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Dementia is a complex condition that a ects the way people think,
remember, and behave. Itis common in elderly people, but it can also
show up earlier in life. Dementia is a condition that encompasses a
wide variety of cognitive diseases, which is why dementia is called
an “umbrella term”. Scientists need to study dementia because it
a ects 50 million people worldwide! Because of this, a lot of research
has been focused on treating dementia, and di erent medicines and
other forms of management to help people with this condition have
been revealed. Finally, when a loved one has dementia, it can be
frustrating, sad, and confusing for the people around them. It is,
therefore, important to recognize these feelings and to understand
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DEMENTIA

A condition in which
brain skills decline
enough to interfere
with daily life, a ecting
memory, reasoning,
and communication.

COGNITION

The mental processes
involved in acquiring
knowledge and
understanding,
including thinking,
memory, learning, and
decision making.

NEURONS

Special types of cells in
your body that act as a
messenger. They are
specialized for the
brain and help carry
signals between your
brain, spinal cord, and
the rest of your body,
allowing you to think,
feel, move, and even
form memories.

ALZHEIMER'S
DISEASE

The most common
cause of dementia; it
progressively impairs
memory, thinking,
and behavior.

that there are many ways to help people with dementia cope with
their condition and assist them in their daily lives.

WHAT IS DEMENTIA?

Every year, we celebrate our birthdays and see the process of agin g
occur right before our eyes. We learn new things, gain new skil s,
notice changes in our bodies, and even grow taller! Aging is a na tural
process in which our bodies and minds change for many reasons.
This aging process is completely normal—think of all the ways you
dier from your parents or from older (or younger) friends and
family members.

Some people may age abnormally, and this is commonly seen in a
condition called dementia . Dementia is de ned as a loss of memory,
thinking, and reasoning skills. It can also cause changes in b ehavior
and mood, to an extent that interferes with a person's daily life and
activities. With normal aging, everyone can experience some typ ical
changes in memory and brain functions like cognition , but these are
often less severe than in dementia and they generally do not have a
big impact on the lives of the aging person and their family.

Dementia a ects more than 50 million people around the world, and
this number is expected to double in the next 30 years as people liv e
longer, because dementia is more common in older adults [ 1]. Not
everyone will develop dementia as they age. The reason dementia
occurs is not fully understood but we do know that it is caused by

a loss of brain cells called neurons over time. Neurons communicate
with each other to help us learn, create memories, make important
decisions, and control our emotions.

Dementia is a condition, which means itreferstoa group of symptoms
rather than a speci c disease. Many di erent diseases fall und er the
category of dementia ( Figure 1). The most common type of dementia
is called Alzheimer's disease , in which abnormal products made by
neurons get stuck to parts of the brain that a ect important function S
like memory.

WHAT IS IT LIKE TO HAVE DEMENTIA?

Dementia is a highly variable condition, meaning that dierentp eople
can have di erent symptoms, making it challenging to diagnose  and
treat. Diagnosing dementia often starts in the home, with family
members noticing early signs [ 2]. Early signs of dementia can vary in
each person, but can include trouble remembering the words they
want to use for a sentence, trouble with daily tasks, or changes in
mood and behavior ( Figure 2). These changes are often hard to spot in
the beginning, but they become more obvious over time. People with
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Figure 1

Dementia often
develops at the same
time as other
conditions, which is
why it is sometimes
referred to as an
“umbrella term”. In
other words, several
diseases that a ect
brain function,
behavior, and most
commonly, memory,
are grouped together
under the general term
of “dementia”.

Figure 2

As people grow older,
one of the biggest
symptoms they
experience due to the
changes happening in
their brains is the ability
to remember things.
Sometimes older
people can misplace
things or have a hard
time remembering a
name or a place, but
this happens to
everyone.
Forgetfulness is a
normal part of aging.
However, dementia
patients experience
these memory
problems more
severely, a ecting their
daily activities and
relationships.

Figure 1

dementia can become confused, frustrated, sad, or scared becau se
they do not know what is happening. They might worry about being

a burden to family members or feeling left out when they cannot jo in
in on activities that they used to love. They may also feel upset if th ey
are told they can no longer do important things, like driving or tak  ing
care of themselves.

Figure 2

Overall, dementia causes very big changes in someone's life. For this
reason, it is important to support people with dementia as they go
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ACETYLCHOLINE

A type of chemical
messenger, called a
neurotransmitter, that
neurons use to talk to
each other. It helps
control things like
muscle movement
and memory.

through these life-altering changes. Dementia can also be hard fo r
the friends and family of the a ected person. Unfortunately, there IS
no cure for dementia, but luckily there are many doctors dedicate d
to helping dementia patients and lots of ongoing research in the
eld. There are also many resources available to help people wi th
dementia live happy and ful lling lives.

