
The Mental Skill 
That Could Save 
Your Memory 

Our ancestors spent days 
tracking prey. Months nurturing 
crops. Years building 
relationships. They hauled 
water, built homes, forged tools. 
Today, we get instant answers 
to questions, tap for takeout, 
and stream everything. Our 
biology hasn't caught up to our 
technology. And that mismatch 
might be quietly rewiring our 
brains in dangerous ways. The 
Ancient Skill That Modern 
Life Forgot. Recent research 
reveals an important insight: the 
ability to delay gratification and 
push through chores you'd 
rather avoid may be one of our 
most powerful tools for 
protecting the brain from age-
related decline. While scientists 
are still unraveling the complex 
web of factors that lead to 
dementia (including Alzheimer's 
disease), one thing is becoming 
clear: anything we can do to 
protect our cognitive health 
extends not just our lifespan but 
also our health span — the 
number of years we can live 
with clarity, independence, and 
quality of life. People who 
regularly practice delayed 
gratification show enhanced 
activity in the anterior mid-
cingulate cortex (aMCC). Think 
of it like a mental
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What Matters Most to People Who Are 
Dying
A new book explains how facing mortality helps 
people figure out what matters most, providing life 
lessons for us all.
Imagine you knew you were dying soon. What would matter most to 
you? How would you change the way you spend your time? How 
would you reflect on your life? Whom would you want near? These 
are common questions for the dying, according to end-of life doula 
Diane Button. She and her colleagues at the End of Life Doula 
Alliance sit with people who are dying and their loved ones to help 
them through the practical, emotional, and spiritual aspects of dying. 
By listening to people’s stories and shepherding them through the 
process, she’s witnessed firsthand what people care about most and 
what brings them peace at the end of life. In her new book, What 
Matters Most: Lessons That the Dying Teach Us About Living, Button 
shares poignant stories of individuals who have faced impending 
death and what she’s learned from their experiences. Her book not 
only serves as a primer for dying well, but also as a source of 
important lessons for anyone wanting to live life with more 
intentionality. I spoke with her about her book and what we should 
take away from it. 
Jill Suttie: How does facing imminent death change the way 
people think about their lives?
Diane Button: When people are facing the end of life, everything 
that is superficial just gets stripped away. The idea of taxes and 
politics and other things that we worry about are just gone, and 
you’re really focusing on love, relationship, healing, and, oftentimes,
spirituality, because that’s something a lot of people believe they’re 
going to take with them when they die. The world becomes smaller
in certain ways, but also just so profound and raw and beautiful. 
There’s often so much joy at the end of life. It’s amazing.
JS: Why Is there joy?
DB: It’s surprising, but people at the end of life are some of the most 
joyful people I’ve ever known. At first I asked myself, why is there so 
much joy in the room when working with the dying? But then I 
figured it out, and it’s really simple. I think that they’re consciously 
looking for joy. They’re not stuck in the past and they’re not fixated 
on the future. They’re here, they’re present. There’s a freedom that 
comes when time is short and all your expectations fade, your to-do 
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list goes away, and you’re focused on what’s right in front of you. It 
might be holding someone’s hand or the simple things of an ordinary 
day, like the sun shining on your face. Pausing to acknowledge the 
joy that’s right in front of us is a huge benefit to everyday life.
JS: What are some of the common themes that
come up when people are dying?
DB: People want to know that they’re going to be remembered. They 
want to know that their life mattered and that they made a difference. 
And so we’re often talking about what people have contributed to the 
world during their lives. People also want to be sure that everyone 
they love knows that they’re loved. Often times they’re making calls in 
