll of daily life, but is instead strengthened by it.


We often think of a fit brain as one that can remember details well, but it is worth reconsidering this definition. What is memory anyway? We often think of it as a precise journal of past life events that we flip through like a Rolodex or filing cabinet (or maybe you see the comparison to scrolling through photos stored in your online digital cloud). From an evolutionary perspective, memory has served to recall situations, people, and sources of food and water to help protect and sustain life. But we now appreciate memory for its most powerful purpose: to reinforce our own life’s narrative, the story of us. And sometimes our memories aren’t entirely accurate but that’s okay.


Truth is, within a given day, we probably pay attention to only 60 to 70 percent of all that’s in front of us. Because the rest of our daily experience doesn’t necessarily fill or contribute to the way we see our life’s narrative, we ignore it. That means a healthy brain is one that remembers the important things, while at the same time forgets the trivial. And yes, forgetting is just as important as remembering, and can even help us sharpen our brains and make room for new—and more valuable—information. Scientists only discovered our “forgetting” neurons in 2019 in a groundbreaking study that further revealed the importance of sleep, a time period when these specialized brain cells spring into action.3 It’s a beautiful paradox: In order to remember, we have to forget to some extent. As the wonderful evolutionary biologist Robert Sapolsky told me, a healthy brain is also one that has a wide circle of “you”—a brain inclusive to new ideas and new people. A brain less dismissive, and more welcoming.


As an academic neurosurgeon and a reporter, I educate and explain. I am a firm believer in explaining what and why. Once you understand the inner workings of the brain, the specific habits I recommend will make sense. If I simply tell you what you should do, you are less likely to adopt the habit. If you truly understand why the recommendation will help your brain, you now have a story to recall and follow. This book is that story.


Since the first publication of Keep Sharp in 2021, I have been delighted to learn the impact it has had on people around the world. My colleague Erin Burnett has taken up painting to successfully help build cognitive reserve, a concept I’ll define shortly. An eighty-seven-year-old woman from Bangkok emailed me to share her joy over her newfound cognitive prowess—more thinking power, faster recall, and overall better mental energy. And a fortysomething father with a tiring juggle between parenting young children and supporting aging parents who felt mentally recharged and energized by slightly shifting his food choices, ending his soda fix, and prioritizing sleep. So many of you shared your own stories after following the twelve-week program in the book that it became the inspiration for this new interactive workbook. As promised in Keep Sharp and again in this workbook, it is important that you know there are no gimmicks here—only true self-discovery rooted in the best available science.


To that end, let me be clear that there’s no formula here to end dementia or magically reverse someone who is in decline. Some of you may be coming to this book with cognitive challenges or even a condition like mild cognitive impairment (MCI), which often precedes a more serious diagnosis like dementia. Or perhaps you or someone in your family is suffering from a severe neurodegenerative disease that has progressed from a mild state. The strategies in this workbook are designed to give you the best chance of optimizing your brain health, and while this endeavor may slow the progression of a disease in some individuals, no one can offer a guaranteed remedy to any brain ailment. The complexity of brain conditions makes the protection of peak brain function all the more important, at any age. Don’t give up if you or a loved one has cognitive issues. The more you work on improving your brain, the more you stand to gain in prolonging your brain’s health over your lifetime and managing any brain-related ailment if that’s a reality. So, while there are parts to brain health that are beyond anyone’s control, there are things you can be doing today to support the best possible neural network for your future.


I began my Keep Sharp project working with AARP in 2017, soon after the longtime organization launched the independent collaborative called the Global Council on Brain Health (GCBH). The GCBH brings experts from around the world together to debate the latest in brain health science and reach consensus on what works and doesn’t work. Its goal is to help people apply scientific insights to promote better brain health as they age. We share the vision that there is no one answer, magic pill, or silver bullet when it comes to brain health (despite what some advertisers and unscrupulous marketers will tell you). When you search “how to improve brain health” online, it doesn’t take much scrolling to come across suspect sites selling all kinds of questionable ideas with no scientific data to support their products. Caveat emptor: There is no such thing as a pill you can swallow to “improve memory,” “sharpen focus,” or “prevent dementia” no matter how convincing the claims may be (and yet a quarter of adults over age fifty are taking a supplement to try to keep their brains healthy).


Instead, what you need to know is that it’s never too early or too late to try to improve your brain health, and that you can reduce your risks for cognitive decline by adopting healthy behaviors across your life span. And many of those behaviors don’t cost a thing other than a little committed effort. Recently, in “How to Sustain Brain Healthy Behaviors: Applying Lessons of Public Health and Science to Drive Change,” the GCBH set out the three foundational elements necessary for people to implement this lifestyle: knowledge, motivation, and confidence.4 I will spend a lot of time sharing what we know with full transparency, giving you the knowledge and providing you with the motivation and confidence that you can apply this in your life to make a difference now and for the future.


