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Lifestyle holds key to predicting women’s brain health 

18 December 2013
Australian researchers have identified lifestyle factors that impair women’s brain performance as early as age 45. 

A joint study from The University of Queensland, the University of New South Wales and Flinders University of South Australia 

shows certain lifestyle behaviours like smoking, excessive drinking and physical inactivity are linked to negative brain functions 

in women.

Supported by grants from the National Health and Medical Research Council and the Royal Brisbane and Women’s Hospital 

Foundation, the eight-year study involved 489 Brisbane middle-aged and older women who were recruited from 2001.

Professors Gerard Byrne from the UQ School of Medicine and Nancy Pachana from the UQ School of Psychology led the study.

Professor Pachana said the effect these lifestyle factors could have on cognitive performance occurred much earlier than 

expected.

“Although the average person might believe cognitive decline usually occurs later in life, research suggests significant declines 

in all aspects of cognitive performance may begin as early as age 45 in women,” Professor Pachana said. 

“In our study we were able to detect independent and consistent effects across time for smoking, drinking, and physical 

activity on five measures of cognitive function,” she said. 

She said objective thinking and memory tests were administered on three occasions over eight years and each time results 

showed smoking appeared to have impaired cognitive function.

“Moderate drinking and high physical activity levels offered protective effects over time, compared to not drinking and low 

levels of physical activity,” Professor Pachana said. 

“These effects remained after adjustments were made to take account of the varying ages and levels of education of the 

women in the study, as well as adjustments for differences in health such as hypertension.

“Effects remained for light to moderate drinkers even after adjusting for physical activity levels. 

“Current smokers performed worse than past smokers, who in turn performed worse than those who had never smoked.” 

If the women in the study engaged in increasing intensities of physical exercise, rather than just quantity of physical activity, 

they were less likely to experience declines in thinking.

“Future studies might aim to determine longer-term outcomes across time of cognitive change as influenced by lifestyle 

behaviours such as exercise,” Professor Pachana said. 

Media: Professor Nancy Pachana +61 7 3365 6832, npachana@psy.uq.edu.au or Kristen Bastian, Faculty of Social and 

Behavioural Sciences Senior Marketing and Communications Officer (07) 3346 9279 k.bastian@uq.edu.au

Share link:

 http://tinyurl.com/lsbhjq8
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