Dementia: Information for patients and Careqivers:

What is dementia?

Just like the physical body gets old, our brain also undergoes aging. In some individuals,
there is more damage when compared to others. The term ‘dementia’ is given to this ongoing
decline of the brain and its abilities, and its group of related symptoms. Dementia affects
memory, thinking speed, mental agility, language, understanding and judgement. Nearly 5%
of the population above 60 years of age are affected by dementia, and this figure increases
with increasing age.

What are causes of dementia?

The most common causes of dementia are diseases which cause brain cells to degenerate and
die more quickly than in normal ageing, often due to build-up of abnormal proteins in the
brain or due to blockade of blood flow, resulting in shrinkage of the brain and widening of
fluid-filled cavities, called ventricles. Some common examples are: Alzheimer’s disease (the
most common type), Vascular dementia, Dementia due to Lewy bodies, Frontotemporal
dementia etc.

What are symptoms of dementia?

Cognitive symptoms:

e Loss of memory: Usually short-term memory that is affected, while the long-term
memory (those pertaining to childhood/ youth) usually remains intact. For example,
forgetting what happened earlier in the day/ forgetting names of relatives/ forgetting
one’s way home / not being able to recall what one had been talking about etc.

e Communication problems: Finding correct words to say or not being able to identify a
common item, repetition.

e Poor Judgement: Making wrong decisions which might be quite opposed to one’s
normal self.

Behavioural symptoms:

e Mood changes: Withdrawn, sad, frightened, or angry without much reason.

e Suspiciousness: becoming paranoid regarding others, including family members,
refusing to eat food cooked, accusing others of planning to hurt him/her etc

Other abnormal behaviour: decreased sleep, sleeping at odd hours, talking/smiling to
one self or trying to spend money without reason or disrobing or increased sexual
urges etc

Daily living skills: Difficulty in bathing, brushing, feeding, wearing clothes, counting
money, shopping or using T.V and other appliances. Patients might need partial or
complete help with these activities.

RISK FACTORS:
Metabolic diseases like hypertension, diabetes, obesity, increased cholesterol, smoking and
substance use, lack of physical and mental activities, family history, nutritional deficiencies



etc.

Care for patients with dementia:

Dementia is usually progressive, which means the symptoms will gradually get worse.
Only very few cases of dementia can be cured where a cause which is treatable is found
early like thyroid deficiency or vitamin deficiency. There is no cure at present in the
majority, but with support and medications, those affected by dementia can lead a less
problematic life. Family members also need support and care from society and health care
systems as caring for a family member with dementia is challenging and exhausting both
emotionally and physically.

MEDICATIONS:
Are available for slowing down the progression of dementia for few months to years.
For behavioural, emotional and other problems: Various drugs in low doses like
antipsychotics or antidepressants can be used to control these symptoms as well as to
improve the functionality and handling of these patients. However, they might also cause
side-effects, hence must never be administered without advice of a registered psychiatrist.

BEHAVIOURAL METHODS:
Patient support from loved ones can make a huge difference in the lives of patients
with dementia, even more than medications and behavioural management is as
important as medications. For example:
v/ One must encourage their involvement in day to day activities and try to keep
them busy.
Speak in a clear voice, use simple sentences.
Keep items at their proper places; keep the layout at home simple.
Use reminders like large clocks, labels and calendars frequently.
Divide tasks into smaller steps for easy understanding.
Never shout/ raise your voice/ taunt a person with dementia. It is an illness and
it can happen to anyone.
Praise whenever patient puts in effort or give small rewards.
Never let patient go outside or handle things involving electricity or fire
without supervision; patient must carry the identification card at all times.
v Encourage patient to speak of past memories.
This support from carers and loved ones can encourage independence and can have a big
impact on how capable and confident a person living with dementia feels.
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