
 

Dementia deaths rise during the summer of
COVID, leading to concern
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Deaths from dementia during the summer of 2020
are nearly 20% higher than the number of
dementia-related deaths during that time in
previous years, and experts don't yet know why.
An estimated 61,000 people have died from
dementia, which is 11,000 more than usual within
that period. 

"There's something wrong, there's something
going on and it needs to be sorted out," Robert
Anderson, chief of mortality statistics at the U.S.
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, said
in a recent interview with Politico. "This is highly
unusual."

As a geriatrician, I find this statistic sad but not
shocking. I care for dementia patients in my clinical
practice. I see firsthand how the isolation caused
by the pandemic has changed their lives, whether
they're home alone, living with a caregiver, or in a
long-term care facility. 

Deciphering the statistics is a challenge. Hiding
within them are many factors that have contributed
to the deaths from dementia during the pandemic.

Here are four of them.

Social isolation

Social distancing—or staying at least 6 feet apart,
wearing a mask and avoiding crowds—is a proven
way to decrease COVID-19 risk, especially from
people with the infection but without symptoms. But
social distancing is different from social isolation,
which leads to a sense of disconnection from the
community. Social isolation, which essentially is
little or no contact with others, is the last thing
seniors with dementia need. But it's what many
have received, as caregivers are forced to limit
visits during the pandemic.

Social isolation is a risk for poor health outcomes,
particularly as people age. And in the U.S., 28% of
those over 65 (13.8 million) live alone. Socially
isolated people have higher rates of not only
dementia, but heart disease, high blood pressure,
depression, cognitive decline and death. 

Caregiver burnout

On the best of days, caregiving for a family member
with dementia is difficult. Watching the decline of a
loved one is hard. Having to help them with things
that are basic and personal makes it even harder.
The commitment, 24 hours a day, offers little time
for breaks. Often the caregiver, unsung and
overlooked, is suffering.

And during COVID-19, caregivers have been
isolated too. What help they had from the outside is
now probably gone. Burnout becomes more likely.
For dementia patients to get the best care, their 
caregivers also need care and support. 

Decreased access to medical care

Throughout the U.S., hospitals and clinics have
seen fewer people coming in. Many missed visits
were for preventive care and treatment of chronic
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conditions. For dementia patients, accessing care
may even be more problematic. Telemedicine,
often an option for other patients, may not be
manageable for those with dementia. Physicians
and staff need to reach out to them. And agencies
and volunteer groups are available in many
communities to assist seniors who need access to
technology.

Staying home

Because of COVID-19, some of my patients choose
to stay home. They've decided a medical issue is
not worth the risk of leaving the house. I also have
patients living in facilities who choose to use the
care available there instead of going to the
hospital. 

This is a good example of something we doctors
call goal-concordant care: when doctors
understand a patient's health goals, and then
provide them with the best they can within the
scope of those goals. 

Some advice

Dementia is a complex medical condition with no
cure. But that doesn't mean nothing can be done to
make a patient's life better, even during COVID-19.
With each challenge there are ways to provide help
and support, not just to those with dementia, but for
those who care for them. 

If you know someone with dementia, whether they
live at home or in a facility, check in on them.
Because in-person visits are not the safest option,
you can call to see how they're doing or if you can
help. You don't need the latest technology to
connect; many with dementia may have challenges
going online. Landlines and cellphones are just
fine, allowing your elderly friend to hear a human
voice. It does you good too: Building relationships
with people who aren't our age gives us insights
and perspectives we may have never considered.

Also, check in on the caregiver; call to chat and,
most important, listen. You don't need to have the
answers; just be supportive. If you are a caregiver, 
reach out to local agencies; many have easy-to-
access virtual support groups.

And talk with loved ones about what you would
want if you had dementia and couldn't speak
effectively for yourself. Your primary care doctor
can help you think through these types of
situations. Such conversations are uncomfortable,
but necessary. 

This article is republished from The Conversation
under a Creative Commons license. Read the 
original article.
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