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Message from our Interim CEO

One of the
challenges that
NeuRA faces is that
as an organisation
with charitable
status, we are not
yet a household
name in Australia.

While we are well-known in the

academic and scientific worlds, we need
to become better-known to the public.
Many organisations achieve this through
significant marketing spend: NeuRA does
not have that luxury. The funds we raise,
from both competitive government grants
and supporters, are for research.

We have therefore recently embarked on
trying to recruit ambassadors, people with
a public profile genuinely interested in our
cause and assisting us to spread the word.

Our very first is Peter Cousens AM - actor,
singer, and artistic director of the Talent
Development Project (TDP). You may know
Peter best from his musical theatre roles, in
particular playing the Phantom in London’s
West End production of Phantom of the
Opera. One of the gifts Peter brings us is
wonderful performers from TDP, some of the
young musicians, singers and songwriters
TDP nurtures. Music is both an art and a
science, and music and science are closely
related. Both mix mathematical principles,
logic, creative thinking and theories to
create new contributions to the world.

It has been a real privilege thus far to have
two of Peter’s protégées Jade Steg and Josh
Meader perform for our staff and guests,
as well as benefiting from a spine-tingling
rendition of ‘Music of the Night’ from Peter
himself.

Looking ahead, we will continue the search
for ambassadors who share our commitment
to ground-breaking neuroscience research,
some of which is highlighted in this issue of
NeuRA Mag.

(Krate
ﬂ:‘,ci\jﬂ
Carole Renouf
Interim CEO, Neuroscience Research Australia
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Left to right: Singer-songwriter Jade Steg, Carole
Renouf and Peter Cousens AM at a NeuRA All Staff
meeting earlier this year.

Welcome to the Spring
edition of NeuRA Mag!

As always, we are excited to update you on
our latest research progress and discoveries.

From the use of virtual reality in managing

chronic pain to the impact of brain injury in
sport, we explore a range of research topics

in this issue.

Our main feature spotlights an exciting new
study on humour and its potentially protective
benefits against cognitive decline and dementia.

We also have a moving story about a group of
friends who rallied together and turned their
grief over the loss of their friend Connor into
action. Their ‘Crusade for Connor’ campaign
will not only touch your heart, but shine a light
on the profound impact of schizophrenia.

We highlight some of NeuRA's most popular
digital apps and e-health tools, all designed

to empower consumers to proactively and
accessibly manage their health from the comfort
of their homes. Lastly, in our ‘Ask a Researcher’
column we tackle a very topical issue right now:
brain injury in professional contact sports.

We hope you find this issue insightful and
inspiring. We look forward to hearing any
feedback. Please share it with us by emailing
media@neura.edu.au e



Harnessing hope
into reality: A new
frontier in pain

NeuRA researchers are examining
whether a new treatment that
uses virtual reality can help
reduce nerve pain in people with
complete Spinal Cord Injury (SCI).

People with complete SCI often describe nerve pain as one of the
most challenging issues they face as it typically does not respond to
available pain treatments.

But hope is on the horizon, as smaller trials using virtual reality

are beginning to show impact on the reduction of nerve pain.

Now, NeuRA researchers are looking to test the potential of virtual
reality treatment on a larger cohort of individuals, and are currently
looking for participants to take part in the home-based trial.

Find out more here: neura.edu.au/VRwalk

Meet our Rising
Star Award winner

Dr Gautam Wali is an early
career research scientist
specialising in Parkinson’s
disease and recipient of
the NeuRA Rising Star
Award for 2023. Funded by
a philanthropic foundation, ° .

the award provides a three- QU1CK quiz:

year program of support to 1. What is resilience in the context
enable one of our smartest and of mental health and wellbeing?
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[Parkinson’s] patients. b) Increased stress levels
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News in Brief

¥

How personality
shapes our path
to positivity

NeuRA’s Centre for Wellbeing,
Resilience and Recovery, led
by Associate Professor Justine
Gatt, recently published a
study in the journal Scientific
Reports which set out to
understand the factors that
influence wellbeing in people,
including personality traits,
along with how wellbeing
changes over time.

