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HEADLINE

By Barbara Sadick, Contributing Writer

Health Behavior News Service

As people reach late middle age, their ability to process thoughts might be related to where they live, a new study finds. However, neighborhood influence wanes as education and income rise.

Urban, predominately African-American neighborhoods interfere with the ability of older middle-aged residents with less than a high school education to pay attention and recall things, yet highly educated African-Americans in predominantly African-American neighborhoods do these things especially well, according to the study. 

People with lower income remember and are more attentive when they live in more affluent neighborhoods, but for people with higher income, thought processing doesn’t depend on where they live, said Carol Aneshensel, Ph.D., lead study author.
The study appears in the June issue of the Journal of Health and Social Behavior

and focuses on individuals between the ages of 55 and 65, the years when memory loss and brain disorders begin to appear.
Data for analysis comes from a national sample of 4,525 older individuals in urban neighborhoods.  They took part in interviews to measure their mental processes, in which they performed tasks such as remembering words read to them a few minutes earlier, and

repeatedly subtracting the number seven starting from 100.  
Census data for the neighborhoods in which study participants live, along with neighborhood characteristics such as unemployment and income, show that neighborhood influence on memory outweighs the influence of personal traits. 
Aneshensel said the study suggests that neighborhood-level interventions could help reduce the disproportionate burden of impairment among disadvantaged communities.  
“The need for policies that reduce school dropouts, provide quality instruction 

in segregated urban neighborhoods, and invest in early childhood education could translate into

long term benefits as individuals age,” Aneshensel said.

Ronan Factura, M.D,. at the Center for Geriatric Medicine of the Medicine Institute at the 

Cleveland Clinic, said the study shows that having less personal wealth and living in a poor 

neighborhood seems to have the strongest association with memory decline and attention span.
“The inference,” he said, “is that from the standpoint of social policy, if we can make 

neighborhoods safer, it will allow neighborhood elders to be more socially interactive, less 

isolated, less withdrawn and thus more cognitively stimulated and less prone to intellectual 

decline.”
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