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How seniors can use their imagination to recall medical tasks

Do you have to remember to
take medications, check your
blood level, or follow some oth-
er medical instruction in the
course of the day? A new study
of senior citizens conducted by
the University of lllinois, Cham-
paign-Urbana Campus, shows
that using imagination can help
you recall those medical tasks.

Here’s how it works:

Ask yourself these ques-
tions. First, what is it that you
need to do and when will you
need to do it? Next, what are
you likely to be doing at that
time?

Now, sit down and spend a
few minutes (three is optimal)
imagining what you’ll be doing
then — where are you, what
does it look like, what’s going
on around you. Imagine your-
self in this context doing what
you need to do.

When people perform this
simple exercise, they are at
least 50 percent more likely to
actually do the activity when
they need to.

“We found that if you imag-
ined completing the desired act
in great detail, you’re much
more likely to do it,” said Dr.
Denise Park, one of the leaders
of the study.

According to Park, imagina-
tion works because it sets up
visual environmental cues that
trigger action. “For example,
say you know you’re going to
have orange juice every single
day with your breakfast before
you test your glucose. Sudden-
ly, when you pick up the orange
juice you go, ‘Oh yeah, | need
to monitor my glucose.’ This is
a primed, automatic response
originating in a part of the brain
that’s more resistant to aging.”

Of course, the young and
middle-aged can benefit, too.
Other studies suggest the tech-
nique helps dieters stick to
healthy eating, assists women
in remembering to go for breast
exams, and for other tasks.

For some seniors, nothing is
more important than taking the
right medicine at the right time
each day. Realizing that re-
minder techniques that rely on
the frontal cortex might not
work, Park’s team focused on
“automatic” responses — mental
activity triggered by visual cues
in the environment. Experts be-
lieve that while the frontal cor-
tex deteriorates with age, brain
areas specific to automatic re-
sponses stay relatively intact.

A healthy memory is part of
a larger picture according to an
expert in Alzheimer’s Disease,
Dr. George Grossberg. Gross-

berg is director of geriatric psy-
chiatry at Saint Louis University
School of Medicine. He made
these points in a report issued
by St. Louis University:

+ Exercising your body bene-
fits your mind. Exercise in-
creases the amount of “feel-
good” endorphins in your body,
improving your mood and pre-
venting depression which can
cause cognitive decline.

+ Give your mind a workout,
too. Mental challenges help
rewire connections in the brain.
That enhances the brain’s ac-
tivity and makes it more resist-
ant to disease. Find a new hob-
by, learn to play chess, use
your left hand if you're right-
handed, or learn a new lan-
guage.

+ Take care of your health.
Control the risk factors for car-
diovascular disease — such as

high blood pressure, smoking,
high cholesterol and obesity.

+ Get enough sleep. Lack of
deep, restful sleep causes cog-
nitive impairment later in life. If
you’re sleep-deprived, you're
more likely to be forgetful and
unable to think clearly now. If
you have trouble sleeping, get
expert help to determine the
problem.

+ Feed your brain. Some re-
search indicates that antioxi-
dant vitamins may help protect
against dementia. The B vita-
mins, especially B-12, and fo-
late are important in brain cell
function.

+ Pay attention to the side ef-
fects of your medications.
Some prescription and over-
the-counter medicines can
cause memory or concentration
problems. Talk to you doctor
about these issues.
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