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Abstract.
Background: Dementia has no known cure and age is its strongest predictor. Given that populations in the Caribbean are
aging, a focus on policies and programs that reduce the risk of dementia and its risk factors is required.
Objective: To estimate the proportion of dementia in the Jamaican setting attributable to key factors.
Methods: We analyzed the contribution of five modifiable risk factors to dementia prevalence in Jamaica using a modified
Levin’s Attributable Risk formula (low educational attainment, diabetes, smoking status, depression, and physical inactivity).
Four sources of data were used: risk factor prevalence was obtained from the Jamaica Health and Lifestyle Survey, 2008,
relative risk data were sourced from published meta-analyses, shared variance among risk factors was determined using
cross-sectional data from the Health and Social Status of Older Persons in Jamaica Study. Estimated future prevalence of
dementia in Jamaica was sourced from a published ADI/BUPA report which focused on dementia in the Americas. We
computed the number of dementia cases attributable to each risk factor and estimated the effect of a reduction in these risk
factors on future dementia prevalence.
Results: Accounting for the overlapping of risk factors, 34.46% of dementia cases in Jamaica (6548 cases) were attributable
to the five risk factors under study. We determined that if each risk factor were to be reduced by 5%–10% per decade from
2010–2050, dementia prevalence could be reduced by up to 14.0%.
Conclusion: As the risk factors for dementia are shared with several of the main causes of death in Jamaica, a reduction in
risk factors by even 5% can result in considerable public health benefit.
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INTRODUCTION

Dementia has no known cure and advanced age is
its strongest predictor [1]. As dementia progresses,
disability and dependency increase as it not only
affects memory and cognitive abilities but also behav-
ior and the ability to perform tasks of daily living [1].
Over 50 million people worldwide are estimated to
have the condition with over US$800 billion spent
on treatment and management [2]. This figure is pro-
jected to increase to well over 70 million people by
2030 [2] with most new cases occurring in low- and
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middle-income countries [3, 4]. A focus on demen-
tia risk reduction is therefore justified as research
has shown that targeting modifiable lifestyle factors
such as smoking habits, diet, physical activity, midlife
hypertension, and depression can result in reduced
population prevalence [5–7].

The calculation of population attributable risk
(PAR) takes into consideration the prevalence of risk
factors and their relative risks in relation to a spe-
cific disease outcome and helps to identify the most
effective public health strategies that aim to reduce
future disease burden [8]. The pool of studies which
have calculated PAR of dementia/AD although rel-
atively small, covers both groups of and singular
countries across a variety of geographical locations.
Recently, PAR estimates of dementia were reported

ISSN 1387-2877/20/$35.00 © 2020 – IOS Press and the authors. All rights reserved
This article is published online with Open Access and distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution Non-Commercial License (CC BY-NC 4.0).

mailto:kimberly.ashbymitchell03@{penalty -@M }uwimona.edu


604 K. Ashby-Mitchell et al. / Contribution of Key Factors to Dementia in Jamaica

for the 10/66 survey countries which looked at the
contribution of education in early life (<45 years),
hearing loss, hypertension and obesity in midlife
(45–64 years), and smoking, depression, physical
inactivity, social isolation, and diabetes in later life
(≥65 years) on dementia prevalence in China, India,
and a group of Latin American countries [9]. In all
10/66 study countries, low education levels were
attributable to the greatest proportion of dementia
cases: China: 8%, India: 13.6%, and Latin Amer-
ica: 10.9% [9]. The contribution of hypertension,
hearing loss, and obesity in midlife, and physical
inactivity in later life were also noteworthy in all
study countries [9]. In an earlier multi-country study,
the PAR of Alzheimer’s disease (AD) was calcu-
lated worldwide as well as for the US, Europe,
and the UK [8]. Using relative risks from published
meta-analyses, the authors examined the contribution
of diabetes, midlife hypertension, midlife obesity,
physical inactivity, depression, smoking, and low
educational attainment. Similar to the 10/66 survey,
worldwide results showed that low educational attain-
ment accounted for the greatest proportion of AD
cases [8]. Country specific estimates for the US,
Europe, and the UK, however, showed that the great-
est proportion of AD was attributable to physical
inactivity (21.0%, 20.3%, and 21.8%, respectively).
The authors highlighted that worldwide, the seven
factors studied account for an estimated 9.6 mil-
lion AD cases when they are combined and that any
intervention able to reduce the prevalence of each
of them by 10% per decade has the potential to
reduce the worldwide prevalence of AD in 2050 by
8.3% [8].

