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Many of us have witnessed the troubling effects of ageing on 
the mind in older friends or family members – the forgotten 
names, the misplaced keys, the struggle to solve problems 
that once seemed simple. For decades, scientists have 
accepted cognitive decline as an inevitable part of growing 
older. But what if our personality could protect us from some 
of these changes? A remarkable 25-year study by Dr David 
Sperbeck, a neuropsychologist at North Star Behavioral 
Health Hospital in Alaska, has uncovered compelling 
evidence that certain personality traits might act as a shield 
against age-related cognitive decline. 

The Mind’s Natural Decline

As we age, our brains naturally undergo changes affecting how we 
think and remember. Processing speed slows, executive functions 
weaken, and memory becomes less reliable. These changes aren’t 
necessarily signs of dementia—they’re a normal part of ageing. 
However, researchers have long observed that people age in very 
different ways. Some experience significant cognitive decline in 
their sixties and seventies, whilst others remain sharp well into 
their nineties. Scientists have identified risk factors that accelerate 
cognitive decline, including smoking, diabetes, and physical 
inactivity. But they’ve also discovered protective factors, and 
personality appears to be one of the most important.

The Curious Mind Advantage

In 1978, psychologists Paul Costa and Robert McCrae introduced 
the Five Factor Model of Personality, identifying five major 
personality dimensions. One of these, called ‘Openness to 
Experience’, has consistently emerged as key in cognitive ageing 
research. 

People high in Openness to Experience tend to be intellectually 
curious, creative, and imaginative. They enjoy exploring abstract 
ideas, seeking new experiences, and engaging with complex 
information. Individuals low in this trait tend to prefer familiar 
routines, resist change, and exhibit less interest in novel mental 
activities. This suggests that maintaining mental flexibility may be 
crucial for preserving cognitive abilities throughout life.

Dr David Sperbeck, a neuropsychologist at North Star Behavioral 
Health Hospital in Alaska, became fascinated by this connection. 
Previous studies had hinted at a relationship, but most were too 
short-term or limited to draw firm conclusions.

A Quarter-Century Investigation

Dr Sperbeck embarked on an ambitious project that would span 
25 years and follow the same group of people from middle age 
into their eighties. Beginning in 1994, he recruited 220 healthy, well-
educated volunteers aged 55–57 from various healthcare and 
social service agencies across Anchorage, Alaska.

The participants were predominantly female (58%) with an 
average of nearly 16 years of education—a highly educated 
group that would help control for the known protective effects of 
education on cognitive function. All participants were employed 
full-time and in good physical and mental health at the time the 
study began.

Each volunteer first completed the NEO Personality Inventory, a 
comprehensive assessment designed to measure their propensity 
for fantasy, aesthetics, feelings, activities, and abstract thinking. 
Based on their scores, participants were divided into two groups: 
115 scored high in Openness to Experience, whilst 105 scored low.

Then, the real work began. Every five years (in 1995, 2000, 2005, 
2010, 2015, and 2020) participants returned to Dr Sperbeck’s clinic 
for intensive cognitive testing. Each session lasted about an hour 
and included four carefully chosen tests that measured different 
aspects of mental function.

Measuring the Mind’s Performance

Dr Sperbeck selected cognitive tests that would reveal how 
different aspects of thinking changed over time. The Stroop 
Test challenged participants’ ability to focus and control their 
responses – a key executive function that helps us stay on task 
and resist distractions. The Category Test assessed abstract 
reasoning and concept formation, requiring participants to learn 
from experience and solve complex problems.
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Memory was evaluated through two different approaches. The 
Digit Span Reverse test measured immediate memory and mental 
manipulation, which is the ability to hold information in mind whilst 
working with it. The Bender Visual-Motor Gestalt Test assessed 
incidental memory by asking participants to recall geometric 
designs they had copied earlier, testing their ability to remember 
information they hadn’t deliberately tried to memorise.

These tests were chosen because they are sensitive to even 
subtle changes in brain function and reflect the kinds of cognitive 
abilities we rely on in daily life, from following complex instructions 
to remembering where we parked the car.