I’ve divided this workbook into two parts. In Part One, “What It Means to Keep Sharp for Life,” I provide a refresher course on the 6 main categories to protect and maintain brain health: 1) nutrition; 2) movement (not just “exercise”); 3) downtime (in waking hours); 4) restorative sleep; 5) discovery; and 6) connection. You’ll find that I’ve split the original “Downtime” pillar described in Keep Sharp into two distinct pillars for the workbook (hence, 6 rather than 5 pillars here). There’s a difference between what you do to rest, destress, and relax during waking hours and how you achieve rejuvenating sleep consistently at night. Both are important forms of recovery but command slightly different skill sets. For further details about the science behind all these pillars, Keep Sharp remains a highly useful, well-researched, and fully cited resource (new citations are listed at the back of this workbook; some language in these pages is adapted from Keep Sharp with relevant updates and additions). Part Two breaks down the program into 12 weeks, with each week focusing on one or two aspects of the 6 pillars. I’ll provide the stepping stones, so to speak, and you merely have to put one foot in front of the other and make your way.


As scientists continue to study the many pathways that can lead to dementia, including Alzheimer’s, one thing remains abundantly clear: No single trigger or cause has been found. Many events and biological circumstances can cause cognitive decline and disease, and even the long-held belief that amyloid-beta plaques in the brain are the main culprit is under further scrutiny. Just as there are many roads that can lead to cancer, many roads lead to Alzheimer’s. According to Dr. Richard Isaacson, a pioneer in preventive therapies for dementia, each person’s journey is uniquely different. “There is a saying,” he reminds me. “Once you have seen one person with Alzheimer’s, you’ve seen one person with Alzheimer’s.” He has objectively improved cognition in his patients starting by simply targeting “weak spots” that could be upping their risk for—or contributing to—cognitive decline. Those weak spots are often easy to address with lifestyle choices or, when necessary, certain medications. The goal is to help gain strict control over things like cholesterol or blood pressure, which can have a heavy hand not only on heart disease but also on brain health.


Regardless of the debates and studies that are ongoing, always remember this: Cognitive decline is not necessarily inevitable. Research suggests healthy habits you can incorporate into your daily life can help protect your brain health for the long term. And a multifaceted approach to preserving—and optimizing—brain function and health is essential. As an analogy, think of a historic building that still stands strong. Perhaps it’s more than a century old. Had it not been cared for throughout the decades, the wear and tear of time and constant use would have certainly caused its deterioration and dilapidation. But with routine maintenance and occasional renovations, it not only withstood the test of time but is likely celebrated for its beauty, significance, and prominence. The same holds true for your brain, which is a biological structure that requires maintenance and upkeep in many forms. To combat a constellation of events that lead to brain decline, you need to deploy an arsenal of brain-buttressing forces. Those forces are exactly what encompass this program.


Some of the activities in this workbook will help assemble brain scaffolding—creating a support structure for your brain that is stronger and more stable than what you currently have and will help you to perform some initial “renovations,” reinforcing your brain’s “foundation.” Other strategies will provide the raw materials necessary for ongoing maintenance, as well as build what’s called “cognitive reserve,” which is what scientists call “brain resiliency.” With more cognitive reserve, you can lower your risk of developing dementia. It’s like having a backup set of networks in your brain when one fails or, worse, dies and is no longer functional. In many aspects of life, the more backup plans we have, the more chances for success, right? Well, the same is true for our brain’s hard- and softwiring. Finally, there will be lessons to apply daily touches akin to dusting and tidying up to keep the brain performing optimally. As I mentioned, the old-school thinking dictated that the brain was pretty much fixed and unalterable after childhood development. People believed—and some still do—this mysterious organ encased in bone is a black box of sorts, untouchable and incapable of being improved. Not true. Today, as we visualize the brain with new imaging technologies and study its ever-changing function, we know otherwise.


You are not necessarily doomed to whatever fate you think sits stuck in your genes. If there’s one fact that’s increasingly becoming apparent in scientific circles, it’s that our lifestyle choices contribute mightily to our aging process and risk for disease—likely as much or perhaps even more so than our genetics. Indeed, your everyday experiences, including what you eat, how much you move, with whom you socialize, what challenges you face, what gives you a sense of purpose, how well you sleep, and what you do to reduce stress, factor much more into your brain health and overall wellness than you can imagine. A landmark 2018 study, published in the journal Genetics, revealed that the person we marry factors more than our genetic inheritance into our longevity.5 And by a long shot! Why? Because it turns out that our lifestyle decisions such as whom we choose to spend our life with weigh heavily into our well-being—much more so than most other factors in our lives. Worry less about your genes and stop using them as an excuse. Instead, focus on the things you get to choose, big and small, day in and day out. Clean living can slash your risk of developing a serious mind-destroying disorder, including Alzheimer’s disease, even if you carry genetic risk factors. No matter what your DNA says, a good diet, regular movement, not smoking, limiting alcohol, social engagement, and other surprising lifestyle decisions can change that destiny.


