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Management of Dementia: Between Gloom and Optimism

Dementia is a chronic, debilitating condition that is dreaded
by elderly individuals. The disease also causes a heavy burden
on the afflicted individual’s family. Dementia is also a major
public health problem in most countries, as it constitutes
a societal burden. In fact, the Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development has recommended prioritizing
dementia research and management because of its impact
on public health.
As the worldwide population is rapidly aging, the number
of people with dementia is expected to increase. It is estimated
that the prevalence of dementia will double every 20 years1).
The progressive course of dementia, as well as the anticipation of a rapid rise in its incidence rate, initially produced
a gloomy outlook regarding this disease and its treatment.
However, the pessimism surrounding the diagnosis and treatment of dementia that has prevailed over the past decades
is slowly being replaced by some more promising study findings
and prospects.
First, data regarding the possibility of preventing dementia
has been accumulating, mostly in the field of epidemiologic
studies. For example, Norton et al.2) proposed that the incidence rate of Alzheimer's disease can be decreased through
improved access to education as well as introducing effective
methods to reduce vascular-related risk factors (such as physical inactivity, smoking, midlife hypertension, midlife obesity,
and diabetes) and depression. Second, some recent studies
show an actual decrease in the age-specific incidence rates
of dementia in high-income countries3,4). They attribute this
phenomenon to improved education and cardiovascular
health at an early age. Third, many clinical studies aimed
at investigating the pathogenetic mechanisms of Alzheimer's
disease are being launched. Fourth, currently used drugs
appear to show at least symptomatic improvements; this
decreases the burden on caregivers and delays nursing home
admittance for patients with dementia.
However, there are still reasons to glooms. Current drugs
cannot stop or reverse the progression of the disease, and
clinical studies on candidate disease-modifying therapies have
not been successful to date. Some scholars argue against
promoting dementia-prevention methods on the grounds that
there is no evidence that the actual pathology of the Alzheimer's
disease is preventable5).

The most that the medical community can offer at present
is to make the best use of currently known dementia prevention and treatment methods. First, clinicians should spread
awareness of such methods to the general public so that
individuals can adopt them in their daily lives. Second, early
recognition and treatment of dementia should be improved
by cultivating clinical management skills. Third, the medical
doctors should be more amenable to allowing welfare services
to assist patients with dementia and their family members.
Real optimism does not mean ignoring the negative aspects
of dementia, but emphasizing the positive outlooks. The decision for clinicians is whether to bring gloom or provide an
atmosphere of hope to patients with dementia and their
families.
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