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ALZHEIMER’S

Information guide to better
understanding Alzheimer’s disease

ALZHEIMER’S

The brain is the most complex organ in the human body.
Although it represents only 2% of our body weight, it
works very hard every day and it alone consumes 20%
of our body’s energy. Interpreting feelings, generating
thought, storing memories and controlling the body’s
movements are a few examples of the many complex
tasks that the brain does well. It helps us to perceive
and discover the world around us.
Unfortunately, some diseases can affect our brains, like
Alzheimer’s disease. This condition may have serious
repercussions and affect the quality of life of those
afflicted as well as those around them.
This guide has been designed to help you understand
this disease better, to learn to live with its constraints
and to equip people affected by it as well as their
loved ones.
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THE BRAIN:
ANATOMY
OVERVIEW…
The brain is divided into many parts and each of them plays
a distinctive role. First, there are at first two hemispheres: left
and right. Quite often, one of the two hemispheres is slightly
more developed than the other. Written and spoken language
is organized in the dominant hemisphere, which for the majority
of people is the left one.
Each hemisphere has four lobes (temporal, parietal, frontal
and occipital). There is also the cerebellum and brainstem at
the base of the brain. Each area performs a distinct cognitive
function.
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The “folded” surface of the brain is a specialized outer layer
called the “cerebral cortex.” It contains the majority of neurons,
the famous gray matter.
The brain is made up of more than 100 billion specialized nerve
cells called “neurons.” These transmit information and analyze
it, memorize it or even command voluntary muscle action.
Neurons communicate by means of an electric current, the
nerve impulses. The latter travels through neurons and forms
the basis of memories, thoughts and emotions

DID YOU KNOW…

The nervous system is organized
in a reverse network, which means
that the right side of the brain
controls the left side, and vice versa.
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What happens in cases
of Alzheimer’s disease?
Alzheimer’s is characterized by the death of nerve cells in
the brain, also called neurons. As the disease progresses,
there is a gradual loss of interaction between neurons, more
and more neurons disappear, and structural changes occur
in the brain. In fact, the cerebral cortex curls up and damages
brain regions associated with thought, planning, and memory.
Shrinking is particularly significant in the hippocampus, a
region in the cortex that plays a fundamental role in forming
new memories.

Healthy brain
Cerebral cortex:
Responsible for language
and processing information

Brain with
Alzheimer’s
The cortex folds, damaging areas
involved in thought, planning,
and memory

The ventricles
of the brain
swell with liquid

Hippocampus:
Essential for memory
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The hippocampus
shrinks severely

ALZHEIMER’S
DISEASE
Cognitive disorders, or dementia, are characterized by an
irreversible decrease in mental faculties caused by physical
changes in the brain. Alzheimer’s is the most common form
of dementia and is characterized by plaques and tangles
in the brain. It affects, among other things, memory,
mood, behaviour and language. It is a neurodegenerative
disease, which means that it evolves progressively and
the symptoms worsen as neurons degenerate and
eventually die.
With aging, it is normal to experience memory loss. If no
medical reason is associated with this memory loss, we speak
of “age-related memory impairment.”

DID YOU
KNOW…

Alzheimer’s disease
IS NOT PART of the
normal aging process.

The disease gets its name
from Dr. Aloïs Alzheimer,
who discovered it in 1906.
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NORMAL
AGING PROCESS

SIGNS OF
ALZHEIMER’S DISEASE

Forgetting the names of
people seen infrequently

Forgetting the names
of loved ones

Momentarily forgetting
part of something lived

Forgetting a recent activity

Not storing
objects appropriately

Storing objects
in unusual places

Experiencing changes
in mood because of
a known reason

Experiencing unpredictable
changes in mood

Changing areas
of interest

Having increasingly
less desire to take part
in activities

Source: Sur la mémoire, onmemory.ca/fr
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MYTH

REALITY

Alzheimer’s disease
only affects
the elderly.

