
 

Landmark study links sleep, memory
problems in elderly African-Americans

October 14 2008

A landmark study led by North Carolina State University researchers
shows that African-American seniors who have trouble falling asleep are
at higher risk of having memory problems – raising the possibility that
identifying and treating sleep difficulties in the elderly may help
preserve their cognitive functioning. The study is the first to examine the
link between sleep and cognitive functioning in older African-
Americans.

The study, led by NC State psychology Ph.D. student Alyssa A.
Gamaldo, shows that older African-Americans who reported having
trouble falling asleep tended to do much worse on memory tests than
those study participants who did not have trouble falling asleep.
Gamaldo says that the difference was particularly apparent in tests
related to "working memory," which is the ability to multitask or do two
things at once. The study examined 174 subjects between the ages of 65
and 90.

Gamaldo says the findings raise additional questions, which will have to
be addressed in future research. For example, Gamaldo says, "it is not
clear if lack of sleep is the issue. Is it the quantity of sleep, the quality of
sleep, or something else altogether?"

The study raises questions for future research on both sleep and
cognitive functioning in the elderly. The findings indicate that sleep may
need to be accounted for as a confounding variable in cognition studies
targeting seniors. In addition, the findings show that sleep research may
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need to increase its focus on older adults in order to fully explore the
impacts of sleep problems on cognition in seniors.

"If we can better understand how sleep quantity, as well as quality,
influences general cognitive functioning, perhaps we could better
maintain memory throughout life – including later in life," Gamaldo
says.
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