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Aid for dementia sufferers

ALZHEIMER'S DAY: THEME FOR THIS YEAR'S COMMEMORATION TODAY IS ‘LET'S TALK ABOUT IT'

= The misconception
that very little can be
done about it must

be challenged.

O T R T T
Adele May and Shakila Dada

he thought of having our

memories erased and

being unable to recog-

nise the people we cher-

ish would elicit fear in
most individuals. For adults with
a dementia diagnosis, this fear
is magnified - even more so for
those closest to them.

Dementia is one of the ma-
Jor causes of disability in older
adults and is recognised as a pub-
lie health priority by the World
Health Organisation.

This month is dedicated to
raising dementia awareness, and
today is set aside to commemo-
rate World Alzheimer’s Day.

This year, its theme is: “Let's
talk about it”,

Nothing can prepare an indi-
vidual or family for the impact of
dementia. Although each person

with dementia is unique, most
families share the common sen-
timent the condition is a heart-
breaking experience, as one es-
sentially grieves the lossof a loved
one while they are alive.

About 50 million people are liv-
ing with dementia worldwide.

A global dementia prevalence
is forecasted to reach 75 million
by 2030, and 131.5 million by 2050.
About 66% of sufferers reside in
low- and middle-income nations.

As asyndrome, dementia is the
general label given to a cluster of
irreversible changes in memory,
communication, reasoning, exec-
utive functioning and attention. A
key risk factor for developing the
condition is advancement in age.
For this reason, there is a widely
misinformed view dementia is an
inevitable outcome of old age.

This, however, is not the case.
Dementia is the result of distine-
tive pathologies affecting differ-
ent parts of the brain. This pre-
sents a wide range of symptoms
which profile dementia into sev-
eral subtypes (for example, vascu-
lar dementia arising from stroke
or heart disease).

The most common being
Alzheimer’s dementia, which re-
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sults from Alzheimer’s disease,
Because it is a degenerative
condition, one misconception is
that very little can be done to im-
prove the quality of life of those
who suffer from it. This narrative
paints a bleak future for people
with dementia and is one which
must be challenged.
Communication  difficulties
persist across all dementia sub-
types. Depending on the subtype,
dementia sufferers typically ex-
perience difficulty in understand-
ing language or finding the right
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word when deseribing events,
retelling stories or sharing jokes.

They might also repeat ques-
tions that have been answered or
confuse people’s names.

Over time, with a loss of lan-
guage, those with the condition
are likely to withdraw from inter-
personal interaction altogether.
These communication difficulties
can be distressing to spouses,
children or grandchildren as they
might be unaware of how to pro-
vide appropriate support when
interacting with their loved one.

Ultimately, these challenges
could create a social and emotion-
al divide between those with de-
mentia and their family.

There are strategies relatives
can employ during to support
someone with dementia:

» Use their name to address
them. This not only shows respect
but also upholds their self-identi-
ty and personhood;

» Use multiple forms of commu-
nieation (spoken language with
facial expressions);

» Avoid completing their sen-
tences; rather wait for them to
respond at their own pace.

There are many organisations,
such as Dementia Alliance Inter-
national (dementiaallianceinter-
national.org), leading the charge
in advocating for people with de-
mentia to express their opinions
in matters affecting their lives.

Dementia SA (dementiasa.org)
and Alzheimer’s SA (alzheimers.
org.za) are examples of nonprof-
it organisations offering work-
shops, training and advice.
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