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Director’s Notes  
Associate Professor Chrys Jaye 
 

 

Kia ora koutou and welcome to the CARE Summer newsletter.  

In the last newsletter we advertised a symposium to celebrate the 
International Day of the Older Person on the 1

st
 of October. In this 

newsletter we report on a very successful day. We plan to run a similar 
event in another two years.  

CARE has funded two summer scholarships this year, and the recipients 
of these scholarships (Alexander Mathews and Shenelle Fernando) 
introduce themselves below.  

This is my last newsletter as Director of CARE, and I now hand over to Dr Lara Vlietstra and Dr 
Paula O’Kane, the new Co-Directors of CARE.  

Outgoing Director, Chrystal Jaye 

 

Co-Director’s Notes  
Dr Lara Vlietstra and Dr Paula O’Kane 
 

 

Kia ora Koutou, we are very excited to be taking over as co-

directors of CARE and want to thank Chrys for her leadership, 

humour and for advancing CARE and CARE’s objectives during 

her time as Director. You will be sorely missed.  

We officially begin our term on December 1
st
 and have several exciting activities planned for 

2023. We will continue our bi-monthly seminar series with the first one planned for March. We 

will also be seeking expressions of interest for our steering group from people within Otago. It is 

always wonderful to have the energy and ideas of new faces. Additionally, a symposium is 

planned for the end of the year, and the steering committee are working on a book project 

(watch this space). Have a safe and (hopefully) relaxing summer and we look forward to 

continuing our mahi and hononga in 2023 and beyond. 

A little bit about us: 

Dr. Lara Vlietstra is based in the School of Physical Education, Sport and Exercise Sciences and 

her research focusses on the use of physical activity to age healthy. She joined CARE in 2018 as 

the student representative and has been deputy director in 2021. 

Dr. Paula O’Kane is based the Otago Business School and researches primarily in human resource 

management practice, and has specific interest in ageing and work. She has been on the steering 

committee for about three years.  
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UPCOMING 

EVENTS 
 

 

SEMINAR 

ANNOUNCEMENT 

 December 5th, 2022 

 Prof Doug Seals  

Novel Approaches for 

the prevention and 

treatment of vascular 

ageing 

 

 

 



The International Day of the Older Person occurs every year on the 1
st
 October. This year, 

CARE partnered with The New Zealand Association of Gerontology and Age Concern Otago to 

host a symposium at the Dunedin Public Art Gallery to celebrate the International Day of the 

Older Person. The theme was ‘Bring Research to Life’, and there were five stimulating panel 

discussions. These panel discussions included (1) Older adults in the workforce with panellists 

Dr Paula O’Kane (University of Otago) and Dr Judith Davey (Victoria University, Wellington); (2) 

Data security with panellists Jamie Vaughan (Port Otago) and Shane Boyle (SeniorNet         

Dunedin); (3) The ageing brain with panellists Associate Professor Yoram Barak and Dr Narun 

Pat (both from the University of Otago); (4) Spiritual wellbeing in older adults with panellists 

Associate Professor Richard Egan, Dr Lynne Taylor (both from the University of Otago) and 

Reverend Greg Hughson (Dunedin Abrahamic Interfaith Group  and the Dunedin Interfaith 

Council), and (5) Falls and mobility with panellists Professors Debra Waters and Professor 

Leigh Hale (University of Otago) and Margaret Dando (Age Concern Otago). During the breaks 

there were demonstrations of Age Concern falls preventions programmes including Steady as 

You Go, Tai Chi, and Aligned to Go. 

There were over 20 stalls showcasing local agencies and services and lunch was provided by   

Precinct Catering.  

 

International Day of the Older Person 



 

Alex Matthews 
 

Kia ora Tātou, Ko Alexander Tōku Ingoa, Ko Matthews Tōku 

Whānau, 

I'm a second-year student, double majoring in neuroscience and 

data science I'm Currently the student representative on the 

Otago University Neuroscience Board of Studies and working as 

a research assistant in Prof. Mike Colombo's Lab in the            

department of Psychology. 

I have been passionate about neuroscience from before the start of my undergraduate and this 

has only grown throughout the last couple of years. I met Dr Narun Pat in first year at a        

Neuroscience social event where I learned about the rapidly growing intersection between    

Neuroscience and Data Science. This conversation led me to take up a second major in data     

science which I have been enjoying immensely. Recently I have also enjoyed weekly meetings 

with Jeremiah Deng's lab where cutting edge data science methods are discussed and designed, 

which has excited me greatly about the amazing potential applications of these methods to   

neuroscience. 

