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Reassurance for dementia sufferers on
impact of common drugs

September 18 2011

Researchers whose findings on the detrimental impact of some common
medicines on elderly people were widely reported earlier in the summer

have found that taking a few of these medicines does not appear to cause
further cognitive impairment in those already suffering from dementia.

In a paper published today by the journal Age and Ageing, Dr Chris Fox
of the University of East Anglia (UEA) and colleagues from a number of
other universities and the NHS describe how they studied a clinically
representative sample of 224 people with established Alzheimer's
dementia who were taking low levels of these medicines.

In their earlier paper published by the Journal of the American Geriatrics
Society on June 24 2011, the team identified that an effect of many
common and apparently quite disparate medicines appeared to increase
the risks of both cognitive impairment and death in older people. These
prescription and over-the-counter medicines, which range from
antidepressants to some antihistamines, affect the brain by reducing the
action of a key neurotransmitter called acetylcholine. This is known as
an anticholinergic effect.

Older people are at higher risk of exposure to medications with
anticholinergic effects because they are more likely to be regular users
of prescription drugs. Up to 50 per cent of dementia patients in the US
are estimated to take at least one such medication and similar levels were
found in the earlier study.
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"We found that taking a low dose of one medication with a low degree
of anticholinergic activity does not appear to lead to more impaired
cognition or a more rapid cognitive decline in people with dementia over
the next six or 18 months," said study leader Dr Chris Fox of Norwich
Medical School at UEA.

"We hope that this will provide some reassurance to families and carers
of those with dementia. But we remain concerned about the impact on
frail older people who have no signs or mild signs of impaired cognition
before they start to take the drugs and we feel more work is needed in
this area. In addition, we need studies on mortality in the more advanced
dementia with these medicines."

Ian Maidment from the University of Kent said: "One possible
explanation for the different results is that in people with dementia the
cholinergic system is already impaired and therefore introducing a
further insult, to the cholinergic system, has little effect. These results
do, however, highlight the complexity of the issue and the need for
further in-depth research."

Further research is also needed on the use of the scale as a predictor of
cognitive impairment in older people. The scale covers representative
medication, but does not currently take medication dosage into account
and the researchers conclude that there is a need to assess the impact of
medication doses.

"The impact of anticholinergic burden in Alzheimer's Dementia — the
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