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Health and lifestyle factors in predicting cognitive trajectory in ageing women 
 
The soaring number of dementia cases and associated health care costs have begun to plague 
many countries with an ageing population. Identification of risk factors, especially those that are 
modifiable, may help prevent or delay cognitive decline and, ultimately, dementia. In view of the 
inconsistency in the growing body of literature on risk factors for cognitive ageing, the primary 
aim of this thesis was to identify factors that may contribute to successful cognitive ageing by 
exploring the relationships between several modifiable lifestyle risk factors and cognitive 
changes over time.  
 
Data for this thesis were collected as part of the Longitudinal Assessment of Women (LAW) 
study, a multidisciplinary study examining the health and well-being in a population sample of 
511 community-dwelling women aged 40-79 years and followed-up longitudinally between 2001 
and 2009. A number of studies were conducted. One of the studies was designed to investigate 
the effects of different adiposity measures (BMI, weight, waist-hip-ratio, waist circumference), 
and their impacts on cognitive functioning and cognitive changes. Analysis of complete data 
from 334 women showed that stability of adiposity was associated with better cognitive 
functioning than changes in adiposity, though significant associations were observed only 
between weight and visual memory performance. Another study (N=325) was designed to 
investigate the individual and interactive effect of cigarette smoking and alcohol consumption on 
cognitive functioning. The results indicated that light drinking may be protective against decline 
in working memory, but no relationship was found between smoking and cognitive functioning, 
nor was there an interactive effect between smoking and drinking.  
 
Additionally, a series of mixed modelling analyses were conducted. The results highlighted the 
importance of considering practice effects in estimating age-related cognitive changes and that 
the magnitude of practice effects varied by cognitive domain. Individual differences in rate of 
cognitive change were observed in some domains but not others, and an accelerated rate of 
decline was observed for older women.  
 
The present studies added to the body of literature investigating the roles of lifestyle risk factors 
on cognitive ageing. No lifestyle behaviours were found to be consistent predictors of 
maintenance of cognitive functioning across different domains, though non-smoking, moderate 
consumption of alcohol and stability in weight appeared to have the most potential as protective 
factors against decline. 
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