
WHY COGNITIVE DECLINE ISN’T AN 
INEVITABLE PART OF AGEING

The thought of cognitive decline in old age is enough to 
strike fear into the heart of most Australians. 

For those unfamiliar with the concept, the common 
understanding is that at the time of retirement, say 65, 
individuals have amassed the most amount of wealth in 
their lives – however from the age of 30 to 65 the ability  
to make complex decisions slowly deteriorates. 

This leaves people in the position where they need to 
make long term decisions that will affect their retirement 
lifestyle at a time when they may not have the cognitive 
function to make well thought out and logical decisions. 

Yet new research suggests that fear of cognitive decline 
is more strongly associated with ageism rather than the 
ageing process itself.

The belief that cognitive decline is an inevitable part of 
growing older is not just inaccurate – there are also active 
steps people can take to keep their mental faculties.

It is another form of risk and return – invest wisely in 
good health today and reap the rewards of a comfortable 
retirement over the longer term. 

THE RISKS ARE REAL… 
Dementia is now the second leading cause of death 
of Australians, accounting for 13,729 deaths in 20171. An 
estimated 459,000 people are living with some form of 
dementia, including an estimated 27,800 younger people2. 

There is also a growing awareness that some people 
experience mild cognitive impairment (MCI) (a higher 
level of memory loss than usually associated with ageing 
but without other signs of dementia). 

It can derail a lifetime of financial independence and  
put retirement assets at risk. Yet, well under half of 
investors (39%) said they have a suitable plan in place if 
their decision-making abilities decline, according to a 
State Street Global Advisors’ survey3.

While cognitive decline leaves people at higher risk of 
making poor financial decisions, it also leaves them 
exposed to elder abuse. Common forms include 
incurring bills for which an older person is responsible, 
stealing money or goods, and abusing power of attorney 
arrangements, according to a recent government report.

… BUT ARE THEY OVER-STATED FOR OLDER 
AUSTRALIANS?
While the risks of dementia are real, research shows that 
ageing is not a direct pathway to cognitive decline.

The Florey Institute of Neuroscience and Mental Health 
has found previous research which linked ageing and 
cognitive decline likely included individuals with pre-
existing cognitive impairments from early dementia, 
medical conditions or excessive alcohol consumption4.  

Its research found few signs of age-related decline in 
cognitive function. Subtle brain changes in the speed of 
problem solving and when learning new information were 
more likely to begin when people were aged in their 70s 
rather than 60s. 
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1Australian Bureau of Statistics (2018) Causes of Death, Australia, 2017 (cat. No. 3303.0). Accessed at Dementia statistics. (2020, January). Retrieved from https://www.dementia.
org.au/statistics. 2Dementia prevalence data. (2020, November 26). Retrieved from https://www.dementia.org.au/information/statistics/prevalence-data. 3The Impact of 
Aging on Financial Decisions. (2020, November 27). Retrieved from https://www.ssga.com/us/en/intermediary/etfs/resources/the-impact-of-aging-on-financial-decisions. 
4Research shows age plays limited role in cognitive decline. (2020, November 26). Retrieved from https://www.dementia.org.au/research/news/read/research-shows-age-
plays-limited-role-cognitive-decline.
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Another recent study by researchers at the ARC Centre  
of Excellence in Population Ageing Research identified 
a group of older Australians it dubbed ‘super agers’ 
because they had memory performance as good as 
people decades younger5.
While the reasons are not entirely clear, several factors 
were more likely to increase the chances of being a  
super ager. 
Men were more educated, engaged in more social 
activities, and had less depression. Women were also  
more educated, and engaged in more investigative 
activities (such as solving maths or chess puzzles)6. 
Essentially the phrase “use it or lose it” applies to your  
brain as much as your muscles. 

HOW TO AVOID COGNITIVE DECLINE
While genetics play a role, these factors point towards  
the positive impact that neurogenesis – the process by 
which new neurons are formed in the brain – plays to 
protect adult brain function as we age.
There is good evidence that boosting cognitive reserve 
or resilience (the brain’s ability to find new pathways 
despite damage) can help people minimise the impact of 
conditions such as Alzheimer’s disease7. 
Education and occupation act as clear proxies for a  
person’s cognitive reserve levels. Cognitive reserve 
can potentially counteract a genetically unfavourable 
background, suggesting a possible preventive strategy8.
Our brains are more plastic and malleable than  
previously thought, even as we grow older – but it takes 
the right behaviour. 
In fact, the brain has the ability to lay new neural pathways 
at any age in life, or any stage in brain development or 

impairment. This is referred to as ‘neuroplasticity’ – for a 
very interesting book on the topic I recommend Norman 
Doidge’s “The Brain That Changes Itself”.
General physical health also plays a role. Another report 
has shown that a healthy diet and increased physical 
activity was associated with slower memory and visual 
search speed decline over 20 years9. 
“Adopting positive health behaviours from early midlife 
may be beneficial in reducing the rate of cognitive  
decline and ultimately reducing the risk of dementia,” the 
report found.
Further research has found that the risk of dementia can 
be lowered by 28% and 45% by physical activity10.
These studies upend the common misconception that 
people are less capable of making wise decisions around 
and into retirement – just at the time when their wealth 
is at its peak level. Further, it highlights that this should 
be addressed as part of everyday life from early adulthood.
Australians clearly still need good financial advice and a 
plan to manage potential cognitive decline should it occur. 
Advisers often work today with clients’ accountants and 
lawyers. Perhaps one day they will also work more closely 
with healthcare professionals about how their lifestyle  
can affect not only their physical health, but their cognitive 
abilities and financial security later in life. 
Advisers able to help clients address the issue early in 
adulthood will be providing another valuable service that 
will continue to pay dividends well past retirement. Just 
another reason to see an adviser early, and another way 
advisers can add value at any stage of life.
As Australia’s population continues to age, building  
mental resilience is as vital as developing financial 
wellbeing to help provide a rewarding retirement. 
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