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Older people are happier!
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Charities Aid Foundation (2017)

Older people contribute!

• We should recognise and celebrate the positives of ageing (UN 
& HelpAge International, 2012)

- but also address social and economic challenges

• There is an urgent need for public health action for healthy 
ageing (WHO, 2015, 2021)

- e.g. “which interventions work to foster healthy ageing?”

“A celebration and a challenge”
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• Attentional control theory (Eysenck et al., 2007): higher anxiety levels can impact cognitive 
functioning via attention

- Not necessarily less accurate but less efficient processing, and more effort required

• With ageing, we typically develop strengths along with vulnerabilities in emotion regulation 
(SAVI model; Charles, 2010)

- Older people are happier due to prioritising wellbeing and developing emotional regulation 
skills

- However may be more physiologically affected by unavoidable stressors 

• We tested the prediction that higher anxiety levels would show a greater relationship with 
self-reported cognitive abilities across the adult lifespan

Mental wellbeing and cognition

• Online survey of 286 UK-based adults aged 18-93 years

• Measured trait anxiety (STICSA, Ree et al., 2008) and everyday cognitive difficulties (MASQ, 
Seidenberg et al., 1994) including with attention, language, verbal memory, visual-spatial 
memory, and visual-perceptual ability

- e.g. “I think others won’t approve of me” (almost never to almost always)

- e.g. “When talking, I have difficulty conveying precisely what I mean” (language) and “I ask 
people to repeat themselves because my mind wanders during conversations” 
(attention/concentration; never to always)

• Controlled for levels of depression, stress (DASS-21, Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995), gender, 
current mental health treatment status, and physical health status

Methods
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• As could be predicted by ACT:

- Trait anxiety level was associated with all cognitive abilities (except visual-perceptual ability)

• As could be predicted by SAVI:

- Overall, as we age we report less everyday cognitive difficulty

- BUT, the relationship between anxiety level and cognition either emerges or gets stronger in 
older age

Key findings

Attention/concentration

Spalding et al. (2021). Frontiers in Psychology.
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Language

Spalding et al. (2021). Frontiers in Psychology.

• Maintaining our mental wellbeing/managing anxiety in older age might help maximise our 
cognitive functioning

• Future research required to investigate if generalised anxiety the best predictor or might 
more specific worries/anxieties account for this relationship better (e.g. anxiety about 
ageing, cognitive changes, etc.?)

• Limitations:

- relationship could be the other way around, i.e. those with greater cognitive difficulties 
experience greater levels of anxiety

- Also, subjective measures of cognition used, and important to assess objective measures in 
future too
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• There may be benefits of social, intellectual, and physical engagement for brain functioning 
(Reuter-Lorenz & Park, 2014) and wider health and wellbeing (e.g. Schooler, 2007)

• ‘Everyday’ forms of engagement, such as intergenerational engagement, are typically holistic
by increasing social, intellectual, and physical activity simultaneously

• Potential to enhance:

- brain health and thinking skills (e.g. memory, attention)

- physical health (e.g. everyday physical activity/functional level)

- psycho-social wellbeing (e.g. loneliness, social networks)

• Our systematic review showed a range of reliable benefits across different intergenerational 
programmes (Krzeczkowska et al., 2021; Ageing Research Reviews)

Engagement and wellbeing

• Our own pilot study was aimed at establishing and testing a protocol for primary school-
based intergenerational engagement in Scotland (‘Generation for Generation’)

- Based on a world-leading programme in the US (Experience Corps; e.g. Carlson et al., 
2008, 2015)

• Gain pilot data of health, social and cognitive outcomes of lower-dose engagement (2 x 4 
hrs per week)

• Engagement centred on helping young children’s literacy and numeracy (but physical and 
social stimulation should follow)

Our pilot study…
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Methods/timeline

- PVG & health screening
- baseline testing (cognitive, physical, 

& psycho-social functioning)

Control OR intervention group
(N = 36; 8 hrs/week for 6 months)

3-month & 6-month follow-up 
testing

Focus groups (children, teachers, volunteers), 
volunteers’ diaries, & school climate 

questionnaires

Cognitive outcomes

• Reliable difference in the pattern of outcomes over time for short-term memory, long-term 
memory, and learning (but not in attention or processing speed, at least at 6 months)
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Social outcomes

• Reliable difference in the pattern of outcomes over time for cross-age attitudes (e.g. how 
active-passive, friendly-unfriendly, happy-sad, likeable-unlikeable participants viewed 
schoolchildren) and generative achievement (but not generative desire)

Health & wellbeing outcomes

• Reliable difference in the pattern over time for sleep quality (daytime dysfunction) but not 
for depression, life satisfaction, loneliness, physical activity measures, and the other sleep 
quality measures, although loneliness shows promise…
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Example volunteers’ quotes

Summary

• Higher anxiety levels might be experienced differently as we age

• Our pilot randomised, controlled trial shows a range of potential health benefits of 
intergenerational engagement

• Typically, improvements after 3 months with further engagement maintaining these levels

• These preliminary results are exciting but must be treated with extreme caution and 
verified after a full-scale trial in future
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