
Lack ing pur pose in life and hav ing few oppor tun it ies for per sonal growth may increase the
risk of devel op ing mild cog nit ive impair ment (MCI), a fre quent pre cursor of demen tia, a
study sug gests.

These aspects of psy cho lo gical well being notice ably decline two to six years before
memory loss and think ing prob lems are dia gnosed, research ers found.
The study adds to mount ing evid ence link ing psy cho lo gical well being to brain age ing,
includ ing the devel op ment of demen tia.
Research ers tracked 910 people in Illinois in the US for an aver age of 14 years to assess
whether they developed MCI or demen tia.
An annual psy cho lo gical well being assess ment of par ti cipants included gath er ing data on
pur pose in life, pos it ive rela tions with oth ers, per sonal growth, self-accept ance and
autonomy.
Dur ing the fol low-up, 29% were dia gnosed with MCI. Among this group, 34% were dia -
gnosed with demen tia.
The �nal ana lysis was based on 229 par ti cipants with com plete before and after data,
includ ing 73 who developed demen tia.
Com pared with par ti cipants who remained “cog nit ively intact”, those who developed MCI
were more likely to have lower levels of psy cho lo gical well being. Sim il arly, com pared with
those who didn’t develop demen tia, those who did were more likely to have a lower level of
psy cho lo gical well being.
The research ers from the US, China and Sweden, whose study was pub lished in the Journal
of Neur o logy, Neurosur gery & Psy chi atry, found that people who developed MCI had a
faster decline in psy cho lo gical well being com pared with people who were “cog nit ively
intact”.
They had lower well being scores two years before they were dia gnosed with MCI, experts
found. The research ers also found that people who developed MCI lacked a pur pose in life
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three years before dia gnosis, and had lower levels of per sonal growth six years before dia -
gnosis.
The research ers cau tioned that this was an obser va tional study, so no �rm con clu sions
could be drawn about cause and e�ect. The par ti cipants were well edu cated, which may
have intro duced selec tion bias because of the “healthy volun teer” e�ect.
Most of the par ti cipants were also white and female, which may limit the gen er al is ab il ity
of the �nd ings, the research ers acknow ledged. They also con ceded that poorer cog ni tion
might in�u ence psy cho lo gical well being as well as the other way round.
The research team said: “Psy cho lo gical well being (spe ci�c ally pur pose in life and per sonal
growth) became sig ni �c antly lower before MCI dia gnosis. Reduced psy cho lo gical well -
being may serve as a pre dictor for impaired cog nit ive func tion.”
Dr Richard Oakley, asso ciate dir ector of research and innov a tion at the Alzheimer’s Soci -
ety, said there was “sub stan tial research evid ence” to show that look ing after your men tal
well being and stay ing socially act ive throughout your life could help to reduce the risk of
devel op ing MCI and demen tia.
He added: “This research looked at indi vidu als who were dia gnosed with MCI, which can
be an early indic ator that an indi vidual will go on to develop a type of demen tia.
“The res ults sug gest that well being factors, such as feel ing a pur pose in life and per sonal
growth, are not neces sar ily an early indic ator of demen tia but could be an early indic ator
that someone may go on to develop mild cog nit ive impair ment.”
Fur ther research was required, Oakley said. “At this stage it is not clear whether we can use
these well being factors as a pre dictor of MCI and we need research to demon strate if tack -
ling these factors might change the tra ject ory of a decline in memory and think ing skills.”
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