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BY NICKY PENTTILA

A 2019 Boston University study published in 
the Annals of Neurology found that for every 
5.3 years tackle football players played the 
game, they doubled their risk of developing 
the worst forms of CTE (chronic traumatic 
encephalopathy), a degenerative brain 

disease linked to repeated head hits. Some NFL players have 
cited CTE in their decision to retire early, most recently Luke 
Kuechy, 28. The linebacker for the Carolina Panthers was one 
of only four defensive players who made all-pro NFL at least 
five times in the 2010s. l

A growing number of studies suggest that 
the gut MICROBIOME—all the genetic 
material in the many types of single-
celled organisms that live in your digestive 
system—may offer a rich target for treating 
mental health troubles. In one recent 
study in the Journal of Affective Disorders, researchers 
took repeated readings of the microbiomes of 111 people  
shortly after they were admitted into inpatient treatment for 
psychiatric disorders until they were released, and found a 
series of measurable differences. The more severe a person’s 
depression or anxiety was, the less variety of bacteria 
researchers found in their microbiome. Next question to 
answer: Does psychiatric illness lead to changes in gut health, 
or vice versa? l

ORGANOIDS—3-D clusters of cultured brain cells once 
optimistically called “mini-brains” or “brains in a dish”—might 
not be as directly or speedily helpful as once hoped. The cells 
appear to start developing similarly to normal brain cells, but 
the way they are grown in a culture dish itself puts them under 

unusual metabolic stress. This alters how 
the cells transport proteins, break down 
sugars, and differentiate into mature cell 
types, according to a new study in Nature. 
Comparing the cells in organoids with 
cells collected from embryonic tissue, the 
researchers found some parts matched, 

including glia and some types of neurons, but not in the 
same proportions, and they could not match up some of the 
organoid cells with any type of naturally occurring cell. The 
researchers suggest finding new ways to grow these micro-
tissues. l

More news that plenty of SLEEP is 
important for health: A recent Penn State 
cohort study (which follows people over 
a long stretch of time) suggests that 
middle-aged adults who have high blood 
pressure or type 2 diabetes were at 
greater risk of earlier death if they slept less than six hours a 
night. Other studies suggest sleep is when the body cleanses 
and restores itself; the brain washes away dead cells and 
toxins as well as consolidating the days’ memories. The Penn 
State researchers, writing in the Journal of the American Heart 
Association, suggest that people with diabetes or blood-
pressure issues make sure they get help to get enough sleep 
as part of their treatment for those issues. l

Book snobs might not have cause to be so quick to discount 
AUDIOBOOK lovers as “nonreaders” or something other, 
researchers at University of California 
say. In a study published in the Journal of 
Neuroscience, they report that functional brain 
imaging of people who spent hours reading 
or listening to narrative stories showed the 
same patterns in the areas used for forming 
semantic meaning. If the finding holds that 
the same cognitive and emotional areas of 
the brain are stimulated whether we hear words or read them 
on a page, educators and others might consider offering audio 
as an alternative for some kids. l

Studies have shown a small but significant relationship 
between noticeable HEARING LOSS and dementia. 
Now, a study published late last year in the journal JAMA 
Otolaryngology—Head and Neck Surgery suggests that even 
small losses of hearing can translate to reduced scores on 
cognitive tests. Researchers examined data on hearing and 
cognitive performance from more than 6,400 people 50 and 
older and found those whose hearing was not as good as 
before but had not yet gone past the range of “normal hearing” 
had proportionally lower cognitive scores. While it’s not yet 
known what could be causing this—increased cognitive load 
on circuits? changes in brain structure over the years?—some 

researchers suggest that people who notice 
they’re starting to have problems might do 
better by getting hearing aids earlier, and 
not waiting for the loss to pass the currently 
accepted measure of at least 25 decibels. l
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FROM THE EDITOR

It’s a Doggy Dog World
BY BILL GLOVIN 
Executive Editor, Dana Foundation

When we began putting together this issue, no one had ever 
heard the term “coronavirus.” But now, with physical distancing, 
businesses closed, and humans going stir-crazy in the house, 

dogs may be one of the pandemic’s main beneficiaries, as they are being 
showered with ample amounts of attention. What better way to get a change 
of scenery and some exercise than leashing up your pooch for a long walk?

In fact, a study by the Human Animal Bond Research Institute and Mars 
Petcare in 2019 revealed that 80 percent of people reported that pets 
reduced their loneliness, and 75 percent agreed that pets reduced feeling of 
social isolation.

This second issue comes to you as we explore new ways to reimagine and 
deliver content. We divide our feature well in half: two long-form articles on 
brain research by neuroscientists and two on brain research or policy issues 
by science journalists. My ten-person advisory board suggests both topics 
and specific neuroscientist authors to address those topics, and reviews 
submitted articles for scientific accuracy.

I’ve found that the board can be a tough nut to crack when it comes to 
article suggestions. All accomplished neuroscientists (see Page 30), they 
take into consideration recent advances, scientific merit, replication, and the 
potential of the research to change lives. So, to my great surprise—at the 
end of a conference call last fall—I told them I had been pitched the idea for 
an article about a fox domestication experiment.

One of my longtime advisers, Bruce McEwen, was the first to chime in: 
“I’ve read about this project and it was an absolutely fascinating book,” he 
told the group. Seconds later, another adviser suggested that we spotlight 
a neuroscientist who uses fMRI to gain insights into canine cognition. “Why 
don’t we publish companion pieces?” another suggested. Soon, there was 
unanimous agreement that half our feature well should focus on canine 
cognition and behavior.

My own research has since found at least 25 research centers throughout 
the world where canine cognition and behavior are studied—many of 
them forming in the last five years or so. In the U.S. alone, there are 
research centers at Duke, Yale, Arizona State, Barnard, and the University of 
Kentucky—just to name a few. The more we know about dogs, the more we 
help people—from service dogs for the disabled, to puppy training to make 
pet owners lives easier, to satisfying our curiosity about the behavior and 
intelligence of different breeds.

Bruce, who so enthusiastically endorsed the idea to focus on dogs, will 
never get to read our two articles. After a brief illness, he passed away early 
this year at the age of 81. Bruce touched so many lives in his legendary 
career, and clearly had a soft spot in his heart for man’s (and woman’s) best 
friend. He wouldn’t be surprised to hear that dogs are helping their owners 
through this terrible pandemic. l
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