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Study finds Tetris play increases brain efficiency
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Yes, Mom and Dad, playing video games actually does make me smarter.
That might be the answer teenagers can throw out in the wake of a new study by the [image: http://images.bizjournals.com/email/cwatch/w.gif]Mind Research Network. The network used brain imaging and the game Tetris to investigate whether practicing the game makes the brain efficient because it increased gray matter.
The study was funded by [image: http://images.bizjournals.com/email/cwatch/w.gif]Blue Planet Software Inc., the sole agent for the Tetris Co. Dr. Richard Haier, the study’s lead author, is a consultant to Blue Planet.
Adolescent girls who practice Tetris over a three-month period showed greater brain efficiency, which was consistent with earlier studies. The girls also had a thicker cortex than those in the control group, but not in the same areas where efficiency occurred, researchers found.
Cortical thickness is a sign of more gray matter, said Dr. Rex Jung, co-investigator on the Tetris study and a clinical neuropsychologist. Jung said they did the study to see if mental practice increased cortical thickness.
“If it did, it could be an explanation for why previous studies have shown that mental practice increases brain efficiency,” he said in a news release. “More gray matter in an area could mean that the area would not need to work as hard during Tetris play.”
Dr. Sherif Karama, a co-investigator at the [image: http://images.bizjournals.com/email/cwatch/w.gif]Montreal Neurological Institute, said the results showed that practices on a challenging visuospatial task impacts the structure of the cortex.
“[That] is in keeping with a growing body of scientific evidence showing that the brain can change with stimulation and is in striking contrast with the pervasive and only recently outmoded belief that our brain’s structure is fixed,” Karama said.
Haier noted that one surprising finding was that the changes in cortical thickness were not where the researchers found more efficiency.
“How a thicker cortex and increased brain efficiency are related remains a mystery,” he said.
The study is published in the journal BMC Research Notes and is one of the first to investigate the effects of practice in the brain using two imaging techniques.
The girls in the study completed structural and functional MRI (magnetic resonance imaging) scans before and after the three-month practice period, as did girls in the control group who did not play Tetris. A structural MRI was used to assess cortical thickness, and a functional MRI was used to assess efficient activity.
All 26 girls had limited computer game experience. Researcher chose girls rather than boys because boys tend to have much more gaming experience and might not show detectable brain changes after practice.
Tetris is a useful tool for brain research, the authors said, because it requires many cognitive processes like attention, hand/eye coordination, memory and visual spatial problem solving working together very quickly.
The Mind Research Network is an independent nonprofit organization headquartered in Albuquerque that works toward advances in the diagnosis and treatment of mental illness and brain injury.
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