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The age ing rocker cling ing on to their youth may be a �g ure of mock ery, but research sug gests 
they should be envied for their sharp ness of mind.

Research ers have found a link between learn ing a musical instru ment in youth and improved
think ing skills in old age. People with more exper i ence of play ing a musical instru ment showed
greater life time improve ment on a test of cog nit ive abil ity than those with less or no exper i ence,
a paper from the Uni versity of Edin burgh has said.
Research ers found that this was the case even when account ing for their socio-eco nomic status,
years of edu ca tion, child hood cog nit ive abil ity, and their health in older age.
But pro fessor emer itus Ian Deary, formerly dir ector of the Centre for Cog nit ive Age ing and Cog -
nit ive Epi demi ology at the uni versity, said: “We have to emphas ise that the asso ci ation we found
between instru ment-play ing and life time cog nit ive improve ment was small, and that we can not
prove that the former caused the lat ter.
“However, as we and oth ers search for the many small e�ects that might con trib ute toward some
people’s brains age ing more health ily than oth ers, these res ults are worth fol low ing up.”
Out of the 366 study par ti cipants, 117 repor ted some exper i ence of play ing a musical instru ment
– mostly dur ing child hood and adoles cence.
The most com monly played instru ment was the piano, but many other instru ments were played,
such as accor dion, bag pipes, gui tar and violin.
Study par ti cipants were part of the “Lothian Birth Cohort 1936” – a group of indi vidu als from
Edin burgh and the Lothi ans, born in 1936, who took part in the Scot tish Men tal Sur vey of 1947.
The indi vidu als were tested on a num ber of phys ical and men tal func tions as they grow older,
includ ing retak ing the stand ard ised cog nit ive abil ity test each took as an 11-yearold, which
included ques tions requir ing verbal reas on ing, spa tial aware ness and numer ical ana lysis.
Cohort mem bers who had retaken the test aged 70 were ques tioned about their life time musical
exper i ences by research ers keen to �nd out if musical exper i ence is related to healthy age ing.
In the study, the team used stat ist ical mod els to look for asso ci ations between a per son’s exper i -
ence of play ing a musical instru ment and changes in their think ing skills between the ages of 11
and 70.
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The uni versity said the �nd ings provided fresh evid ence that play ing an instru ment is asso ci ated
with small but detect able cog nit ive bene �ts over a life time.
Judith Okely, now a lec turer in psy cho logy at Napier Uni versity, said: “These res ults add to the
evid ence that activ it ies that are men tally chal len ging, such as learn ing to play a musical instru -
ment, might be asso ci ated with bet ter think ing skills.”
Katie Overy, senior lec turer at the Uni versity of Edin burgh’s Reid School of Music, said: “Music
has so much to o�er as a fun, social activ ity – it is excit ing to �nd that learn ing to play a musical
instru ment may also con trib ute to healthy cog nit ive age ing.”
The study was fun ded by Age UK and the Eco nomic and Social Research Coun cil and was pub -
lished in the journal Psy cho lo gical Sci ence.




