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INTRODUCTION


It’s time to get the most out of your gray matter!

For centuries people have been looking for ways to keep their minds healthy and strong, and you can do it too. In fact, boosting your brain power has never been easier. The brain hacks in this book will help you focus longer, improve your memory, stay on your game, and keep your brain as healthy as it can be no matter your age.

You’ll find more than 200 hacks—all ones you can try right away—that will help you do everything from building your memory to rejuvenating and stimulating your mind. From foods that can protect your brain’s health to activities that will boost your brain power, the hacks in this book will help your brain become more fit and function better. You should see an improvement in your performance in all areas of your life, be it at work or at home.

You’ll find hacks that describe what you should eat for optimum brain health, show you what activities to do (and which to avoid) to keep your brain engaged, and the best practices, according to current research, for making sure you’re taking good care of those three pounds of gray matter. Whether you do one hack or all of them, this book is here to help you create a happier, healthier brain!
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HACK 001


FEED YOUR BRAIN



Boost your brain power with the right food. Eat plant-based foods and healthy fats. Cut back on animal products and saturated fats (typically, solid fats like lard and butter), because saturated fats slow down your cognitive function. The nutrients found in plants, by contrast, support memory retention and help lower blood pressure (hypertension affects your brain as well as your heart). Standout stars? Beans and green, leafy vegetables.

Ten Foods to Favor

1. Beans and other legumes

2. Coconut oil

3. Fish, especially fatty fish like tuna and salmon

4. Green, leafy vegetables (e.g., spinach, kale, lettuce, and arugula)

5. Nuts, either raw or dry roasted

6. Olive oil

7. Cruciferous (cabbage family) vegetables (e.g., cauliflower)

8. Lean poultry, such as skinless chicken and ground turkey

9. Whole grains

10. Wine, either white or red (but not too much!)

Five Foods to Forget

1. Butter and margarine

2. Cheese

3. Fried foods

4. Pastries and desserts

5. Red meat, especially high-fat processed meat like bacon, sausage, and salami

According to research, the more closely you stick to a plant-based diet, the more positively you will affect your brain health.



HACK 002


WATCH THE ALCOHOL



Drinking too much alcohol slows your reactions, impairs your judgment, and can even cause blackouts and memory lapses—and that’s just on a Friday night. In the long term, alcohol abuse can cause permanent brain damage. The National Institute of Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism reports that long-term drinking can actually shrink your brain! It also creates problems with the structures that carry information between brain cells—making it harder for you to think and react even when you’re stone-cold sober. Because heavy drinkers often have poor diets, dietary deficiencies may also harm the brain. Consume alcohol in moderation—preferably no more than two drinks per day for men and one drink per day for women.



HACK 003


UP YOUR OMEGA-3S



Your brain needs omega-3 fatty acids to function, but your body can’t produce them. That means you have to get them from your diet. Two 2017 brain studies from the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign suggest that eating omega-3 fatty acids may improve memory retention and strengthen the structures responsible for fluid intelligence (the ability to solve new problems). The new research supports the idea that upping your intake of these fatty acids can slow age-related cognitive decline.

In addition, researchers at Harvard University found that omega-3 fatty acids may interfere with the brain signals that trigger the characteristic mood swings seen with bipolar disorder. If these findings hold true in future studies, omega-3 fatty acids may have implications for treating other psychiatric disorders, such as depression and schizophrenia.

Some studies have found that omega-3s can significantly decrease triglyceride levels, lower blood pressure, and reduce blood levels of homocysteine, high levels of which are associated with an increased risk of stroke, Alzheimer’s disease, and other brain problems.

Foods rich in omega-3 fatty acids include:

[image: Image] Flaxseed (linseed), soybean, and canola oils

[image: Image] Cold-water fatty fish, like salmon, tuna, and sardines

[image: Image] Certain fortified dairy and soy products (look for fortified dairy products by brand)

[image: Image] Nuts, especially walnuts

[image: Image] Legumes, such as pinto beans and peas

Your body needs more than one type of omega-3 fatty acid, so eat a variety of these foods every chance you get. You can also supplement with 10 grams of fish oil a day.