The disease primarily
affects the elderly aged
65 years and older.
However, it is also sometimes
diagnosed with people
in their 40s and 50s.
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Stages of the disease
Alzheimer’s disease usually progresses slowly, but its progress
is irreversible. It will evolve in several stages that will bring
changes to the lives of people with the disease, and to their
families. Since the disease affects each person differently,
the symptoms, their order of appearance and each stage’s
duration vary between people with the disease.
Mild or early stage
At this stage, the reduction in abilities is often mild and people
with Alzheimer’s disease can continue to go about their
business independently with a little help from their loved
ones. The most common symptoms are losses of memory,
difficulty communicating and changes in mood and
behaviour. Afflicted people are aware of the changes that
occur and are able to talk to others about them.
Here are some examples of possible situations for people at
this stage:
They repeat themselves and constantly
ask the same questions.
They forget recent events.
They lack judgement and their
problem-solving ability decreases.
They tend to wander.
They may cry or get angry
for no apparent reason.
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Moderate or intermediate stage
This is the longest stage of the disease. There is an increased
deterioration of the ability to function, a change in personality
and memory problems are more severe. Many sufferers still
have some awareness of their condition, but they will need help
with a lot of everyday tasks, such as cleaning, getting dressed,
taking a shower, and so on.
Here are examples of possible situations for people at
this stage:
They remember their name, but not their address
or their phone number.
They lose the concept of time;
no longer know the season,
the day of the week or
the time.
They have difficulty forming
complete sentences, understanding, reading and writing.
They may be delirious and
hallucinate, which means hearing, seeing, smelling or even
tasting things that do not exist.
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Advanced or severe stage
Due to the destruction of neurons in all areas of the brain,
cognitive impairment and physical signs are increasing.
At this point, the afflicted person is unable to communicate
verbally or take care of himself or herself. They will need
24-hour care.
Here are examples of possible situations for people at
this stage:
They can no longer smile.
They do not talk, or their sentences
are incoherent.
They cannot control their movements.
They swallow with difficulty
and may choke while eating.
They do not recognize their loved
ones, even their spouse and
members of their family.
Terminal stage
Alzheimer’s disease is a life-threatening disease and, at this
stage, palliative care, which aims to improve quality of life and
comfort, is better.
Here are examples of possible situations for people at
this stage:
Their skin cracks and is covered with sores.
They sleep more.
Fever may be present.
Their breathing and pulse may become irregular.
They can still experience and
perceive emotions.
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Who is at risk of developing
Alzheimer’s disease ?
The exact cause of Alzheimer’s disease is unknown, but it
seems that a combination of risk factors may play a role in the
disease’s appearance.
Age
Aging is the main risk factor for Alzheimer’s disease.
As a person gets older, the risk of developing
the disease increases. In fact, 1 of 20 people aged
65 and over suffers from it and the number of
cases increases to 1 in 4 in people over 85 years.
Family history and genetics
The familial form of early-onset Alzheimer’s disease, which
is linked to genetics, represents only 5% of all cases of the
disease combined. As for the most common form of
Alzheimer’s that appears later, genetics also plays a role in
the disease’s appearance. In fact, a person with a family
member who has, or had, Alzheimer’s disease
has a slightly greater risk of having the disease.
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Cardiovascular health
Hypertension, hypercholesterolemia, obesity,
tobacco and diabetes seem to play a role in
developing the disease.
Mild cognitive impairment
People with mild cognitive impairment and
with impaired cognitive functions and memory
have an increased risk of eventually developing
Alzheimer’s disease.
Head trauma
People who have suffered from repeated
head injuries, especially concussions,
have an increased risk of developing the
disease.
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Early signs
Certain situations or changes in the
loved one’s behaviour can be a source
of concern. A decline in cognitive
health can result in different signs
that need to be monitored.

Pay special attention
to the 10 early signs of
Alzheimer’s disease.

Loss of memory that affects
daily activities
Often forgetting about events and having
trouble remembering new information.
Difficulty performing daily tasks
Experiencing difficulty performing basic tasks,
such as preparing a meal or getting dressed.
Language problems
Forgetting easy words or substituting them for
words that have nothing to do with the context.
Disorientation in space and time
Getting lost in a familiar place and no longer
knowing what day of the week it is.
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Altered judgement
Not recognizing a health condition that requires
attention or wearing inappropriate clothing, such
as wearing light clothing in freezing weather.
$
51999 ?
$
+ 38999 Not knowing what figures represent, having

Difficulty dealing with abstract concepts

?

