
The Istat report of 4th June 
20201 on mortality due to 
COVID-19 infection in the first 
four months of 2020, prepared 
in conjunction with the Istituto 
Superiore di Sanità, shows 
that in the provinces with high 
infection rates the age groups 
with the most significant 
excess deaths are 70-79 and 
80-89 years for men, and 90 
years and more for women. 
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The latter is the age group with the greatest difference in mortality 
when compared with the period prior to the pandemic, regardless of 
gender, and even in areas with medium and low infection rates. For 
both men and women, the greatest number of deaths from COVID-19 
in the general population are concentrated in the 80-89 age group 
(13,268 according to the June 4th update released by the ISS2). Of 
the deceased patients, 16.1% were affected by dementia (23.3% for 
women and 12.6% for men): a not surprising figure if we consider 
that according to the ISS’s Dementia Observatory more 20% of those 
over 80 are affected, equal to about 1 million Italians and over 50 
million people in the world. 

According to3 Alzheimer’s Disease International (ADI), there is no data 
to suggest that people with dementia suffer more severe symptoms 
of SARS-CoV-2 disease than people of the same age and health 
condition. However, the WHO, a few days after declaring a pandemic, 
highlighted the repercussions of the disease on mental health, and 
identified as particularly fragile elderly people with dementia and 
cognitive impairment, in whom confinement can induce increased 
levels of anxiety, anger, stress and agitation4.

The difficulty that people with dementia may 
experience in accessing accurate information and 
applying containment health measures makes them 
particularly vulnerable and consequently much more 
exposed to the risk of contagion5.

The limitations lie not only in their capacity to understand health 
and hygiene precautions, such as wearing a mask or regular hand 
washing, but also in the lack of memory resources necessary for 
remembering them. Furthermore, quarantine can be very complicated 
to implement, whether following contact with a sick person or one 
at risk, or in the case that the patient with dementia demonstrates 
symptoms of respiratory disease. This increased exposure to 
contagion may explain why dementia represents an observed 
comorbidity of SARS-CoV-2 disease.
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Confinement and isolation, whether at home or in 
medical assistance facilities, also seems to constitute 
a decisive factor in aggravating the symptoms of 
dementia.

The patient undergoes a sudden change in daily routine (habits, 
activities, social contacts) with a consequent increase in stress and 
agitation. 
Dementia is also a critical factor to take into account when deciding 
as to whether hospitalization is the appropriate course of action. 
The ban on access to family members in COVID-19 wards puts the 
dementia sufferer in a situation of anxiety, confusion and delirium: 
s/he is in an unknown environment, unable to communicate with 
health professionals and unable to make decisions independently. 
The Swiss Academy of Medical Sciences includes severe and medium-
severe dementia among the factors that would make a patient an 
unfavourable candidate for ICU admission in a situation of scarce 
resources, and the ADI recommends assessing in advance the 
benefit / risk ratio of hospitalizing a dementia patient suffering from 
COVID-19. 

These considerations highlight another criticality issue: the role 
and security of caregivers. Without the support of day care facilities 
and the normal fabric of society, family members of elderly people 
with dementia can feel disarmed and under pressure. With this in 
mind, the Italy Alzheimer Federation has drawn up a guide6 aimed at 
dealing with a complete change in daily circumstances. The advice 
essentially proposes domestic and recreational activities that keep 
residual cognitive abilities, procedural memory and motor faculties fit 
and functioning; some measures are also proposed to mitigate sunset 
syndrome and minimise the risk of an accident. 
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For the elderly patient in medical assistance structures, the imbalance 
undoubtedly derives from the temporary cessation of visits by family 
members and from the regulation or reduction of human contact and 
activities within the centre itself. 
Moreover, isolation and containment measures are difficult to apply, 
increasing the risk of accidents, patient agitation and the need for 
complementary pharmacological treatments. 

To these problems we can add a shortage of personnel and a specific 
need for protective material that combine to make managing this 
situation complex and expensive. 
In a context in which telematic communication channels have often 
proved to be the only resource that can meets the needs arising as 
a result of confinement, including for the elderly with dementia and 
their caregivers, these tools can constitute a useful and sometimes 
life- changing support both in terms of maintaining social contact 
remotely and to provide a new form of assistance78. 

In a completely unprecedented health emergency, the 
evolution of which is uncertain and unpredictable, it 
is important to seek long-term solutions to protect the 
elderly with dementia. This implies both an assessment 
of the costs and a more general reflection on the 
necessary balance between the health and dignity of 
the individual and the safety of the community. 

1 https://www.epicentro.iss.it/coronavirus/pdf/Rapp_Istat_Iss_3Giugno.pdf
2 https://www.epicentro.iss.it/coronavirus/sars-cov-2-decessi-italia
3 https://www.alz.co.uk/news/adi-releases-position-paper-on-covid-19-and-dementia
4 https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/WHO-2019-nCoV-MentalHealth-2020.1
5 https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(20)30755-8/fulltext
6 http://www.alzheimer.it/to_attivita_covid_19.html
7 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7247465/
8 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7196899/
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