HACK 004


MAKE A TO-DO LIST



Writing a to-do list may not seem like much of a brain booster, but it is. Figuring out your priorities and filtering out the nonessentials are higher-level cognitive tasks, and practicing these skills keeps your brain in top-notch shape. Also, translating a big-picture problem or goal (“Get ready to file taxes”) into its smaller tasks (“Find my W-2” and “Get recommendations for which tax software to use”) is another executive function. Making a to-do list creates mental space for doing other tasks, not just remembering the various things you have to do. Plus, using a to-do list can make you feel good: one study showed that you get a little dopamine rush every time you cross a task off your to-do list (dopamine makes you feel good, elevating your mood). You should list even small tasks just for the reward of marking through them. One researcher explained that the frequency of progress is more important to your brain than how big the progress is. Practically speaking, this means crossing off “Empty the dishwasher,” “Wipe the counters,” and “Sweep the floor” is way more satisfying than crossing off “Clean the kitchen.” (By the way, writing down something you’ve already done and then crossing it off creates the same happy feeling.)



HACK 005


STRESS LESS



Stress makes your brain think you’re in danger. It responds by maintaining a high state of alertness and producing chemicals called glucocorticoids. If nothing tells your brain, “The danger has passed,” those chemicals keep streaming through your blood. In effect, they become toxic to your brain. A brain on high alert is focused on survival, and thus has no time for rest and regeneration.

Stress has these key symptoms:

[image: Image] Inability to relax

[image: Image] Emotional instability/mood swings

[image: Image] Headaches

[image: Image] Sleeplessness

Stress messes with your brain by:

[image: Image] Creating free radicals that kill your brain cells

[image: Image] Making you forget things

[image: Image] Intensifying your anxiety and irritability

[image: Image] Interfering with the creation of new brain cells

[image: Image] Increasing your risk for mental illness, such as depression

[image: Image] Shrinking your brain, causing memory and decision-making problems

[image: Image] Allowing toxins into your brain

[image: Image] Escalating your likelihood of getting Alzheimer’s or dementia

[image: Image] Killing off brain cells prematurely

Banish stress for a healthier brain. Acknowledge when you’re stressed, then resolve to take care of those problems you can (and promise yourself not to dwell on those you can’t).



HACK 006


COMBAT CORTISOL



Chronic stress elevates cortisol levels, which is one of the main causes of brain cell death. A recent study found evidence of a link between the hormone cortisol and the speed of decline among Alzheimer’s patients. Higher levels of cortisol correlate with shrinkage of the brain’s hippocampus, which is associated with long-term memory.

Actions you take to reduce your stress, such as exercising and eating brain-healthy foods, reduce cortisol levels. In addition, fish oil supplements and an herbal supplement called ashwagandha (also known as Indian ginseng) have both been shown to help reduce cortisol levels. Prebiotic and probiotic supplements show promise of reducing cortisol levels as well.



HACK 007


NOSH WITH YOUR PEEPS



How many times a week do you sit down to dinner with your family? If you’re like most people, maybe once or twice a week. Other times, it’s likely you eat in your car, at your computer, watching television, or doing something else. But studies have shown that sitting down to dinner with your family has many benefits. People who plan and cook regular dinners eat more fruits and vegetables and get more vitamins and minerals, all of which help keep your brain healthy. In contrast, restaurant meals tend to have more calories and fat (in some cases portion sizes are double—or more—what is considered a serving).

Not only do family dinners provide your body with better fuel, they improve relationships, which are a key part of maintaining a healthy brain. Spending time together as a family helps people feel they are loved and belong. This isn’t just true of children—adults have the same experience of improved relationships with other members of the family. Studies have shown that families who eat together are happier, emotionally stronger, and more resilient (better able to cope with setbacks). In one study, mothers who ate with their children were less stressed than those who did not. This was true even of mothers who worked outside the home at demanding jobs—people who you might think would experience less stress if they skipped meal planning and preparation.



HACK 008


FIGHT FREE RADICALS



Let’s start this hack with a brief chemistry refresher. Remember how tiny particles called electrons, protons, and neutrons make up atoms? Atoms want their electrons to come in pairs, so as to stabilize themselves. Unstable atoms (or groups of atoms) have one or more unpaired electrons. In the body, these unstable atoms, called free radicals, try to complete themselves by stealing electrons from other atoms. This thievery can create a destructive chain reaction.

