A healthier path to aging

How lifestyle medicine can help prevent and manage dementia

By Raj Kalra, MD

ementia is often seen as an unavoidable part

of aging. But growing research shows that

cognitive decline isn’t always inevitable.

While there is no cure for Alzheimer’s or
related dementias, science increasingly supports the
idea that our daily habits can meaningfully reduce the
risk — and even slow the progression — of cognitive
decline.

This is the foundation of lifestyle medicine, a
branch of medicine focused on preventing and treating
chronic disease through everyday behaviors: a healthy
diet, regular movement, restorative sleep, stress reduc-
tion, strong social connection, and avoiding harmful
substances.

These aren’t just wellness buzzwords. They are evi-
dence-based interventions now recognized by leading
researchers as powerful tools in protecting the brain.

In 2024, Dr. Dean Ornish published a study show-
ing that comprehensive lifestyle changes could im-
prove cognitive function in patients with early-stage
Alzheimer’s. Participants followed a plant-based diet,
engaged in daily physical activity, practiced stress
reduction techniques like meditation, and received
consistent social support. The findings were ground-
breaking — offering real hope that lifestyle changes
can impact the course of this disease.

Nutrition is a key factor in supporting long-term
brain health. Diets rich in vegetables, fruits, whole
grains,legumes, nuts, and healthy fats have been shown
to reduce inflammation, improve blood flow, and
protect brain cell function. In contrast, eating patterns
high in processed foods, added sugars, and saturated
fats may contribute to inflammation and increase the
risk of cognitive decline over time.

Physical activity is equally important. Exercise
improves blood flow to the brain, supports the forma-
tion of new neural connections, and reduces the risk
of vascular dementia. Even moderate activities — such
as walking, gardening, or stretching — can make a
meaningful difference over time.

Restful sleep is another vital component. During
deep sleep, the brain clears out waste products and
consolidates memories. Chronic sleep deprivation is
strongly linked to higher dementia risk, while improv-
ing sleep hygiene has been shown to boost brain health.

Stress is also a major contributor. Prolonged stress
releases cortisol, which can damage parts of the brain
involved in memory and emotional regulation. Prac-
tices like mindfulness, meditation, time in nature, and
breathing exercises can help manage stress and build
mental resilience.

Social connection is perhaps one of the most un-
derrated protective factors. Loneliness and isolation
have been associated with significantly higher demen-
tia risk. Staying socially active — whether through
friendships, volunteering, family time, or community
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groups — supports emotional well-
being and cognitive engagement.

It'simportant to remember that
lifestyle medicine isn’t just about
prevention — it’s also an effective
management strategy. For seniors
already experiencing cognitive
decline, adopting healthier habits
can help maintain function, im-
prove mood, and reduce behavioral
symptoms.

Of course, these changes don’t
happen overnight. They require ed-
ucation, support, and consistency.
But they offer something that pills
cannot: a sense of agency. For in-
dividuals and families facing aging
and memory loss, lifestyle medi-
cine provides a practical, hopeful
path forward.

As our community grows older
and dementia diagnoses continue
to rise, we must broaden how we
think about care. The future of
brain health doesn't justlie in medi-
cal breakthroughs—it’s also in our
kitchens, our walking paths, our
sleep routines, and our relation-
ships. These are the building blocks
of a better, healthier future — not
just for seniors, but for all of us.

Dr. Raj Kalra is a board-certi-
fied physician in Physical Medicine
& Rehabilitation, Pain Medicine,
Lifestyle Medicine, and Obesity
Medicine. He is the founder of Aroha
Memory Care by MD Senior Well-
ness, a wellness-centered memory
care community currently under
construction in Santa Rosa, with
completion expected later this year.
Aroha is designed to help seniors
flourish in a warm, supportive com-
munity through compassionate, ev-
idence-based care rooted in lifestyle
medicine, wellness, and personal-
ized connection. The waitlist opens
July 1, 2025. Learn more at www.
arohamemorycare.com.
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Acoustic
Sunsets

X

Wednesdays
May 7 - October 29
Music: 5:30-7:30pm
Sonoma Botanical Gardens extends its hours
every Wednesday this summer with special

activities for all ages including live music in the
amphitheater and other family-friendly activities!

Free for Sonoma Botanical Garden members
and included with admission.

Reserve a Picnic Table: Enjoy Acoustic Sunsets with
a reserved picnic table for up to 6 adults, Scan
the code below to learn more and register.

June 18
June 25
July 2
July 9
July 16

Sean Carscadden Trio
Nick Foxer

No Accoustic Sunsets
Johnnie Mason

Ryan Woodward
& J Gallard

Artist appearances are subject to change — for up-to-date
information, please visit sonomabg.org/visit/acoustic-sunsets.

Sonoma &=

BOTANICAL GARDEN =

12841 Hwy 12 Glen Ellen
707-996-3166
www.sonomabg.org
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Store Hours:
Mon-Fri 10am-6pm
Sat & Sun 11am-5pm

LOCALLY OWNED

KENWOOD GREENS

RESIDENTIAL CARE FACILITY
FOR SENIORS

Kenwood Greens is a residential care facility, providing
comfortable care for senior adults. Set on an acre of lush gardens,
Kenwood Greens is an intimate facility that houses a maximum
of eight residents. Each resident enjoys his or her own private
room with garden views and plenty of natural light.

¢ Personal Care Assistance
® 24-hour Supervision

® Memory Care

o Activities & Celebrations

e Shortand Long Term Care

* Computer Access

® Professional, Trained Staff

® Personalized, Cooked Meals

www.sonomaresidentialcare.com
contact: sonomaresidentialcare@gmail.com or
mercedesvegvary@aol.com
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340 Greene Street, Kenwood, CA 95452 (707) 328-1691 or (707) 483-0998
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