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Nutrition and Your Brain




 
Severe deficiencies in the B vitamins could seriously affect cognitive abilities—mental processes involving memory, perception, judgment, and reasoning. Blood tests, including vitamin B12 and thyroid hormones, should generally be performed in persons complaining of memory-related symptoms. Nonetheless, nutrition is only one of many factors that affect how well the mind functions. 
In the vast majority of instances, if someone starts to lose his or her mental facilities, a vitamin pill alone is not going to solve the problem. But in the same way that scientists have come quite far in learning how food choices can influence the health of organs such as the heart, they are starting to make inroads on how foods might influence the health of the brain. Even blood levels of various B vitamins that fall at the low end of the so-called normal range could interfere with mental dexterity in ways that might not be glaringly apparent but could affect quality of life nonetheless. 

Consider a Tufts study of men in their 50s and older who were asked to perform a battery of cognitive tests. Those whose blood levels of the B vitamins folate and B12 were on the relatively low side (but still normal) did not perform as well as men with higher levels of those two nutrients on a spatial task that involved copying cubes and other geometric shapes. Those with relatively low levels of B6 were not as good at memory tests, such as listening to a series of numbers and then repeating them in backwards order. 

It is certainly not a bad idea to make sure you get plenty of B vitamins. Good sources of folate include legumes (such as kidney beans, chickpeas, and lentils), green leafy vegetables, grain-based foods, and orange juice. B6 is also widely available in vegetables, as well as fruits, and can be found, too, in beef, poultry, and seafood. 

While B12 comes in every animal food from meat to fish to cheese to poultry, up to 20% of people over age 60 and 40% of those over 80 don't have enough stomach acid to break it apart from the food it's in and thereby absorb it. That's why it's a good idea for older people to eat cereals fortified with B12 or take a daily multivitamin supplement. For some, much larger doses are required, but these should be taken only after medical testing confirms abnormal B12 absorption. 

Antioxidant Nutrients May Enhance Brain Power, Too

Along with the B vitamins, vitamins C and E and beta-carotene—all antioxidants—may optimize brain health. Be sure to consult your doctor if you are considering taking daily doses above 200 International units of vitamin E. A healthy diet with abundant fruits and vegetables can supply many antioxidants, including vitamin E. 

Like the Bs, however, antioxidants also appear to act as brain "savers" for people with out-and-out dementia. In a large research project in Switzerland, for example, men and women in their 60s and older who had the highest blood levels of vitamin C and beta-carotene (both available in fruits and vegetables) did better on tests of memory than those with lower levels. Beta-carotene also appears to protect against cognitive impairment in older adults. Similarly, vitamin E (found in nuts and oils) and vitamin C seems to stave off losses in cognitive function in Japanese-American men living in Hawaii. And in Madrid, men and women 65 and older who took in the most beta-carotene and C (and folate) scored the highest on mental status tests.

Scientists speculate that antioxidants may reduce oxidative stress to brain cells called neurons. Such stress occurs when highly volatile forms of oxygen damage cell structure. That then keeps neurons from functioning as well as possible. Antioxidants may also keep blood vessels flowing to the brain free of "gunk," in much the same way they are believed to keep the heart's arteries unclogged. Tumeric, often found in curry, is also has powerful properties important for brain health. 
The Role of Blood Pressure

Of course, high blood pressure can cause a stroke, or brain attack, if you will, and thereby severely compromise mental capacity. But scientists are finding that elevated blood pressure, or hypertension, can also impair mental acuity in much more subtle ways over time. 

Hypertension is more common among middle-aged and older people than in young adults, and age itself affects brain function. That's because as the decades pass, the brain undergoes reductions in volume and other changes which, while they don't make people feeble-minded, do slow the process by which they process new information. But when aging is accompanied by high blood pressure, mental functioning is compromised further. 

A National Institute on Aging study of people in their mid-50s demonstrated those with high blood pressure scored lower on language and memory tests than those whose blood pressure was in the normal range. According to the researchers, they underwent more brain atrophy and also experienced reductions in gray matter. In addition, there was a reduction in the thalamus the part of the brain that potentially influences everything from motor and sensory functioning to the ability to pay attention.

Those who had high blood pressure for at least 15 years starting in middle age had 50% more cognitive decline than men with normal blood pressure. Men who had high blood pressure for at least 25 years and were in their 60s and 70s underwent a doubling in cognitive decline. The reason appears to be related to the fact that they ended up with twice as much brain fluid—a sign of small, undetected strokes. The high blood pressure in the men that led to mental decline was not necessarily very high, suggesting that even slight variations in blood pressure that were once thought to be meaningless could have significant impact on brain function.

Summary

[image: image2.wmf]The most important thing for someone with high blood pressure to do in order to lower it is lose excess weight, if necessary. Even as little as a 10-pound loss can reduce blood pressure significantly, whether the person needs to lose more than 10 pounds or not. Other recommended dietary steps for getting down blood pressure: have no more than two alcoholic drinks a day (one for women) and consume no more than 2,400 milligrams of sodium daily. Finally, eating more potassium-rich foods helps, too. That means more fruits and vegetables— the same items that contain folate, B 6, vitamin C, and beta-carotene. 

**More Health and Wellness Information at MySmartRD.com**
