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Physical Activity, Brain Structure, and Cognitive Performance: Baseline Findings from the LatAm-FINGERS Study

Introduction

Previous studies have found that 
physical activity is associated with better 
cognitive performance. Using baseline 
data from the LatAm FINGERS cohort, 
we examined associations between 
physical activity, brain structure, and 
cognitive performance.

Methods
The sample included adults 50+ years 
with available neuroimaging data. Brain 
parenchymal fraction (BPF) was 
calculated as the ratio of the sum of gray 
matter and white matter volumes to 
intracranial volume. Physical activity 
was measured using the International 
Physical Activity Questionnaire. 
Participants were classified as physically 
inactive (<150 minutes/week of 
moderate-to-vigorous physical activity) 
or physically active (≥150 
minutes/week). Cognition was assessed 
with the following tests: Logical 
Memory (Story Recall), Wechsler 
Memory IV Digit Span (forwards, 
backwards, sequencing), Digit Symbol 
Substitution Test score from the 
Wechsler Adult Intelligence 
Scale-Revised, Category Fluency Test, 
Phonological fluency, and the Trail 
Making Test (versions A and B). Using 
the appropriate tests, we created 
composites for processing speed, 
memory, executive functioning, and 
global cognition. Linear regression 
models were used to investigate the 
association of physical activity with BPF 
and cognitive performance, adjusted for 
age, sex, race/ethnicity, country, 
education, and stroke.

Results

In 587 participants, mean age was 67.0±4.5, mean education was 14.9±4.0 
years, 74.8% were women, 55.1% were Mestizo/Brown, and 21.3% were 
physically active (Table 1). Physical activity was associated with better 
memory performance (β = 0.26, 95% CI = 0.04; 0.47, p = 0.018), but not 

with BPF (Table 2). 

Conclusion

These findings support promoting 
physical activity as a strategy to preserve 
memory function among older adults in 
Latin America and highlight the need for 
further research to understand the 
underlying biological pathways. 

Given the increasing prevalence of dementia, 

particularly in Latin America, promoting physical 

activity may be an effective preventive measure by 

maintaining memory performance in older adults 

with all levels of education.
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