
 

Hospitals often missing dementia despite
prior diagnosis
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Hospitals in the UK are increasingly likely to recognise that a patient has
dementia after they've been admitted for a different reason, finds a new
UCL-led study, but it is still only recognised in under two-thirds of
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people.

This is the first study to identify an improvement in dementia diagnosis
in hospitals over time, and also found inequity between ethnic groups for
the first time.

Researchers identified people who had been diagnosed with dementia in
South London and Maudsley NHS Foundation Trust memory clinics, and
subsequently admitted to a general hospital. The researchers examined
whether dementia was one of the diagnoses on the patient's hospital
discharge summary.

They found that among people who went to hospital within one year of
being diagnosed with dementia, the hospital recognised their dementia
48.7% of the time in 2008, improving to 61.5% of the time by 2016.
Across the study period, hospitals recognised dementia in 63.3% of
inpatients with a dementia diagnosis, no matter how recently they'd been
diagnosed.

The study, published today in Alzheimer's & Dementia: The Journal of
the Alzheimer's Association, also finds that those of ethnic minority
backgrounds are almost twice as likely to have missed diagnoses in
general hospitals compared to white patients. Hospital staff are also less
likely to recognise dementia for single people, younger people, and
people with more severe physical illness.

Lead author Dr Andrew Sommerlad (UCL Psychiatry) says better
sharing of health records between health care providers could help
reduce missed diagnoses.

"People with dementia are more likely to be admitted to general
hospitals for other illnesses, partly due to difficulties taking care of
themselves - and once they're in hospital, those with dementia tend to
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have longer stays and face more complications. Hospital records need to
accurately reflect the patient's condition so that doctors can tailor their
care accordingly," said Dr Sommerlad.

"While it is great that there is some improvement, a third of people with
dementia are discharged from hospital without it being recognised that
they have dementia. They may need help, for example, with
remembering agreed new plans about their health and with remembering
to take their medication, but this help cannot be given unless the
condition is identified," he said.

The team examined 138,455 hospital admissions from 21,387 people
between 2008 and 2016, including 37,329 admissions of 8,246 people
who had known dementia before general hospital admission.

Lower recording rates for people from ethnic minority groups may be
due to communications difficulties, so the use of interpreters and
culturally appropriate cognitive assessments could help.

"There is a growing public and clinical awareness of dementia and its
symptoms. Health organisations globally are seeking to increase timely
diagnosis rates, and this appears to be paying off. But hospital staff
should also be aware of inequities between groups, so that they can be
more alert to possible signs of dementia in these patients," said Dr
Sommerlad.

"We would also like to encourage people who have noticed changes in
their memory to speak to their doctor or hospital staff about it. Getting
the right diagnosis can help people plan for the future, and ensure they're
getting the care that's best for them," said the study's senior author,
Professor Gill Livingston (UCL Psychiatry).

The researchers caution that their findings may underestimate the extent
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of missed diagnosis in people with dementia.

"While our study focused on people who already had a dementia
diagnosis, there are likely to be others who are not known to have
dementia and are admitted because their dementia has led to them, for
example, losing weight as they forget to eat or are unable to organise to
buy or cook food. Hospital admissions can be an opportunity to receive a
timely diagnosis," said Professor Livingston.

  More information: Alzheimer's & Dementia: The Journal of the
Alzheimer's Association, DOI: 10.1016/j.jalz.2018.02.012
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