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Introduction


For those of you who have been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s or are caregivers of Alzheimer’s patients, there are many treatments and supports that can help slow the progress of the disease and make it more bearable. Alzheimer’s is not one of those diseases that you want to ignore; education about the disease is very important. The key to Alzheimer’s is being aware of the warning signs and symptoms.


It is also important to obtain an early diagnosis, which can then lead to early treatment. Knowing what’s available can allow you to be more interactive with your doctor and more proactive in your treatment. Early treatment can mean a much slower progression of the disease and a delay in the onset of more severe symptoms. Another ray of hope is that Alzheimer’s research is moving forward at an incredible rate and the chances of a cure in the not-too-distant future are very likely. All of the information in this book will allow you to discuss options with your doctor. You’ll be amazed to find out how much support there is for dealing with this very difficult condition.








Chapter 1


What Is Alzheimer’s?


Alzheimer’s is a slow-progressing type of dementia caused by a gradual loss of brain cells. Alzheimer’s disease disrupts nerve cell communication and interferes with nerve cell metabolism. As a result, damaged nerve cells can’t work, can’t connect, and eventually die. When nerve cells can’t transmit their signals, memory fails, personality changes occur, and daily activities become impossible to perform.


Alzheimer’s—One Cause of Dementia


Dementia is a general term that describes a disease that has a set of symptoms related to a deterioration in thinking skills. Common dementia symptoms include gradual memory loss, judgment difficulties, disorientation, difficulty in learning new tasks or performing old ones, and loss of language skills. As these are also symptoms of Alzheimer’s, it becomes confusing to try to differentiate between Alzheimer’s and dementia, especially since people with dementia also experience personality and behavioral changes like agitation, anxiety, delusions, and hallucinations, which are also symptoms of Alzheimer’s. So, in the final analysis, all people with Alzheimer’s have dementia, but not all people with dementia have Alzheimer’s.


In the case of Alzheimer’s, the brain cells are choked off by abnormal deposits called plaques and tangles. Another characteristic of Alzheimer’s is shrinkage of the brain.


The diagnosis of Alzheimer’s, with an accuracy of 90 percent, is made by ruling out the different causes of dementia and by administering a highly accurate battery of neuropsychological tests. One thing we do know is that Alzheimer’s is not communicable; it can’t be transmitted or picked up from someone who has the disease.




Although almost 100 years have passed since identifying these plaques and tangles, an autopsy is still the only way to make a 100 percent positive diagnosis of Alzheimer’s.





The History of Alzheimer’s


Alzheimer’s discovery, in 1907, is credited to a German neuropathologist and clinician, Dr. Alois Alzheimer. He was the first person to describe a case of gradual mental decline of a woman he first saw in her early fifties. When she died, he equated her brain autopsy findings with her confusion and memory problems.


When first admitted to Dr. Alzheimer’s psychiatric hospital in 1901, Frau Auguste D. had all the signs and symptoms of senile dementia. Because she was only fifty-one, it meant that her brain had aged ahead of her body and catapulted her thirty years into the future. Dr. Alzheimer had seen nothing like this in the past, and he watched his patient closely over the next six years as she gradually deteriorated and became bedridden.


Frau Auguste D.’s Autopsy


When Frau Auguste D. died in 1907, Dr. Alzheimer was still at a loss to diagnosis her condition and asked to perform an autopsy on her brain. He found abnormal deposits of protein outside and inside the nerve cells in her brain, which he called neuritic plaques. Inside the cells, he found twisted and deformed fibers, which he called neurofibrillary tangles. We now know that this woman suffered from early-onset Alzheimer’s, but her symptoms mimicked the gradual decline of mental function with age that was, up until that time, thought to be normal.


Plaques and Tangles


Plaques, also called senile plaques, are the result of a buildup of a protein that is normally produced around nerve cells. In the case of Alzheimer’s, however, this protein, called beta amyloid, keeps on building. Symptoms begin when the excess protein actually prevents electrical signals from being transmitted from one nerve cell to the next.


Tangles have their own story. They occur inside the nerve cell and are a buildup of another protein with the seemingly innocuous name “tau.” They build up to the extent that they cause cell death and also impede the passage of information between nerve cells.


It wasn’t until the early 1970s that neurologists began focusing their research on the brain. They realized that the plaques and tangles that Dr. Alzheimer had found in 1907 were also found in the normal aging brain but in much less profusion. They began to equate the amount of plaques and tangles with the appearance and severity of Alzheimer’s.


Alzheimer’s Research


Alzheimer’s was recognized in 1907, but Alzheimer’s research remained dormant for many decades after Dr. Alzheimer’s brilliant discovery. It was not even considered to be a major disease entity until the 1970s. At that time, neurological research expanded, and tremendous amounts of Dr. Alzheimer’s plaques and tangles were found in patients that were thought to have dementia or senility.