the last week of life, calling their friends from the past, sometimes 
people they haven’t talked to in decades. Expressing love and saying 
goodbye and thank you is such an important part of end of life. 
Another thing is unfinished business. People really want to take a look 
at any parts of their life where they might need to ask for forgiveness. 
Sometimes people have been holding on to something for decades, 
and it becomes urgent at the end of life to let it go.
JS: I found many of the stories in your book to be very moving. 
But one in particular stood out for me—the mother who’d 
abandoned her children and wanted to ask for forgiveness. How
does listening to stories like hers affect you?
DB: Witnessing people’s stories has really changed my life. 
Sometimes they’re beautiful stories and I think, Oh, I want to have an 
ending like that. But sometimes they’re really hard stories, and it’s a
lesson in a different way for me. This woman named Carrie had left 
her family—her teenage daughters, her work, everything—and moved 
to California to be with a man that she fell in love with. When she was 
diagnosed with cancer, which later became terminal, the fact that she 
had abandoned her family was, at first, not really percolating. She 
was worrying about her medicine, her treatments, and such. But once 
I got to know her and she told me the honest story, I realized that 
there was real big unfinished business that she was holding on to. So,
we talked about it. These are the hard conversations, but they’re also 
the most profound. It took me a few visits of just sitting and 
processing it before I really understood the depth of what she was 
going through. I didn’t recommend anything. I just listened and I 
asked a few questions that gave her the opportunity to pause and 
reflect on what would matter most to her in her last few days and
weeks of life. In the end, she actually got on a plane and went back to 
be with her family.
JS: Are there any lessons from the dying that you particularly 
took to heart—maybe something you hadn’t considered before?
DB: One of the most important lessons I learned came from a few 
different stories in the book—the idea of living in the moment in a 
different way, pausing to really take in something beautiful. That’s the 
biggest change I’ve made in how I live my life. Hour by hour, and 
sometimes moment by moment, I’ll really pause if I see a beautiful 
flower, rock, or heart-shaped leaf, or when looking into my friend’s 
eyes or even at a loaf of bread, sometimes. I’m realizing that there’s 
beauty everywhere and that I was just spinning through life so fast 
that I wasn’t pausing to take it in. So, I’ve actually created a practice 
for myself where at least once a day I pause for a minute and stare at 
something beautiful, whatever I see. Really being there in that minute 
takes me away from the stress and the fast pace. And when I say 
thank you to somebody, I try to be specific now with my gratitude.
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mental muscle—it strengthens 
every time you resist an 
impulse and choose meaningful 
action instead. The aMCC 
doesn't just grow from delaying 
gratification-it gets stronger 
when we push ourselves 
through difficult tasks we 
actively wish to avoid. As Dr. 
Alexandra Touroutoglou from 
Harvard Medical School 
explains: "The aMCC appears 
to encode not only the value of 
a reward but also the cost of 
the effort required to obtain it.”
That might mean waking up 
early to exercise, organizing 
that cluttered closet you've 
been avoiding, tackling a tough 
work task before checking your 
phone, or having that hard talk 
with your teen instead of 
avoiding it. Here's the 
remarkable part: people who 
maintain sharp cognition into 
their 80s and 90s have 
measurably larger and more 
active aMCCs. The more we 
flex this mental muscle over a 
lifetime, the more resilient our 
minds become. As psychologist 
Bobby Hoffman explains:
"Each time we choose to delay 
gratification for a better long-
term outcome,...we're 
strengthening our brain's 
capacity for self-regulation and 
potentially building protection 
against future cognitive 
decline.” Beyond cognitive 
protection, the mental discipline 
that builds aMCC strength 
translates into better impulse 
control, emotional stability, and 
decision-making across all 
aspects of life .Build your 
aMCC by:

Using the 10-minute rule: 
when you feel an impulse, 
wait before acting
Setting small goals with 
simple rewards to create 
positive feedback loops



I say “Thank you for bagging my groceries, thank you for spending 
this time with me.” It’s helped me to pause, to be in the moment, 
and really think about it rather than just saying thank you and 
passing through.
JS: That’s beautiful.
DB: Do you want me to share a story from the book?
JS: Yes, please.
DB: One of my favorite stories in the book was told to me by my 
doula friend, Gabby Jimenez, who had a client named Jacob with a 
glioblastoma (a fast moving brain tumor). He’d been a very active 
man, always outdoors and just a nature lover, and now he was 
confined to his bed. When Gabby went to visit him, he had a grab 
bar above his bed with a bunch of colorful bracelets hanging down 
and a tally counter in the middle—like the kind you would see at a 
baseball game. Gabby asked him about it, and he said, “That’s my 
joy counter.” Over time, he’d realized that although his life had 
changed dramatically, and he had gone through depression and 
sadness, he was still experiencing joy. So, he had this joy counter, 
and he would click it every time that he had an experience of joy—
like a friend coming to visit, click, a bite of his favorite ice cream, 
click, a hug from his wife, click, click.That became his way of 
remembering the joy in his everyday life. And I thought that was 
really, really beautiful. It’s surprising, when you’re paying attention, 
how many beautiful moments there are in an ordinary day. That 
was a great lesson.
JS: Many people want to focus on leaving a legacy behind. 
How does that help someone when they’re dying?
DB: Leaving a legacy will be both tangible and intangible and offers 
benefits both to the dying person and those they are leaving 
behind. Our legacy is a way for us to feel that our lives were valued, 
that we will be remembered, and that we made a difference. This 
can be accomplished through a legacy project by creating 
something tangible such as a letter, recording, or photo album to 
leave behind. Or it can be the intangible legacy work, which 
involves the client thinking through how people are going to 
remember them and what the most fulfilling parts of their life were. 
It helps them feel good about the entirety of their life and how 
they’ve lived. And it also helps reveal any unfinished business that 
might need to be addressed. Heartfelt, personalized legacy projects 
can become beautiful memories for the people they leave behind—
partners, children, friends, people they’ve spent their lives with. It’s 
a way of ensuring their memory and their stories will live on and 
that they were a significant and meaningful link in the generational 
chain.
JS: So many lessons you write about seem important. But the 
one I practice most, perhaps, is expressing love directly to 
people I love. Yet it seems many people are reluctant to do 
that.
DB: I think there are certain people who just don’t say the words. 
They spend their life showing their love and not verbalizing it. But at 
the end of life, it becomes urgent. Those unspoken words can really 
build up. Oftentimes we’re spending sessions with clients
making calls, writing letters, texting, finding people on Facebook. 
That’s part of the inventory that people do at the end of life. They’re 
processing what their life has been all about and remembering 
people, and those people often pop up and want reach out. That’s
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Exercising regularly- both 
cardio and resistance 
training
Regularly tackling tasks 
you'd rather avoid-the more 
aversive, the stronger your 
aMCC grows

Think of it as returning your 
brain to its natural state. Every 
time you choose hard things, 
you honor the patient, 
persistent wiring that helped our 
ancestors thrive. And you're 
investing in the future version of 
yourself who will need it most.
Source: Melalueca Wellness 
Insider, Concepts Impacting 
Total Wellness, July 2025. 
-Frank VanderSloot, 
Melaleuca Founder & 
Executive Chairman

Poor Sleep Patterns Are 
Linked To 172
Diseases, Study Finds
Most of us know sleep is 
essential, but how much does it 
really matter if you stay up late a 
few nights a week or let your 
bedtime drift depending on your 
schedule? According to a large 
new study, the answer is: more 
than you might think. Researchers 
followed over 88,000 adults and 
found that disrupted sleep 
patterns, like irregular bedtimes, 
poor circadian rhythm alignment, 
and restless nights, were linked to 
172 different diseases, including 
dementia, type 2 diabetes, 
Parkinson’s, and even acute 
kidney failure. The most surprising 
part? Sleep regularity mattered 
more than sleep duration. In other 
words, going to bed and waking 
up at consistent times had a 
stronger link to health than just 
logging more hours under the 
covers. So while we’ve long been 
told to “get eight hours,” this 
research suggests that when you 
sleep is just as important as how 
long. The research team used
Accelerometers (wearable 
devices that track movement) to