Your body produces some free radicals as a result of natural chemical reactions. Stress, trauma, pollution, processed foods, and drugs create others. Free radicals help your immune system do its work, but too many will damage and destroy normal healthy cells. Free radicals are thought to contribute to more than sixty different health conditions, including Alzheimer’s.

To keep free radicals (sometimes called oxidants) in check, you need antioxidants, which can be found in many vitamins and minerals. Antioxidants clean up roving free radicals before they inflict damage on the brain. Also, take steps to reduce your exposure to environmental pollutants, such as pesticides, solvents, exhaust fumes, and tobacco smoke.



HACK 009


EAT YOUR E



Vitamin E, a natural antioxidant found in many foods, diminishes the damage caused by free radicals. Some evidence suggests that free radical damage to the neurons (nerve cells) is at least partially responsible for the development of Alzheimer’s disease. Vitamin E has been shown to prevent free radical damage and delay memory deficits in animal studies. In a two-year study of people with Alzheimer’s disease, large doses of vitamin E slowed progression of the disease. That said, when taken by healthy people, large doses of vitamin E have not been shown to prevent Alzheimer’s disease. Vitamin E is considered nontoxic, even over the recommended dietary allowance (RDA) levels. The UL (upper limit) for vitamin E is set at 1,000 milligrams per day for adults over eighteen.

Foods rich in vitamin E include vegetable oils, nuts and seeds, wheat germ oil, peanut butter, and green leafy vegetables.



HACK 010


GO WITH THE FLOW



The psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi and a team of researchers at the University of Chicago were the first to describe and name the concept of flow, that state of concentration people get into when they feel fully involved in what they’re doing. In the flow state, people become less self-aware and less distracted by outside concerns like what time it is or how hungry they are. People describe it as “losing yourself in the process” or “being in the zone.” Experiencing flow is an excellent way to de-stress your brain.

Csikszentmihalyi’s work identified intrinsic motivation as key to the flow experience. People who have intrinsic motivation can find the positives even in difficult situations, making them happier, more optimistic, and more creative than those who don’t cultivate intrinsic motivation and who are only motivated by external rewards, like getting a paycheck. When you’re in flow, your brain gets bathed in feel-good chemicals like dopamine and endorphins. Tasks that are too simple don’t produce this state (because they cause boredom) and tasks that are too complex don’t produce this state, either (because they cause stress and frustration). The task must be just right, requiring you to challenge your skills. You also need to care about what you’re doing. If you think the task is pointless, then even if it stretches your skills you’re unlikely to find flow. One way to add flow to your life is to add complexity to simple tasks, like trying to do them quickly. Another is to add purpose to tasks, such as thinking about how much more relaxing your house will feel if it’s not so cluttered. Finally, you can seek out activities known to produce flow, such as hiking, painting, and writing.



HACK 011


QUIT SMOKING



You know smoking hurts your heart and your lungs. Before you light up again, consider the risk to your brain. Recent research shows that smokers have a thinner cerebral cortex, the area of the brain responsible for thinking, memory, perception, and language. If you quit smoking, some of the damage can be reversed—although it’s better not to have smoked at all. Smoking also constricts blood flow to your brain and makes your blood more prone to clotting, increasing your risk of stroke. In addition, nicotine damages the interior walls of blood vessels and makes them more susceptible to atherosclerosis (hardening of the arteries). That also increases the chance of stroke. The good news? Your body starts repairing the damage within days of that last cigarette. If you quit smoking now, you reduce your risk for dementia and other forms of cognitive decline.



HACK 012


STOP STROKES



Stroke, the destruction of brain cells that occurs when blood to the brain is cut off, can kill you (it’s the fifth leading cause of death in the US). If it doesn’t kill you, it may leave you physically and/or mentally impaired—permanently. Stroke can be caused by blood clots or hardening of the arteries (atherosclerosis), although occasionally it is the result of trauma. Your chance of a stroke increases dramatically after you hit fifty-five and continues increasing as you age. Current research from a long-term study on Alzheimer’s and aging suggests that having a stroke can put you at greater risk for developing Alzheimer’s.

