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Why is dementia strong-
ly associated with age?
Why is it associated with
low blood pressure for peo-

ple in their
90s? What
are the risk
factors for
dementia? 

UC Irvine
professor
and geria-
tric neurolo-
gist Claudia
Kawas has
hunches,

and she expects her ongo-
ing study of people who are
90 and older will provide
some concrete answers. 

The National Institute on
Aging recently renewed
Kawas’ 90+ Study with an-
other five-year $9.5 million
grant, for a total of 15 years
and $30 million. 

Winning a federal grant
is a competitive process
and has become more so
under federal budget cuts. 

Applications for grants
are accepted based on
“whether we think the sci-
ence is important enough,”
said Dallas Anderson, pro-
gram administrator for the
National Institute on Ag-
ing’s Dementias of Aging
Branch.

Applications for grants
more than $500,000 in any
given year go through a rig-
orous review process. 

The 90+ Study has been
fruitful, Anderson said.
Some of the findings: 
● More than 40 percent of
people 90 and older have

dementia. 
● Overweight people in
their 70s live longer than
normal or under-weight
people. 
● People who drink moder-
ate amounts of alcohol or
coffee live longer than those
who abstain. 

Kawas notes that many
people misunderstand
these findings. For exam-
ple, a 40-year-old person
might look at the findings
and conclude that it’s OK to
be overweight. It’s not.
“Age matters,” she said. 

It’s unhealthy to be over-
weight in younger years,
but for the over 70 crowd, it
is associated with a longer
life. And, what’s good for
someone at age 50, 60 and
70 might not be the same
when someone is 90 or 100,
Kawas said. “It’s bad to lose

weight when you’re aging.” 
Kawas said the same

might be true for blood
pressure. High blood pres-
sure is bad for younger peo-
ple, but the optimal blood
pressure for a younger per-
son might not be the same
for people in their 90s. 

People in their 90s may
have clogged and narrow
blood vessels. They may
have the problem of not get-
ting enough blood through
the vessels to the brain, Ka-
was said. If blood pressure
is too low, it could cause mi-
croinfarction, which are
strokes so tiny you can only
see them under a micro-
scope. Infarction is when
the blood supply to an or-
gan or tissue is cut off, re-
sulting in deterioration of
tissue. 

Kawas said accumulated

microinfarctions could lead
to dementia. Older people
might be healthier with
higher blood pressure. 

The 90+ Study is unique,
Anderson said. 

Most of the dementia
studies look at people who
are 65 and older. The UCI
study examines the life-
styles and brains and, going
forward, the DNA of people
who are 90 and older for
clues to who gets dementia
and how it progresses. 

The key to understand-
ing dementia is to study it
at the extremes – in the old-
est people and in the young-
est, Anderson said. 

People older than 90
aren’t an easy population to
study because they may
have hearing, sight, mobili-
ty or other problems that
make it difficult for them to

participate, Anderson said.
Another challenge is track-
ing the participants. As
they get older, some of them
move to be closer to rela-
tives.

“That’s created a logisti-
cal problem for Claudia,
too,” Anderson said.
“That’s part of the cost and
part of the energy demand
on the team.” 

The 90+ Study has al-
ready found clues to possi-
bly preventing or treating
dementia. 

“We hope that we can do
something in our lives to
postpone or prevent this
awful disease,” Anderson
said. “There are reasons to
be encouraged.”
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Annlia Paganini Hill, Dana Greenia, Claudia Kawas and Maria Corrada are researchers in the 90+ Study on aging.

After 90, everything changes
Research finding

clues to health
factors related to
age receives third

5-year grant.
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Dementia
Dementia is an

umbrella of symptoms
related to a decline in
mental abilities,
including thinking,
judgment and memory.

It affects about
75,000 people in
Orange County,
according to UC
Irvine’s Institute for
Memory Impairments
and Neurological
Disorders. 

Alzheimer’s disease
is the most common
type of dementia,
making up about 
60 percent of cases. 

90+ Study
For UC Irvine’s 90+

Study, researchers
started with a 1981
USC study of Leisure
World retirement
community residents
in Laguna Woods.
About 14,000 people
ages 55 to 105 filled
out a lengthy
questionnaire,
answering questions
related to exercise,
diet, surgeries,
lifestyle and other
things. 

The 90+ Study
began in July 2003.
Over the past decade,
UCI researchers have
studied 1,600 of the
Leisure World
residents. New
participants are added
to the study each year
from the original
14,000 participants of
the Leisure World
Cohort Study.
Information:
90study.org.

The holidays can be a deafening experience for your child – literally – and you may not even realize it.
“If you’re a parent, you’ve probably become so accustomed to the noise level of your kids’ favorite

toys that you don’t give it a second thought,” says UC Irvine Health otolaryngologist Dr. Hamid Djali-
lian.

Because hearing loss can begin early in life, Djalilian has made it his mission to protect young ears
right from the start.

“It’s important to know that loud, recurrent sounds can damage your child’s hearing,” he said.

PROTECTING YOUNG EARS
Banishing loud toys from the

home entirely may be easier said
than done. After all, it’s not always
possible to prevent well-meaning
friends and relatives from giving
your child shrieking toys.

Djalilian suggests a couple of
things you can do keep the volume
to eardrum-friendly levels:
● Put occlusive tape or super glue
over the speaker to mute the
sound.
● Put tape over the volume con-
trol, preventing your child from in-
creasing the volume to unsafe lev-
els.

The physician also recommends

giving your children a crash course
on hearing safety.

“It’s crucial to teach your child
how to play with toys properly,” he
said.

That means teaching them not
to put noisy toys near their ears. It
also means enforcing time limits
for the loudest toys.

“The louder the toy, the shorter
the playing time,” Djalilian recom-
mends.

TESTING FOR LOUDNESS
Djalilian suggests a simple four-

step test to help parents find toys
that won’t hurt young ears:

Ear test: Hold each toy as close
to your ear as your child would. Is

the toy too loud for you at this
distance?

Arm test: Hold the toy away
from you, approximating the
length of your child’s arm. If the

toy is too noisy for you at this dis-
tance, it’s not safe for your child.

Talk test: If you have to shout
above the sound effects so you
can be heard, it’s a sure sign that
the toy could damage your child’s
hearing.

Try-me buttons: Try-me but-
tons allow you to test a toy’s
sound effects in the store. “Toy
manufacturers state that the toy
will be quieter at home because
the try-me sound level is adjusted
to overcome background noise in
the store,” says Djalilian. “But
tests on a limited sample of toys
showed there is little difference
between the sound level in the
store and at home.”
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UC Irvine Health otolaryngologist
Dr. Hamid Djalilian.

In our Knowledge Bytes, the Register offers insight, ideas and information from university faculty and experts.
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