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Abstract 
Objectives: Leisure activity engagement (LAE) and spirituality are independently associated with cognition and may 
serve as protective cognitive factors with age. However, the dynamic interaction of LAE and spirituality on subjective 
(e.g., memory complaints) and objective cognitive function (e.g., neuropsychological battery) within Black adults has not 
been explored. Thus, this study examined the relationships between LAE and subjective and objective cognitive function, 
and whether these relationships varied by spirituality levels in middle-aged and older Black adults.

Method: Black adults (N = 165; Mage = 62) from the Healthy Aging in Neighborhoods of Diversity Across the Life Span–Sleep 
Sub-Study (Wave-1) were included. LAE comprised the average total number of self-reported LAE across a 7-day consecu-
tive period. Spirituality reflected the sum score on the Spiritual Transcendence Scale. Cognitive measures included subjec-
tive (e.g., memory complaints) and objective cognitive indices (e.g., attention, memory/learning, language, processing 
speed, and executive function). Multivariable regressions were conducted to examine the relationship between LAE and 
each cognitive variable before and after adjusting for covariates. Analyses also included interactions between LAE and 
spirituality on cognitive functions.

Results: Participants averaged seven LAE per day on consecutive days. Greater LAE was associated with better perfor-
mance in processing speed, executive function, and memory/learning (ps < .05). Additionally, a greater number 
of LAE was associated with better language/naming, particularly among individuals with higher levels of spirituality 
(p = .039).

Discussion: These findings provide preliminary support for the development of targeted programs coupling spiritual and 
leisure components to promote the language cognitive domain among Black adults.
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Background
Consistent physical, cognitive, and social leisure-based activity 
engagement (i.e., activities freely chosen for enjoyment and/or 
personal goals outside of work or related obligations; Sardina 
et al., 2022a; Sardina et al., 2022b) are related to cognitive 
health, with leisure activity engagement (LAE) eliciting differen-
tial and positive impacts across cognition over time (e.g., global 
mental status, language, executive function, and episodic 

memory; Wang et al., 2013). While the protective effects of LAE 
are previously documented, limited research has examined LAE 
in relation to both subjective (e.g., memory complaints) and ob-
jective (e.g., neuropsychological battery) cognition, particularly 
within Black adults. Specifically, subjective cognitive complaints 
are essential to explore as they are typically the first indicator 
prompting medical attention and more formal diagnostics, and 
nearly 10% of Black adults report cognitive complaints as early 
as age 45 (Alzheimer’s Association, 2025).
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Racial disparities in LAE
Black adults tend to experience greater LAE constraints, which 
may be attributed to complex interactions across biopsychoso-
cial and contextual factors (residing in neighborhoods of con-
centrated poverty and experiencing low access to community 
leisure activities; Sardina et al., 2022b). The available literature 
in this respective area is limited to interindividual group com-
parisons (e.g., Black vs. other racial/ethnic groups; Peterson 
et al., 2020), and/or cross-sectional/longitudinal designs (Wang 
et al., 2013; Zhang et al., 2020), which do not comprehensively 
capture within-person variation in daily LAE patterns and/or the 
extent of LAE across each day, which may drive short and long- 
term health-related outcomes (Armstrong et al., 2022; Sliwinski, 
2008), particularly within racial groups (Sardina et al., 2022a). 
Thus, utilizing aggregated daily-level LAE facilitates a richer un-
derstanding of overall LAE patterns and recent typical behavior, 
as it is more likely to identify daily experiences that are often 
masked within cross-sectional and longitudinal research 
(Sliwinski, 2008). This methodological approach also minimizes 
long-term recall biases as one’s experiences are assessed in 
real-time, within one’s natural environment (Cain et al., 2009). 
Thus, the current study aimed to address existing gaps by using 
the average aggregated LAE over seven consecutive days (burst 
measurement average; Sardina et al., 2022a) within 
Black adults.

Spirituality, leisure, and 
cognitive function
Prior research has identified numerous mechanisms potentially 
explaining the relationships between LAE and cognition (e.g., 
education quantity/quality, social connectedness, and/or physi-
cal/cognitive stimulation during LAE; Sardina et al., 2022a; Yang 
et al., 2022); however, few studies have explored the intercon-
nections between LAE, cognition, and spirituality among older 
Black adults (Armstrong & Crowther, 2002). Spirituality reflects 
one’s journey to develop personal meaning and connection in 
life, which elicits spiritual transcendence (i.e., expanding beyond 
one’s daily reality to focus on something larger and greater than 
oneself; Mishra et al., 2017; Piedmont, 2001). Often conflated 
with religiosity (i.e., formal development and practice of one’s 
faith or religion through institutions and prayer supporting core 
religious beliefs; Emblen, 1992), spirituality reflects a broader 
sense of personal meaning of one’s daily experiences and their 
surrounding world (e.g., being in nature, strong sense of connec-
tion with others; Piedmont, 2001), which may elicit affective 
responses associated with individual behavior and experiences 
(e.g., LAE; Mishra et al., 2017).

