
How to Build a More Resilient Brain 

The immune cells inside your brain may shape how clearly you think, how well you age, and 
how much control you have over your cognitive future. 
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POLL 

Which brain-health habit do you most want to improve? 

Better sleep 

More movement 

Less sugar 

Less stress 

79 VOTES · 

The Big Idea: Your brain’s future is not determined by genetics alone. Everyday choices 
influence inflammation, immune function, and mitochondrial health—biological systems 
that help determine whether the brain becomes more resilient or more vulnerable over 
time. 

Why It Matters: We often think of brain diseases like Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s as 
problems that appear suddenly in old age. But their biology may begin decades earlier, 
which makes prevention feel less like wishful thinking and more like a daily practice. The 
brain has defenders; the question is whether we are helping them do their job. 

Try This Today: Choose one small brain-protective action today: take a walk, eat 
something fiber-rich, get outside, protect your sleep, or call someone you care about. The 
point is not perfection. It’s sending your brain a better signal. 
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These ideas come from Brain Defenders: Harness the Power of Your Immune Cells to 
Protect Your Brain for Life, the new New York Times bestseller by Dr. David Perlmutter. 
David is a board-certified neurologist, fellow of the American College of Nutrition, member 
of the editorial board for the Journal of Alzheimer’s Disease, and associate professor at the 
University of Miami Miller School of Medicine. Read on for 5 of his key insights: 
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1. You are the architect of your brain’s destiny. 

For much of modern medicine, we’ve been led to believe that a brain’s future is largely 
determined by genes. But one of the most exciting revelations in neuroscience is that this 
isn’t true. While our genes certainly influence risk, they are not our destiny. Every day, 
through the foods we choose, the quality of our sleep, our level of physical activity, how we 
manage stress, our exposure to toxins, and even the strength of our social connections, we 
send powerful biological signals that influence how our genes are expressed. This science, 
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known as epigenetics, demonstrates that daily choices have the remarkable ability to 
shape brain biology throughout our lifetimes. 

We have far more control than most people realize. Every healthy meal helps reduce 
inflammation. Every walk improves blood flow and stimulates growth factors that nourish 
brain cells. Every good night’s restorative sleep supports the brain’s natural cleaning 
system while strengthening memory. Even moments of mindfulness or meaningful 
connection help regulate hormones and immune function in ways that ultimately benefit 
the brain. 

These are small decisions, but they accumulate over years and decades gradually 
determining whether your brain becomes more resilient or vulnerable. No one can 
eliminate every risk, and none of us can change the genes we were born with, but we can 
profoundly influence how those genes behave. Each of us has the opportunity to become 
the architect of our brain’s destiny. 

 

The future belongs to the curious. 

 

2. Your brain’s immune system holds the keys. 

When most people think about the brain, they think about neurons—the cells that allow us 
to think, remember, learn, and move. But another group of cells may play an equally 
important role in determining whether the brain stays healthy or develops a disease. These 
cells are called the microglia. 

Microglial cells are the brain’s resident immune cells. They constantly patrol the brain, 
searching for infection, injury, toxins, and damaged cells that need to be cleared. They play 
a major role in maintaining neurons and synapses. Under healthy conditions, microglia are 
extraordinary protectors. They remove cellular debris, help form and refine our neural 
connections, support learning and memory, and coordinate repair after injury. 

But when they are chronically activated by things like dietary problems, metabolic 
dysfunction, toxic environmental exposures, chronic stress, insufficient sleep, or aging, 
then they can become locked into a pro-inflammatory state. Instead of protecting the 
brain, they begin releasing inflammatory chemicals that damage neurons and accelerate 
neurodegenerative disease. The very cells designed to defend the brain become its 
destroyers. 



The exciting news is that microglia are highly responsive to the environment we create 
inside our bodies. Exercise, restorative sleep, a fiber-rich diet, healthy blood sugar, social 
engagement, and even time spent in nature all send signals that encourage these cells to 
return to their protective, healing role. Understanding how to nurture healthy microglia 
represents one of the most powerful and hopeful advances in modern brain science. 

 

This week's Book of the Day sponsor is Collective Confidence by André Martin, PhD. In 
nearly every field, the team — not the individual — is now the real unit of performance, 
yet most groups never learn to truly believe in one another. Drawing on decades of 
research and frontline stories from business, sports, and crisis response, former 
Google, Nike, and Mars talent chief André Martin lays out six principles that build the 
shared belief great teams run on — plus a proprietary assessment to measure where 
yours stands. 