After surveying 1,017 healthy
adults over a one-year period
as part of the TWIN-E study,
researchers found that
personality traits could play a
role in influencing wellbeing.

Positively, the team found
that extraversion was the
“strongest unique predictor
of change in wellbeing over
one year” relevant to the
other variables.

Researchers believe the trait
might facilitate wellbeing
over time because extroverted
people tend to use social
support as a coping strategy
when stressed.

In addition to personality
traits, the study looked at
other factors too, such as
work-related events, diet

and exercise. o
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Humour and cognitive health

dementia?

Psychological research has historically overlooked
humour in favour of more “serious” areas of study.
We all have our own ideas about what is funny and
this can make it difficult to assess the impact of
humour in scientific settings. However, the last two
decades have seen growing recognition of humour
and its potential health benefits.

ecent findings show
that a laugh a day may
indeed help to keep the

doctor away. From physiological
benefits, such as lowering blood
pressure, to improved mental
health, a growing number of
researchers are now in pursuit
of understanding the links
between humour and health.

Building on this growing area of
research, Dr Nikki-Anne Wilson,
Post-Doctoral Research Fellow in

4 o The NeuRA Magazine

cognitive health, is investigating
how humour may help support
memory and thinking as we age.

“We know that certain styles

of humour help us cope with
adversity”, says Dr Wilson

who holds a conjoint position

at NeuRA and UNSW'’s Ageing
Futures Institute. “But there is
little research about how humour
supports people’s mental and
cognitive health as they age.

This is important as identifying

the role of humour in healthy
ageing opens the door to the
development of new social and
psychological approaches to
reducing dementia risk.”

Not all humour is equal

“How an individual uses
humour can tell us a lot about
their psychological wellbeing,”
says Dr Wilson. “To some
extent, everyone uses humour
in both positive and negative
ways. For example, we might
laugh at ourselves if we make
a mistake but sometimes we
may also find ourselves laughing
at another’s expense.”

Dr Wilson explains this is
perfectly normal: “Just as
we all have some degree of
various personality traits,
such as conscientiousness



or neuroticism, it’s the same for
humour style. There is no ‘right’
sense of humour, however, we
know that some forms of humour
may be more associated with
positive psychological health than
others. The more we know about
this relationship, the more we can
use this information to develop
humour-based interventions

to support mental wellbeing.”

The link between
humour and memory

Humour research is about
more than what makes us
laugh. The parts of the brain
that process humour are also
associated with memory and
understanding the thoughts
and feelings of other people.
It’s this overlap that Dr Wilson
wants to investigate further.

There has been

a huge growth in
research on the
benefits of humour
for psychological
health, but the
relationship with
cognition is still
emerging. My

research will help
identify whether
humour may help
prevent cognitive
decline.

Dr Nikki-Anne
Wilson

“I'm hoping to understand how
different humour styles relate
to performance on a range of
cognitive tasks,” she says.

“There has been a huge growth
in research on the benefits

of humour for psychological
health, but the relationship
with cognition is still emerging.
My research will help identify
whether humour may help
prevent cognitive decline.”

“Our recent Australian survey
showed people are struggling

to adopt the lifestyle changes
recommended for supporting
brain health due to confusion over
what to do and lack of motivation.
My approach aims to create a
more positive narrative around
dementia risk-reduction.” e

Humour and cognitive health

‘ How to get
@ involved

Dr Wilson is currently seeking
participants who are over 65,
speak English and do not have
a current diagnosis of dementia
to take part in the HaHA Study.

Participation takes approximately
35-40 minutes and involves
answering a short online survey
and completing some memory
tests. The survey and memory
tests are best completed on a
desktop or laptop computer and
cannot be done on a smartphone.