This summer I'm very excited to have a CARE summer scholarship working on a project to       

develop brain-based biomarkers for age-related cognitive decline supervised by Dr. Narun Pat 

(Psychology) and Jeremiah Deng (Information Science). The study of cognitive decline and aging 

are of great personal significance to me as I have seen first-hand the debilitating effects of       

dementia on members of my immediate family and am deeply aware of the alarming increase in 

dementia prevalence in New Zealand. A better understanding of cognitive decline is critical for 

development of preventative and remedial measures. To this end, this summer I will apply       

machine learning and deep learning techniques to the HCP-A (human connectome project)     

dataset to hopefully generate a reliable model for cognitive decline based on MRI brain-scan   

data which may be clinically applicable. 
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Shanelle Fernando 
 
Kia ora, 

 

I have recently completed a BSc in Neuroscience and Psychology 

and will be undertaking honours next year. I am therefore excited 

by this opportunity to gain an early taste of hands-on research 

this summer. 

 

In recent years, I have worked as a receptionist at a rest-home and volunteered at a day          

programme for older adults, delivering activities that are aimed at maintaining/improving     

physical, mental, and cognitive health. I learned so much from these positions, most strikingly, 

how common it is to succumb to neurological conditions that permanently impact life quality. I 

am so excited to put my observations and experiences with the older adult community into 

meaningful use this summer whilst contributing to research in Dr Liana Machado’s lab. 

 

My project will assess the cognitive benefits of an acute stair climbing intervention for older 

adults aged 65-69. In this crossover trial, each participant will visit the lab on three occasions, a 

week apart, to experience the control condition (seated rest) and two stair climbing protocols - 

each requiring either three or six 1-minute intervals of vigorous stair climbing on a single flight 

of stairs. A neuropsychological battery will be delivered at the end of all three laboratory visits to 

assess current mood, reaction time, inhibitory control, and cognitive flexibility. We hypothesise 

that the stair climbing intervention will improve the cognition of older adults and may therefore 

help stave off neuropathologies like dementia. Additionally, near-infrared spectroscopy will be 

used to measure haemoglobin concentrations in the brain during the cognitive testing. This may 

elucidate a mechanism by which exercise acutely improves cognitive ability, offering a target 

brain area that future therapies can utilise to combat cognitive ageing. 
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Join CARE as an Affiliated Researcher 
 

The University of Otago’s Collaboration for Ageing Research Excellence (CARE) is dedicated to 

the study of ageing in all its aspects. Our mission is to foster interdisciplinary collaborations 

by forming research partnerships across campuses, divisions, and departments within the 

University of Otago and with external collaborators, promoting innovative, creative, and 

translational gerontological research. We signal, incubate, and enhance knowledge and 

research, to improve the lives, health, and wellbeing of those who are ageing and older 

people in Aotearoa New Zealand.   

We have recently added a new category of CARE involvement. CARE’s Affiliated Researchers 

are researchers from across the University of Otago who are working on topics that align with 

CARE’s mission.  

Benefits of Affiliation 

• Create meaningful opportunities to collaborate.  

• Share knowledge and expertise through networking opportunities, such as CARE events.  

• Facilitate the submission of interdisciplinary research grants in gerontological and societal 

research which enhances how people experience the process of ageing.  

• Showcase your research through the CARE website and bi-annual symposium.   

2023 CARE Webinar Series 

 

Our next online CARE Webinar 

THE PHARMAC REVIEW  

 Implications for older adults 

with Leanne Te Karu 
 

Associate Dean Māori at the School of Pharmacy 
Māori Clinical Advisor for the PHAMAC review 

Pharmacy Council of New Zealand 
 

April 2023 
 

If you’re not on our email-list and want to be invited for the CARE Webinar Series 
let us know by emailing CARE@otago.ac.nz 



 

 

 

Molly George 

Kia ora and Warm Pacific Greetings, 

Thanks for the opportunity to introduce myself (again!) to the 

CARE community! Some of you may recognize my name 

from my years of working as the Research Assistant for CARE. 

Currently, I am a Research Fellow at Va’a O Tautai – Centre 

for Pacific Health, and a Teaching Fellow in the Social         

Anthropology Programme at Otago Uni. 

