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OUTLINE

• Describe cumulative stress exposure models.

• Examples of three workplace stressors that link early adversity to late-
life cognitive decline/ADRD.

• Shift work/irregular schedules
• Discrimination/microaggressions (including ageism)
• Work-family conflict

• Recognize psychosocial/behavioral mechanisms linking midlife work 
stress to cognitive health.

• Coping behaviors: smoking, drinking, sleep, diet, exercise
• Coping style: denial, avoidance, rejection of social support

• Suggest avenues for innovative data collection.
• Diverse cognitive outcomes
• Measures of chronic, acute, and daily stressors (objective and 

perceived)
• Measures of behavioral and cognitive adaptations to stress
• Longitudinal data to adjust for early-life selection into midlife 

stressful contexts
• Dyadic/family level data to explore contagion/stress crossover



SOCIAL STRATIFICATION OF STRESS EXPOSURE

Early Life Disadvantage (exposure to poverty,  low parental and/or own education, 
premature bereavement, systemic racism)

Outcomes: 
Cognitive Impairment, 
ADRD

Midlife Disadvantage:
Poor quality or stressful 
work, stress proliferation 
at own and family level

Physiological 
Stress 
Responses

Psychosocial Stress 
Responses
Health behaviors
Coping styles
Coping resources



TAKE-AWAY 
MESSAGE

• Early adversities have direct effects on cognitive 
health, but…

• they also render people vulnerable to a greater 
number of stressors and fewer coping resources 
at midlife that amplify impacts of early adversity.

• Stress proliferation can threaten mid- and later-life 
cognitive health through direct biological pathways 
and…

• behavioral and psychosocial mechanisms that 
undermine cognitive health.

• Novel data needed to capture diverse types and 
consequences of midlife stressors.



POTENTIALLY IMPORTANT (AND MODIFIABLE) 
WORKPLACE CONDITIONS

Exposure is higher among those with lower levels of 
educational attainment and other social advantages.

Each has documented impacts on health, health behaviors, and 
cognitive functioning.

Not an exhaustive list:
Shift work/irregular schedules

Discrimination and microaggression (including ageism)

Work-family conflict/overload



SHIFT WORK AND IRREGULAR SCHEDULES

 Shift work: outside of traditional 7 am to 6 pm hours.

 Very early morning

 Nights/evenings

 Irregular or non-standard

 3-4 extended workdays each week

 Different times/days each week

 

 Who does this?

 ~20% U.S. workers

• Lower educ > higher educ

• Black > white

• Younger > older

• Men (night, rotating)

• Women (evening,  part-time)

• Single parents > married parents



DIRECT AND INDIRECT IMPACTS OF SHIFT OR 
IRREGULAR WORK ON COGNITIVE HEALTH

 Sleep problems, substance use, poor diet, mental health symptoms

 Disrupted circadian rhythms 

 Cardiovascular risk

 Metabolic disorders and obesity

 Strained or disrupted interpersonal relationships

 Heightened work-family conflict

 

For reviews, see: Boivin et al., (2020);  Rivera et al., (2020); Torquati et al., (2019)



Irregular or Unpredictable Work Schedules Affect Older 
Workers’ Outcomes That Have Been Found To Undermine 

Cognitive Health

Abrams, Harknett, Schneider, The Gerontologist (2022)



Analysis of UK Biobank Data (Chang et al., 2024)



WORKPLACE DISCRIMINATION (INCLUDING MICRO-AGGRESSIONS 
AND AGEISM): EARLY ADVERSITY (INDIRECTLY) ELEVATES RISK

Source:  MIDUS (Carr & Namkung, 2021)









WORK-FAMILY OVERLOAD

 Spousal caregiving

 Custodial grandparent care

 Parent care

 Other network members

 More ‘at risk’ family members and fewer paid supports for 
those from disadvantaged backgrounds





Work-family overload triggers stress and undermines 
cognitive health but…some combinations are protective

Mayeda et al., (2020)



STRESS DOES 
NOT OCCUR 
IN A VACUUM!

CONSIDER 
LARGER 
FAMILY 
CONTEXT OF 
STRESS: 
CROSSOVER 
EFFECTS

• Families share social contexts and thus stress may 
accumulate at couple- or family-level, potentially 
amplifying effects of own stress exposure.

• Mounting research based on dyadic data documents 
that own health is affected by own and spouse stress 
exposure and coping resources.

• Few studies have examined impacts on 
cognition: an important site for future research.

• Proximate influences like depression investigated.





Psychosocial 
mechanisms linking 
stress/adversity and 
cognitive health

SOURCE: OMURA ET AL., (2022)



DATA NEEDS • Longitudinal data that allows for parsing of selection 
effects.

• Multiple dimensions of cognitive impairment and ADRD, 
at multiple time points.

• Earlier onset for persons with cumulative stress exposure

• Subjective and objective measures of workplace stress 
exposure

• Chronic, acute, and ‘quotidian’

• Assessments of spouse or family member stress, given 
shared environment and stress contagion.

• Measures of behavioral and cognitive/psychological 
reactions to workplace stress.



THANK YOU

Deborah Carr

carrds@bu.edu

mailto:carrds@bu.edu
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