Head to

www.neura.edu.au/haha
or contact Dr Wilson at
n.wilson@neura.edu.au

for further information.
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Champions of the crusade

Turning grief into action

Spurred by the loss of their best mate, a close-knit group
of friends launched the ‘Crusade for Connor' campaign to
raise funds and awareness for schizophrenia research.

At 19, Connor Hogan was in the
prime of his life when he was
diagnosed with schizophrenia.
Known as a “bright spark” among
his friends, Connor’s life soon
took a turn as he grappled with
the daily challenges the disease
brought. Sadly, he took his own
life four years later.

Turning their grief into action,
Connor’s closest friends launched
the ‘Crusade for Connor’
campaign, a week-long event of
mental and physical challenges
aimed at raising funds for NeuRA’s
schizophrenia research. Together,
they raised an incredible $66,055
to honour Connor’s memory and
enable NeuRA’s schizophrenia
researchers to continue their

vital work.

We spoke to Connor’s mum
Carolyn Hogan about the
campaign and her hopes
for Connor’s legacy.

he needed urgent support, it wasn’t
aview that was shared by others.
Getting the right care for him was
a case of trial and error. He tried
so many medications, most of
which had debilitating side effects.
He never got close to resuming a
fulfilling life after the diagnosis.

How did Crusade for
Connor come about?

Connor’s friends said they wanted
to turn their grief into something
good and raise money for
schizophrenia. It was a lovely idea
because Connor loved his friends
and enjoyed having fun with them.
So, they chose challenges that
reminded them of him - Connor
was a good athlete so a lot of
activities were physical challenges
like mountain biking and running.

Clockwise

from left: The
Crusade for Connor
fundraising team;
Connor Hogan; and
Professor Cyndi
Shannon Weickert.

It was very heartfelt and created
a beautiful legacy for Connor that
I'll be eternally grateful for.

How did you react to
the final amount raised?

I ran out of expletives! The original
funding goal was $10,000 but they
reached that in less than four

days! The fact that they eventually
raised over $65,000 blew me away.
It goes to show that mental health
struggles resonate with people.
Almost everyone is either directly
affected or knows someone who is.

What is your hope for
schizophrenia research?

I discovered Professor Cyndi
Shannon Weickert’s research at
NeuRA and her goals resonated
with me. My hope is that research
can find better treatments and
improve quality of life for people
who have schizophrenia. They
need hope. It’s a disease

that tends to affect

people when they’re

young - and we

urgently need to

do more to help

them regain

their lives. o

P> Transforming lives together

é “Thanks to the Crusade for Connor campaign, we will be able
to capitalise on the recent discovery that brain inflammation
can lead to schizophrenia,” said Professor Cyndi Shannon Weickert. “We

Take us back to when %
Connor was diagnosed.
What was that time like?

I'm a nurse by trade so I have an
understanding of mental health.
I knew my son was in trouble
when he came to me and said
he heard conversations in his
head. However, while we knew

have been testing whether blocking inflammation can treat the symptoms
of schizophrenia, which is a discovery that has immense potential but is
expensive to scale. However, with the support raised by this campaign,
we’ll be able to test more affordable treatments - and hopefully halt
abnormal brain function in schizophrenia by mitigating inflammation.”
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Even before the pandemic, digital innovations have
been revolutionising healthcare. From the collection

of health data through apps and wearables to
e-prescriptions and telehealth, digital platforms and
tools have greatly improved patient care and enabled
clinicians to better connect with patients.

xpanding digital health
initiatives is a priority for

Australia’s health agencies.
Likewise, here at NeuRA we
are producing innovative apps
and online tools to assist with
creating personalised and
tailored healthcare.

NeuRA'’s first foray into digital apps
for research and clinicians started
in 2012 with iconFES and IPEG,

General public,
GPs, other
clinicians

Neurodegeneration
and ageing

Online
assessment
tool aimed
at dementia
prevention

Online via
https://cogdrisk.
neura.edu.au

The future of health

NeuRA. The free online tool is
hosted on a website that anyone
can access to understand their
risk of developing dementia by
completing a 20-minute survey.