why I think it’s really helpful to do this work all along the way, to say 
the words “I’m sorry” or “I love you” and make the phone calls and 
ask for forgiveness, or give forgiveness when it’s
appropriate. When you do those things during the course of your 
life, then you avoid the buildup of unfinished business at the end.
JS: Many of the practices for living well have solid science 
behind them—like forgiveness, gratitude, kindness, meaning, 
self-compassion. Do you think hearing about them from people 
who are dying gives them more poignancy somehow?
DB: I think looking at forgiveness, gratitude, meaning, love, joy 
through the lens of the dying gives them a new perspective, 
because none of us has died before. To be able to hear the stories 
of what’s likely going to be most important to you at the end of life 
gives you the opportunity to live life through that lens right now. The 
biggest takeaway from the book is to not be afraid to lean into 
conversations around end of life and to think about your own end of 
life. Because, really, talking about death is talking about life. If you 
start to understand what, for you, is most important and what might 
be most meaningful for you at the end of life, then you can live 
differently now. I feel like that’s a gift.
Source: Jill Suttie, Psy.D., is Greater Good’s former book 
review editor and now serves as a staff writer and contributing 
editor for the magazine. She received her doctorate of 
psychology from the University of SanFrancisco in 1998 and 
was a psychologist in private practice before coming to Greater 
Good. https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/
what_matters_most 
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(Sleep Patterns continued) objectively measure sleep. 
They analyzed several sleep traits:

Sleep duration and timing (how long and when 
people slept)
Sleep rhythm (how consistent bedtime and wake-up 
times were)
Sleep fragmentation (how often sleep was 
interrupted)

Then, over nearly seven years of follow-up, they 
compared these sleep traits to the development of 
diseases across the body, from neurological to metabolic 
to immune-related conditions. Here’s what the 
researchers found:

172 diseases were linked to poor sleep patterns.
For 92 of them, over 20% of risk was attributed to 
sleep. That includes dementia, type 2 diabetes, and 
acute kidney failure.
42 diseases doubled in risk with poor sleep. These 
included age-related frailty, certain liver diseases, 
and even gangrene.                           

Sleep regularity had a bigger impact than just sleep 
duration. People with erratic bedtimes and wake times 
had significantly higher risks, even if they were sleeping 
“enough” hours overall. Consistency is king when it 
comes to sleep. You don’t need to overhaul your entire 
lifestyle to see benefits, but aligning your sleep schedule 
with your body’s natural circadian rhythm can go a long 
way in lowering long-term health risks. 1. Anchor your 
bedtime and wake-up time: Pick a window that works for 
you and stick to it. This strengthens your circadian 
rhythm, which regulates everything from metabolism to 
brain health. 2. Prioritize light exposure in the morning. 
Sunlight (or bright light) early in the day helps set your 
body clock, making it easier to fall asleep at night.          
3. Limit late-night stimulation. Screens, artificial light, and 
heavy meals late in the evening can all throw off your 
sleep rhythm. Try winding down with dim lighting and 
calming activities instead. 4. Think rhythm, not just hours. 
Yes, quantity matters, but if your bedtime is all over the 
place, simply adding an extra hour won’t fix the deeper 
issue. Your body craves predictability. 5. Try a 
magnesium supplement. Magnesium is one of the body’s 
key relaxation minerals, and many adults don’t get 
enough of it. Research shows it supports sleep by 
calming the nervous system, relaxing muscles, and 
regulating circadian rhythms. It also helps lower stress 
hormones, making it easier to drift off instead of lying 
awake. Focusing on magnesium-rich foods—like leafy 
greens, nuts, and seeds—or adding a high-quality 
supplement can be a simple way to boost sleep quality 
alongside a consistent bedtime routine. Sleep is more 
than a nightly recharge; it’s a full-body health regulator. 
Irregular sleep patterns don’t just leave you groggy; over 
time, they can ripple across nearly every system in your 
body, from your brain to your liver to your kidneys. Unlike 
many risk factors for chronic disease, sleep is something  
you can influence. By keeping your bedtime and wake-up 
times steady, you’re giving your body one of the most 
powerful tools for long-term health and resilience.
Source: Ava Durgin, Assistant Health Editor for 
mindbodygreen.com
https://www.mindbodygreen.com/articles/poor-sleep-
patterns-are-linked-to-172-diseases-study-finds?
srsltid=AfmBOorGhpWi2sFE9v13vvRs5F5mahaTq5sr
EvkHmcLkrkzgL_pmy9Dp
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