Other single country studies have also been con-
ducted to determine the PAR of dementia. These
include studies in Australia and Barbados. In Aus-
tralia, using data from the Australia Diabetes, Obesity
and Lifestyle Study, 48.4% of dementia cases were
found to be attributed to seven modifiable risk factors
(midlife obesity–1.7%, physical inactivity–17.9%,
smoking–4.3%, low education levels–14.7%, dia-
betes mellitus–2.4%, midlife hypertension–13.7%,
and depression–8.0%) [10]. The authors further
surmised that a reduction in the prevalence of
each of these factors of between 5% and 20%
per decade would have the effect of reducing
future dementia prevalence by between 1.6% and
30.7% from 2020 to 2050 [10]. In the Caribbean
island of Barbados, a similar study was conducted
using data from the “Survey on Health, Well-being
and Aging in Latin America and the Caribbean”

to calculate the PAR of dementia for six risk
factors (midlife obesity, physical inactivity, smok-
ing, low educational attainment, diabetes mellitus,
and midlife hypertension) [11]. These factors were
estimated to be attributable to 50.9% of demen-
tia cases (midlife hypertension–24.4%, midlife
obesity–18.3%, physical inactivity–16.3%, low edu-
cational attainment–10.9%, diabetes mellitus–8.0%,
and smoking–2.5%). According to the study esti-
mates, if each risk factor were reduced by 5%–20%
every 10 years, dementia prevalence in Barbados
could be reduced by as much as 15.2% in 2030 and
31.8% in 2050 [11].

Our study therefore aims to add to the body of
knowledge related to PAR of dementia and to expand
the understanding of the contributors to the disease
in the Caribbean region. In addition, our study is
novel as to our knowledge it is the only one to deter-
mine the contribution of key risk factors to dementia
prevalence in Jamaica. As we have taken into con-
sideration the effect of overlapping risk factors, our
estimates while more conservative, are more realis-
tic since we have used a modified Levin’s formula
[8]. We have also calculated the number of cases of
dementia that could be prevented if there was invest-
ment in a dementia risk reduction program able to
reduce the risk factors under study by either 5% or
10%, such information is useful to program planners
and policymakers.

Finally, our study allows us to compare our findings
to those previously published. Such cross-national
comparisons are important as they allow for more
nuanced examination of the effects exerted by the
social determinants of health and differences that
exist across social, ethnic, cultural, and geographical
groups on dementia prevalence.

METHODS

Four sources of data were used in the present
study. Firstly, the population prevalence of each
risk factor was obtained from the Jamaica Health
and Lifestyle Survey (JHLS), 2008 [12]. This sur-
vey has been conducted since 2000 and provides
estimates of the country’s health status with empha-
sis on non-communicable diseases and their risk
factors. While the last version of this survey was
conducted in 2016/17, findings have not been offi-
cially released; as such we have utilized the 2008
estimates. The 2008 JHLS utilized a cross-sectional
design with questions being administered by an
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Table 1
Key demographic characteristics of the study population

Variable Sex % (n) Total % (n)

Male Female

Age Groups (y)
60–69 48.0 (673) 40.7 (618) 44.2 (1291)
70–79 32.6 (457) 34.8 (529) 33.8 (986)
≥80 19.3 (271) 24.4 (371) 22.0 (642)

Parish of Residence
St. Andrew 41.1 (581) 52.7 (806) 47.1(1387)
St. Catherine 51.0 (720) 36.9 (564) 43.6 (1284)
St. Thomas 7.0 (99) 7.8 (119) 7.4 (218)
Kingston 0.8 (12) 2.7 (41) 1.8 (53)

Highest level of Education
No formal schooling 6.9 (97) 4.6 (69) 5.7 (166)
Primary 70.4 (988) 73.5 (1114) 72.0 (2102)
Secondary 12.9 (181) 11.9 (181) 12.4 (362)
Technical/vocational 5.5 (77) 3.8 (58) 4.6 (135)
University 4.3 (61) 6.2 (94) 5.3 (155)

