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Early integration of cognitive health in education and 
youth-focused public policy helps build cognitive reserve 
for lifelong mental resilience, lowered dementia risk, and 
cognitive health in later years.
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What if a focus on early brain health 
provided cognitive health for life?
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Dementia is projected to affect

153 
million
people by 2050

One in three people is affected by neurological conditions.540 The 
burden of neurological disorders has increased over the past 
25 years because of population growth and ageing,541 with 
dementia projected to affect 153 million people by 2050.542

Although a family history of Alzheimer’s (a type of dementia) 
increases people’s risk, the disease often results from a 
combination of genetic, lifestyle and environmental factors,543 
and organ ageing.544 While most studies on dementia focus on 
later life, having a higher cognitive reserve (CR) throughout 
life is associated with lower dementia risk later on.545 CR builds 
resilience against future cognitive decline through education as 
well as social, physical and other activities.546

High CR earlier in life lowers dementia risk by 18% and dementia 
risk reduction is greater with education, particularly in primary 
school.547 Higher CR in mid-life lowers dementia risk by 9%, with 
particular benefits coming from job complexity, social interaction, 
problem-solving, and data analysis.548 Higher CR in late life lowers 
dementia risk by 19%, particularly through social connection.549 
Physical activity throughout life shows beneficial effects on 
cognitive health as well.550

While the impact of technology on cognitive health remains 
understudied, especially as artificial intelligence (AI) reshapes daily 
work and life,551 over-reliance on AI risks reduced metacognition 
and other skill loss.552 Metacognitive skills – the ability to reflect on 
how one thinks and completes tasks – are essential for effective 
human–AI interaction,553 as deep reliance and dependence 
on AI may diminish critical thinking and creativity554 as well as 
weaken memory and spatial skills, raising concerns about ‘digital 
dementia’ and structural brain changes.555 This is an emerging 
area of research, but factors thought to promote cognitive health 
include human oversight of AI instead of relying entirely on AI, 
metacognitive skills training,556 and good dietary choices, such as 
green, leafy vegetables, fatty fish, berries and walnuts.557 

W H Y  IT  M AT TE RS  TO DAY

High cognitive reserve 
earlier in life lowers 
dementia risk by

18%
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The risk of poor cognitive health may increase due to poor sleep 
quality caused by excessive device use (five to eight hours 
per day),558, 559 viral infections such as COVID-19 (in one 
study, 80% of patients showed cognitive impairment within 
months of recovery560), and fungal infections such as Candida 
albicans, which may contribute to Alzheimer’s and other 
neurodegenerative diseases.561 Even social isolation, a lack of 
physical activity, and pollution may be factors.562
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Reduced risk of future 
cognitive decline; improved 
educational outcomes; 
promotion of healthy ageing.

Limited evidence; not universally 
accessible; approach to 
cognitive health not sustainable 
in the long term.

B E N E F IT S

R I S KS

TH E  O PP O R T U N IT Y

A focused and integrated approach to cognitive health among 
children and youth enhances cognitive health throughout life563  
by building cognitive resilience, neural flexibility, and CR.564 

Policies focused on cognitive health across sectors – such as health, 
education and other areas of public policy – can help individuals 
stay cognitively healthy as they age. By incorporating factors and 
activities that strengthen cognitive health, and avoiding those that 
weaken it, targeted interventions can promote optimal cognitive 
development.565 Strengthening cognitive skills supports mental 
health566 and makes learning more effective,567 preparing future 
generations for potential cognitive challenges.

An integrated approach 
to cognitive health 
among children and 
youth enhances cognitive 
health throughout life.
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