New Research Reveals Link Between Air Pollution
and Cognitive Decline

Understandably, when you think about air pollution and the fact that we inhale contaminating
particles, you immediately reflect on the devastating lung health outcome. What you might not

suspect is that poor air quality also takes a toll on your mental health. g
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The Importance of Proper Cognitive Function Performance

One of the scariest outcomes of aging is cognitive decline, which represents a gradual loss of
quintessential thinking abilities like reasoning, remembering, learning, and paying attention.
When the cognitive function or sharpness of thinking and communicating starts to deteriorate,
you can start to lose precious memaries that you collected over the years, have trouble
expressing your emotions, communicating, doing day-to-day activities, and more.



For most people, an inevitable degree of cognitive decline occurs with age. When other factors
interfere though, like illness (depression, diabetes, high blood pressure, and vascular disease
are some prevalent examples), injury, and health habits (like smoking and consuming alcohol),
the cognitive decline turns into a cognitive disorder.

Doctors and specialists divide cognition into four stages, depending on the function’s
performance, namely:

¢ NCI or no cognitive impairment: There are no differences in the skills and_ abilities that
make up cognition.

e SCD or subjective cognitive disorder: Cognitive skills and"abilitiesidecline, but not
enough to affect the way you function on a daily basis.

e MCI or mild cognitive impairment: Significant decline”in reasoning, remembering,
communicating, making decisi@ns, and perceiving the surrounding world and events.

o Dementia: Daily living a€tivities'like taking care of yourself, your home, and driving
become vety difficult; depending on the severity of the disorder.

AS we age, SCD is a normal occurrence. However, MCI and dementia are more worrying
outcomes of cognitive decline because of their severe impact on life quality and health. And with
age-related cognitive decline becoming a public health concern because of the prevalence and
severity of cases, action must be taken immediately. Otherwise, estimations made in the World
Alzheimer Report 2015 will inevitably come true, and by 2050 the number of people living with
dementia worldwide will grow from 46 million at the moment of the report’s release to 131.5
million.

Summarizing the Findings in the 2020 Study on Air Pollution and
Cognitive Decline

[idea]This article contains a summary of the facts presented in the research paper, comprising
key aspects and findings of experts. If you want to read the full 2020 neurology study by Kulick
et al. on which today’s article is based, click here.

What is the purpose of the study?

To learn whether or not there is a connection between ambient air pollution and cognitive
decline in older adults who live in urban areas where air purity is generally poor.


https://www.alzint.org/resource/world-alzheimer-report-2015/
https://www.alzint.org/resource/world-alzheimer-report-2015/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7274848/

How was the study conducted?

Data from two prospective cohorts of Manhattan residents were used for the study, namely from
the Washington Heights-Inwood Community Aging Project and the Northern Manhattan Study.
For all participants, in-depth neuropsychological tests were performed at the moment of
enrolment and during the follow-up to obtain accurate information. To conduct the analysis,
researchers used inverse probability-weighted linear mixed models to assess cross-sectional
and longitudinal links between residential ambient air pollution levels in the year before
enroliment and measures of global and domain-specific cognition, adjusting results based on
sociodemographic factors and temporal trends.

What are the results of the study?

For the Northern Manhattan Study participants, researchers concluded that tiiefe was'ho
evidence of a connection between air pollution and cognitive functien perforifance. @n‘the other
hand, in the Washington Heights-Inwood Community Aging Pf8ject, glabakcoghitive scores at
enrolliment showed a significant and rapid decliné compared 46 the tesults at the end of the
study. The cognitive decline was associated with air pollution*factors like nitrogen dioxide,
PM2.5, and PM10 pollution. This difference. between the two cohorts comes from the fact that
participants from the Washingten Heightsslnwood Community Aging Project live in areas with
higher ambient air pellution cempared to those from the Northern Manhattan Study.

Since the study*showed evidence regarding the adverse effects of air pollution on cognitive
funetion and brain health, researchers concluded that improved air quality can have a positive
impact on lowering cases of dementia and related ilinesses over the coming years.

Immediate Action Is Necessary: Cleaner Air for Better Health

As you can see, air quality impacts more than the obvious, namely lung function capacity. Since
long-term exposure to air pollutants did indeed affect overall cognitive scores in test subjects,
it's more than clear that action is needed, and clean air is vital. While there are indeed other
factors that lead to the decline of one’s cognitive function performance, fixing the situation when
it comes to air quality can make a difference for the better since there are fewer elements taking
a toll on brain health and function.

The purpose of this study as well as all other research papers that analyze air pollution and its
impact on brain health is clear and simple. These writings don’t only serve as proof that air
purity does indeed affect the way we function at our core in our daily lives, but that measures
need to be taken ASAP to reduce ambient and household air pollution to increase life
expectancy and quality. Raising awareness through the data presented can push officials and
civilians from all around the world to put in as much effort as they can to impede health
deterioration and growth in dementia cases, among other illnesses.



Conclusion

| want to wrap up this article by stating the obvious. No matter how careful you are when it
comes to keeping the air clean in your home, efforts are in vain if ambient air pollution levels
don’t lower. And with World Health Organization data indicating that 99% of the world’s
population lives in areas where the air exceeds guideline limits for pollution, it's high time that
we all take action on an individual level to save the planet and ourselves in the process.

Sure, cognitive function can decline because of several other factors too, but as long as we
don’t eliminate ambient air pollution from the list, we risk tripling cases by 2050, an dec
that surely no one wants to see come to fruition. Raise awareness, part|C|pate in

for cleaner air, do your part by reducing personal air pollution, draw e fIC
regarding changes that need to be made immediately for cleaner e ou ers to

do the same. After all, only when we all start actively pl ts e make real change
happen.


https://www.who.int/health-topics/air-pollution