Table 2
Risk Factor Definitions

Risk Factor Definition

Smoking The proportion of adults who currently smoke (based on self-report)
Low educational attainment The proportion of adults who have a primary and/or secondary school education (based on self-report)
Physical inactivity The proportion of adults engaging in physical fitness activity 6 times or less per week (based on

self-report)
Diabetes mellitus The prevalence of diabetes mellitus among adults (based on self-report and biomedical data)
Depression Mental health was assessed by enquiring about levels of satisfaction with life, involvement in activities

for relaxation and the presence of symptoms of depression. Depression was then characterized as the
presence of five or more depressive symptoms and or expressions of suicidal ideations. (DSM-V criteria).

interviewer (n = 2,848; age range: 15–74). The sur-
vey also included anthropometric measurement and
testing of fasting blood glucose and cholesterol [12].
Secondly, global relative risks for dementia were
obtained from the 2014 World Alzheimer Report
[13]. Thirdly, in STATA version 15.1, shared variance
among risk factors was estimated using the Health
and Social Status of Older Persons in Jamaica Study
(see key demographic characteristics of the study
population in Table 1) [14].

Conducted in 2012, the cross-sectional Health and
Social Status of Older Persons in Jamaica Study was
conducted across four parishes in Jamaica (Kingston,
St. Andrew, St. Catherine, and St. Thomas), used a
mixed methodology including quantitative, qualita-
tive, and clinical components, and aimed to assess
the health and social status of older Jamaicans
and to identify their needs (n = 2,943, age range:
60–103 years) [14]. These parishes were selected as
St. Catherine has been documented to have a pro-
file said to be representative of much of Jamaica,
while the other parishes allowed for the compari-
son of the health and social status of older persons

in predominantly urban (Kingston & St. Andrew)
and rural (St. Thomas) settings [14]. Fourthly, esti-
mated future prevalence of dementia was obtained
from a published ADI/BUPA report which focused on
dementia in the Americas [15]. Five risk factors were
identified for inclusion in the study based on their
established association with dementia [13, 16, 17]
and because risk factor prevalence data was readily
available using the data sources previously identified.
Risk factor definitions are provided in Table 2.

Published meta-analyses examining the associa-
tion between dementia and the five risk factors of
interest were used to obtain relative risk data [13].
Table 3 shows the relative risk and prevalence data
utilized in this study and their sources.

Ethics approval and consent to participate

The Health and Social Status of Older Adults in
Jamaica study was approved by the Ethics Committee
of the University of the West Indies. Written informed
consent was obtained from all participants at baseline
and follow-up.
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Table 3
Prevalence and Relative Risk data sources

Risk Factor Prevalence (%) Relative Risk Communality (%)

Smoking 14.5 1.28 (0.99–1.60) 24.50
Low educational attainment 37.7 1.72 (1.52–1.96) 11.50
Physical inactivity 46.0 1.39 (1.16–1.67) 20.00
Diabetes mellitus 7.6 1.50 (1.33–1.70) 23.67
Depression 3.1 1.97 (1.67–2.23) 14.94

Prevalence obtained from the Jamaica Health and Lifestyle Survey (2008) [12]. Relative risk data
obtained from the World Alzheimer’s Report (2014) [13]. Communality estimated using the Health and
Social Status of Older Persons in Jamaica Study (2012) [14].

Table 4
PAR of dementia for each risk factor and number of cases attributable in 2010

Risk Factor Prevalence of Risk Factor PAR % (95% CI) Number of attributable cases in 2010 (95% CI)

Smoking 14.5 3.9 (–0.14–8.00) 741 (–27–1521)
Low educational attainment 37.7 21.35 (16.39 – 26.57) 4056 (3114–5049)
Physical inactivity 46.0 15.21 (6.86–23.56) 2890 (1303–4476)
Diabetes mellitus 7.6 3.66 (2.45–5.05) 696 (465–960)
Depression 3.1 2.9 (2.03–3.67) 555 (387–698)
Combined - 40.06 (25.47–52.77) 7612 (4838–10027)
Adjusted combined - 34.46 (21.99–45.69) 6548 (4178–8680)

Dementia cases 2010 = 19,000 [15].

Statistical analysis

The proportion of dementia cases attributable to
individual risk factors was calculated using Levin’s
formula [18]:

PAR = [
P × (RR − 1)/(1 + P × (RR − 1))

]
(1)

where P = population prevalence and RR = relative
risk.

