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skills. According to the Alzheimer’s Association, it is the most common cause of dementia among older 
people. Alzheimer’s disease is progressive; this means it worsens over time.2 

Alzheimer’s has no cure, but there are treatment options to help with the symptoms. These treatments can’t 
stop Alzheimer’s from progressing, but they can temporarily slow the worsening of dementia symptoms.2 

How Alzheimer’s affects the brain
Your brain has 100 billion nerve cells—also called brain cells or neurons. Each brain cell connects with many 
others to form communication networks. These groups of brain cells have special jobs: some are responsible 
for thinking, learning and remembering; others help you to see, hear and smell.

To carry out their jobs, brain cells operate like tiny factories. They receive supplies, make energy, create 
equipment and get rid of waste. All the while, they are processing and storing information, and communicating 
with other cells. 

In a brain with Alzheimer’s disease, parts of a brain cell’s factory cannot run well. Just like in a real factory, 
backups and breakdowns in one area eventually cause problems in other areas. As the damage spreads, 
brain cells lose their ability to do their jobs. They eventually die, causing permanent changes in the brain.2 

5 habits to  
help prevent 
Alzheimer’s disease
Alzheimer’s disease is the most common 
type of dementia and as it progresses, it can 
seriously affect a person’s life.1 Read below 
to learn about five healthy lifestyle habits 
that may help prevent it. 

The basics of Alzheimer’s
Alzheimer’s disease is an irreversible brain disorder 
that slowly destroys a person’s thinking and memory 
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There are two abnormal structures in the brain that are “prime suspects” in damaging and killing brain cells: 
plaques and tangles.2 

•   Plaques are deposits of a protein fragment (called beta-amyloid) that build up in the spaces between  
brain cells.

•  T angles are twisted fibers of another protein (called tau) that build up inside cells. 

Scientists aren’t exactly sure what role plaques and tangles play in Alzheimer’s disease, but most experts 
believe they block communication between brain cells and disrupt processes that cells need to survive.2 

Remember: It’s the destruction and death of brain cells that cause the symptoms of Alzheimer’s disease. 

Five strategies to help keep your brain healthy
Researchers recently identified these five strategies as being lifestyle factors that may significantly lower the 
risk of Alzheimer’s disease. In fact, researchers found that when study participants adopted four or five of 
these lifestyle factors, they had about 60% lower risk of developing Alzheimer’s disease when compared to 
participants who did not follow any or only one of the lifestyle factors.3 

1.  Exercise your way to a healthy brain
Staying active has many health benefits, including: 

•   Helping reduce falls4

•  Maintaining independence4

•   Reducing the risk of chronic diseases like depression, diabetes and high blood pressure—all of which are 
potential risk factors for dementia4

•  Decreasing the risk of age-related cognitive decline5 

Aim for about 150 minutes of moderate physical activity most days of the week; this is the equivalent of 
about 30 minutes per day, five days per week. Before beginning any exercise program, it’s important to 
always talk to your doctor first. He/she may have specific recommendations for you.

Find activities you enjoy so you will be more likely to continue doing them. For example, try walking the 
dog, gardening, dancing, swimming or riding your bike. 

5 habits to help prevent Alzheimer’s disease
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2.  MIND your eating habits
Following a specific diet—called the MIND diet—may significantly lower a person’s risk of developing 
Alzheimer’s disease.6 MIND stands for Mediterranean-DASH Intervention for Neurodegenerative Delay.  
This diet consists of focusing on ten brain-healthy food groups, while limiting or avoiding five others.

THE 10 BRAIN-HEALTHY FOOD GROUPS ARE: 

  1.   Green leafy vegetables like spinach, kale and salad greens. Aim for at least two servings per week, but 
six or more servings per week may yield bigger benefits.

  2.   Other vegetables, such as sweet potatoes, tomatoes, peppers, carrots, cauliflower and green beans.  
Eat at least one serving of other vegetables per day.

  3.   Nuts. Aim for five servings of a variety of nuts per week.

  4.   Berries, which are the only fruit featured in the MIND diet. Eat at least two servings per week.

  5.   Beans including beans, lentils and soybeans. Try to eat beans three to four times per week.

  6.   Whole grains. Eat three or more servings per day.

  7.   Fish like salmon, albacore tuna, mackerel, herring and farmed trout. Aim to eat fish at least once  
per week.

  8.   Poultry like chicken or turkey. Eat poultry at least two times per week.

  9.   Olive oil. This should be used as your main cooking oil.

10.   Wine. The MIND diet recommends drinking one glass per day.

THE FIVE UNHEALTHY FOOD GROUPS ARE: 

  1.  Red meats. Try to eat less than three servings per week. 

  2.  Butter and stick margarine. Use less than one tablespoon daily.

  3.  Cheese. Limit cheese to less than one serving per week.

  4.   Pastries and sweets. Try to eat less than four servings per week. 

  5.   Fried or fast food. Limit your consumption of fried and fast food to less than once per week.

5 habits to help prevent Alzheimer’s disease
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3.  Give your brain a workout
Challenging your mind may have short and long-term benefits for your brain, helping reduce your risk of 
dementia and cognitive decline.7

Here are some ideas for keeping your mind fit:

•   Do brain-building puzzles, like crossword puzzles, sudoku puzzles, jigsaw puzzles and brain teasers.