 

 

 

 

3. Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s begin decades before symptoms. 

One of the greatest misconceptions about Alzheimer’s disease, Parkinson’s disease, and 
many other neurological disorders is that they begin when symptoms first appear. In reality, 
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the biology of these conditions often starts 20 or even 30 years before we begin forgetting 
names, missing appointments, or noticing a subtle tremor. 

During this seemingly silent period, inflammation gradually builds. Mitochondria in the 
brain begin losing efficiency. Abnormal proteins accumulate. The brain’s immune cells shift 
away from being protectors toward being destroyers. By the time symptoms develop, 
substantial damage has already occurred. 

This may sound discouraging, but it delivers one of the most powerful messages in 
neuroscience. If these diseases develop slowly over decades, then we also have decades 
during which we can influence their trajectory. Every improvement in metabolic health, 
every reduction in inflammation, every positive lifestyle choice becomes an opportunity to 
strengthen the brain’s defenses before irreversible damage occurs. 

This changes how we should think about brain health entirely. Instead of waiting until 
memory declines or movement becomes impaired, we should focus on maintaining brain 
resilience throughout adulthood. The goal is not simply to live longer, but to preserve the 
ability to think clearly, remain independent, and enjoy a vibrant quality of life well into our 
later years. Prevention is not a distant dream. It’s an opportunity available to everyone 
today. 

4. Mitochondria power more than energy. 

Nearly every discussion of mitochondria begins by describing them as the powerhouses of 
the cell. They generate ATP molecules, which are basically the energetic currency that fuels 
life. That description is accurate, but it barely scratches the surface of what mitochondria 
actually do. 

They regulate inflammation. They determine how the brain’s immune cells behave. They 
influence whether neurons survive or die. They control calcium balance, produce signaling 
molecules, and help regulate the expression of our DNA. In many ways, mitochondria serve 
as the central command center coordinating the health of every brain cell. 

This matters enormously, because the brain consumes an incredible amount of energy, 
despite accounting for only about two to three percent of our body weight. At rest, it uses 
about 20 percent of the body’s energy. When mitochondria begin to fail, neurons struggle to 
meet their energy demands and the brain’s immune cells become increasingly 
inflammatory. This results in a vicious cycle in which declining mitochondrial function fuels 
inflammation, and inflammation further damages the mitochondria. 

Fortunately, mitochondria are remarkably responsive to our lifestyle choices. Regular 
physical activity stimulates the creation of new mitochondria. Healthy nutrition provides 



building blocks that mitochondria require. Quality sleep helps mitochondria recover. 
Avoiding excessive sugar, maintaining metabolic flexibility, reducing exposure to 
environmental toxins, and managing stress all help to preserve mitochondrial function. 
Protecting these tiny organelles isn’t simply about making more energy. It’s about creating 
the biological conditions that allow the brain to repair, adapt, and remain resilient 
throughout life. 

 

This edition of Book of the Day is sponsored by Wealthfront. Earn up to 4.30% APY with 
Wealthfront’s high-yield cash account for a limited time at wealthfront.com/nbi 

 

5. Small daily choices create powerful lifelong results. 

People often search for a single breakthrough that will guarantee lifelong brain health. But 
biology rarely works that way. In fact, it really never does. The health of the brain reflects the 
cumulative effect of thousands of daily decisions made over months, years, and decades. 
Every healthy choice sends a message to your brain. Every unhealthy choice does as well. 

Seemingly small decisions accumulate, gradually shaping the biological environment in 
which your brain will either flourish or struggle. Choosing whole, minimally processed 
foods helps reduce inflammation and nourishes the gut microbiome. Exercise improves 
blood flow, stimulates production of brain-derived neurotrophic factor, and strengthens 
mitochondrial function. Sleep activates the brain’s waste-clearing system and 
consolidates memory. Time in nature, meaningful relationships, stress reduction, 
intellectual curiosity, and avoiding harmful toxins each contribute another layer of 
protection. 

None of these habits alone is a magic bullet, but together they create a powerful network of 
support for lifelong brain health. And meaningful change does not require perfection. You 
don’t have to transform your life overnight. Small improvements, practiced consistently, 
create a profound biological effect over time. The goal is progress. When positive choices 
become daily habits, they help shift the brain’s immune system toward protection and 
away from destruction. 
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