
Dementia Risk Shaped by Lifestyle and Health 

The nonprofit research organization, has identified early predictors of cognitive impairment and 
dementia (a progressive decline in cognitive abilities that interferes with daily functioning) using 
a large, nationally representative United States (U.S.) sample to enhance early diagnosis, 
prevention, and resource allocation strategies. 

 

Study 
The report utilized data from the Health and Retirement Study (HRS), a nationally representative, 
longitudinal survey of U.S. adults aged 50 and older, spanning from 1992 to 2016. Participants 
included individuals aged 65 and above who were dementia-free at baseline. Cognitive 
impairment and dementia were measured using a validated probabilistic model calibrated to 
clinical diagnoses from a subsample. This approach reduced classification errors, improved 
model accuracy, and minimized false-positive transitions between cognitive states. 

To predict dementia incidence and prevalence, 181 potential risk factors were analyzed and 
categorized into demographic, socioeconomic, psychosocial, lifestyle, health behaviors, and 
cognitive domains. Predictors included variables such as education, health status, physical and 
cognitive activities, and genetic markers. The report also emphasizes long-term prediction, using 
baseline data at age 60 to forecast dementia outcomes at age 80. Regression models estimated 
the relationship between these predictors and dementia outcomes, with separate models for 
two-year, four-year, and long-term predictions. Predictors were ranked based on their explanatory 
power using partial R-squared values. 

The analysis accounted for missing data through imputation or categorical inclusion, ensuring 
comprehensive coverage. Variables were selected based on their availability and relevance, with 
emphasis on modifiable factors. Statistical adjustments accounted for demographic and 
population-level disparities, such as differences in age, sampling weights, and SES indicators. 

Findings 
The report used data from a nationally representative sample to identify several predictors of 
cognitive impairment and dementia. The analysis revealed that baseline cognitive ability, 
physical health, and functional limitations were among the most significant predictors. Among 
cognitive measures, delayed and immediate word recall, serial sevens, and self-reported 
memory showed the highest predictive power. These findings highlight the critical role of baseline 
cognitive function in identifying individuals at risk for cognitive decline. 
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Health and functional limitations were also significant predictors. Poor self-reported health, 
limitations in instrumental and basic activities of daily living, and physical performance metrics, 
such as walking speed and balance, strongly correlated with higher dementia risk. Additionally, 
chronic health conditions, such as diabetes and high body mass index, substantially increase the 
likelihood of cognitive impairment. 

Socioeconomic status (SES) indicators, including education level, total years worked, and private 
health insurance coverage, demonstrated significant associations with dementia risk. Individuals 
with lower educational attainment and fewer years of work history faced a higher risk, 
emphasizing the potential long-term impact of SES on cognitive health. Lifestyle behaviors, such 
as regular physical activity and moderate alcohol consumption, were protective, while inactivity 
and excessive alcohol use were associated with increased risk. 

Demographic factors, including age, race, and geographic birth region, also contributed to the 
risk. Non-Hispanic Black and Hispanic individuals exhibited higher dementia incidence, although 
these disparities diminished when controlling for SES and health factors. Birth in the southern US 
or abroad was linked to elevated risk, suggesting regional and environmental influences. 

Psychosocial factors provided additional insights. Engagement in hobbies, novel information 
activities, and social interactions correlated with a lower risk of dementia, as did traits such as 
conscientiousness and positive affect. Conversely, loneliness and high levels of negative affect 
were associated with increased risk. The long-term prediction models strongly emphasized 
cognitive and physical health factors, confirming their predictive power for outcomes measured 
two decades later. 

Conclusion 
The report identified key predictors of cognitive impairment and dementia, emphasizing the 
importance of early intervention and prevention strategies that focus on modifiable risk factors. 
Cognitive measures such as word recall, self-reported memory, functional limitations, and 
physical health metrics emerged as significant contributors. Socioeconomic status, including 
education and work history, and lifestyle behaviors, such as physical activity, further influenced 
dementia risk. Demographic and psychosocial factors provided additional insights, highlighting 
the multifactorial nature of dementia risk. 

The findings suggest that targeted interventions, particularly those addressing physical and 
cognitive health, lifestyle behaviors, and SES disparities, could significantly reduce dementia 
prevalence. Policymakers are urged to consider evidence-based strategies to promote these 
protective measures. 
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