Spirituality and religion among Black  
Americans
Thus, religion and spirituality are not generally considered inter-
changeable (Chatters et al., 2008; Taylor & Chatters, 2010). For 
example, the decline in religiousness (Smith et al., 2025) con-
nects with the spike in self-reported spirituality (Alper et al., 
2023) across most American adults, which supports the unique 
distinctions between these two constructs. However, for many 

Black adults, there is an intimate overlap, whereby most would 
agree that they are “both religious and spiritual” (Chatters et al., 
2008; Taylor & Chatters, 2010). For Black adults, spirituality and 
religiosity are integral for emotional support and coping with so-
ciocultural, psychosocial, and contextual adversities (Coats, 
2017). Specifically, the Black Church is regarded for its role in 
shaping meaning-making and coping strategies (e.g., manage-
ment of stressful situations) and establishing and fostering so-
cial support networks for many Black individuals. Born out of 
chattel slavery, as a blended religion comprising African and 
Christian values, the Black Church, as a social and historical in-
stitution, has “no contender” to any other community enterprise 
or system-wide entity for Black Americans (Lincoln & Mamiya, 
1990). Within it, Black people have grounded their hope for ra-
cial equity in a faith tradition echoing liberation, freedom, posi-
tive wellbeing, and personal piety.

Additionally, the Black Church has also served as a conduit 
for health-promoting messages (i.e., encouraging physical activ-
ity participation to avoid sedentary lifestyles and poorer cardio-
vascular health; Williams & Cousin, 2021) received by 
congregants during weekly religious service attendance (Taylor 
et al., 1996). Indeed, Black Christians more readily engage with 
the Bible as their sacred text (Mohamed et al., 2021), which com-
prises multiple scriptural references to taking care of their bod-
ies and minds. Thus, it is possible that those who claim stronger 
religious sentiments and spirituality also view LAE as opportuni-
ties to disengage worldly troubles and refocus on personal 
needs, desires, and joyous times.

While existing studies have explored the relationships be-
tween religiosity and cognitive health outcomes across racial/ 
ethnic groups (Nelson et al., 2023; Sauerteig-Rolston et al., 
2025), fewer have explored the broader concept of spirituality 
and its interaction with LAE on subjective and objective cogni-
tive function among Black adults. Independently, spirituality 
has been positively associated with cognitive outcomes; yet the 
potential interplay between LAE and spirituality on cognitive 
function has not been explored. This is meaningful given that 
LAE is posited to initiate the discovery and practice of spiritual-
ity and spiritual transcendence (Schmidt & Little, 2007), thereby 
warranting further examination. Thus, this study examined (1) 
the association between LAE and subjective and objective cogni-
tive function in older Black Adults; and (2) whether associations 
between LAE and cognitive function varied by level of 
spirituality.

Methods
Participants
This study included data from the Healthy Aging in 
Neighborhoods of Diversity Across the Life Span Sleep 
(HANDLSleep) sub-study. HANDLSleep is an ongoing four-year 
longitudinal study (2021-2026), conducted in Baltimore, MD, 
which explores biopsychosocial factors related to sleep and cog-
nitive functioning among adults aged 55+. This project only 
used Wave 1 data (collected October 2022-August 2024). 
HANDLSleep participants (N = 165) who self-identified as Black/ 
African American were included in the analyses.
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language/naming domain (spontaneous responses) perfor-
mance, particularly among those with higher spirituality.

LAE and cognitive function
These findings are consistent with prior research documenting 
relationships between LAE and cognitive function (Wang et al., 
2013). This study expands upon prior research (Sardina et al., 
2022a; Zhang et al., 2020), given its inclusion of middle-aged 
and older Black adults using a 7-day average LAE total, which 
differs from typical cross-sectional (Zhang et al., 2020) and lon-
gitudinal approaches (over longer timeframes vs measurement 
bursts; Wang et al., 2013). Although the study participants in 
Sardina et al. (2022a) reported three LAE/day, similarities 
existed in the types of LAE reported, mean age of the samples 
(Mage = 62, current study; and Mage = 65), and data collection 
approaches. The average LAE differences between the two stud-
ies may be attributed to differing sample sizes; however, future 
research should continue to explore the mechanisms and con-
straints to daily LAE in Black adults, as this may inform the de-
velopment of meaningful strategies to promote greater LAE in 
homogeneous groups.

