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Exercise and the 
Brain – What do 
we need to 
Remember
June 21, 2014
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What can be done

Presentation Title Here

Regular physical activity 
can: 

 Reduce the risk of developing of Alzheimer’s disease by approximately 40%. 

 Reduce mortality and risk of recurrent breast cancer by approximately 50%. 

 Lower the risk of colon cancer by over 60%. 

 Reduce the incidence of heart disease and high blood pressure by ~40%. 

 Lower the risk of stroke by 27%. 

 Lower the risk of developing type II diabetes by 58% 

 Be twice as effective in treating type II diabetes than insulin prescription 
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OBI
• The Ontario Brain Institute’s vision is to improve brain 

health 

• OBI is moving knowledge from the research space into 
the public domain 

• Have summarized nearly 50 years of research on the 
topic of physical activity and Alzheimer’s disease 

• Want to help people understand how they can take 
control of their brain health and enable them to do so 

Rising Tide, 2010 Alzheimer Society of Canada 

Most Canadians are 
physically inactive 

Data derived from the Canadian Community Health Survey 2009/2010. 
Chronic Disease Infobase. Surveillance Division. CCDPC, PHAC. 

Canada: 57.6% 
Males: 51.4% 
Females: 62.6%

Ontario: 59.7% 
Males: 53.0% 
Females: 65.2% 

>62.5%                 60.0-62.4%      57.5-59.9%           55.0-57.4%         <55.0%              Data unavailable
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What do we mean by 
‘physically active’?
• Accumulate 150 minutes of activity per week*

• About 30min of brisk walking every day

• Bouts of 10 minutes

• Enough to get your heart-rate up, but you can 
still have a conversation

• I.e., this is something everyone can work 
toward. It is not marathon running

*current recommendation from the Physical 
Activity Guidelines for Older Adults 

New Topic 
Theme Area
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Brookmeyer et al 1998
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Dementia as a preventable

Just 1 Mile Keeps Your Brain from Shrinking
Our brains tend to shrink as we age, just like a piece of fruit on the counter. But you could 
help keep your brain plump and young just by walking about a mile a day.
That's right. In a 9-year study, people who walked just 6 to 9 miles each week preserved 
significantly more gray matter as they aged, compared with their more sedentary peers.
Steps Worth Taking
What's so great about a big brain? It likely means more mental power. In the study, not 
only did the walkers have less brain shrinkage, but also that translated into a twofold 
reduction in their risk for cognitive impairment. What's more, the researchers also looked 
at the benefits of physical activity in people already suffering from cognitive impairment 
or Alzheimer's disease and found that a mere 5 miles a week of walking seemed to slow 
progression of the condition. So when it comes to brains, bigger really is better. (Learn 
what childhood game helps prevent Alzheimer's disease, and other ways to minimize 
age-related brain drain.) 
Nurture Your Noggin
Although the study didn't prove that physical activity was the direct cause of the brain 
benefits in the participants, similar studies have shown that aerobic exercise boosts both 
the production and the survival of new brain cells. And it's possible that physical activity 
may also trigger the birth of additional nutrient-delivering blood vessels in the brain, all 
of which would translate into a bigger, better brain as you grow older. So strap on those 
walking shoes! (Here's how to pick the right pair of sneakers.)

http://www.sharecare.com/quizzes/prevent-alzheimers-disease
http://www.sharecare.com/health/walking/article/best-walking-shoes
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What to do
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Guidelines
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CCAAs New Course

Contact your AS for more info

SFIC Recommended

FE4D

Training to be launched in the Fall

4 course registrations
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Steps to Program 
Planning
• 5 steps in total

• Underpinned by a 
person-centered 
approach to keep 
the focus on the 
individual.

Step 1: Engaging participants
• Engage with individual participants by listening 

and talking to them and understanding their 
responses

• Including watching or taking part in activities

• Caregivers, family and friends have a useful 
contribution to make as well

• Find historical activities, interests or passions 
of individuals

• Be mindful of elder speak

Step 2: Assessment of potential

• Identifying what to include rather than exclude.

• Focus on what individuals can do, would like to do 
and would likely benefit from most, and how these 
things tie into available opportunities.

• I.e. if people fall regularly, propose activities that 
will improve their strength and balance and 
reduce their risk of falls and fractures, rather than 
limit physical activity opportunities. 
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Step 2: Assessment of potential

• Avoid temptation of lowering our expectations for 
people living with dementia

• “think big” in terms of what each individual can 
achieve.

Step 3: Screening
• Understand the full health status of people living with 

dementia

• Avoid exercises that are not recommended for them

• Know what type of dementia they have and where 
they are on the dementia journey

• Most conditions (co-morbidities) are reasons for 
people living with dementia to participate in physical 
activity, but clearly health status and treatments (e.g., 
anxiety and medications) must be informed.

Step 4: Auditing possibilities

• Assess potential activity possibilities and match 
these to individuals and their interests and needs

• The local environment, facilities, groups, events 
and people will create many opportunities
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Step 5: Evaluation and Success

Evaluate:

• The extent to which an individual could initiate 
and maintain physical activity participation

• Quantitative and Qualitative Assessments of the 
physical activity experience- including, most 
importantly, feedback from the individual, 
caregivers and family members.

Step 5: Evaluation and Success
• Measures of success should be flexible.

• Success can be measured by engagement and 
enjoyment as by statistics or achievements on any 
particular test.

• Single case studies and individuals 
histories/diaries can prove just as powerful and 
meaningful to all concerned.

• Monitor and review skills and experiences in 
implementing wellness programs.

Key Program Components
•Physical tasks

•leg strengthening exercises, performing a Sit to Stand, improving 

stand balance and undertaking a regular walking program

•Motivational strategies
•including activity with personal meaning and relevance to 

increase motivational goal-setting

•Behavioral support
•reinforcing regular physical activity, successes and achievements 

(immediate feedback during and after walks)

•Environmental support
•using the built environment to assist the program - handrails
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Implementation
Physical activity strategies

•Break down elements of physical tasks into 
smaller tasks
•Use simple, precise verbal instructions
•Provide alternative strength and balance activities
•Use Mary’s historical activities (dance) to 
stimulate balance activities through participation in 
a twice weekly dance group.

Implementation
Motivational strategies 

•Adopt the key message “Get Up and Go”
•Set appropriate tasks and goals
•Break tasks down into smaller and achievable 
goals
•Find ways of recording the experience to prompt 
Mary and remind her of successes and 
achievements

Implementation
Behavioral support strategies

•Reinforcing regular physical activity, rewards, and 
achievements

•Initiate walking through wellness staff’s cues and 
prompts for self-starting

•Reinforce behavior through dementia staff, family 
and friend visitors
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Implementation
Environmental support strategies 

•Using the built environment to support the program

•Use safe walking routes to reinforce activity 
•Cued by colourful wall stickers,

•Plan to walk at key times in the day when there is limited 
movement of others in the center and gardens, to create a 
relaxed, quiet, and ‘uncluttered’ environment

Resources
• OBI PA and Alzheimers Doc, toolkit 

http://www.braininstitute.ca
• Cochrane Review Doc
• Alzheimer's Society of Ontario

Presentation Title Here

Questions

http://www.braininstitute.ca/
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For More Information: 

Clara Fitzgerald

cfitzge4@uwo.ca

1-866-661-1603

http://www.uwo.ca/actage

FACEBOOK – Canadian Centre for 
Activity and Aging

Twitter @westernuCCAA

mailto:cfitzge4@uwo.ca
http://www.uwo.ca/actage
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