
Investigating how fitness could be one of the most powerful but overlooked tools
to improve cognition for people with Down syndrome.

The Canadian Down Syndrome Society, Anglia Ruskin University and BrainHQ
launch a global, first-of-its-kind, research study to collect data to examine whether physical and brain

exercise should be an integral part of cognitive therapies for people with Down syndrome.

TORONTO (March 22, 2021) - For too long, the role of fitness has been an overlooked and undervalued
tool in helping to support the lives of people with Down syndrome. Anecdotal evidence from within the
community has shown exercise can help people with Down syndrome improve their cognitive function
and physical abilities. But outdated assumptions and stigma towards people with Down syndrome have
caused fitness to be rarely encouraged for this community, denying them access to its benefits.

The Canadian Down Syndrome Society (CDSS) is partnering with Dr. Dan Gordon and his research team
from Anglia Ruskin University and with Dr. Michael Merzenich and his team from BrainHQ to launch a
research study and awareness campaign to examine this potential link between physical fitness and
mental fitness for people with Down syndrome.

This new initiative — called “Mindsets” — begins with a globally unprecedented study to chart the
effects of brain and physical exercise on the abilities of people in the Down syndrome community. The
effects of fitness on people with Down syndrome hasn’t been studied extensively, and because of this
lack of data, many doctors and parents in the community continue to believe that fitness is not
important for people with Down syndrome.

“We have a number of cognitive therapies to help my son learn, grow, and become more independent
as he gets older,” says Ben Tarr, a board member for CDSS and father of Leo, who has Down syndrome.
“But exercise just isn’t treated as an important part of that process. My wife and I have even heard
some doctors go so far as to discourage strenuous exercise due to medical concerns such as heart
defects and low muscle-tone. But if this study proves a link between the two, then that could have an
enormous impact on the lives of people with Down syndrome around the world.”

The study will collect data on the impact of physical and brain exercises on physical and cognitive
abilities over time. The custom-designed Mindsets app gathers exercise data from Fitbits along with
data on brain exercises from BrainHQ. Researchers will also measure standard physical and cognitive
assessments of participants at the beginning and the end of the study, making it possible to measure
precisely the impact of exercise on abilities. The app also connects study coordinators with study
participants to motivate and keep them on track.

The eight-week study, which launched on March 21, World Down Syndrome Day, is being run by Dr. Dan
Gordon, Paralympian and Associate Professor in Cardiorespiratory Exercise Physiology at Anglia Ruskin
University in Cambridge, UK.

This joint study led by CDSS — a leader for inclusion for the Down syndrome community globally — is
unprecedented and will eventually involve more than 200 participants from around the world. The

https://cdss.ca/
http://brainhq.com
http://mindsetsstudy.com


concept was developed by advertising agency FCB Canada, who also established the partnerships to
bring this idea to life.

“This is a landmark study that we hope will show just how far-reaching the positive effects of exercise
can be for the Down syndrome population,” says Dr. Gordon. “We already know that exercise can
provide enormous benefits to overall health and well-being and have seen many isolated examples of
exercise having an impact on cognition. But definitive data just doesn’t exist yet, and that’s why a study
of this size is so important. Even a slight increase in cognition can lead to an incredible shift in the
quality of life for a person with Down syndrome. This would allow for more independent living and
make activities of daily living much easier to accomplish.”

For the cognitive exercise aspect of the study, CDSS is partnering with the brain training program,
BrainHQ, made by Posit Science. “To adapt BrainHQ for use in this study, we hand-selected the right set
of exercises to ensure we are precisely targeting core cognitive abilities, such as speed of processing,
attention, and memory,” says Dr. Henry Mahncke, CEO of Posit Science.

The campaign will also engage Chris Nikic—the first person with Down syndrome to complete the
Ironman challenge—to help dispel misconceptions about what people with Down syndrome are
capable of.

