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THE JOURNAL REPORT: ENCORE

Putting Brain Exercisesto the Test

BY KELLY GREENE
February 3, 2007; Page R1

A host of new products are arriving in stores and online to help people "exercise"
their brains. But what are you getting for your time and money?

At least a dozen companies are promoting software, Web sites and gizmos that
promise adaily dose of mental stimulation. The products are the vanguard of what
scientists expect will be aflood of tools for aready market: baby boomers who are
anxiousto stave off Alzheimer's disease and related ills.

The thinking -- and advertising -- behind most of the productsis simple: If 30
minutes on the treadmill each day is good for your body, 30 minutes (or so) of
playing computer games and similar activities must be good for your noodle.

Scientists don't universally accept the
use-it-or-lose-it mantra. Some say
there's little evidence that engaging in
mentally stimulating activities actually
sows mental aging. Other researchers
arguethat training can improve mental
performance -- meaning mental exercise
can help your brain function at a higher

WALL STREET JOURNAL PODCAST

You may be able to help keep your brain
in shape as you get older, including four
big factors that seem to reduce the risk
of cognitive decline. Kelly Greene talks
with Marilyn Albert of the Johns Hopkins University
School of Medicine, who co-wrote the 2002 book,
"Keep Your Brain Young."

level than it would otherwise.

For the moment, definitive answers to the question -- Will brain exercise help me? --
will have to wait for additional testing. That said, if you wish to hedge your bets, as
many consumers are doing, what follows is alook at a half-dozen of the most widely
available "workouts."

We asked a panel of nine experts, who deal with brain-aging issues in different ways
as part of their day jobs, to try these tools at home and in the office. How do they
work?What science, if any, is involved? And are these products more about "fun”
than about health?

The answers indicate that no one has
cornered the market on atool that's
scientifically proven, easy to use -- and @
entertaining. What is clear, the panel =
notes, isthat the 50-plus crowd is
already thinking about mental health and
how best to maintain it.

WALL STREET JOURNAL VIDEO

Can videogames and simple
do-at-home exercises called
"neurobics" keep baby boomers' brains
sharp? Dow Jones Online's Ed Crane
speaks with two experts.

"Boomers are looking at this remarkably increased longevity and, for thefirst time,
are very seriously wondering: Aretheir minds going to keep up with their bodies?'
says Gene Cohen, director of George Washington University's Center on Aging,
Health and Humanities in Washington, D.C.

Brain Age

THE PRODUCT: Thisisthe only portable product in the bunch. Brain Age: Train
Y our Brain in Minutes aDay is a program for the Nintendo DS, a handheld device
that folds up like a book and uses astylus. Y ou start by assessing your so-called
brain age, with the idea of playing gamesto lower it. The goal isto practice every
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day to keep yourself sharp, getting as close as you can to 20, the lowest brain age
allowed. (The highest isthe 80s.) The software uses simple math-related activities
and literature passages to read aloud. It was released almost two years ago in Japan
by Nintendo Co. and arrived in the U.S. last year.

RELATE
THE JOURNAL REPORT THE SCIENCE: Brain Agefeaturesa . oo

cartoon of a Japanese neuroscientist,

Read about how Menopause hormones ! -
appear to reduce risk of diabetes. Plus, = Ryuta Kawashima, whom Nintendo's Personz

| l
*’E why strength training should become a devd opers consulted. "It can make you Put heac
bigger part of your fitness routine. . about the

« See the complete Encore report. fe.el sharper, bu_t we dpn't want peopl eto topics th
« Plus, see the products our testers tried. They think itsamedical thi ng,” says Perrin

rated ease of use, clarity of directions, and fun on a Kgplan, aNintendo spokeswoman_
scale of 1 to 5, with 5 being best.

THE REVIEW: Our testers, two of their husbanc
teenage kids loved using this set of games on the go. The sudoku game -- a math puzzle -- was
liked having their speed measured on a scale that runs from "walking" to "rocket-ship."

For another math game, you write answers with a stylus as fast as you can -- but the device had
our users writing. And the device's voice-recognition software didn't work flawlessy: During &
the user to say the color shown on the screen, four testers had trouble getting the machine to rex
pronunciation of the word blue.

And the program's brain-age assessment fluctuated -- wildly, in some cases. Brent Green, aDe
consultant who speciaizesin advertising aimed at boomers, saw his brain age fall to 35 from 7
Margolis, a Boston attorney who speciaizesin elder law, lowered histo 38 from 80. And Mall
president of Healthwise Inc., a Boise, Idaho, nonprofit, went to 23 from 80 after seven sessions
"question the meaningfulness of this measurement.”

Then there's the concept of brain ageitself. Our panel didn't necessarily aspire to have the sam
had in their 20s. They suggested assessing "functionality” instead.

BrainBuilder.com

THE PRODUCT: BrainBuilder.com focuses specifically on improving the user's working me
Alex Doman, president of Advanced Brain Technologies LLC, the Ogden, Utah, education-sof
developed BrainBuilder. The Web sitefirst puts users through a cognitive test to assess their 'c
measure of how many numbersin arow you can takein, store, process and recall in the correct
establishes a baseline for how effectively one's eyes and ears process bits of information, whict
blocks for memory. Mr. Doman says in the next few months, BrainBuilder is adding "a number
make it more dynamic and interesting."

