
Adults older than 65 who exper i ence vis ion loss have a nearly 50% increased risk of devel -
op ing demen tia. If those vis ion prob lems are cor rec ted, that risk drops dra mat ic ally.

That’s accord ing to a report pub lished this month by an inter na tional com mis sion focused
on demen tia pre ven tion, which added vis ion impair ment to its list of 14 total modi � able
risk factors for demen tia. Other risk factors include smoking, dia betes, social isol a tion and
hyper ten sion.
Experts say the addi tion of vis ion loss is not a sur prise, par tic u larly given that another
sens ory impair ment — hear ing loss — has been linked to demen tia and is also on the list.
Here’s what we know about how even mild to mod er ate vis ion and hear ing impair ment
increase the risk for demen tia, and what to do about it.
HOW SENSORY LOSS MAY CONTRIBUTE TO DEMENTIA
People with sens ory loss have less input com ing into their brains. Brain tis sue is “use it or
lose it”, so less stim u la tion could lead to more atrophy, said Gill Liv ing ston, a pro fessor of
psy chi atry at Uni versity Col lege Lon don, who led the demen tia pre ven tion com mis sion.
The area of the brain that pro cesses aud it ory inform a tion is close to the region most
a�ected by Alzheimer’s dis ease, sug gest ing there may be an ana tom ical con nec tion. Visual
inform a tion is fed into another part of the brain, but how we use that inform a tion activ ates
many di� er ent regions.
“As you’ve reduced activ a tion of cer tain areas of the brain, you get faster rates of atrophy
there to some degree,” said Dr Frank Lin, a pro fessor of otolaryngo logy at the Johns Hop -
kins Uni versity School of Medi cine. “Which you can ima gine has cas cad ing e�ects on other
areas of brain func tion and struc ture as well.”
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In addi tion, people who exper i ence sens ory loss in adult hood tend to with draw and not
engage as much socially. There’s evid ence to sug gest that loneli ness can phys ic ally change
a per son’s brain, and it is a known risk factor for demen tia.
“The vis ion loss keeps you from going out to the party,” said Nat alie Phil lips, a pro fessor
of psy cho logy at Con cor dia Uni versity in Montreal. “The hear ing loss means you go to the
party but you sit in the corner and you don’t talk to any body.”
Hear ing and vis ion loss could also accel er ate symp toms in people who are in the earli est
stages of demen tia. It takes more brain power to make sense of blurry vis ion or garbled
sounds, so fewer resources may be left for every day memory and cog ni tion. That can lead
to people’s demen tia symp toms appear ing faster if they were already devel op ing the dis -
order, Liv ing ston said.
WHY TREATING SENSORY LOSS IS SO CRUCIAL
Research from the past dec ade shows there are cog nit ive bene �ts to address ing age-
related losses in vis ion and hear ing.
Vis ion loss
Sev eral stud ies have found that people with some of the most com mon causes of age-
related vis ion loss, includ ing catar acts, dia betic ret ino pathy and mac u lar degen er a tion,
have an increased risk for cog nit ive decline and demen tia.
“We’re talk ing about uncor rec ted visual loss, so how much you can not see,” Liv ing ston
said. The mag nitude of the vis ion loss cor res ponds to how much the risk increases, she
added.
While not all of these eye con di tions can be reversed, when they are addressed and vis ion is
restored, people’s risk for demen tia drops. Sim il arly, Liv ing ston said that people who
exper i ence untreated near or farsighted ness may also be at a heightened risk, but not those
who wear glasses or con tact lenses to cor rect their vis ion.
Back ing this up, one of the stud ies ref er enced in the com mis sion’s report found that adults
65 and older who had catar act sur gery to cor rect their vis ion had about a 30% lower risk of
devel op ing demen tia com pared with older adults with catar acts who did not receive the
sur gery.
Identi fy ing a new risk factor for demen tia is excit ing, “but then we get even more excited if
that risk is modi � able”, said Dr Cecilia Lee, a pro fessor of oph thal mo logy at the Uni versity
of Wash ing ton School of Medi cine, who led the catar act study.
Hear ing loss
Uncor rec ted hear ing loss also car ries a sig ni �c ant risk for demen tia. The com mis sion’s
report, pool ing mul tiple stud ies, found that people with hear ing loss have a 37% increased
risk for devel op ing demen tia. The more severe the hear ing loss, the higher the risk. An
estim ated 63% of adults older than 70 have some degree of clin ic ally sig ni �c ant hear ing
loss. “It’s not like we’re talk ing about a really small sliver of the pop u la tion,” Lin said.
“This is almost the major ity of older adults.”
Every one’s hear ing nat ur ally deteri or ates start ing in early adult hood, though some
people’s declines faster than oth ers’ because of genet ics or expos ure to loud noises, Lin
said. With mild hear ing loss, people struggle to hear sounds below 26 decibels — about the
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level of a whis per. Mod er ate hear ing loss starts at 41 decibels and can make it di�  cult to
hear nor mal con ver sa tions.
Hear ing aids can help, and they appear to reduce the chance of devel op ing demen tia.
People with cor rec ted hear ing loss have nearly a 20% lower risk of cog nit ive decline than
people with uncor rec ted hear ing loss. And a clin ical trial pub lished last year found that,
among people who had the highest risk for cog nit ive decline because of age or other health
con di tions, those who wore hear ing aids for three years had sig ni �c antly less cog nit ive
decline com pared with those who didn’t wear them.
“You’re not see ing an improve ment, per se, but you’re see ing a reduc tion of decline,” said
James Rus sell Pike, a research sci ent ist at NYU Lan gone Health who col lab or ated with Lin
on the study.
WHAT TO DO IF YOU’RE CONCERNED
The �rst step is to get tested.
To eval u ate your eye health, sched ule an appoint ment with an oph thal mo lo gist and get a
dilated eye exam once a year, Lee advised.
For a hear ing test, you can see an audi olo gist or an ear, nose and throat spe cial ist. Or if you
want to do it at home, Lin said that free hear ing test apps, such as Mimi, tend to provide
accur ate res ults.
If you have hear ing or vis ion loss, get it treated as soon as pos sible. Some eye con di tions,
like catar acts, may require sur gery, but the pro ced ure is rel at ively quick and non-invas ive.
Cor rect ing hear ing loss is even easier since hear ing aids have become avail able over the
counter.
Fix ing these prob lems will not only reduce your risk for demen tia but will also improve
your daily life, Phil lips said. “The bene �t of address ing it for qual ity of life and engage -
ment, you know, there’s noth ing to lose.”
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