•  Learn new information.

•   Take on a new project that involves designing and planning.

Note: The best activities will vary from person to person, but you should find them challenging; not too 
easy nor impossible.

Socializing and connecting with others may help support brain health and possibly delay the onset of 
dementia. It may also reduce your risk for depression.7

Here are some ways you can be more social:

•   Become a volunteer.

•   Join a special-interest club like a book club or card-playing group.

•   Take group classes, like fitness classes or education classes in a subject area that interests you.

•   Make regular weekly dates with friends.

•   Keep in touch with friends and family members by calling or emailing regularly.

•   Go to more public places, like museums, coffee shops or shopping malls.

4.  Quit smoking
Research shows that smokers are 30% more likely to develop dementia. However, quitting smoking 
decreases the risk of dementia to that of a nonsmoker.8

Quitting smoking can be hard, but it is possible. Start by talking to your healthcare provider to create 
a plan for quitting that includes ways to deal with cravings and symptoms. This may include using 
medications and/or nicotine replacement therapies, such as nicotine gum, patches and lozenges.

5.  Limit alcohol
Long-term health risks of excessive alcohol use include learning and memory problems, such  
as dementia.9

If you are going to drink alcohol, keep your consumption light to moderate. Moderate drinking is up to:

•   One drink per day for women

•  Two drinks per day for men

One drink is defined as 12 ounces of beer, 8 ounces of malt liquor, 5 ounces of wine and 1.5 ounces of 
80-proof distilled spirits or liquor.

5 habits to help prevent Alzheimer’s disease
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5 habits to help prevent Alzheimer’s disease
Other ways to give your brain a boost
There are a few more things you can do to keep your brain healthy:

•   Get a good amount of high-quality sleep. Not getting enough sleep may result in problems with memory 
and thinking. Aim for 7–8 hours of sleep per night.5

•   Manage stress. Chronic stress may actually “rewire” the brain so that there’s less activity in the parts  
of the brain that handle complex thoughts and tasks and more activity in the parts of the brain that  
focus on survival.10

•   Focus on fall prevention. Brain injury can raise your risk of cognitive decline and dementia. Take steps to 
prevent falls so you can avoid hitting your head.5

•   Manage other health conditions. Risk factors for heart disease and stroke—like obesity, high blood pressure 
and diabetes—negatively impact your cognitive health. Additionally, depression may be linked to an 
increased risk of cognitive decline.5

A word of caution
Because Alzheimer’s disease is so devastating, some people are tempted by unproven cures for the 
condition. These treatments might be unsafe, a waste of money or both.

Check with your doctor before trying pills or any other treatment or supplement that promises to prevent 
Alzheimer’s. They may even interfere with other medicines that have been prescribed.4

When to talk to your doctor
Memory lapses from time to time are usually minor and nothing to worry about, but serious memory loss 
and confusion are not a normal characteristic of the aging brain.11

Symptoms of dementia include:
•   Being unable to remember recent events. It may be slightly harder to jog your memory of specific  

instances or events as you get older, but it isn’t normal to have a drastic decline in your ability to  
remember recent happenings.

•   Forgetting how to use common objects or words.  It’s normal to occasionally have to search for a word 
that’s on the tip of your tongue, but it shouldn’t happen frequently.

•   Getting lost in familiar locations. Losing the sense of place and/or time is a common sign of dementia.  
It isn’t normal to suddenly forget how to get home from the grocery store.

•   Being unable to follow directions. A person with dementia may have a hard time doing routine tasks  
(like balancing a checkbook) or following a set of instructions (like following a recipe).

•   Neglecting safety, hygiene and nutrition. People with dementia may exhibit very poor judgment regarding 
their well-being and seemingly stop taking care of themselves.

•   Decline in ability to socialize. Aging shouldn’t have a drastic effect on social skills. It isn’t normal to lose 
interest in all social activities or have a hard time talking or holding a conversation.

If you or someone you love notice any signs or symptoms of dementia, it’s important to talk to your doctor 
right away. It could be caused by a specific condition that warrants immediate treatment. The sooner you 
notify your doctor, the better.11
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This is for informational purposes only and does not replace treatment or advice from a healthcare 
professional. If you have questions, please talk with your doctor. Talk to your doctor before beginning  
an exercise program or making any changes to your diet.