THE SCIENCE: The company is an offshoot of the

Child Development, started by Mr. Doman's father, a

30 years researching digit span. Advanced Brain Tec

. (_;\‘ 2,000 people for digit-span recall and is doing clinicz
: A BrainBuilder's effectiveness, Mr. Doman says.

THE REVIEW: Our testersliked the "focus" exerci:
space bar when you see an eyeball pop up on the scre
resist hitting the space bar when a blank eye shape &
Paul Nussbaum, a Pittsburgh neuropsychologist who
health, liked the site's "brain diary," atool with whict
recent sleep, diet and exercise on ascale from 1 to 1(
correlates with their brain-exercise results. But the way the site quantifies those results wasn't i
Mettler, author of a self-care health guide. "Being rated 'L3/8322" in focus doesn't say much to |
recalling numbersin order might be a useful way to assess memory, our users found it tedious.
BrainBuilder the least fun among the products sampled. One likened it to eating cooked spinac

w3l

Brain Fitness Program 2.0

THE PRODUCT: This software, by San Francisco-based Posit Science Corp., has six exercis
brain's ability to process, store and recall speech. The program -- 40 one-hour sessions, which
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focuses on listening, with the user wearing provided headphones.

By improving your ability to hear and process language, you can also improve your recal ;%
During one exercise, you listen to sounds going up or down in frequency and click with a comg
corresponding "up" or "down" arrow. In another, you practice differentiating between sounds tt
apart, such as "dah" and "gah."

Customers get an 85-page book explaining the science behind the program and each exercise.

THE SCIENCE: The company has hired in-house researchers and tapped about 50 outside st
experiments showing ways the program can benefit the brain. They are led by Michael Merzen
the University of California, San Francisco, whose work is the program's foundation.

A study published in a peer-reviewed journal last year found that the program improved memo
average. The subjects -- 62 participants ages 60 to 87 -- improved their performance on progre
well astheir overall memory skills, as measured with a standardized battery of neuropsycholog
showed those gains three months after completing the program.

THE REVIEW: Our testers considered Brain Fitness 2.0 the easiest product to use. It provide
directions, with a well-written handbook and start-up DV D. They aso considered it the most s

Nancy Ceridwyn, an executive at the American Society on Aging in San Francisco, says she "e
of travel and animals' shown after the exercises and accompanied by a brief sound clip, which
motivated me to continue." Although sheinitially didn't consider the product fun, she kept usin
seeimprovement, and | could see where | needed to work."

Other testers found the exercises "very basic and very boring," in the words of Colin Milner, wi
International Council on Active Aging, atrade group in Vancouver, British Columbia. Adds P:
director of the New England Cognitive Center, in Hartford, Conn.: "The science is there, but if
experience both stimulating and pleasurable, they just won't do it."

Our testers a so balked at the time commitment: "Forty-five minutes-plus aday? | don't have tt
Mettler says.

Happy Neuron

THE PRODUCT: Quixit Inc. of Menlo Park, Calif., has devel oped 40 Web-based games witt
cross-training five skills likely to decline with age: memory, attention, language, reasoning and

For example, amemory game called An American in Paris has players match landmarks from
onamap in aspecified sequence. A tracking system keeps arecord of which games players alr
how well they did.

THE SCIENCE: Three French scientists devel oped the games with an eye toward ensuring u
agility." A pilot study in Des Moines, lowa, found that 10 patients with memory problems show
improvement in cognitive skills" after training with Happy Neuron games three times aweek f(
with eating a speciaized diet and taking part in physical exercise as part of a"brain wellness'

THE REVIEW: Our testers gave the games high marks for their creativity. Ms. Ceridwyn, wt
anationa poll about brain-health awareness, raved about Play With the Haikus, saying it inspit
writing poetry, an old hobby. "A product for edgy, caffeine-hyped baby boomers," adds Ms. M¢

There were afew glitches. The games have graphics with too much white-on-gray for older ey«
had difficulty using the site's "flash” software. Half of our testers wanted verba instructions anc
there's the ego-crushing factor. Happy Neuron told one tester sheis"dow and below average.”

MindFit

THE PRODUCT: This program, made by CogniFit Ltd., isloaded from a CD or downloaded
Internet access to use. It involves 24 sessions and is designed to be used for 20 minutes at atin
for several months.

The program eval uates the starting point for each user, based on 14 memory and perception sk
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on the weaker skills. The "Picasso" task, for example, trains visual short-term memor; g
scan an abstract design made up of blocks with different designs, and then recreate it w \3 'y'f\

THE SCIENCE: CogniFit, started eight years ago by an Isragli psychologist, says it has show
experiments that cognitive skills can improve with regular training. For example, 119 MindFit
and after training showed "highly systematic improvement," according to the company'sWeb s
Y ogneam, Israel, has had no research findings published so far in scientific journals.

