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Common drug may
be dementia risk
Rhys Blakely Science Correspondent

Doctors should think twice about
prescribing drugs commonly used to
treat depression and bladder problems
after they were linked to an increased
risk of dementia, scientists said.
A study found that there was nearly a
50 per cent greater risk of dementia
among patients aged 55 and over who
had been prescribed strong anticholine:r;gic drugs for three years or more.
T-his class of drug helps to contract
and relax muscles. They work by blocking acetylcholine, a chemical that
transmits messages in the nervous
system. Guidelines recommend that
they should be avoided for frail older
people because th,ey can harm memory
and thinking. It is s · not clear whether
these changes are ermanent but
scientists said the ne research
or
stered the -case for prescrip ·
middle-aged patients o be reviewed
regularly.
As many as one in ten adults aged 50
or over regularly uses a
g with anticholinergic properties, the Alzheimer's
Society says. Professor Tom ening,
head of the dementia centre at Nottingham University, where the study was
carried out, said: "We found a greater
·risk for people diagnosed with dementia before the age of 80, which indicates
that anticholinergic drugs should be
prescribed with caution in middle-aged
people as well as in older people."
The study, published yesterday in the

journa!JAMA Internal Medicine, looked
at the medical records of 58,769
patients with a diagnosis of dementia
and 225,574 patients without one.
The results suggest that the drugs
were linked to a higher risk of Alzheimer's and vascular dementia. The team
could not say whether the drugs caused
the conditions. A link to an elevated
risk of dementia was found with anticholinergic antidepressants, antipsychotic drugs, anti-Parkinson's drugs,
bladder drugs and epilepsy drugs.
Professor Tara Spires-Jones, of the
University of Edinburgh, who was not
involved in the study, said: "Parkinson's
and depression are b<'-+-.h risk factors for
dementia so it is possible that the increased risk of d
ntia was due to
thesedisea
nottheanticholinerg!c
eing used to treat them."
o higher risks were found for other
types of anticholinergic drug studied
such as antihistamines.
If the medicines do cause dementia
then the higher level of risk associated
with them suggests that about 10 per
cent of new dementia diagnoses could
be attributable to exposure to such
drugs, the researchers said. This would
equate to about 20,000 of the 209,600
new cases of dementia a year in the UK.
Q'he researchers said: "This is comparable with other modifiable risk factors
for dementia, including 5 per cent for
midlife hypertension,3 per cent for diabetes, 14 p cent for later-life smokiilg
and 6.5 per ce t for physical inactivity."

