Game-like exercise can help even the oldest
adults improve abilities that often

deteriorate late in life

16 June 2022

Transitional Japanese games with cognitive tasks
:60-min sessions, 2 times/week for 24 weeks
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Design and its brain activation of “Synapsology”
(SYNAP; games combined with number-counting,
calculation, memory, problem-solving, visual color
recognition, enumerating words, etc.). A, First session:
rock, paper, scissors (RPS) game, (B) second and third
sessions: pass the colored balls game. The program
consisted of 60-minute sessions twice a week for

24 weeks. The sessions were conducted in groups of
five to seven participants with one instructor to help them
maintain their concentration. The SYNAP group (SG)
began with a 10-minute warm-up of breathing and
flexibility exercises for the upper and lower body,
followed by a 45-minute SYNAP task. The program
ended with 5 minutes of breathing and stretching
exercises to cool down (see details in supporting
information). Credit: Alzheimer's & Dementia:
Translational Research & Clinical Interventions (2022).
DOI: 10.1002/trc2.12276

As human lifespans increase, new societal
challenges arise. In a "superaging society," in
which young people are few and older people are
many, caring for the older adult population
adequately with limited resources is a difficult
balancing act to perform. However, the hope is that
by implementing new knowledge of how to keep
aging adults healthy, caring responsibilities may be
lightened.

In an article recently published in Alzheimer's &
Dementia: Translational Research & Clinical
Interventions, a research team from the University
of Tsukuba asserts that a game-like intervention
called Synapsology helps to improve cognitive
function and physical capabilities in older adults.

In areas of research such as pathological changes
to the brain during aging (for example, mild
cognitive impairment and dementia), a lot remains
unknown. Although drug therapies to treat
dementia are available and more are continually
being developed, prevention is arguably the most
important area of focus in working toward
humankind's goal of healthy long life. Convincing
evidence exists that dual-task exercises, which are
performed by the brain and body simultaneously,
have the potential to be beneficial for the physical
and mental health of older adults. However, as
highlighted by the World Health Organization, the
weak link in this area of research was the lack of
translation of dual-task exercises into practice to
yield concrete evidence on efficacy.

"We conducted a study to assess the effects of
60-minute sessions of Synapsology twice per
week," says Professor Jieun Yoon. "The exercises
combined body movement with tasks that stimulate
frontal, temporal, and occipital brain activity. We
found that, in comparison with older adults aged 85
to 97 who did not take part, those who did
maintained or improved their cognitive and physical
abilities over a period of 24 weeks."

Synapsology is also a cost-effective intervention,
because it doesn't require special tools or facilities.
This means that the findings of the study were likely
to be useful because Synapsology can be scaled
and adapted.

"Furthermore, we used well-known measures to
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guantify the changes to cognitive and physical
function,"” adds Professor Yoon, "which means that
both the intervention and the assessment can be
extended to different populations of older adults to
yield sufficient evidence to support the use of this
dual-task intervention at a scale that can have a
societal impact."

Some questions remain—such as, can an
intervention help prevent or delay the onset of
Alzheimer disease? The team has already begun
research that will address this question by
simultaneously monitoring biological changes in the
brain from the disease and those that may
represent cognitive and physical improvements
from Synapsology.

More information: Jieun Yoon et al, Cognitive
and physical benefits of a game?like dual?task
exercise among the oldest nursing home residents
in Japan, Alzheimer's & Dementia: Translational
Research & Clinical Interventions (2022). DOI:
10.1002/trc2.12276
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