The combined effect of individual risk factors was
calculated using the formula below [19]:

Combined PAR = 1 − (1 − PAR1)

×(1 − PAR2) × (1 − PAR3)

×(1 − PAR4) × (1 − PAR5)

(2)

Similar to other studies [8, 9], we accounted for
individuals having overlapping risk factors by using
a previously published modified formula which takes
into account the unique contribution of each risk fac-
tor ‘w’ [8]:

PARAdjhusted Combined = 1 − �1 − (w × PAR)
(3)

Factor analysis using Stata version 15.1 was used to
estimate communality for each risk factor using data
from the Health and Social Status of Older Persons
in Jamaica Study (2012). More specifically, similar
to other published work [8–11], we calculated the
tetrachoric correlation in order to obtain correlation

coefficients and a correlation matrix. Factor analysis
was then performed on the matrix to obtain eigenval-
ues. Components with eigenvalues of at least 1 were
retained in the model, so that only eigenvectors that
held the most information about the data distribution
were retained. Communality was calculated as the
sum of the square of all factor loadings [10].

Total number of dementia cases related to each of
the five risk factors was calculated as the product of
their individual PARs and dementia prevalence.

Using published dementia prevalence estimates
[20], the effect of reducing the relative prevalence
of each risk factor by 5% and 10% per decade on
the future prevalence of dementia in Jamaica was
calculated.

RESULTS

PAR calculations are shown in Table 4. Confi-
dence limits for PAR and the number of attributable
cases were calculated using a published substitution
method [21].

Operating independently, the five risk factors under
study were estimated to be attributable to 40.06% of
dementia cases in Jamaica, i.e., 7612 cases. When we
took into consideration that risk factors often over-
lap, the five risk factors under study were found to
contribute to 34.46% of dementia cases in Jamaica,
i.e., 6548 cases.
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Table 5
Effect of a 5% and 10% reduction in each risk factor on future dementia prevalence (2010–2050)

Percent reduction 2010 2030 2050

n % n %

Projected dementia cases 19,000 31,000 100 55,000 100
5% decrease NA 29,176 6.25 59,766 8.77
10% decrease NA 28,469 8.89 57,049 13.94

Projected dementia cases were obtained from a report produced by Alzheimer’s Disease International
and British United Provident Association [15].

Fig. 1. Reduction in dementia cases as a result of a 5% and 10%
reduction in each risk factor per decade.

Effect of risk factor reduction

Table 5 and Fig. 1 below show the effect of a 5%
and 10% per decade reduction in each risk factor on
future dementia prevalence estimates.

DISCUSSION

Our study is the first to report on the contribution
of risk factors to dementia prevalence in Jamaica.
There is a dearth of research in this area in the
Caribbean region and our study aims to contribute
to filling this gap and providing information to pro-
gram implementers and policymakers. Considering
that risk factors typically do not occur independently,
we estimated that approximately 34.46% of demen-
tia cases in Jamaica can be attributed to smoking,
low education levels, physical inactivity, diabetes
mellitus, and depression. Further, any dementia risk
reduction program that is able to result in a 5%–10%
decrease in each of these risk factors has the potential
to prevent approximately between 6.0% and 14.0%
of future dementia cases.

In Jamaica, having a low education level and phys-
ical inactivity contributed to the greatest proportion
of dementia cases (21.35% and 15.21%, respec-