The Protective Power of Openness

The results were striking. Throughout the 25-year period, 
participants high in Openness to Experience consistently 
outperformed their more closed counterparts on all cognitive 
measures, maintaining this advantage even as both groups aged. 
The differences became most apparent in participants’ seventies. 
Those open to experience continued performing relatively well 
on tests of executive function, memory, and problem-solving. 
Meanwhile, their more closed peers showed steep declines, often 
beginning in their early to mid-seventies.

By the study’s end, when participants reached their early eighties, 
both groups eventually showed cognitive decline. However, 
the open participants had essentially gained five to ten years 
of preserved cognitive function compared to their closed 
counterparts. The protective effect was particularly pronounced 
for executive functions, the mental skills helping us plan, organise, 
and adapt to new situations. This makes intuitive sense, as people 
enjoying novel experiences throughout life constantly exercise 
these capabilities.

Understanding the Brain’s Flexibility

Dr Sperbeck believes the key lies in neuroplasticity—the brain’s 
remarkable ability to change and adapt throughout life. When 
we engage with new, challenging experiences, our brains form 
new neural connections. This process, once thought to stop in 
childhood, continues well into old age.

People naturally open to experience may constantly stimulate this 
neuroplastic response. Their brains are regularly challenged by 
novel information and unfamiliar situations. This ongoing mental 
exercise may help build ‘cognitive reserve’—a buffer protecting 
against age-related decline.

Recent advances in neuroscience reveal that adult brains can 
generate new neurons, particularly in the hippocampus, which 
is crucial for memory formation. Dr Sperbeck suggests that the 
lifestyle associated with openness, such as seeking new activities, 
engaging with abstract concepts, and embracing mental 
challenges, may promote this neurogenesis and help maintain 
cognitive function.

Lessons and Challenges

Conducting such a long-term study in Alaska presented unique 
challenges, as 91% of the original volunteers left over the course 
of 25 years. Many retired Alaskans relocated to warmer climates, 
whilst others were lost during COVID-19. Despite these challenges, 
the remaining participants provided valuable insights.

Dr Sperbeck maintained scientific rigour by having a research 
assistant administer personality assessments, ensuring he 
remained unaware of participants’ classifications until testing was 
complete. This ‘blinding’ prevented unconscious bias. The study’s 
length proved crucial for detecting gradual changes that shorter 
studies might miss.

Implications for Healthy Ageing

These findings have profound implications for approaching ageing 
and brain health. They suggest personality traits developed early 
in life may have lasting effects on cognitive function decades 
later. More encouragingly, they hint that cultivating openness to 
experience even later in life might help protect against cognitive 
decline.
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The research supports growing evidence that ‘use it or lose 
it’ applies to our brains. Just as physical exercise maintains 
muscle strength, mental exercise through novel experiences 
and intellectual challenges may preserve cognitive function.

A New Perspective on Ageing

Dr Sperbeck’s investigation offers a hopeful message about 
ageing. Whilst we cannot stop time’s passage, we may 
have more control over how our minds age than previously 
thought. The research suggests that staying intellectually 
curious, embracing new experiences, and maintaining an 
open attitude might be among the best investments in our 
future cognitive health.

As our understanding of personality neuroscience 
advances, we’re appreciating the profound connections 
between who we are and how our brains age. The mind that 
stays curious, it seems, may also stay young.

For millions facing cognitive ageing, this research provides 
both insight and inspiration. It reminds us that our choices—
to explore, to learn, to remain open to new possibilities—
may echo through our brains for decades, potentially 
protecting the very essence of who we are as we grow 
older.
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Dr David J. Sperbeck is a clinical neuropsychologist and forensic 
psychologist with over four decades of experience in mental 
health research and practice. He earned his PhD in Clinical 
Psychology from the University of Rochester in 1982, where he 
specialised in neuropsychological assessment and ageing 
research. Dr Sperbeck has held prominent positions including 
Chief of Pediatric Neuropsychology at North Star Behavioral 
Health Hospital (2005-2019) and Clinical Professor of Psychiatry at 
the University of Washington School of Medicine (1985-2020). His 
research focuses on neurodevelopmental disorders, cognitive 
ageing, personality factors in neuroplasticity, and forensic 
psychological assessment. Currently in private practice in 
Anchorage, Alaska, Dr Sperbeck provides specialised consultation 
services in threat assessment, law enforcement psychology, and 
clinical supervision. He has authored over 150 professional papers 
and maintains active involvement in professional organisations, 
including the National Academy of Neuropsychology.
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