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Preface

Enjoying life, having happy times and feeling fulfilled in
your job and staying healthy seems like a relatively easy task.
However, in a world with over 8.2 billion people and the many
stressors we are exposed to on a daily basis, including competition
at university and in the work place, an ever-increasing cost of
living, climate change, problematic-use of the internet and social
media, it is perhaps not surprising that this goal of leading a
happy, healthy and constructive life may sometimes feel like a
distant dream. Indeed, many might find it shocking that in a world
with so many people, the World Health Organization has found
that 1 in 4 older adults is socially isolated and 15% of adolescents
feel lonely. There is a crisis in the mental health of adolescents
and young adults, and, globally, suicide is the third leading cause
of death among 15-29-year-olds.

More than 1 billion people are living with mental health

disorders, according to data from 2025 from the World Health



Organization ( WHO ) , with conditions such as anxiety and
depression greatly negatively impacting wellbeing, health
services and the economy.

While it is easy to get caught up in dwelling over problems,
a more constructive approach is to keep yourself well in mind
and body, so that you stay resilient and have a sense of wellbeing
and by doing that you are in a better position to help your family,
friends, neighbours and work colleagues to do the same. Indeed,
the young people of today will be the successful problem-solvers
of tomorrow, improving lives in our local communities, while
also tackling major global challenges.

Therefore, I and my many colleagues at the University of
Cambridge, including my co-author Christelle Langley, and those
at Fudan University, including Jianfeng Feng, Wei Cheng, Qiang
Luo and Chun Shen, do not share a sense of gloom and despair,
as we strongly believe that through research in neuroscience,
psychology, psychiatry and neurology, we can develop a better
understanding of brain health and help people to lead healthier
and happier lives. We have been determined to improve the brain
health, cognition, wellbeing and mental health of individuals and
have used our research studies and those of other research groups

around the world to achieve this.
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To do this, we focussed on environmental factors, notably
lifestyle ones, for change, since these are modifiable, in order
to build resilience and improve cognition and wellbeing. This
approach reflects the principles of “preventative psychiatry”
which is to reduce the risk of mental health disorders and that of
cognitive decline with aging. Through our research studies, we
tried to understand lifestyle factors that can make a real difference
in people’s lives in terms of improving their brain structure,
cognition, wellbeing and mental health. What is good for the
brain is usually good for the body, and so many of these lifestyle
factors improve both brain health and physical health.

In the UK, there is a trend towards doctors, often general
practitioners, “social prescribing” and helping people to cope
with problems of stress, mild anxiety and mild depression by
non-pharmacological means or as a bridge prior to the person
receiving a psychological treatment. In addition, in discussion,
some people prefer not to take a drug treatment, and the patient’s
preference is taken into account when deciding on the optimal
treatment for that individual. “Brain Boost: Healthy Habits for
a Happier Life” provides an evidence-base guide to improving
lifestyle factors to increase resilience to stress, reduce symptoms

of anxiety and depression and improve wellbeing and physical

Vii



health.

For much of my career, I have worked with patients with
chronic mental health disorders, who frequently relapsed or
were maintained on drug treatments. This inspired me to want
to ensure the best quality of life and well-being possible for
everyone. It is clear that mental health is every bit as important as
physical health. Although we recognise early treatment improves
outcomes for physical illness, it is less recognised that mental
health outcomes also improve with early treatment. Now, is the
time for “preventative psychiatry” , the area of psychiatry that
focusses on reducing the risk of people developing a mental
health problem and also improving outcomes for those who do
through early detection. In other words, providing evidence-
base ways to develop and maintain good brain health, thereby
improving cognition and wellbeing and reducing the risk of
psychiatric disorders, such as anxiety and depression, and
neurological diseases, such as Alzheimer’s disease.

When the English Edition of “Brain Boost: Healthy Habits
for a Happier Life” came out, I was delighted to see that it
was popular and many people told me that they bought copies
for themselves, but also for friends and family members. Some

teachers bought copies for their students. | intended this book for

viii



a wide readership and for those who spend a lot of time travelling
on trains, buses or cars or when walking, there is an English audio
version. Importantly, the book has a chapter on the workplace,
as many find it hard to adjust to new jobs, cope with stress, have
a work-life balance and get the most out of what being in the
workspace has to offer.

It is my sincere hope that “Brain Boost: Healthy Habits
for a Happier Life” will be equally well-received in China and
that we all can obtain our important goals in life and be happier
and healthier. By taking small steps towards developing better
lifestyle habits associated with sleep, diet, exercise, engaging in
challenging mental activities and staying socially connected, we
can reduce stress and boost our physical health and wellbeing.
Improving our brain health, cognition and wellbeing together will

contribute to promoting a flourishing and harmonious society.

Professor Barbara J. Sahakian, CBE, FBA, FMedSci, ScD, PhD
University of Cambridge Department of Psychiatry and
Fellow of Clare Hall
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