trouble balancing a budget, not knowing how to
use numbers.
Storing objects inappropriately
Storing items in the wrong place, such as
a putting a sweater in the freezer, a bracelet
in the cabinet.
Changes in humour or behaviour
Changing mood very quickly and for no
apparent reason, such as going from a state
of calm to one of anger.
Change in personality
Behaving unusually and becoming disoriented,
suspicious, fearful and paranoid.
Loss of interest
Losing interest in favourite activities,
detaching from family and friends.
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If you think someone close
to you is showing signs of
Alzheimer’s disease, it might
be useful to note any changes
in behaviour in a log.
This way, it will be easier to:
Share the observations
with a doctor.
Discuss your concerns
with the individual and other
family members.
Be on the lookout for possible
side effects from other
medications. In fact, it could
happen that these changes
are caused by medications.
The pharmacist is a great
resource to help you.
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Diagnosing Alzheimer’s
Diagnosing Alzheimer’s disease unfortunately often occurs
too late, because the disease has already begun damaging
the brain for several years. In fact, when symptoms begin to
appear, the disease is often at an advanced stage in the brain.
You should consult a doctor as soon as possible when
there are concerns about symptoms.
The doctor will then perform an initial examination in which
they will assess, for example, symptoms, medical and psychiatric history, coordination, reflexes, etc. They can also check the
ability to understand time, to remember, to memorize and more.
The doctor can also refer the patient to a specialist, particularly
a neurologist, who can perform additional tests.
There are diagnostic tools that the physician can use to assess
cognitive abilities, including learning, attention, calculation,
memory, and language. The Montreal Cognitive Assessment
(MoCA) test is one such example.
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The benefits of early diagnosis
A person diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease can continue to live
a busy and productive life for many years. Early diagnosis brings
many benefits to the afflicted person. Here are a few:
To be able to actively participate in decisions about healthcare, financial planning, legal matters and the future.
To be able to take advantage of the many resources
available to people with the disease and to their families.
For some people, medications will be more effective
because they will be taken earlier in the disease’s progress.
To be able to establish priorities in your life based on
what matters most.
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HOW TO ENCOURAGE SOMEONE
WITH WORRISOME SIGNS TO GO
FOR A CONSULTATION
Generally, a person with symptoms will self-express the
need to see a doctor, but sometimes they refuse, because
of the denial or fear that their fears will be founded. Here
are a few tips to help initiate the discussion:

Suggest another medical exam: to check the heart,
for diabetes, a prescription renewal, etc.
Suggest that a CLSC nurse comes to do an exam
at home.
Suggest that the caregiver visit to the doctor,
as a pretext, where the person with symptoms
may accompany them.
Call the person’s doctor
directly to explain your
concerns. If the doctor
suggests a consultation,
the person may be more
inclined to agree.
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What to do after a diagnosis?
When diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease, there are a lot of
emotions. Some people will experience great shock, anger, or
suffer from the announcement, while others will experience relief
for finally understanding the reason for their symptoms. These
emotions are perfectly normal, and they can be intermittent.
People may feel lost, alone and may not know what to do after
the diagnosis. Here are some important steps that will help the
inflicted person and those around them:

Share the news with loved ones: They will better
understand what the person is experiencing and they
will be able to better help them.
Learn about Alzheimer’s disease: Having a better
understanding of the disease will benefit the sick person,
demystify myths, know the truth from the false, etc.
Explore the possible treatments: Treatments may
help reduce the symptoms.
Admit that the disease is affecting your abilities:
Learn how to adapt and find ways and help cope
with the difficulties of everyday life.
Seek support: Confiding in a family member, a friend,
another person with the disease or a support group
can be comforting.
Plan for the future: Put your papers in order;
appoint a person to make decisions about finances
and health needs. This will help you look at the future
more optimistically.
Take care of yourself: Be active, have a healthy diet,
spend time with friends and family. This will give
the afflicted person a better sense of well-being.
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Treatments
Unfortunately, there is currently no cure for Alzheimer’s
disease. Treatments help reduce symptoms, such as improving
memory, speech, cognition and motor skills.
The available medications can improve the quality of life
of those affected. However, the effectiveness of different
treatments varies greatly from person to person. The attending
physician will choose a drug based on, among other things,
the stage of the disease, the drug’s side effects and the
method of administration. It is possible that with the disease’s
progress, the drugs may lose their effectiveness. It is therefore
important to have regular follow-ups in order to make the
necessary adjustments.

Certain non-pharmacological
treatments, such as zootherapy
and aromatherapy, can help
people suffering from dementia.
However, few studies scientifically
prove their effectiveness.
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REALITY
MYTH
Some vitamin
supplements can
prevent Alzheimer’s
disease.

The effectiveness
of vitamins E, B, C,
ginkgo biloba, folic acid
and even selenium has
not been demonstrated.
In fact, many studies
have been conducted,
but unfortunately, they
have not been conclusive.

DID YOU
KNOW…
Various research is underway
to develop new treatments.
There are many promising leads
that can bring hope to people
with the disease and as
well as to their loved ones.
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Let’s talk about the symptoms log...
The symptoms log can be very helpful for people who are
receiving treatment. In fact, the caregiver can record the
changes they have noticed in various aspects. Here is an
example of a symptoms log:
MONTH: Jan

OBSERVATIONS

Memory

Mom n’t em an t
ta hne s g.

