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Housework Might Boost Your Body & Mind  
By Steven Reinberg HealthDay Reporter 
 

TUESDAY, Nov. 23, 2021 (HealthDay News) --  
Seniors, looking for a way to stay mentally quick and physically 
strong? Start scrubbing. 
 

Researchers from Singapore say housework may be a key to 
keeping your brain sharp as you age. 
 

Their new study found that in older adults, cleaning house was 
tied to a better memory and attention span, and stronger legs, 
which helps prevent falls. 
 

"Health promotion messaging on staying active should not just 
be about recreational or non-occupation physical activities," 
said study co-author Shiou-Liang Wee, an associate professor 
of health and social sciences at the Singapore Institute of 
Technology. 
 

"Housework is a purposeful activity performed by many older 
adults" and represents a significant share of their self
-reported moderate-to-vigorous physical activity, he 
said. As such, it's a key complement to recreational 
physical activity. 
 

The researchers noted that their study doesn't prove 
housework causes sharper thinking or better bal-
ance, only that there appears to be a link. 
 

For the study, Wee's team looked at nearly 500 
healthy Singaporeans between 21 and 90 years of 
age. 
 

The investigators used walking and the ability to get 
up from a chair as an indication of physical ability, 
and tests of short and delayed memory, language, 
attention span and visuospatial ability to gauge men-
tal ability. (Visuospatial ability is a key to depth per-
ception and moving around without bumping into ob-
jects.) 



Participants were also asked about the household chores they did and other types of physical activi-
ty. 
 

For Wee's group, light housework included washing dishes, dusting, making the bed, hanging out 
the wash, ironing, tidying up and cooking. Heavy housework included window cleaning, changing 
the bed, vacuuming, mopping and chores involving sawing, painting and repairing. 
 

Among younger participants, 36% said they engaged in enough physical activity to meet the goal 
researchers set as beneficial, as did 48% of older participants. 
 

But 61% of younger and 66% of older participants met this target exclusively through housework, 
the study revealed. 
 

After accounting for other types of regular physical activity, the researchers found that housework 
was tied with sharper mental abilities and better physical capacity — but only among the older par-
ticipants. 
 

Scores on tests of mental ability were as much as 8% higher among those who did lots of house-
work, compared with those who did little, Lee's team found. Housework was also tied with higher at-
tention scores. 
 

And among older participants, balance and the time it took to stand up from sitting were better for 
those who did lots of housework than for those who didn't. 
 

Dr. Maria Torroella Carney, chief of geriatric and palliative medicine at Northwell Health in New 
Hyde Park, N.Y., noted that exercise benefits your brain, and housework is exercise that also in-
volves mental activity. 
 

"Exercise is extremely important for aging for both physical and cognitive function," she said. "We 
know this from past studies, but we don't necessarily appreciate how much housework is a physical 
activity that takes planning logistics to implement. Exercise and planning are incredibly important for 
both physical and cognitive health." 
 

Torroella Carney said physical activity increases blood circulation to your muscles and your brain, 
which helps mental function. 

 

Housework can be an important part of your exercise rou-
tine, she said. 
 

"Housework is physical but also requires detailed thought 
processes to complete," Torroella Carney said. "It's a task 
you've got to plan for. You've got to use devices, you've got 
to use equipment. There's planning involved, so there's 
cognitive exercise along with physical exercise." 
Her advice: Get moving. 
 

"It's never too late to start exercising, we know that from 
other studies, not just this one — it's never too late," Torro-
ella Carney said. 
 

The findings were published online Nov. 22 in the jour-
nal BMJ Open.  