What did this discovery mean for Alzheimer’s research?


This gave hope to people who had been convinced that aging and senility went hand in hand. By distinguishing Alzheimer’s as a disease separate from normal symptoms of aging, researchers could now hope to find a cure.





In the 1970s, researchers named the condition after Dr. Alzheimer since he had been the first person to equate its symptoms with plaques and tangles. Even after Alzheimer’s disease was distinguished from senility and dementia by its name, it still wasn’t recognized by the government for purposes of research funding. It was, however, being recognized by the families of Alzheimer’s sufferers.


The High Cost of Alzheimer’s


The tremendous physical and emotional cost of the disease to Alzheimer’s sufferers and their families has been known for decades. There is also, however, a financial cost of the disease. Finally, in 1998 and again in 2002, reports were commissioned by the Alzheimer’s Association on the costs to U.S. businesses. Both studies were shocking.


“Alzheimer’s Disease: The Costs to U.S. Businesses,” authored by Ross Koppel, Ph.D., of the Social Research Corporation and the Department of Sociology at the University of Pennsylvania, found that the 2002 Alzheimer’s cost to U.S. businesses would be in excess of $61 billion. To put that number into perspective, this amount is equal to the net profits of the top ten Fortune 500 companies and exactly double the amount that was calculated in the 1998 report. The costs to businesses to cover medical insurance and disability for workers with Alzheimer’s was $24.6 billion. The costs incurred are due to the extensive responsibilities family members assume when a loved one is diagnosed with Alzheimer’s. $36.5 billion of the estimated $61 billion cost is due to absenteeism, productivity losses, and labor replacement costs.


This seems like a huge amount of money until you realize that 70 percent of people with Alzheimer’s live at home, where almost 75 percent of their care is organized and provided by family and friends. The remaining 25 percent, averaging $12,500 per year, is paid for by families out of their own pocket for private home care. It seems like U.S. business is subsidizing home care for Alzheimer’s sufferers, but is it a less expensive option than nursing home care? The average cost for nursing home care is $42,000 per year with a high range of $70,000 per year in some areas of the country.


It’s Only Going to Get Worse


In a 1994 report from the American Journal of Public Health on the economical and social costs of Alzheimer’s, it was the third most expensive disease in the United States after heart disease and cancer. They reported that the average lifetime cost of care for an Alzheimer’s patient is $174,000 with a two to twenty year life expectancy after diagnosis. This figure does not include the loss of wages both for the Alzheimer’s sufferer or the caregiver.


The costs to Medicare were calculated for the decade beginning in 2000. For Medicare beneficiaries with Alzheimer’s, the 2010 costs are expected to increase 54.5 percent, from $31.9 billion in 2000 to $49.3 billion in 2010. Medicaid expenditures for residential dementia care will have an even higher increase of 80 percent, from $18.2 billion to $33 billion in the same time period.


“Alzheimer’s Disease: The Costs to U.S. Businesses” was commissioned by the Alzheimer’s Association in 2002 and projected the cost of Alzheimer’s into the future. The account said that within a decade there could be about 14 million baby boomers with Alzheimer’s.


Early Treatment Is the Key


As the symptoms of Alzheimer’s worsen, the need for more expensive care increases. A UCLA study published in the Journal of the American Geriatrics Society in February 2002 found that health care costs for a high-functioning patient were about $20,000 compared with a patient with severe dementia at $35,000.




Therefore, to cut costs, many doctors and researchers warn that we need to diagnose the condition early and institute treatment protocols that can lessen the symptoms.





Does It Always End This Way?


Sadly, Alzheimer’s does eventually lead to the inability to care for oneself, and in the later stages, brain cell death, and death. We tend to see the worst case scenario when we think of Alzheimer’s; there are, however, millions of people living a comfortable life with Alzheimer’s, given the proper care and support.


There are other conditions that may or may not be associated with Alzheimer’s that can affect people and cause a more rapid decline in health. In other words, a heart attack or stroke may be what keeps a person from the end stages of Alzheimer’s.


Who Is Affected?


Men and women are equally at risk for Alzheimer’s. Women, because they live longer, may make up more of the Alzheimer’s population, but they are no more likely to be stricken with Alzheimer’s than men. Although Alzheimer’s rarely occurs under age fifty, by age sixty, 
2 percent of the population has Alzheimer’s—that means two out of every 100 people are affected. By age eighty-five, the incidence increases to 
50 percent, or five out of ten people.


