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What age do thinking skills
start to decline?

Vaportzis & Gow (2018)



What is cognitive ageing?

Hedden and Gabrieli (2004); from the 

Seattle Longitudinal Study



Is it possible?

Vaportzis & Gow (2018)

Can 
people 
maintain/
improve 
their 
thinking 
skills with 
age?



https://www.sapea.info/topics/ageing/



What should I do?

Vaportzis & Gow (2018)

Do you 
know 
how to 
keep your 
brain 
healthy?



Livingston et al. (2024)

• Lancet Commission
• 14 risk factors
• ~45% of cases attributable 

to combination of risk 
factors
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Intervention Research:
Memory Strategies and Volunteering

Professor Louise Nicholls
Department of Psychological Sciences & Health

University of Strathclyde

U3A Brain Health Webinar

Thursday 24th September 2026



Developing interventions for brain health

Research in the lab and in the real world… it’s all important!



Assessing ‘real-world’ visual memory

Allen et al. (2021)



Spontaneous strategy assessment

Note. Strategy probes worded in collaboration with our stakeholder panel.

“Well, I tried to…”

“How you have been trying to remember 
the information?”

Theory-driven strategy framework (e.g. Gonthier (2020), Morrison et al. (2016))



How frequently do you use strategies to help you remember 
things?

For example:

- leaving important items in a key/prominent place

- writing information on a notepad/calendar/phone app

- associating information with what you already know (e.g. learning someone’s 
name)

Poll – everyday strategy use



Long-term item and associative memory task

Object-Colour Associative Memory Test

If ‘old’ item

Item Recognition Test

• Studies varied regarding foreknowledge of the later long-term memory test (e.g. Old & Naveh-Benjamin, 2008)



Memory performance by age group
Unaware Aware

Biggest age differences for:
- short-term (immediate) memory
- Remembering associations rather than individual 

items in long-term memory

Foreknowledge of the long-term memory task does not 
affect overall performance

BUT…

Campbell et al. (2026). PsyArXiv.



Short-Term Memory Performance

(Unaware of Long-term Memory Task)

Strategy predictors of memory performance

Long-term memory performance

(Aware of Long-term Memory Task)

“Yellow bag, red 
chopping board…”

1) Assess performance over time and in relation to people’s characteristics

2) Investigate patterns of eye movements and brain functioning related to instructed strategies

3) Co-design information resources about brain ageing and strategies (‘Strategy Toolkit’)



• There may be health benefits of social, intellectual, and physical engagement as we age

• Intergenerational engagement may help achieve more of this holistic engagement

‘Holistic’ engagement

Krzeczkowska et al. (2021). Ageing Research Reviews.

Dr Anna Krzeczkowska
(University of Edinburgh)



Do you engage in formal volunteering?

If so, where do you volunteer and what are the main 
reasons/motivations for doing so?

Question for the chat



Our pilot study: ‘Generation for  Generation’

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

& psycho-social wellbeing)

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

3-month & 6-month follow-up 
testing

Focus groups (children, teachers, volunteers)



Outcomes – thinking skills

• 3 of 5 cognitive measures benefitted from the intervention

Krzeczkowska et al. (2026). PsyArXiv.



Outcomes – health & social functioning

• Fewer hours spent sitting
• Less sleepy during the day
• Greater sense of supporting the younger generation
• More positive attitudes towards younger people

Krzeczkowska et al. (2026). PsyArXiv.



Qualitative research findings

• Volunteer focus groups revealed 5 key themes:
- motivators for joining in
- reinforcers of engagement
- challenges of engaging
- barriers to engaging
- importance of the engagement



Thank you! ☺ 
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Healthy Ageing Showcase
James Watt Centre 
Wednesday 7th October 2026

Please scan the QR code to register your 
attendance on Eventbrite. 

Global Research Institute in Health and Care Technologies
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