THE REVIEW: Our testers were impressed with MindFit's assessment tools and the variety ¢
to do task-switching, and had to change your concentration. It really felt like | was using part of
use very much," Ms. Mettler says. Another plus: The product "clearly outlines the benefits of e
found the strongest motivation for using the program.”

Adds M s. Said: "This one was based the most solidly in cognitive science and what we think ¢

Our users aso liked MindFit's instant feedback. They found the program'’s assessment of their i
rather than a single number tagging their "brain age," more satisfying and "reality-based."

But the testers felt that the eval uation reguired to start the program -- three sessions spread ove
long, damping their enthusiasm.

MyBrainTrainer.com

THE PRODUCT: The 16 exercises in MyBrainTrainer.com last just a few minutes each and
reflexes, cognitive quickness, decision making, perceptual acuity, visua recognition, memory ¢
site measures reaction time to the thousandth of a second and lets users track their own results.

THE SCIENCE: Fifty people who completed 21 sessions on MyBrainTrainer.com in one mol
nine-point increase in |Q, compared with a one-point increase among a control group, accordir
Angeles-based company. The Web-site users also showed enhanced "cognitive efficiency and ¢

THE REVIEW: MyBrainTrainer ranked last among our testers for ease of use and clarity of @
testers enjoyed two of the exercises: a word-to-picture matching game with an "element of surg
decision-making game that Mr. Green describes as "consistently challenging without becoming
also liked the option of competing online with other exercisers.

And the winner is...

When our panel of nine experts gathered (by telephone) to talk about their experiences after fir
things became clear: The six products are tackling mental exercisein starkly different ways, for
different parts of the brain and different skill sets, from memory to hearing to reaction time. Thi
have alot of different choices, with more entering the market each year.

But all those differences also made it tough to come up with a "best pick," aong with the fact tt
at least one flaw, as noted above. In fact, our panel, composed largely of scientists, nonprofit e
was surprised to find that their favorite picks largely came down to entertainment value -- "rew
video, sophisticated graphics or sound. They found a need for the bells and whistles to combat

Posit Science's Brain Fitness Program 2.0 took top honors for ease of use and clear directions.
that Posit's product -- one of the few so far to undergo clinical trials and peer-reviewed researcl
scientific grounding. But it ranked low for "fun.”

The top pick in that category was MindFit, chosen by our testers for the variety of its tasks and
Nintendo's Brain Age was a close second, mainly because it's used on a handy little device.

"If cognitive exercise isn't at least pleasant, we can't keep people engaged for very long," Ms. S
balancing fun with the challenge. When you finish a session, you should fedl like you've been d
that doesn't mean you can't enjoy it."

Brain Games

Here are the products our testers tried. They rated ease of use, clarity of directions, and fun on a scale of 1 to 5, with 5

4 of 5 2/6/2007 4:22 PM


http://online.wsj.com/article_email/SB117010794633391594-lMyQjA...
http://www.docu-track.com/index.php?page=38
http://www.docu-track.com/index.php?page=38

Puttir eeme 1 EXercises to the Test - WSJ.com

PRODUCT/MANUFACTURER/WEB PRICE PRODUCT | EASE | CLARITY OF | FUN | THE GOOD | THE BAD
SITE DESCRIPTION | OF | DIRECTIONS
USE
Brain Age $129.99 for Palm-sized 35 3.7 3.7 | Portabilityis | Voice and Fun walk on
Nintendo Co. Nintendo DS device and this product's writing the beach --
brainage.com device; game chip greatest recognition butisita
$19.95 for asset. need work. workout?
software (1)
BrainBuilder.com $49.95 Web site 3.6 3.7 2 Users liked The Jogging on the
Advanced Brain Technologies LLC | (12-month the "brain "auditory same track
brainbuilder.com single diary" that reverse every day.
membership) monitors digits"
2 impact of exercise
sleep and was "like
diet. drowning."
Brain Fitness Program 2.0 $395 CD and 4.5 4.8 2.6 | Groundedin | Pressing Personal
Posit Science Corp. headphones; science; "up" and trainer who's
positscience.com requires testers "down" knowledgeable
Internet quickly made | arrows can | not dazzling.
progress. get boring.
Happy Neuron $9.95 a Web site 3.6 3.9 3.6 Games Some Well-equipped
Quixit Inc. month or relevant to testers but skewed to
happyneuron.com $99.95 a adult leisure wanted fithess buffs.
year life: touring more
cities, haiku. | variety and
sound
effects.
MindFit $149 for CD CDor 4.0 4.4 3.9 | Adapts well Baseline All the
CogniFit Ltd. or $129 to downloadable; to user's setup was | machines -- a
www.cognifit.com download requires ability; extremely | total workout.
Internet testers liked | long, taking
matching at least
pictures. three days.
MyBrainTrainer.com $9.95 Web site 3.4 35 3.1 Online Many Sports facility
MyBrainTrainer LLC (four-month community; | instructions for highly
mybraintrainer.com membership) individualized in competitive
training plan. | "teensy-tiny athletes.
print."

1) Price on CircuitCity.com; rest of prices from proprietary Web sites

2) Other membership options available

Source: WSJ reporting

She can be reached at encore@wsj.com.
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