The Risk Factors


We know that aging is the number one risk factor for Alzheimer’s. And except for the ApoE4 lipoprotein gene, Alzheimer’s is not specifically a genetic disorder. The lipoprotein gene needs to be triggered or “turned on” by one or more of the following risk factors that are themselves associated with Alzheimer’s.


This is the part of diagnosing Alzheimer’s that is very frustrating for researchers and doctors. Alzheimer’s doesn’t seem to have one specific cause that you can immediately point your finger at and say “ah ha.” The disease may have several contributing factors:




	Head trauma and stroke


	High-fat diet


	Chronic stress





The Warning Signs


With the level of Alzheimer’s awareness in our society, we are very attentive to when we have incidental memory lapses. With Alzheimer’s, however, it’s a constellation of symptoms including a confusion and disorientation that make us befuddled and apathetic, and so we may just deny it for a time. That’s why it’s important to be aware of the warning signs of Alzheimer’s in yourself, in your parents, and in your friends.


Mind and Memory Problems


Because nerve transmission is the first thing to deteriorate in Alzheimer’s, we lose the connection 
to our thoughts. Everything we do in life is preceded by a thought. Most people don’t vocalize their intent to do something, but if we did, it would be something like this: I think I’ll get up and have a glass of water in the kitchen; while there, I see the plants need watering, too, and I’ll do that; then I notice the garbage can is full, and I must change the bag.


We think of something, and it triggers us to take an action. In Alzheimer’s, the thought is initiated, but it often doesn’t go far enough along the nerve pathways to trigger an action before it stops dead.


The mind and memory symptoms will appear as if the memory is failing, when you can’t remember a name or an event. The inability to find the right word to name a familiar object is another of Alzheimer’s problems, which has to do with language. For instance, you may be able to describe what the broom does, but unable to say “broom.”


Abstract thinking, which is necessary for balancing your checkbook or when you make analogies or comparisons, becomes almost impossible because of all the electrical connections that have to take place to compare one idea to another. There can even be a disconnection in recognizing your surroundings or what time of day it is. You may go to the mall and then become confused as to where you are. Because you forget what you are doing, you can leave the stove turned on or the kettle boiling dry, and this is often interpreted as poor judgment.


Difficulty Doing Things


The electrical disconnection of Alzheimer’s makes it very difficult to accomplish tasks, even if you have done them for a lifetime. You think a thought and really want to do something, like make a cup of tea or pick up the mail, but the electrical connections between thinking the thought and performing the action just won’t work. With Alzheimer’s, you think of something and you may even begin a task, but then not remember what you are doing midtask and stop in your tracks. As the disease progresses, you may not even have enough memory connections to begin the task. Too many cells are tangled up and blocked by plaque to make the connection. You may pick up the mail because it came through the mail slot and is lying on the floor, but when you look at it you may not know what it is or what to do with it. Or, you may start putting the tea bags in the freezer or your keys in the cat box.


Mood and Behavior Problems


Memory lapses and the misplacement of things are often easy to deny, but when irritability, agitation, and depression begin to descend, you know something is wrong. By the very nature of mood changes and rapid mood swings, however, you often drive away family and friends from getting close enough to find out what’s really going on. And it’s not just the irritability and depression that are signs of Alzheimer’s; it’s also the fear. It’s a very scary thing to feel you are “losing your mind.” That’s the very time you really need all the love and support you can gather around you. So, be aware that you might be driving away your support team.


Your family may say you seem different. They may pick up the personality changes that set in because of the memory loss and inability to 
complete tasks. Understandably, you may be confused and suspicious. You become fearful and either push people away and refuse their help or become dependent and won’t let them out of your sight.




Over 4.5 million Americans have Alzheimer’s—that’s 25 percent of all the cases in the world. But the United States only makes up 4.6 percent of the world’s population.





The electrical disconnection in the brain also causes apathy to set in. The last thing you want to do is to start a conversation, go out, or get involved in a social activity.








Chapter 2


Alzheimer’s: The Differential Diagnosis


Nobody wants to wait for an autopsy to obtain a diagnosis, but that’s the state of the art in Alzheimer’s. When you first start to have memory loss, you, like Ronald Reagan, may laugh it off for a few years. And with luck, you may just be experiencing normal signs of aging where a few brain cells go down for the count. Family doctors, however, should be alerted to signs of Alzheimer’s so that treatment can be started as early as possible.


Early Detection of Symptoms


You know something is wrong because you’ve put your house keys in the freezer once too often. At first it was a joke, even though you didn’t share it with anyone because you knew they would think it was a bit crazy. But then you got confused at the shopping mall parking lot the other day and couldn’t find your car for the longest time. That was scary. And, even though you told her there is nothing wrong, your daughter keeps saying that you are more irritable and even paranoid lately. What’s going on?
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