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Dementia – can it be prevented? 
The way our brain and nervous system work is certainly not yet fully understood. How much more a mystery would it have been in the middle of the 19th century?

Even so it was a German neurologist, Alois Alzheimer, born nearly 150 years ago, who first identified and gave his name to a disease which, in recent years, has become more common throughout the developed world – a disease which, directly or indirectly, affects almost every family in Australia.

Alzheimer’s disease is a particular form of dementia. Indeed, it is the most common form of dementia; accounting for between 50% and 70% of all cases.

In fact, dementia is not really a disease at all. It’s a term used to describe the range of symptoms that occur when the brain is affected by certain conditions or illnesses.

Dementia is usually irreversible and progressive. That means, for most people affected, the symptoms will gradually get worse over time.

Currently, there is no cure for dementia. Not surprisingly, therefore, recent attention has turned to the issue of prevention. Following an external search of various studies into dementia, a report on dementia prevention commissioned by Alzheimer’s Australia was released last month.

Perhaps the most significant recommendation from the report is that we should keep “intellectually stimulated and engage in social/leisure activities”. So exercise for the brain as well as the body seems to be the prevention strategy most likely to be effective.

It seems also that there is no real evidence that medication in the form of anti-inflammatory agents, cholesterol-lowering statins or hormone replacement therapy will prevent dementia. However, being a non-smoker, just a light to moderate drinker, and eating a low fat diet could well be beneficial.

If you would like to know more about dementia, the Pharmacy Self Care fact card on Alzheimer’s Disease and other Causes of Dementia is a valuable and easy to understand source of information. The card was prepared by the Pharmaceutical Society of Australia with the assistance of the NSW Department of Ageing, Disability and Home Care.

There are common patterns in how dementia affects people; however, everyone will respond a little differently and, even in an individual, symptoms can vary from time to time.

Most often the effects of dementia come on gradually and can include problems with memory and thinking, changes in personality and mood, communication problems and difficulties with everyday tasks.

Most people with dementia are older, but it’s important to remember that most older people do not get dementia. Also whilst Alzheimer’s disease is the commonest cause of dementia, there are other causes too. And early diagnosis will make long-term management much easier.

If you are concerned for yourself for a family member or friend, help and support is available. You can call the Alzheimer’s Australia Dementia Helpline or visit their web site www.alzheimers.org.au where you can also check out the complete report titled “Dementia: can it be prevented?”

Meanwhile, pick up a fact card on Alzheimer’s Disease and other Causes of Dementia from any pharmacy throughout Australia providing the Self Care health information. Call the Pharmaceutical Society on 1 300 369 772 for the nearest location.
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