IS THERE A CURE FOR DEMENTIA?

Scientists have not found a cure for dementia yet. However,
there are ways to manage symptoms and improve daily life.
Donepezil is a medication that can be helpful for people with
dementia. This medicine works by preventing the breakdown of a
chemical messenger in the brain called acetylcholine . Keeping more
acetylcholine in the brain helps improve communication between
neurons, so donepezil helps people with dementia to think more
clearly and remember things better. This helps them manage some
of the symptoms of the condition, but it is not a cure.

HOW CAN WE HELP SOMEONE WITH DEMENTIA?

Having a family member with dementia can bring up a lot of emotions
You might feel sad or angry about the changes that are happening
You may also feel bored when they say the same things over and
over. You might even worry about catching dementia or developin g
it yourself. All these feelings are normal and it is okay to be up set.
But remember, dementia is not contagious like a cold or u, andj ust
because someone in your family has dementia, it does not mean th at
you will get the condition, too.

We talked about an example of medication for dementia, but there
are also other helpful strategies called non-drug treatments [ 3]. These
treatments focus on making life easier and more enjoyable for pe ople
with dementia ( Figure 3). It is important to treat people with dementia
with kindness and patience. You can make a big di erence by spend ing
time with them and doing things they enjoy. Even if they do not
remember everything, they will feel your love and support.

Here are some activities you and your loved one with dementia
might enjoy:

» Looking at old photographs.

» Playing simple games.

» Going for a walk.

» Playing music, singing, or dancing together.
» Sharing stories.

» Drawing pictures.

» Celebrating special events together.
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Figure 3

Patients with dementia
should participate in
regular physical and
brain activities.
Examples include: (A)
cognitive interventions,
in which certain
activities promote
thinking,
concentration,
communication, and
memory; (B) music
therapy, which involves
using familiar songs to
cause patients to feel
positive emotions and
remember good times;
(C) exercise and
movement, which
helps maintain normal
brain functioning and
improves muscle
strength and
independence.

Di erent types of
therapy can engage

di erent parts of the
brain, potentially spark
more memories, and
help reduce patients'
stress.

Figure 3

TIPS FOR HELPING SOMEONE WITH DEMENTIA

One important tip to consider when you are trying to communicate
with someone with dementia is that it is best to keep things simple.
Too many topics or choices at once can be confusing for someone
with dementia. Try to stick to one idea at a time. For example, ask
them: “Would you like some lemonade?” instead of “Would you like
lemonade, ginger ale, or water?”. Another tip is to be patient and
go slow. Give them lots of time to respond to you—it takes people
with dementia longer to process information and come up with
a reply.

Finally, people with dementia can undergo personality changes th at
vary as their symptoms progress. The changes happening in their
brains can make them feel nervous and frustrated. Sometimes, they
may even get angry at you when you have done nothing wrong. It

is important to know that they still love you and do not mean to
get angry. Like everyone, people with dementia will have good day s
and bad days. On these bad days, though we may still want to help
our loved one, it is important to always consider personal safety . If
someone is getting upset, it usually means they need something but
do not necessarily know how to ask for it. In this situation, you can  look
to a trusted adult for support, o er the person with dementia a drink

of water or a snack, and always reassure them that they are safe.

WHAT OTHER HELP IS AVAILABLE FOR PEOPLE WITH
DEMENTIA AND THEIR FAMILIES?

Caring for someone with dementia can be challenging. As the diseas e
progresses, the person with dementia needs more and more help
taking care of themselves. It usually takes a team of people, incl uding
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family members, doctors, nurses, home help, and others, to care for
someone with dementia. Some families may hire helpers like nurs es or
personal support workers, or register their loved one ina day pr ogram
that can provide them with social activities and food [ 4].

Taking breaks is important for caregivers' mental health. Addi tionally,
support groups and resources are available to help caregiver s cope.
Sometimes it can become too much for caregivers to take care of
people with dementia at home [ 5]. When this happens, the person
with dementia may move into a facility with 24/7 support. If your
loved one moves into one of these homes, try to visit as often as
you can. You and your family know the person best and can help
make their days brighter by telling stories or doing activities that are
meaningful to them. You could also nd out how you might be able to
volunteer or share something special with the residents, like a mus ic
show or artwork!

IN CLOSING...

If you have a loved one with dementia, showing them patience and
understanding is really important. Spending time together and kee ping
them involved in activities they enjoy can make a big di erence. E ven
though dementia does not go away, these e orts can help improve
their daily lives and make them feel loved and supported. If thing s
get tough, remember it is not your fault; you are doing your best

to help.
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LIJIA
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