Interestingly, we did not observe significant findings with sub-
jective cognition, which may be attributed to lower average cog-
nitive complaints (M = 2, SD = 1.72) reported by participants, 
and/or the younger sample age. Furthermore, higher LAE has 
been linked to increasing cognitive reserve (Stern et al., 2020) 
via engagement in novel and/or stimulating activities that may 
elicit neuroplasticity, consistent with the Scaffolding Theory on 
Aging and Cognition (Goh & Park, 2009). Furthermore, LAE often 
elicits positive mental health, increased positive affect, reduced 
negative affect (Sardina et al., 2022a), and facilitate opportuni-
ties for social interaction/engagement, which have been associ-
ated with reduced cognitive complaints (Guo et al., 2025), and 
better cognitive function, reduced cognitive decline, and lower 
dementia risk over time (Duffner et al., 2022).

LAE, spirituality, and cognitive function
We found that spirituality significantly moderates the relation-
ship between LAE and language (i.e., spontaneous naming), a 
novel finding that may reflect dynamic interconnections be-
tween leisure and spirituality. Indeed, LAE and spirituality are 
philosophically and historically intertwined, as LAE facilitates 
greater opportunities to explore and discover the essence of 
“self,” life purpose and meaning, and sense of connection, 
which spirituality also embodies (Schmidt & Little, 2007). Hence, 
LAE engagement may be the vehicle for the actualization of spir-
itual practices. Through freedom to choose personally meaning-
ful leisure activities, individuals can explore their potential and 
nurture sacralization (i.e., leisure’s ability to nurture the spiritual 
dimension of one’s life; Schmidt & Little, 2007). Like LAE, spiritu-
ality was previously independently associated with, and served 
as a protective factor for, cognitive function (Hosseini et al., 
2019), particularly in older Black adults (Herren et al., 2019). 
Within the current study, we observed significant interactions 
between LAE and spirituality only in the language domain. While 
it is unclear why people with more LAE and higher spirituality 
performed better only on the spontaneous naming portion of 
the language tests, one potential explanation for this associa-
tion may be attributable to more opportunities for social en-
gagement/interactions within LAE and/or spirituality practices 
(e.g., recitation during affirmations; Taylor & Chatters, 2010; 
Wang et al., 2013). Alternatively, LAE may facilitate opportunities 
to expose one to additional forms of spiritual media (e.g., medi-
tation apps/podcasts), expand opportunities for mindfulness 
and reflection, and elicit internal and external readings and reci-
tations that may reinforce existing language/naming and vocab-
ulary skills and promote language-related pathways in the brain 
(Schmidt & Little, 2007). This study lays the groundwork for ad-
ditional qualitative and mixed-methods research to uncover the 
interrelationships across these psychosocial factors, LAE, 
and cognition.

Limitations and future directions
Although the study’s findings are novel and expand upon exist-
ing literature, some limitations should be noted. Indeed, given 
that the sample was small, predominantly female, and resided 
within similar geographical contexts, generalizability may be 
limited. Additionally, the 7-day window of data collection may 
be limited by unique individual circumstances occurring 
throughout a respective week (e.g., traveling, illness, and sea-
sonal weather), which may hinder findings pertaining to the ex-
tent of LAE at the daily level or across the week. Thus, future 
studies incorporating similar methodological designs should 
aim to capture contextual data and incorporate as covariates for 
increased validity (e.g., daily items assessing health status and/ 
or factors) influencing LAE engagement (e.g., poor transporta-
tion access, financial and/or time constraints, poor weather, 
and/or holidays celebrated).

Conclusion
We observed that LAE is significantly associated with better per-
formance on neuropsychological measures of global mental 

Figure 1 Two-way interaction between leisure activity engagement 
(LAE) and spirituality on language. Findings revealed that among those 
who reported two standard deviations higher across the average mean, 
higher LAE was significantly associated with more spontaneous 
responses on the Boston Naming Test (language cognitive domain).
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status, processing speed, and executive functioning. 
Additionally, more LAE and higher spirituality were associated 
with better language domain performance (e.g., spontaneous 
response) in middle-aged and older Black adults. These findings 
elucidate potential pathways for leisure and gerontological 
researchers and clinical practitioners to consider person- 
centered and targeted strategies (e.g., community-based pro-
grams) that couple spiritual and leisure components to promote 
the language cognitive domain within this population.

Supplementary material
Supplementary material is available at The Journals of 
Gerontology, Series B: Psychological Sciences and Social 
Sciences online.
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