
Alzheimer’s 
Disease
THE CLUMPS & BUNDLES 
OF OUR MIND
Dementia is a term used to describe memory loss and 
the decline in ability to perform daily tasks. The most 
common type of dementia is Alzheimer’s disease, 
accounting for 60-80% of the dementia cases. While 
Alzheimer’s becomes more common as we age, it is not 
considered a normal part of the aging process. Most 
people with Alzheimer’s are older than 65 years old; less 
than 10% of those affected are younger than 65 years 
old. This is called Early-Onset Alzheimer’s.

Alzheimer’s is a progressive disease, meaning it 
continues to get worse over time. Brain cells are 
continuously dying or degenerating, affecting a person’s 
ability to think, behave, and eventually even function 
on their own. There are many changes in the brain 
that occur with Alzheimer’s and scientists believe the 
changes begin at least ten years before symptoms start to 
show. Abnormal deposits of protein are forming clumps 
(called amyloid plaques) and bundles (called tau tangles) 
and neurons stop functioning and connecting with other 
neurons. These changes were originally noticed in 1906 
by Dr. Alois Alzheimer. The damage seems to begin in 
the hippocampus, which is where we form memories. 
By the end stages of the disease, the brain tissue shrinks 
significantly as it spreads throughout.

Signs and symptoms change as Alzheimer’s progresses.

MILD ALZHEIMER’S DISEASE/EARLY STAGE 
Cognitive difficulties begin. This is when people are often 
diagnosed.

 » Memory loss

 » Repeating questions
 » Wandering, getting lost
 » Taking longer to perform daily tasks
 » Inability to pay bills on time
 » Personality changes

MODERATE ALZHEIMER’S DISEASE/ 
MIDDLE STAGE 
Language and reasoning are affected.

 » Memory loss increases
 » Confusion
 » May not recognize loved ones
 » Behaving impulsively
 » Inability to learn new tasks
 » Inability to perform tasks with more than one step
 » May have delusions, hallucinations, and paranoia
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SEVERE ALZHEIMER’S DISEASE/LATE STAGE 
The brain has shrunk significantly by this time.

 » No longer communicating
 » Depending on others completely for care
 » Possibly bedridden

WHAT CAUSES ALZHEIMER’S DISEASE?

Unfortunately, scientists still don’t know enough about 
what causes Alzheimer’s but it seems to be a combination 
of genetics, lifestyle, and environmental factors. There 
also seems to be a correlation between some vascular and 
metabolic conditions and a higher rate of Alzheimer’s, such 
as heart disease, high blood pressure, stroke, diabetes, and 
obesity. 

HOW IS ALZHEIMER’S DIAGNOSED?

Alzheimer’s cannot be definitively diagnosed until after 
death via a brain biopsy. However, there are a number of 
things that can help doctors give a likely diagnosis.

 » Blood and urine samples to rule out other possibilities.
 » CT (computed tomography) scans, PET (positron 

emission tomography) scans, and MRIs (magnetic 
resonance imaging). Again, these are helpful to rule 
out other causes.

 » Memory and problem-solving tests, counting, and 
monitoring attention span and language.

 » Talking with friends and family about changes in 
behavior, function, and personality.

 » Review health history and medical problems.

TREATMENT OPTIONS

Sadly, Alzheimer’s is progressive, irreversible, and 
incurable. There are some medications available that 
regulate neurotransmitters and increase communication 
between the neurons. They reduce symptoms for some and 
help manage behavioral problems. Common behavioral 
symptoms are sleeplessness, anxiety, agitation, and 
wandering.

Through ongoing clinical trials, scientists are hoping to find 
the causes of Alzheimer’s and how we can better treat and 
stop it once it is diagnosed.

Talk with your 
doctor if you have 

any concerns about 
your health.

Alzheimer’s cannot be prevented, but maintaining a 
healthy lifestyle with a well-balanced diet and regular 
exercise is the best approach to preventing other conditions 
that increase the risk of Alzheimer’s. Keeping your brain 
active with social and mental engagement has also been 
shown to help, such as board games, puzzles, playing 
an instrument, reading, dancing, etc. There should be 
emphasis on providing a safe environment for those 
who have been diagnosed and helping them remain 
independent as long as possible.

 » Keep medications secure
 » Keep items in the same, familiar place so they can 

be found
 » Place bills on automatic payment schedules
 » Have photos of family and friends around so the 

faces remain familiar
 » Have a calendar or schedule up-to-date and visible
 » Remove excess furniture, rugs, etc.
 » Install handrails and other safety equipment

Whether you are diagnosed with Alzheimer’s or are 
the one caring for someone with it, it can be a very 
challenging disease process. A stable home environment 
with routine activities are important, as well as support 
groups and counseling.


