
Building a Better Brain as We Age
Findings from the Religious Orders Study and Rush Memory and Aging Project

David A. Bennett, MD
Director, Rush Alzheimer’s Disease Center 

Professor of Neurological Sciences
Rush University Medical Center

Chicago, IL

23rd Brain Health Forum
Carter Presidential Center

Atlanta, Georgia
October 18, 2022



Acknowledgments

Study Participants in the 
Religious Orders Study 

Rush Memory and Aging Project

Faculty and Staff of the Rush Alzheimer’s Disease Center
Study collaborators across the USA and Canada

National Institutes of Health

I have no relevant disclosures



DementiaNo Dementia
Risk Factors 

Motivating Question:
How can we prevent dementia?

Examine Risk Factor in relation to:
•Time to MCI or Dementia in years (Hazard Ratio)
•Age of Onset (A of O) in… age
•Rate of decline in cognition over time in years



The Religious Orders Study

• Began in 1993
• > 1,500 older nuns, priests, and brothers without 

dementia from across the U.S.
• All agreed to annual clinical evaluation
• All agreed to brain donation
• > 400 have developed dementia
• > 600 have developed MCI
• > 850 brain autopsies



Religious Orders Study: Participating Sites









The Rush Memory and Aging Project 
… because memories should last a lifetime

• Began in 1997
• > 2,300 residents without dementia from across the 

greater Chicago area 
• All agreed to annual clinical evaluation
• All agreed to donate brain, spinal cord, muscle, and nerve 

at the time of death 
• > 400 have developed dementia
• > 625 have developed MCI
• > 1000 autopsies
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Pick your parents 
well!
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Late life cognitive activity, 
participants rate how often 
they participate in specific 
activities with information 
processing but with minimal 
physical, social, or 
economic barriers. 

A of O 94 yrs
A of O 89 yrs
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Harm avoidance is a trait associated with a tendency to avoid new 
situations and aversive stimuli
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Depressive symptoms 
are symptoms of 
depression, such as 
restless sleep, poor 
appetite, and feeling sad

A of O 93 yrs
A of O 98 yrs
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A of O 90 yrs
A of O 94 yrs

Neuroticism (NEO) is 
the disposition to 
experience 
psychological 
distress or proneness 
to psychological 
distress.  It’s one of 
the ‘Big Five’ 
personality traits. 
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Negative social interactions, neglect or rejection by others, others’ 
unwanted intrusion or advice, failure by others to provide help, 
unsympathetic or insensitive behavior by others
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Purpose in Life is a 
dimension of 
Psychological Well-
Being that refers to a 
sense of directionality 
and meaning to ones 
life. 

A of O 95 yrs
A of O 89 yrs
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Framingham general 
cardiovascular risk score.  
Based on age, sex,
smoking, systolic blood 
pressure, medication for 
hypertension, total 
cholesterol, HDL 
cholesterol, and diabetes
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Start early –
you can’t pick 
your parents, 
but you can pick 
your activities

Josh 
Bennett
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