
WORK AND SELF-RATED MEMORY
AMONG NATIVE HAWAIIAN AND

OTHER PACIFIC ISLANDER 
OLDER ADULTS

Native Hawaiian and other Pacific Islander (NHPI)
older adults often experience social disadvantages and
poor health outcomes. Engagement in work has been
associated with better cognitive health in other racial
groups, but limited studies have examined these
associations in NHPI older adults.

Why study the employment
characteristics of Native
Hawaiian and other Pacific
Islander (NHPI) kūpuna?

The Native Hawaiian
Pacific Islander (NHPI)
population experiences
cognitive health declines
earlier than other ethnic
groups. 

The chance of having
memory problems was
lower for:

those still working
those who had been in
their jobs a long time,
those working in sales,
clerical, service,
professional, or
management jobs
(compared to those in
blue-collar jobs).  

Interventions that
expand access to
meaningful work are
needed. 
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This study analyzed data from the 2014 NHPI National
Health Interview Survey, which included 1,045 older
adults from across the U.S.  

The key independent variables included labor force
status, occupation type, and length of work. Labor
force status looked at how many people worked in the
past 12 months and how many had not. Occupation
type was categorized into three groups: blue-collar
occupations (e.g. farming, forestry, installation,
production, and transportation), clerical/sales/service
occupations (e.g. protective service, food preparation,
building, personal care, sales, office, and
transportation), and professional/managerial
occupations. The work length variable answered the
question (yes or no) if one’s current/most recent job
was also their longest held job.

The cognitive outcome was based on the following
survey question: Do you have difficulty remembering
or concentrating? People were then grouped into two
categories -- those with no difficulty vs. those with
difficulty remembering or concentrating.

More programs are needed that can
improve the work environment and
opportunities for NHPI.

Study Methods

The goal of Hā Kūpuna: The National Resource Center for Native Hawaiian Elders is to assure the
transmission of hā (breath of life; wisdom) from older to younger generations by enhancing knowledge to
improve health and well-being. Hā Kūpuna is supported by grant #900I0006/01 from the Administration
on Aging, US Department of Health and Human Services.

Implications

Detailed Findings
We found that people who were
working, who spent more time in a
job, and were working in sales,
service, clerical, management, and
professional jobs had a lower risk
of cognitive decline in later life.

Other factors that increased risk
of memory problems included
higher age, lower education, being
overweight, and being physically
inactive.

Study Framework
The environmental complexity
hypothesis asserts that healthy brain
development happens because of
exposure to complex environments.
The Lōkahi Wheel helps visualize
health in 6 dimensions: 

kuleana (responsibility)
work/school
mana’o thinking/mind
naʻau feelings/emotions
kino physical/body
ʻuhane pili spiritual/soul, and
ʻohana friends/family 

These dimensions can be used to
recognize the context and meaning of
work. Informed by the Lōkahi Wheel,
personal fulfillment at work, engaging
in mentally stimulating work, self-
regulating emotions, healthy habits, the
meaning of life, and healthy
interactions and connections are
important components in
understanding work and cognitive
health.


