Keep Well This Winter by Dr Tony Jewell, Chief Medical Officer of Wales 

CMO9: Keeping mentally active
Most of us suffer from the occasional memory lapse but forgetfulness is a particular sign of ‘old age’.  In fact, although the ageing process can affect concentration and learning, significant mental decline in later life is by no means inevitable.  Just like physical fitness, you do need to do some regular activity to keep in trim.  

The decline in mental ability is is often linked to poor physical health or to other factors such as deafness and eyesight difficulties.  Many age-linked memory problems are also due to poor concentration, motivation, anxiety or stress.  Prolonged stress can affect the mind at any age but age-specific events, such as retirement or bereavement, are highly stressful.  

However, it is possible to transform your mental ability from a ‘couch potato’ into an athlete.

Be happy

Studies have shown that people who live longer are content with their life and involved in their communities.

Eat a healthy diet

Eating a well balanced diet can benefit your brain and nervous system as well as keeping you body in shape.  Cut down on foods high in saturated fats which speed mental decline and stock up on oranges, green leafy vegetables, oily fish and soya which are good for the brain.

Get physical 

Exercise is vital for mental as well as physical agility. It gets the heart pumping and the circulation going, which increases blood flow, carrying more nutrients and oxygen to the brain. Moderate physical activity boosts the production of serotonin which makes us feel more energetic and cheerful.  It also releases endorphins, a natural painkiller, that give some people a 'high' when they exercise. Certain types of exercise such as yoga and tai chi help to reduce anxiety.

Stimulate your mind

Older people who have regular mental stimulation seem to maintain their cognitive abilities better than those who don't.  Give your brain a daily mental work out by doing a crossword or puzzle; memorise your shopping list or play games like soduku, bridge or chess.  Read rather than watch TV or take up a new hobby.  It’s important to stay socially active too – as well as meeting up with friends, think about joining a club or class.  Local colleges, community centres and Learn Direct (0800 100 900 or www.learndirect.co.uk) offer a variety of courses. U3A (University of the Third Age) is also committed to life-long learning and offers talks as well as courses.  

The free Health Challenge Wales Action Pack, which is available by calling 0845 606 4050, has lots of advice and helpful tips about how to stay healthy. 

Frequently Asked Questions

Q: Where can I learn to use a computer?

A: If you are interested in learning how to use a computer and the internet, contact your local library or college for details of training courses.  Using email and the internet is a fantastic way to keep in touch with friends and up to date with all kinds of information.  The over 50s website, www.silversurfer.org.uk, is specifically geared to older people and has user friendly guides to get you started.
Q: Disturbed sleep is affecting my concentration. What can I do?

A: Having a good night’s sleep is very important for both your physical and mental well-being.  If you are not waking up refreshed after eight to nine hours sleep then you need to check that your bedroom and bed are adequately warm and comfortable. Consider changing your bed if it is more than 10 years old, if it creaks or sags or if you can feel the springs or ridges under the mattress surface.  

Q: What books are available for people with sight difficulties?

A. Large print books and audio books are available to buy from most good bookstores or can be borrowed from local libraries. Listening Books provides a postal audio book library service (call 0207 407 9417), and those registered blind can contact the RNIB Talking Books Service on 0845 712 3153. Local reading groups are another way to enjoy books as well as make new friends. 

Call Age Concern Cymru and Help the Aged in Wales on 029 2043 1555 or visit www.kwtw.org.uk for more information about the Keep Well This Winter campaign. 

-Ends-

Notes

Keep Well This Winter is a Welsh Assembly Government campaign which provides information and support to people aged 65 and over, to enable them to keep well during the winter months. It runs from September to February and its key themes are Keep Warm, Keep Well and Keep Safe.

Key partners in the campaign are: Age Concern Cymru; Care & Repair Cymru; Eaga Partnership; Energy Saving Trust; Firebrake Wales; Food Standards Agency Wales; NHS Direct Wales; National Public Health Service; RNIB Cymru and Wales Pension Service.  It is further supported by Energywatch Wales; Help the Aged Cymru; Care Forum Wales; Energy Efficiency Advice Centres; Citizens’ Advice Cymru; National Energy Action Wales and RoSPA.

Further details are available throughout the winter on the Keep Well This Winter website www.kwtw.org.uk.

