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SUMMARY

Age is the greatest risk factor for developing dementia, and the number

of rural older adults is rising in Canada. As the rural population ages,
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there is an increasing need for knowledge on brain health and cognitive

health promotion within a rural context.

This WellSpring issue takes a look at ways to support brain health from

the perspective of rural older adults.

Introduction
Brain health is a growing concern among older adults. Globally, approximately 50 million

people live with dementia and this number is projected to increase.1 Age is the most

important risk factor for developing dementia,2 and the number of rural older adults is rising

in Canada.3 While most studies focus on prescription drugs and medical interventions, little

is known about the ways older adults support their brain health, especially in rural

communities.

Brain health and rural aging
Compared to urban seniors, rural seniors often experience unique barriers to dementia care

and services related to limited access to medical specialists (e.g., geriatricians,

neurologists, psychiatrists), finances, public transportation, education, and health and

support services.4 Since the majority of dementia services exist in urban centres, this

means that rural seniors must either travel to access services or forego them.5

Consequently, access to dementia services is a significant challenge for residents living in

rural communities.6

Studies show that dementia and cognitive impairment are more prevalent among rural

seniors than urban seniors.7 However, most of the work in this area remains urban-centric

with little focus on brain health or cognitive health promotion in rural communities.8 As the

rural population ages, there is an increasing need for knowledge on cognitive health

promotion within a rural context.



Methods: what we did
Our team interviewed older adults in rural Saskatchewan to learn about what activities they

thought supported their brain health.9 Using community-based research and an

ethnographic methodology, two waves of semi-structured interviews were conducted with

42 adults (ages 60+ years) in rural Saskatchewan.

Participant observation was conducted by spending time with 5 older adults to observe

day-to-day activities related to supporting their memory and brain health. Guided by

theories of culture, thematic analysis was used to identify key patterns and relationships

within the data.9

8 ways to support brain health
Our findings revealed a more holistic and multidimensional view of brain health than

previously cited in the literature.10 Drawing on our study’s findings, here are eight ways

used by rural seniors to support their brain health.

1) Think positive. Having a positive attitude and feeling happy is good for our brains and

helps us to overcome stressful situations. Some ways to support positive thinking include

listening to music, going to the hair salon, smiling, reading funny jokes, doing exercises,

and getting dressed-up.

2) Learn something new. It is good to get out of our comfort zones and learn something

different. Try a new recipe, read about bird species, tell new jokes, learn about star

constellations, or play a new game.



3) Keep active. Maintaining an active lifestyle supports our brain health and stimulates our

minds. Go on a walk, work in the garden, go swimming, make a scrapbook, join a bowling

league, play pickleball, sing in a choir, visit a seniors’ centre, or volunteer in the community.

4) Challenge your brain. Challenging our minds helps to support our memory and boosts

our mental sharpness. Do a jigsaw puzzle, take music lessons, do needle work, make a

quilt, try a crossword or word search, play different card games, or do a sudoku puzzle.

5) Eat healthy. Eating nutritious foods supports our brain’s ability to function and our

overall health. Eat green leafy vegetables, berries, fish and fruits.

6) Chat with a friend. Mingling and spending time with friends helps to improve our mood

and reduces feelings of loneliness. Send an email, chat on the telephone, visit with a

neighbour, play with a pet, grab a coffee, or use social media to stay connected with

friends and family members.



7) Relax. Relaxation can help us to reduce stress and improve our sense of well-being.

Meditate, spend time outdoors, write in a journal, paint a picture, drive in the countryside,

listen to calming music, practice yoga or do tai chi.

8) Sleep tight. Getting a good night’s sleep helps to support our mental capacity and our

brain’s ability to function. Limit caffeine, avoid naps close to bedtime, establish a nightly

routine, and avoid rigorous physical activity or exercise before bed.

Conclusion
Brain health is an important and a vital part of healthy aging. Our study identified a range of

activities used by rural seniors to support their brain health. Ask questions and talk to your

healthcare provider about other ways to support your brain health.

Infographic
Practitioners: download and share this infographic of "8 Ways to Support Brain Health"

with your clients as a quick reminder of things that they can do.

https://www.centre4activeliving.ca/media/filer_public/47/d7/47d7ac6b-6306-4ed6-94a7-d29d669ceec2/2020-jun-support-rural-brain-health.pdf
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