Risk factors for stroke include:

1. High blood pressure

2. Heart disease

3. Smoking

4. High cholesterol

5. Diabetes

If you have any of these risk factors, take concrete steps to safeguard your brain.



HACK 013


BE HAPPY



You remember that old saying, “Let a smile be your umbrella”? Well, we’re not suggesting you give up your rain gear. But being optimistic—that is, feeling generally positive and confident about the future and about succeeding at various goals you may have—has protective powers. Recent studies show a correlation between being optimistic and reduced anxiety. Optimistic people were shown to have a larger orbitofrontal cortex (OFC). The OFC is known to help regulate emotion. In fact, if you experience a traumatic event (and presumably get a ding to your optimism), your OFC loses heft. Chronic stress reduces the ability of brain cells to connect to the OFC and instead helps produce pathways to anxiety (thanks, stress). Researchers theorize that just as stress and trauma can reduce the OFC, optimism and positive thinking may be able to build it back up again.

Other studies show a connection between higher levels of optimism and lower levels of the stress hormone cortisol. Being happy-go-lucky is better for your brain!

The truth is, realistic people are more accurate about how the world actually works, but optimistic people protect their brains. So, choose optimism when you can. How? Here are a few simple suggestions:

[image: Image] Keep busy—dwelling on problems makes you less optimistic.

[image: Image] Use affirmations—doggone it, people like you!

[image: Image] Acknowledge success—it’s easy to overlook when things go well.

[image: Image] Use fewer negative words—stop yourself when you say “can’t” and “never.”

[image: Image] Seek help dealing with your past—put painful experiences behind you.



HACK 014


AVOID ALZHEIMER’S



Alzheimer’s disease, a devastating type of dementia that causes problems with memory, thinking, and behavior, has two types: early-onset (sometimes called younger-onset) and late-onset. Late-onset Alzheimer’s is the culprit in most cases of lost mental function in people over sixty-five. Early-onset is much rarer. Only about 5 percent of those who develop Alzheimer’s show signs of it before age sixty-five. The brains of Alzheimer’s patients contain distinctive, abnormally shaped proteins known as tangles and plaques. Tangles are found inside neurons while plaques typically form outside the neurons in adjacent brain tissue. Tangles and plaques most commonly afflict the brain areas related to memory. In the 1980s, researchers found that a compound in plaques known as amyloid protein may actually be poisonous to brain cells. More recent research suggests that a protein called tau may be responsible for the telltale tangles found in the brains of Alzheimer’s patients. In healthy brains tau proteins give neurons structural support, but in Alzheimer’s patients this structural support collapses into useless twists and tangles.

To minimize your risk for Alzheimer’s, change your lifestyle to a healthy one: good diet, lots of exercise, and plenty of mental stimulation.



HACK 015


HAVE SOME COFFEE



Your morning cup of coffee used to get a bad rap. All that caffeine! What were you thinking? But these days coffee has undergone a bit of rehab. Researchers have found it’s not such a shady character. In fact, drinking a cup of coffee every morning can benefit your brain. Coffee does two things to help you:

1. First, it reduces the production of the neurotransmitter adenosine by binding to its receptors. Adenosine is a chemical that makes you feel tired. So you want adenosine at bedtime, but not when you have to go in there and ask the boss for a raise. Drinking a cup of coffee will make you feel more alert and focused.

2. Second, caffeine keeps your brain from reabsorbing dopamine, a feel-good neurotransmitter. That means you feel happy for longer.

One study showed that drinking coffee reduced depression among subjects—and even reduced suicidal tendencies. Some evidence also shows that coffee-drinking may help protect against Parkinson’s and Alzheimer’s.

But of course you can have too much of a good thing. Once you go over about 400 milligrams of caffeine per day—about four cups of coffee—the downside starts to outweigh the upside. For example, too much caffeine can give you migraines. It can cause insomnia, restlessness, and (because it’s a diuretic) increased urination. Also, drinking coffee on an empty stomach can cause heartburn. For some people, coffee makes them jittery and nervous. This is especially true for individuals who already have anxiety. If you experience any of these side effects, reduce your consumption.
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