Over the years, I’ve been lucky to work on research in a variety of fascinating areas including the 

intersection of sleep and wellbeing for Pacific families, risk and children’s playground behaviour, 

and refugees’ journeys through our Southern District Health Board. Currently, I am working on 

two projects. One explores refugees’ access to medicines and healthcare in New Zealand, while 

the other explores Pacific students’ experiences of the new medical humanities modules in 

Health Science First Year (HSFY). Though seemingly quite different areas, both of these projects 

sit within my desire to help progress health equity through qualitative research. 

Of most interest to CARE members, of course, would be the research I have conducted with    

older people. My MA considered the experiences of “home” for older migrants who had been in 

New Zealand for 40 years or longer. My PhD explored older New Zealanders’ experiences of    

increasing ethnic diversity in New Zealand during their lifetimes. 

Based on my PhD, I published a book last year: Aging in a   

Changing World: Older New Zealanders and Contemporary    

Multiculturalism. I was fascinated with the idea that around the 

world, many older people have stayed still but have been        

profoundly impacted by the movement of others and – while not 

migrating themselves - now live in “a different country” than the 

one of their memories. Recently, the Brexit vote and the 2016 

election of Trump have re-enforced prevalent stereotypes of “the 

racist older person”. The book challenges simplified images of the 

old as racist, nostalgic and resistant to change by taking a deeper, 

more nuanced look at older people’s complex relationship with 

the diversity and multiculturalism that has grown around them. 

 

 

Affiliated Researcher 



 

Article Spotlight 

Analysing Realistic effects of modifiable risk factors 

for dementia in a large National Dataset 

In a recent  study taken-up by the media researchers have          
developed a point-based score that can help clinicians predict an 
individual's risk of developing dementia over 13 years, allowing for 
early action to delay or prevent cognitive problems (JAMA Netw 
Open. 2022;5(11):e2242596.). However, some experts are sceptical. 
Some of us in the “dementology” field feel that the results of this 
research largely "recapitulate already well-established risk factors 
such as age, low education, and vascular disease along with a   
number of features which may indicate that the subject already has 
early dementia but that it is yet to be formally diagnosed." These 
risk factors have been previously highlighted in "great detail" by 
the 2020 Lancet Commission. 
 
Our research team looked into the question of the prevalent models of dementia prevention 
in a different way. We attempted to evaluate the “real world” impact of the variables in the 
Lancet Commissions model. Although some of the classic factors were validated quite a few 
were not. We believe translational research is needed to move forward the field of dementia 
prevention. 
 
See our study’s abstract here: 

Abstract 

Background: Modifiable risk factors affect 40% of dementia risk thus creating an opportunity 
for prevention or delay. The risk factor life-course model of dementia prevention by the     
Lancet Commission has yet to be tested in the general populations. We aimed to assess the 
model's assumptions in a large national dataset of older adults assessed for support services. 
Methods: The interRAI assessment is a comprehensive evidence-based tool encompassing 
236 items that is mandatory in New Zealand (NZ) for older adults providing a standardized 
national dataset. We tested the Lancet model of dementia prevention in a sample of 66,638 
participants who underwent an interRAI assessment during the period 2013-2018. There were 
59% female interviewees; mean age was 82 years (range: 65-107). Our cross-sectional dataset 
analysis was performed in using a logistic regression model with diagnosis of dementia as the 
primary outcome. 
Results: The Lancet prevention model was supported in part. Hypertension, Hearing            
Impairment and past or present Depression increase risk of dementia. Age - increased risk 
demonstrated until 85 years; Gender - females at increased risk; BMI - initial effect of high BMI 
increases risk of dementia. However, exercise, diabetes, vision impairment and smoking as 
modifiable factors were not associated with dementia risk as predicted by the Lancet model. 
Conclusions: Limitations of the dataset analysed may have affected our findings.              
Nevertheless, important modifiable factors are herein confirmed as increasing dementia risk. 
BMI, hypertension, hearing impairment and depression are risks confirmed in the older NZ 
population lending credibility to prevention efforts targeted at these variables. 

Associate Professor Yoram Barak 

Mentzel C, Glue P, Greco P, Barak Y. Analysing Realistic effects of modifiable risk factors for 
dementia in a large National Dataset. Arch Gerontol Geriatr. 2022 Nov 2;105:104852. doi: 
10.1016/j.archger.2022.104852. Epub ahead of print. PMID: 36375272. 