Communications

Mom  arn r e ws.

Orientation
in time
and space

Mom n’t ow t  it ,
no h t o t as.
She d ar in 
ow goro.

Daily activities

Mom s ep t des
an n o t tom.

Housework
and hobbies

Mom  vi dﬃt ok
an n osok; tas at
we ay  h ef.
She  si nes  pin r
wi h res.

Mood and
behaviour

Mom  nedbe d in
an n om r it re.
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Example of a symptoms log
MONTH:

OBSERVATIONS

Memory

Communications

Orientation
in time
and space

Daily activities

Housework
and hobbies

Mood and
behaviour

This log will track the course of the disease, but also the
effectiveness of the treatment, which will help the doctor make
any adjustments of the therapy, if necessary. Do not hesitate
to make copies and to share your observations to the
attending physician.
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HELPING
SOMEONE
WITH THIS
DISEASE
Helping someone living with Alzheimer’s can be both rewarding
and stressful. There can be many significant challenges and
the role of the caregiver is very important. Here are some
useful tips to help loved ones who are helping a person afflicted
with this disease.
Simplify the afflicted person’s life: Reducing the
number of objects in the home by removing anything
that is unnecessary is a good way to make everyday life
easier. For example, leave only what is necessary in the
bathroom, remove unused items from the kitchen cupboards, etc. It is recommended to leave notes as
a way to help overcome any memory loss.
Limit choices: Rather than asking open-ended
questions, offer a choice. For example, instead of asking,
“What would you like to do today?”, ask them
“Would you prefer going shopping or going to the movies?”
Reduce background noise: Reducing the surrounding
noise when talking with the afflicted person will greatly
help them be able to focus more.
Make regular visits: Visit the person with Alzheimer’s
regularly to offer them support, based on their needs.
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Secure the immediate environment: It is important
to make sure that the living space is free from danger.
For example, use various equipment for bathroom safety,
such as grab bars, bath seats, booster seats, etc.
Place objects that may be dangerous (knives, scissors, etc.)
in a location that is less accessible.
Simplify telephone use: Keep a list of often-used
phone numbers near the phone. Install an answering
machine if the person is not comfortable answering
the phone and tell them to let it ring.
Identify the condition: Ensure that the person
always has a card in their pocket or is wearing a bracelet
indicating their health condition and contact information
for key contact people in case the person goes astray.
Use a pillbox: Managing medications can sometimes
be complex. Putting the drugs in a weekly case or pillbox
is a good way to simplify everything and reduce the risk
of medication error.

DID YOU KNOW…

Pharmacies provide a pillbox
filling service and can even deliver it
to the home every week.
Ask your pharmacist!
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FOR GOOD COMMUNICATION
It can sometimes be difficult to communicate with
someone with Alzheimer’s disease. However, adopting certain habits can greatly facilitate communication.
Here are some tips to help to better communicate:
Look the person in the eyes and introduce yourself
if necessary.
Have a pleasant attitude and speak slowly
and calmly.
Listen to the person, demonstrate empathy
and be patient.
Use simple terms.
Try not to interrupt and avoid arguing.
Ask only one question at a time and leave
enough time for them to reply.
Formulate suggestions positively.
For example, saying, “Let’s go to the shopping mall”
is better than “Let’s not go walking outside.”
When another person is the subject
of conversation, use their name constantly instead
of saying “he” or “she.”
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KEEP
YOUR BRAIN
HEALTHY!
Some risk factors, such as genetics and aging, cannot be
controlled, unfortunately. However, scientists suggest that
a healthy lifestyle can help the brain maintain the nerve
connections between cells, and even create new ones.
A healthy brain is therefore more resilient, helping to reduce
the risk of developing Alzheimer’s disease. In addition, people
with the disease can adopt healthier lifestyles, which will
be beneficial in many ways.