“As Chris was training for the Ironman, we started to see incredible progress in his cognition,” says his
father Nik Nikic. “His memory improved, his social skills, and everyday tasks that he used to have
problems with became much easier for him. His confidence has gone up, too. The impact has been
incredible.”

If successful, the goal of the study is to publish the findings in an effort to make exercise an integral part
of therapies for people with Down syndrome globally.

“Our work with CDSS over the past several years has really advocated for the needs of the Down
syndrome community,” says Nancy Crimi-Lamanna, Chief Creative Officer at FCB Canada. “If we’re
successful in proving a link between exercise and cognition, then this study has the power to change
the way we think about learning and development. This will help to break down the systemic barriers
that prevent people with Down syndrome from living their fullest lives. Beyond the Down syndrome
community, this could also have far-reaching implications for others living with cognitive challenges.”

The first stage of the study is already underway, but more participants are necessary to make the study
as rigorous as possible. Those interested can register at mindsetsstudy.com. As part of the campaign,
there will also be a series of videos encouraging people around the world to take part in the study. The
goal is to complete the study and share the results before the end of the year.

“Mindsets'' is CDSS’s latest initiative in support of the Down syndrome community. It follows the highly
acclaimed and globally awarded “Down Syndrome Answers'', “Anything but Sorry,” and “Project
Understood”, all created in partnership with FCB Canada.

http://fcbtoronto.com
http://mindsetsstudy.com
https://vimeo.com/222202561
https://vimeo.com/257929793
https://vimeo.com/378843322
https://vimeo.com/378843322
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About Canadian Down Syndrome Society:
Founded in 1987, The Canadian Down Syndrome Society (CDSS) is a national non-profit organization
providing information, advocacy and education about Down syndrome.  CDSS supports individuals with
Down syndrome, their parents, families and communities through all stages of life, as well as educators,
medical professionals and therapists. Visit http://www.cdss.ca/ for more information about CDSS, and
www.mindsetsstudy.com to learn about Mindset. #SeeTheAbility

About Brain HQ:
BrainHQ is a cloud-based brain health program available as web, iOS and Android apps that run on
most devices. In addition to articles and videos on brain health, it includes dozens of brain exercises
and assessments which have been shown to deliver benefits in hundreds of published studies. Those
benefits include better performance at standard measures of cognitive abilities (speed, attention,
memory, decision-making), at standard measures of quality of life (mood, confidence & control,
health-related quality of life, health outcomes) and in real-world activities (balance, gait, driving, work,
maintaining the ability to live independently). BrainHQ is available by subscription and is provided free
by many health plans, libraries, and communities. You can try BrainHQ for free at brainhq.com.

About FCB Canada 
FCB (Foote, Cone & Belding) is a global, fully integrated marketing communications company with a
heritage of creativity and success dating from 1873 and was recently honoured by Adweek as the 2020
Global Agency of the Year. FCB Canada is part of the Interpublic Group of Companies, comprising more
than 8,000 people in 109 operations in 80 countries (NYSE: IPG). FCB Canada was named Digital
Agency of the Year in 2016, 2017, 2018, 2019 and 2020 by Strategy and is the most awarded Canadian
creative agency at Cannes Lions 2017, 2018, and 2019. With operations in Toronto and Montreal that
include FCB Health (healthcare marketing), Fuelcontent (content creation), FCB/SIX (CRM) and Segal
(licensing). Based on a deeply developed understanding of diversified local markets and global cultures,
FCB focuses on creating “Never Finished” campaign ideas for clients that reflect a deep understanding
of the brand’s past, a respect for the present, and an anticipation of the future potential. FCB Canada is
proud to serve some of the world’s most admired brands including Air Canada, BMO, BMW, Clorox,
Destination Ontario, the Ontario Lottery and Gaming Corporation, Sobeys, The Home Depot, and
McCain. To learn more about FCB Canada visit fcbtoronto.com or fcb.com and follow us on Instagram:
@FCB_Canada.
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