Individuals who use the tool

can choose to stay anonymous
or donate their assessment to
further research. In the first
week of public launch, over 5,000
people logged on to complete a
CogDrisk assessment.

Looking ahead, a digital tool

that NeuRA researchers are
excited to release is StandingTall,
which comes off the back of two
successful clinical trials and an
international implementation

while MyBack was the first app
developed for the general public
by NeuRA’s IT team in 2015. Since
then, we have developed numerous
digital tools and solutions, with
more in the pipeline.

A highlight this year was the
launch of an online dementia risk
assessment tool called CogDrisk by
Scientia Professor Kaarin Anstey,
who leads dementia research at

trial which found that home-based
exercise games programs can
reduce falls by improving balance.

“Whether produced in-house or
through external agencies, our
digital health initiatives are a

great way for NeuRA to make its
research applicable and accessible
to the general public,” says Michael
Cartwright, IT solutions architect
at NeuRA. “More projects like
CogDrisk are on the horizon, plus
we are constantly incorporating
feedback from users and improving
our existing digital tools.” e

to strengthen
wellbeing and
resilience

Mental health
and wellbeing

Tailored four-
week program of
activities aimed
at improving
wellbeing

Available from late
2023 on i0S via
Apple App Store

Older people
at risk of falls

Falls prevention

Home-based,
unsupervised
balance exercise
program, tailored
to match individual
needs and abilities

Available from late
2024. Platforms to
be confirmed.

People with
back pain

Pain

Self-assessment
tool for adults who
have experienced
recent back pain
to estimate and
plan recovery

Available via
myback.neura.edu.au

Individuals seeking

Clinicians

Falls prevention

A clinical tool

to assess fear

of falling using
pictures to
describe a range
of activities and
situations

Available on
iOS via Apple
App Store
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Ask a Researcher

This issue, Dr Claire Shepherd, Director of the Sydney
Brain Bank at NeuRA (pictured), answers a question from
one of our supporters.

There’s been a lot in the news about

sports players having Chronic Traumatic

Encephalopathy (CTE) linked to repeated

head injury from contact sports. What is
CTE and what does it do to the brain?

CTE is characterised by the presence of abnormal
accumulations of a protein called tau in the brain. To diagnose
CTE, an individual must display tau protein within brain cells
(neurons) around blood vessels in the folds of the brain known
as sulci. Diagnosis can only occur at autopsy.

Research has identified a number of sports players whose
autopsies revealed that they lived with CTE, however, there
is still much to learn about the relationship between the
changes seen in the brain post-mortem and any symptoms
experienced during life.

To advance research in this area, we have established the retired
rugby players brain donor program. This is a longitudinal
program of research that collects health and lifestyle
information from retired professional rugby league players
during life and collects their brain tissue following death. o

Do you have a question
you’d like answered?

Whether it’s about a specific area of our research or
neuroscience in general, our researchers are here to help!
Send your burning questions to: media@neura.edu.au
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Thank you for
your continued
support

Thank you so much to all of you
who have given so generously
to support our work at NeuRA.
Every donation, no matter

the size, helps to advance our
understanding of the brain to
ultimately help all Australians
lead healthier, more fulfilling,
independent and connected
lives as they age.

Leaving a gift in your Will can
be a wonderful way to make
an enduring contribution,
positively impacting the lives
of those living with brain and
nervous system disorders for
generations to come.

3 If you would like to

O5555¢ " discuss leaving a gift

in your Will to NeuRA in
confidence, please contact
NeuRA Gifts in Wills Officer,
Lauren Moore on 1300 888 019,
02 9399 1122 or email us at
bequests@neura.edu.au

NeuRA

Discover —— Conquer — Cure

NeuRA (Neuroscience
Research Australia)
Foundation BN 57008 429 961

Margarete Ainsworth
Building, 139 Barker Street,
Randwick NSW 2031 Australia
Tel 1300 888 019

If you wish to update your
preferred communications from
NeuRA, please call 1300 888 019.
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