(hicago Tribune

18

f

SECTION 1

CHICAGO TRIBUNE

" FEBRUARY 20, 2002

WEDNESDAY

VOICE OF THEPEOPLE

Alzheimer study

The article “Active mind
cuts Alzheimer’s risk” (Page
1, Feb. 13) by Ronald Kotulak
is misleading. - . :

Itreportsona study of 801 .
members of the clergy and
shows that people who were”
intellectually active over an
average period of 4.5 years
had a lower rate of Alzheam- .
er’s.

‘But this study is correla-
tional in design, which
means that it cannot possibly
shed light on causal relation-
ships.

Staying intellectually ac-

tive might somehow ward off -
Alzheimer’s, but'it’s also pos- -

sible (in fact, very likely) that
if you’re getting Alzheimer’s,
it will be difficult for you to

. stay intellectually active. =
The study in no way dem-
" onstrates which of these pos-

sibilities is true, and the sec-

" ond possibility is certainly

more plausible than the first.
The article suggests that

the authors of the study may

have overinterpreted thezr
own results.

If so, perhaps that should
have been your story,

Robert Epstein '
Editor in.chief

Psychology Today

University research

. praofessor
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of Professip;zal Psychology

Active minds

Robert Epstein raises an
important point regarding
our recent study that being -
intellectually active was asso-
ciated with a reduced risk of
later developing Alzheimer’s
disease. Because Alzheimer’s -
disease develops gradually
over several years, we, too,
were concerned that reduced

" cognitive activity might be

an early sign of disease rath-
er than a factor associated
with the development of dis-
ease, But this did not seem to
be the case.

First, the study was longi-
tudinal in design, meaning
that we assessed cognitive ac-
tivity among people without
dementia and performed an-
nual evaluations to document
the development of disease.

Second, we also measured

the rate at which people de-

clined on psychological tests
and found that those who
were more cognitively active
declined slower than those
who were less active.

Finally, the results were un-
changed when we excluded
people who began the study
with memory impairment, - -
the-first sign of Alzheimer’s,
or when we accounted for -
other factors associated with -
the development of disease. -

Together these data pro-.
vide compelling evidence
that the association is true
and quite likely causal. The
fact that recent literature
demonstrates that the aging
brain is capable of much
greater plasticity than previ-
ously thought lends further
confidence in our findings.

Ultimately a complete
understanding of the relation
of cognitive activity with Alz-
heimer’s disease will require

..... —clinical-pathological studies

and evaluations of cognitive

- interventions.

Robert S. Wilson
David A. Bennett
Rush-Presbyterian
-St. Luke’s Medical

Centey, Chicago



