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Brief Report

English Longitudinal Study of Aging: Can Internet/E-mail 
Use Reduce Cognitive Decline?
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Background.  Cognitive decline is a major risk factor for disability, dementia, and death. The use of Internet/E-mail, 
also known as digital literacy, might decrease dementia incidence among the older population. The aim was to investigate 
whether digital literacy might be associated with decreased cognitive decline in older adulthood.

Methods.  Data from the English Longitudinal Study of Aging cohort with 6,442 participants aged 50–89 years, fol-
lowed for 8 years, with baseline cognitive testing and four additional time points. The main outcome variable was the 
relative percentage change in delayed recall from a 10-word-list learning task across five separate measurement points. In 
addition to digital literacy, socioeconomic variables, including wealth and education, comorbidities, and baseline cogni-
tive function were included in predictive models. The analysis used Generalized Estimating Equations.

Results.  Higher education, no functional impairment, fewer depressive symptoms, no diabetes, and Internet/E-mail 
use predicted better performance in delayed recall.

Conclusions.  Digital literacy may help reduce cognitive decline among persons aged between 50 and 89 years.
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Cognitive decline (CD) often begins in individuals aged 
between 45 and 60 years (1). Studies have reported sev-

eral risk factors for the incidence of CD, including social and 
demographic factors, diseases like hypertension, arterioscle-
rosis, and diabetes, genes, functional capacity, and nutrition. 
Social and cognitive activity can be protective factors (2–5).

Over the last 10 years, there has been a marked increase 
in computer and Internet use in older adulthood, such that 
56% of those aged between 65 and 74 years, have Internet 
access (6). This widespread achievement, often known as dig-
ital literacy (DL), represents the ability to engage, plan, exe-
cute, and evaluate digital actions such as web browsing and 
exchanging E-mails as aids for dealing with daily life tasks 
(7). Digital literacy may also reduce the incidence of demen-
tia (8). In the United Kingdom, recent estimates suggest that 
dementia prevalence may be lower than previously thought, 
and this decrease is possibly related to reductions in modifi-
able risk factors (9). This enables the hypothesis that changes 
in Internet/E-mail use status over time might be related to 
changes in memory status. However in 2014 6,4 million in 

the United Kingdom have never used the Internet, with 74% 
of those over 65 years and half from socially disadvantaged 
backgrounds (10), which are at higher risk of developing 
dementia and would benefit more from DL inclusion policies. 
This study aims to investigate whether Internet/E-mail use 
might be associated with decreased CD in older adulthood.

Methods

Design, Setting, and Participants
Data from English Longitudinal Study of Aging (ELSA), 

a biennial prospective observational study, nationally repre-
sentative of England, of people aged 50 years  or older (11). 
Data from 8 years of follow-up (5 waves: 2002–2011) were 
utilized. At Wave 1, 11,391 participants were interviewed 
(age 64.99 ± 9.97 years, 54.26% women). Our sample con-
sisted of 6,442 participants with data from at least three 
time intervals, 114 participants aged 90 years or older were 
excluded due to lack of data on the use of Internet/E-mail. 
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