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Introduction


I’ve been creating games all my life just for the joy of playing with friends and family. Then, when I hit my 50s (and that’s the oldest I will admit to being!), games became more than just a hobby. For my second act, I started to create brain-exercising games for senior groups (through my website Never2Old4Games.com) and then for a much wider audience through my four books and two calendars. I am humbled and grateful to all the folks who take the time to send me an email or a letter thanking me for the hours of pleasure they derive from my work. It should be me thanking them!

Harnessing the Power of Games to Achieve a Healthier Brain

It’s equally heartening to know that in the decade-plus since I started creating puzzles, quizzes, and brainteasers, scientific research still recognizes the power of games to improve brain growth and function at any stage of life. Researchers at the University of Wisconsin found that “frequent participation in cognitively stimulating activities, specifically those related to playing games and puzzles, is beneficial to brain health and cognition.” According to that study, games have been shown to “reduce rates of hippocampal atrophy over a three-year period,” to reduce the “annual rate of cognitive decline in 52 percent of adults studied,” and even to “decrease memory decline.” The conclusion: “Individuals who report more frequent participation in cognitive activities—specifically those related to playing games—will not only display greater gray-matter volumes but also exhibit higher cognitive scores.” Who wouldn’t want that?

Making Your Brain Work in New Ways Is Key to Cognitive Health

Why do games have this effect on your brain? A 2022 article from the University of Washington’s medical journal said that using your brain in novel ways “builds stronger neural networks, so that when a disease like Alzheimer’s comes along, the brain has built up its ability to adapt.” The UW research finds that doing something stimulating for at least an hour per day—and it doesn’t have to be in an entire hour-long block, nor even the same activity—is good for your brain. And doing something new, thereby adding novel elements into those activities, is even better.

That’s the idea behind this book. 440 games—including 75 Brain Boosters—can play an important role in your brain health routine. These pages are chock-full of games that will take your cognitive workout to a new level.

As always, our unique mix of games, puzzles, and quizzes is specially designed to challenge your brain in new, fun ways and geared to exercise the six cognitive skills that are most vulnerable in normal aging (more about that in a moment). But in this volume, we’ve gone even further by adding Brain Boosters, short, high-intensity challenges peppered throughout the book that not only double the fun but also make your brain work harder, or just as beneficially, work differently.

It’s important here to add a note of clarity. Better brain health depends, of course, on more than just playing games. Good nutrition, healthy sleep habits, an active social life, and challenging your mind in other ways are also essential. Learn a new language or how to crochet. Take up a musical instrument or start playing chess. Go to a lecture, movie, or local theater production. Just keep those cognitive cogs turning and keep learning new things. Whether you’re 25 or 95, it’s never too early—or too late—to start a brain health regimen. And including games and puzzles is one of the most fun, healthy, and accessible activities you can do.

How to Use This Book

Of course, if you simply like word games and brain puzzles, then dig right in and start playing. But if you are also a person who wants to improve your memory and sharpen your mind, read on.

What follows is a summary of the same good advice that neuroscientist Philip D. Harvey, PhD, provided in my previous books (399 Games, Puzzles & Trivia Challenges Specially Designed to Keep Your Brain Young, 417 More Games, Puzzles & Trivia Challenges Specially Designed to Keep Your Brain Young, and 299 On-the-Go Games & Puzzles to Keep Your Brain Young). It will help you identify which of your own cognitive functions need a good workout and suggest some of the games that will help.

Just keep in mind that a fitness routine for the brain works just like a fitness routine for the body. If you want to build up your biceps, you might start lifting weights; if you want to tighten your abs, you would probably do abdominal crunches. Applying that same logic to the brain, if you want to improve your long-term memory, you should choose games that stretch those cognitive “muscles.” Or, if you’d like to process your thoughts faster and with more clarity, then you should look for games that address processing speed.

Six Key Cognitive Skills That Are Vulnerable in Normal Aging

Living independently in the world requires many different cognitive abilities. Some, such as basic perception (sight, hearing) and sensory processes (touch, taste), usually don’t change much in normal aging. Other cognitive functions are more vulnerable. A few years ago, we worked closely with Dr. Harvey to identify the key mental functions that are more likely than others to change with age. They are:


	• Long-term memory

	• Working memory

	• Executive functioning

	• Attention to detail

	• Multitasking

	• Processing speed



Let’s take a closer look at each of those cognitive functions, including the symptoms that frequently occur when age-related deterioration has taken place, and some of the games to look for that work specifically on each mental skill. You’ll note that throughout the book we have labeled each game with the cognitive skill (or skills) that it primarily exercises.


	1. Long-Term Memory is exactly what the label implies—the ability to remember people, objects, or events that occurred in the distant past. If you have noticed occasional memory lapses, such as forgetting details from a long-ago vacation or the name of your favorite high school teacher, you should play games that exercise your long-term memory skills. Three good examples include Alphabetically Speaking, Vivienne’s Vowels, and Initial Game.

	2. Working Memory, also called functional short-term memory, is a basic mental skill. It’s important for both learning and carrying out many everyday tasks. It enables the brain to briefly hold new information while it’s needed in the short term. Working memory is in operation when you keep in mind the steps of a recipe while cooking a favorite family meal or going to the grocery store for four or five items without making a list. Games that boost your working memory skills include Double Trouble, Give Me a Word That . . ., and What’s the Word?.

	3. Executive Functioning is a critical cognitive skill for everyday life. Without it, your life would be an unorganized mess. It involves solving problems by using information you already possess to work out novel solutions. If, for example, you are finding it more challenging to get organized and to accomplish routine tasks (such as running your weekend errands) efficiently, or if you find it hard to get out the door with everything you need (keys, phone, glasses), you should shape up your executive functioning skills. Three examples of fun ways to do that include Is or Isn’t?, Making Connections, and Odd Man Out.

	4. Attention to Detail is the process of absorbing small details when learning new information. It requires the ability to concentrate and stay focused. If you’re finding it hard to follow instructions when setting up or using new technology (such as a microwave or a smart TV), or if you have to study a map again and again to figure out how to get from point A to point B, or if you are having problems navigating a website to purchase an item or fill a prescription, you may need to play games that exercise your focus and concentration skills. Three examples of games that improve your attention to detail are Change a Letter, Sentence Sleuth, and Picture Words.

	5. Multitasking basically means doing more than one task at a time. Do you find yourself avoiding telephone or video “meetings” because you can’t talk, listen, and take notes at the same time? Do you have trouble operating multiple controls in the car (radio, wipers, lights) while driving? Or do you need complete silence to read a book or work on your computer? If any of these apply to you, try games such as Endings & Beginnings, Order, Please!, and Rebus that focus on multitasking skills.

	6. Processing Speed refers to the speed at which your brain processes information, which includes being mentally fast enough to keep up with conversations, follow the plot of television programs or movies, and complete tasks efficiently. If you have noticed that it takes longer for you to get simple tasks done, or if you need people to repeat things because you could not keep up, you may need to upgrade your processing speed skills. Any game that imposes a time limit, such as Secret Word, Acceptable Answers, and Word Tower, is a good way to improve processing speed.



The bottom line: This book is filled with hundreds of games geared for the aging brain (and really, whose brain isn’t aging?) that are fun, engaging, and just happen to be superb cognitive workouts. There are no boring neurological tests here. No repetitive rehabilitation exercises. Just good games with real cognitive benefits.

So, turn to any page you like and get started!
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