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Baby boomers are now reaching
the lower echelons of senior cit-
izenship. Today, one in ten
Canadians is considered an older
adult (55 years and over). By
2021, this number will have
more than doubled.

It has long been the unex-
pounded assumption that as
we age, our brains, as well as
our bodies, undergo progres-
sive functional degeneration.

However, the cognitive
neuroscience of aging and,
in particular, the neuroimag-
ing of the older adult, a rela-
tively new field, is changing
that viewpoint. Already func-
tional magnetic resonance imag-
ing and positron emission
tomography scans are uncover-
ing exciting possibilities for
baby boomers keen to continue
an active, independent lifestyle.

They are also providing much
needed evidence to health pro-
fessionals engaged in working
with seniors in preventive and
rehabilitation fields.

From the evidence of these
neuroimaging techniques, it is

apparent that the right pre-
frontal cortex does show
underactivation as age
increases, when compared
to that of young adults.
Although, this indicates a
diff iculty in recruiting
selective neuronal pat-
terns, there is increasing
evidence to support the
theory that different areas

of the brain, in the high func-
tioning older adult, may be
recruited to counteract this
decline. In particular, recruit-
ment from areas in the opposite
prefrontal cortex not evidenced
in young adult brain activity,
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Health Canada recom-
mends seniors try 30 to
60 minutes of moderate 
physical activity nearly
every day of the week.



which is profoundly
unilateral, appears to
indicate a compensa-
tion process in effect.

Studies on memory,
attention, and other
cognitive tasks contin-
ue to determine
whether such changes
are cognitive or neural,
in origin.

Such senior specif-
ic activation patterns
suggest a lifelong
potential for reorgani-
sation and plasticity,

and provide evidence that sus-
tained physical and mental activ-
ity may facilitate new patterning
and increased vascularity in the
maturing brain.

Health Canada recommends
that older adults build up to a
total of 30 to 60 minutes of

moderate physical activity most
days of the week. An active
lifestyle that incorporates mod-
erate physical activity can be
accomplished in many ways:

Through structured group
programs in which useful by-
products, such as increased
socialisation and group incen-
tive, are present.

Through other activities,
such as swimming, Tai Chi,
walking, gardening, and even
tackling domestic chores
around the house.

These recommendations can
reduce and even prevent a num-
ber of functional declines associ-
ated with aging (Table 1).

Even in long-term care cen-

tres, some frail elderly residents,
under the direction of a physio-
therapy team, have shown
remarkable improvement in cog-
nitive function and level of inde-
pendence, through a graduated
exercise program that is individu-
ally designed.

The adage that you
can be old at 50 years
of age or young at 70
has never been truer.
The reality of an
aging population in
which only 34% of
men and 29% of
women over the age of
55 are physically
active is of extreme
concern to an already
strained health-care
system.
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Table 1

How exercise prevents effects of aging

Endurance training results in 10% to 30% increase in 
cardiovascular function similar to that seen in young adults.

Strength training helps decrease the natural loss of muscle
mass and strength.

Regular physical activity improves bone density, postural
stability, and flexibility.
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