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Alzheimer’s Disease





What is Alzheimer’s disease?





Alzheimer’s is a disease of the brain that causes a steady decline in memory. This results in dementia, loss of intellectual functions (thinking, remembering, and reasoning) severe enough to interfere with everyday life.





When German physician Alois Alzheimer first described the disease in 1907, it was considered rare. Today, Alzheimer’s disease is the most common cause of dementia, affecting 10 percent of people 65 years old, and nearly 50 percent of those age 85 or older. Today nearly 5 million Americans have Alzheimer’s disease. With the aging population growing, that number will triple by the year 2025.





Dementia is not a disease itself but a group of symptoms. Causes of dementia can include strokes, Lewy body disease, frontal-temporal lobe dementia, Huntington’s disease, and Parkinson’s disease. Individuals with Down syndrome are at high risk for developing Alzheimer’s disease.





Alzheimer’s disease usually begins gradually, causing a person to forget recent events and to have difficulty performing familiar tasks. How rapidly the disease advances varies from person to person, causing confusion, personality and behavior changes and impaired judgment. Communication becomes difficult as the person with Alzheimer’s struggles to find words, finish thoughts, or follow directions. Eventually, persons with Alzheimer’s, become totally unable to care for themselves.





How quickly these changes occur in an Alzheimer’s patient will vary from person to person. From the onset of symptoms, the life span of an Alzheimer’s patient can range from three to 20 years.





How is Alzheimer’s disease diagnosed? 





There is no single diagnostic test. Instead, Alzheimer’s disease is diagnosed through process of elimination, to rule out other diseases and conditions that can also cause dementia. Whether conducted by a family physician or a team of specialist, the process usually involves the following:





A thorough medical history of the person with symptoms of Alzheimer’s as well as family members


An assessment of the person’s mental status


A thorough physical exam


A neurological exam


A series of lab tests


Psychological and other exams





A diagnosis of Alzheimer’s disease obtained through this evaluation is considered 80 to 90 percent accurate. The only way to be absolutely certain the person has Alzheimer’s is through an autopsy. 
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