tively) while depression and diabetes accounted
for the smallest proportion (2.90% and 3.66%,
respectively). These findings bear similarities to oth-
ers that have been previously published. Mukadam
et al. (2019) reported that for the 10/66 survey
countries which examined the impact of nine risk
factors on dementia prevalence worldwide as well
as in China, India, and a group of Latin American
countries, low education levels were attributable to
the greatest proportion of dementia cases (World-
wide: 19.1%, China: 10.8%, India: 13.6%, and Latin
America: 10.9%, respectively) [9]. Also similar to
our study was the limited contribution of depres-
sion and diabetes to overall dementia prevalence.
Worth noting though is that even though more risk
factors were examined in the 10/66 study, their com-
bined contribution to overall dementia prevalence
was relatively modest in both China (39.5%) and
India (41.2%) but more sizeable in Latin America
(55.8%) [9]. The comparatively higher prevalence
estimates at the population level for low educa-
tion and physical inactivity than for depression and
diabetes are likely contributors to the higher propor-
tion of dementia cases explained by these factors.
In a study by Norton et al. (2014), the authors
also reported that worldwide low education levels
contributed to the greatest proportion of dementia
cases [8]. However, country specific estimates for
the US, Europe, and the UK showed that the great-
est proportion of dementia cases were found to be
attributed to physical inactivity. Differences between
these higher-income Western countries, and their
Asian, Latin American, and Caribbean counterparts
may be partially explained by their economic real-
ities. In Jamaica, for example, although education
is “free”, there are several “hidden” costs that may
deter students from being able to complete their sec-
ondary school education (for example registration
fees and transportation costs). With relatively high
unemployment (7.2%) and poverty rates (19.0%),
any additional cost can result in early school depar-
ture/drop out [22].
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Using a lifecourse approach to examine the asso-
ciation between lifestyle factors and disease, the
middle years (midlife) has emerged as a period of
life that merits further study and greater investment
in intervention programs [16]. As it relates to demen-
tia, midlife obesity and hypertension have both been
implicated in the development of late-life dementia
[23, 24]. Findings from earlier population attributable
risk studies in Barbados and Australia provide evi-
dence to support a focus on this period [10, 11]. In
our study, we were not able to account for the effect of
hypertension and obesity in midlife due to data lim-
itations related to prevalence and communality (the
Health and Social Status of Older Adults in Jamaica
Study collected data only from older adults). We note
though that midlife cardiovascular factors may exert
a significant effect on development of dementia in
our setting given the results of a published study
which highlighted that of the dementia cases in older
adults in Jamaica, AD accounts for 62% and vascu-
lar dementia 32.5%. Further, in Jamaica it was found
that vascular disease was prominent in 45.5% of the
AD cases [20].

Our study adds to the sparse body of literature
on the effect of risk factor prevalence in develop-
ing countries, such as those of the Caribbean, where
an estimated 58.0% of people living with dementia
reside [25]. These countries are known to have lim-
ited resources and a shortage of elder-care services,
especially for those living with dementia and their
caregivers. Any intervention able to delay or prevent
the onset of dementia by targeting modifiable lifestyle
factors has the potential to significantly reduce its
future prevalence and the need for dementia-related
health services and support [11]. Limitations of our
study include our inability to include midlife hyper-
tension, hearing loss, and midlife obesity as risk
factors to be considered due to data limitations. Addi-
tionally, we have not been able to account for the
contribution of modifiable risk factors which have
now been implicated in recent meta-analyses using
newly available evidence—excessive alcohol con-
sumption, head injury, and air pollution [26]. Further,
risk factor population prevalence data were obtained
from the Jamaica Health and Lifestyle Survey 2008
which although over a decade old represents the most
up-to-date and comprehensive estimates of the preva-
lence of NCDs and their risk factors (findings from
the 2016/17 survey have not been published as yet). In
addition, we acknowledge that it may have been pos-
sible for some participants from the Jamaica Health
and Lifestyle Study to have also participated in the

Health and Social Status of Older Adults Study. This
may have had the effect of inflating our estimates.
Finally, the prevalence of depression used in our
calculations (3.1%) was also obtained from the afore-
mentioned 2008 study and includes persons with
other psychological disorders such as anxiety and
psychosis [12]. Strengths of our study include our
ability to add to the body of information on the topic
and to provide meaningful data to policymakers who
are tasked with developing and investing in public
health programs. Our findings present a strong case
for greater investment in education and increasing
physical activity as both of these have been shown
to be consistently significant contributors in the lit-
erature [9–11, 26]. Such interventions will result not
only in lessened financial impact on individuals but
also reduced public health expenditure. It is important
to note though that dementia risk reduction programs
can increase longevity which in itself is a risk factor
for dementia (the longevity paradox) [27].

Further studies are needed to examine the com-
plex interactions between risk factors and the key
features of risk reduction programs that can result
in sustainable behavior change.

Conclusion

Given the data available, dementia risk reduction
programs, particularly those focused on increasing
the education and physical activity levels of individ-
uals, are likely to prevent the greatest proportion of
dementia cases in Jamaica. Further studies are also
required to further elucidate the effect of risk factors
in midlife such as obesity and hypertension which
we hypothesize make a significant contribution to
dementia prevalence in Jamaica. Greater investment
in programs that target these risk factors will result
not only in cognitive health gains but also benefits
as it relates to other major causes of death such as
cardiovascular health and cancers.
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