It is never too
early or too late
to make changes
and to take
better care of
your brain!
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The brain needs exercise
Just as regular physical activity is good for
the body, brain activity helps to reduce
the risk of developing Alzheimer’s disease
or a related disease. It is also suggested
to challenge the brain to give it a new
experience and thus seek new or
seldom-used mental functions.
See the Build your brain muscle! section
for examples of exercises that are easy
to integrate into everyday life.
Have an active social life
Social activity helps keep the brain in
shape and seems to have a protective
effect against cognitive disorders. Here
are some ways to help maintain an
active social life:
Engage in conversation in the elevator, talk to the cashier at the store or
to the taxi driver. Take advantage of
any opportunities to socialize every day.
Talk on the phone and exchange emails.
Participate in a walking club or a Zumba class, for example,
which combine social interaction with physical activity.
Continue to work or to volunteer.
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Adopt a healthy lifestyle
Maintaining good health is just as important for the body and
the heart as it is for the brain. Having a healthy lifestyle is the
key to achieving this. Here are some good habits to adopt:
Have a healthy, balanced diet
- Eat lots of fruits and vegetables
every day. Vary the colours!
- Eat breads, cereals and grains
that are high in fibre.
- Eat meats low in trans-fats
and regularly eat fish.
- Replace salt with fine herbs.
- Prefer olive oil when using a fatty substance.
Be physically active
Regular physical activity helps maintain
good cardiovascular health while
reducing stress and positively
effecting mood.
Physical exercise also has particularly
beneficial effects in people with
Alzheimer’s disease: it helps maintain
motor skills, has a calming effect,
and maintains energy, flexibility,
balance and much more!
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Avoid tobacco, drugs and excessive use of alcohol
Healthy habits help keep the brain healthy.
Reduce stress
Reducing stress improves the brain’s health and reduces
the risks of developing a cognitive disease. Meditation,
relaxation and physical activity are good ways to do it.
Protect your head
Repeated head trauma can increase the risk of developing
the disease.
Wearing a helmet when playing sports, driving
carefully and buckling up, taking measures
to reduce the risk of falls in the home
are all things you can do to protect
your head from trauma.

It is important to monitor your health
and to keep your cholesterol level,
blood pressure, blood glucose
and your weight within the
recommended limits.
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BUILD YOUR
BRAIN MUSCLE!
Like any muscle, the brain also needs exercise to keep in
shape. Doing small exercises on a regular basis will help
it develop more connexions, make it more effi cient and it
also provides protection against cognitive disorders, like
Alzheimer’s disease. Here are some short exercises that can
be easily done every day:
Observe a random list of words for a few seconds,
memorize them and then recite them in order.
- Developing the immediate memory will help
the brain more easily retain new information.
Visualize a familiar neighbourhood and try
to put homes and businesses in order.
- This exercise can help develop a sense of organization.
Visit an instructive website every day and read
the page. After reading,
mentally summarize the
key points retained.
- Learning new things
from various fields helps
stimulate brain activity.
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Increase opportunities to make mental calculations
by avoiding the use of a calculator or mobile phone
as much as possible.
- Doing fewer mental calculations can interfere
with alertness.
Modify your habits and break your routine. For example,
take a different route to reach your desired destination,
use the steps instead of the elevator to change floors,
purchase food in a different grocery store where
the food is not in the same place, brush your hair
with the less dominant hand.
- The simple act of changing your habits stimulates brain
activity and gets it reasoning otherwise.
Ask a loved one to recite series of numbers and letters
and repeat them later in the same order.
- This exercise will help boost your ability to focus
your attention.
Play games that exercise the brain like chess, puzzles,
crossword puzzles, memory games and cards.
There are also many games available on the internet.
Try a new activity, like learning to play a musical
instrument, taking a course, or going to the theater.
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CONCLUSION
Alzheimer’s is a very complex disease that, as it progresses,
greatly affects the quality of life of people with the disease
and their families. Some risk factors can unfortunately not
be controlled, but many of them are modifiable risk factors.
Indeed, adopting healthy eating habits, exercising, having an
active social life, and stimulating the brain on a daily basis
are some effective ways to help prevent cognitive decline.
Many resources are available for both for sick people and
their loved ones. Do not hesitate to use them, as they can
be of great help.
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SOURCES AND
USEFUL LINKS
Federation of Quebec Alzheimer Societies
and Alzheimer Society Canada
http://alzheimer.ca/en/federationquebecoise
www.alzheimer.ca
These sites offer many programs and services for people
living with Alzheimer’s and for their loved ones, like useful
information, resources, and orientation and support services.
On Memory
www.onmemory.ca
A guide about Alzheimer’s disease for caregivers.
Support for caregivers of Seniors
www.lappui.org
This site helps to improve the quality of life, to make everyday
life easier and take full advantage of the resources available
for caregivers of seniors.
Familiprix
www.familiprix.com
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Only pharmacists are responsible for the professional activities of the pharmacy practice.
They use various tools such as the PSST! (Plan to Stay in Shape Today) program.
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