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Honestly, Does Brain Training 

Really Work?
George W. Rebok, PhD, MA
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Getting Your Mental 

Exercise
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Does Brain Training Really 

Work?

It works! Or, at 

least I’ll say it 

does as long as it 

makes me rich!

No way, no how. 

Don’t care what 

your study 

shows!

Might work, just not 

convinced by the 

available evidence

Seems to work, but 

definitely needs more 

investigation

Chein (2015). Getting Smart about 

Getting Smarter Conference





• 65+ population is 

growing rapidly 

– 20% of population (72 

million) by 2030

• Cognitive decline is most

feared aspect of growing 

older

• Drug trial results are 

disappointing

• Cognitive impairments 

heavily affect aging 

population

– 1 in 4 adults 70 years 

or older have an 

impairment without 

dementia 

– About 5.3 million 

people in the U.S. 

have Alzheimer's 

disease 

Why is Cognitive Training 

Important?



2017 AARP Cognitive Health and 

Brain Activity Survey



Evidence for Cognitive 

Training Benefits
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Beneficial effects of three 

classes of interventions:

1. Cognitive Training

2. Blood Pressure Management

3. Increasing physical activity

Conclusion: Moderate strength 

evidence for cognitive training 

based largely on the ACTIVE 

Study



Evidence from the ACTIVE 

Trial
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• ACTIVE - Advanced Cognitive Training for 

Independent and Vital Elderly

• Funded by the National Institute on Aging and 

National Institute of Nursing Research

• Over 2,800 adults aged 65+ recruited from 6 sites: 

Johns Hopkins, Penn State, Indiana University 

School of Medicine, Hebrew Senior Life/Harvard; 

Wayne State, University of Alabama, Birmingham



Exemplar: Memory Training
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Exemplar: Reasoning Training
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Exemplar: Speed of 

Processing Training

Welcome to UFOV® subtest 3

This test measures how fast you

can divide your attention between

two objects when the outside 

object is surrounded by clutter



Training Effects at 5 Years

JAMA, 2006
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Why Did the ACTIVE 

Cognitive Training Work?

• In-person training with a certified instructor

• Group-based (3-5 persons/group)

• Active involvement in learning exercises

• Focus on real-life examples

• Emphasis on using trained strategies to solve 

everyday life problems

• Additional booster sessions beyond initial 

training

• Multiple practice opportunities

13



Many Unknowns ……

• No agreed-upon protocol for cognitive 

training, cf., physical exercise
- How much training should be given?

- How long should the training last?

- How frequently should we train?

- For whom does the training work best?

• Are we targeting the right cognitive 

abilities?

• Why so little generalization to everyday 

function? 14



So, Does Brain Training Work?

• Simple answer:  YES.  Numerous research 

trials show immediate benefit

• BUT questions remain about practical impact 

of benefits on everyday life tasks (such as 

medication management; health and financial 

decision making) and how long effects last

• Other questions: Does it have potential to 

“cure” or prevent Alzheimer’s disease or help 

dementia patients?
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