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Screening and management of the patients with dementia in a diabetes clinic
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Abstract

The number of patients with diabetes mellitus or other life-style related ilinesses is increasing
continuously. At the same time, as the elderly population grows, greater attention has to be
paid to the care of people with dementia. It is reported that currently there are approximately
16,200,000 people with diabetes mellitus and 2,000,000 with dementia in Japan. According
to some estimation, the prevalence of diabetes mellitus in people older than 65 years is 1
out of 3 to 4, and that of dementia is 1 out of 10 to 13. Although the exact prevalence of
dementia among patients with diabetes mellitus is not known, diabetes mellitus has long been
considered a risk factor for the development of vascular dementia and even for Alzheimer's
disease. It is conceivable therefore that many elderly people are suffering from both diabetes
mellitus and dementia. Health care professionals are challenged by the complex issues
involved in caring for a person with dementia and other chronic medical conditions. Among
many medical conditions, diabetes mellitus is unique in that self-control of daily life by the
patient is essential to the proper management of the disease. However, self-control of daily life
becomes a difficult task for a person with dementia due to impairment of cognitive function.
Thus a patient with both diabetes mellitus and dementia needs particular attention by health
care providers. Understanding of these issues by clinicians and other professional caregivers
will improve QOL of the patients and their families. To deal with diabetic patients with
dementia, it is important for primary care physicians to detect dementia in its early stage.
This paper describes our attempt to detect undiagnosed patients with dementia as well as
suspicious borderline cases in our diabetes clinic to which about 1,500 patients were attending
regularly. We first reviewed the case records of patients with diabetes mellitus in whom the
diagnosis of dementia had been established. As well known, their clinical course revealed
that early signs of dementia were easily overlooked unless we suspected possible cognitive
impairment in the patients. We found that one of the clues to suspect dementia in patients
under insulin treatment was the worsening of diabetic control due to the failure of injecting
correct doses of insulin at indicated times with appropriate procedures. This may reflect that
insulin self-injection requires a wide range of cognitive abilities including executive functions.
We next conducted standard screening tests to assess the cognitive status of the patients
who showed behavioral characteristics suggestive of dementia. Of 20 patients tested, more
than half were considered to have either Alzheimer's disease or cerebrovascular dementia.
However, it is obvious that many people with mild dementia remain undiagnosed. The
number of patients with dementia thus detected was much smaller than that calculated from
its prevalence. We need more dependable strategies suitable for general practitioner's office to
detect early stage of cognitive impairment.
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