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Abstract 
 
The possibility that lifestyle factors may delay or accelerate cognitive decline in aging has 

garnered significant attention and a considerable body of research has formed.  However, 

investigating the relations between social engagement and cognitive function in aging have 

been somewhat equivocal in their findings and there is a lack of understanding of the 

mechanisms by which social engagement may impact cognitive function and the role of factors 

limiting social engagement.  The aim of this dissertation was to build on current understanding 

of how specific aspects of social relationships relate to cognitive functioning in older adulthood 

and how these aspects are affected by challenges and barriers to social participation.  This 

dissertation is comprised of three studies addressing several specific research questions.  

Study one (Chapter 2) examined whether relations with cognitive performance over time differ 

for structural aspects of social relationships (social network and social contact) versus 

functional/subjective aspects of social relationships (loneliness and social support) and whether 

the associations are between cognitive performance and stable, “trait-like” components of 

social relationships or fluctuating “state-like” components of these constructs, using 

autoregressive latent trajectory modeling of data from the Health and Retirement Study.  Study 

two (Chapter 3) used a multilevel modeling approach to examine whether the spouses/partners 

of individuals diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease or dementia experience a within person 

decline in cognitive performance and whether changes in structural and functional/subjective 

aspects of social relationships interacted with a spouses’ diagnosis of memory disease to 

predict within person change in cognitive performance.  Study three (Chapter 4) investigated 

whether rejection sensitivity, social avoidance, and fears of negative social evaluations were 

predictive of lack of social participation and loneliness in a sample of Vancouver Island older 

adults.  These factors have previously been investigated in younger adults as risk factors for 

loneliness and social withdrawal, but social isolation in older adulthood is often attributed to 

lack of social opportunities.  This dissertation demonstrates the importance of considering 

precise aspects of social relationships, including barriers to social participation, and their 

relations to cognitive functioning. 