As of 2022, scientists have documented a total of about seventy-five genes connected to the development of Alzheimer’s, but carrying these genes is not a one-way ticket to decline.6 How those genes express themselves and behave may depend largely on your daily habits. Remember that a disease like Alzheimer’s is multifactorial, made up of different pathological features. Which is why prevention and treatments are increasingly becoming personalized—individualized to a person’s biochemistry, from basic parameters like cholesterol levels, blood pressure, and blood sugar balance, to the state of one’s oral health and gut microbiome, relics of past infections, and even molecular signals in one’s genomics. As noted above, DNA provides your body’s core language, but how that DNA behaves tells the story. In the future, interventional therapies that include a combination of lifestyle habits and drugs may help those stories end well.


Although we hear disheartening news in the media about failed drug trials for dementia, the good news is precision medicine is moving fast in this area. In the future, you’ll track your risk for cognitive decline over time using a simple app on your smartphone that can help you evaluate your physiology (and your memory!) in real time and make suggestions tailored for you. Until we all have that technology at our fingertips, this workbook is a great start and will give you a strong foundation.


In 2022, a large study that tracked the health of more than half a million people showed that the simple act of performing household chores like cooking, cleaning, and washing the dishes can cut the risk of dementia by a stunning 21 percent.7 That put chores as the second biggest protective activity behind more obvious things such as brisk walking and riding a bike, and we ought to pay attention to these basic and doable lessons. In this same study, regular movement was shown to reduce risk for dementia by 35 percent, followed by meeting up with friends and family (15 percent lower risk). Again, simple things with huge payoffs. I like an adage I once heard in Okinawa: “I want to live my life like an incandescent light bulb. Burn brightly my entire life, and then one day suddenly go out.” There should be no flickering at the end. We want the same for our brains.


As you actively use this workbook, it’s perfectly fine to go at your own pace, and I hope you make the steps personal for your success. You can take as many weeks as you need to adopt and establish new habits until they become embedded in your daily life. For example, you can stretch the first week’s lessons and activities out for two or three weeks. Do what’s necessary for your own success here. If you feel changes starting to take hold, continue to follow those recommendations and make them a habit. After all, this is about you and your life. At whatever tempo you go, do not rush the process. Remember that this is a journey of a thousand miles with infinite destinations. Be patient with yourself and feel free to tailor my suggestions to your preferences so long as they remain within reasonable confines of what we know is healthy.


If there’s one fact I’ve learned in my years of studying the brain, operating on brains, and working with top scientists, it’s that each of us carries our own unique profile. That is why any program to improve brain health needs to be wide-ranging, evidence-based, inclusive, and flexible. And while there is no one-size-fits-all solution (don’t believe anyone who tells you otherwise), there are simple interventions all of us can make right away that can have a significant impact on our cognitive function and long-term brain health. To that end, I also ask that you be intentional, diligent, and courageous as you move forward. I want this workbook to be yours and yours alone. While you can certainly go through this program with a friend (and I do think that’s a great idea), make this workbook your own personal document of your journey. I’m excited to be your guide and your teacher.


For most of us, our brains are probably working at half capacity at any given time. Sure, it’s an estimated guess because there’s no way to know what that figure is for any given individual, but it seems reasonable. Regardless, you can optimize your brain far more than you probably realize or appreciate and the vast majority of people haven’t even begun to try. I think all of us would do well to put more focus on our brain health just as we do other important things in life like watching our weight or raising our children. Aside from lowering your risk for brain disease, think about all the other perks that come with better brain health—experiencing less anxiety and depression, being more productive and present, and navigating through life with ease, energy, and joy.


I’ll be asking you to write down your personal goals and wishes for going through this program, but I think the goals I just mentioned are ones we all can appreciate and strive to obtain. I’ve had the privilege of going to specialists all over the world to get insights and action plans to keep my brain sharp and prevent decline. I’ve been sharing this knowledge with everyone I hold near and dear to me. Now I want the same for you. Since I began to write Keep Sharp, the world has changed immensely in its tenor and state of affairs. We’ve all gone through a once-in-a-lifetime pandemic, watched shifts in social and cultural norms, and faced unprecedented challenges. Some of you may be experiencing long Covid, which we know can have neurological consequences. I’ve got some ideas for you coming up in the program as well. There’s never been a more essential time to work on our brains to think more critically and clearly, to make better decisions for ourselves and loved ones, and to connect more intimately with others.


Thank you for trusting me and allowing me to steer you in the direction of vibrant brain health and function. You deserve to have the best brain possible. And it’s within your reach. I know it. You do too, which is why you’re here.


Now let’s get going . . .
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