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The past few months have certainly been 
challenging, but I want to reassure you that 
Alzheimer’s Research UK is still working for all 
those affected by dementia. 

Our researchers are busy analysing data, developing 
new theories for investigation, collaborating virtually 
and working to share knowledge to ensure that 
worldwide, understanding about dementia continues 
to grow.

In these pages, you’ll find plenty of examples of research finding a way. 
It can do so because you are with us. Your support has been vital during 
these uncertain months and we’re truly grateful for it. 

And no matter what the world throws at us, thanks to you, research will 
continue to make breakthroughs possible for dementia. 

Ian Wilson, 
Chief Executive, 
Alzheimer’s Research UK.
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Join Dementia Research is still able to register people who are interested 
in taking part in essential scientific studies. At present, the service won’t 
match volunteers to any studies that involve person-to-person contact, but 
there are many other important pieces of research that are able to continue. 
To find out how you could get involved, please visit alzres.uk/think-JDR

Join Dementia Research
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Adapting to  
new challenges
It hardly needs to be said that the whole country is 
going through a very challenging time as a result of  
the coronavirus. Almost every walk of life has been 
impacted by the outbreak and our thoughts are with 
all of those affected.

People with dementia are likely to be particularly vulnerable to this virus 
so it is especially important that they and those around them take what 
steps they can to avoid transmission. For the latest guidance on COVID-19, 
and steps to care for yourself and others, please see the NHS website at  
alzres.uk/think-covid-19

Keeping our research going

From March of this year, many of our labs and study sites have been 
closed for the same reasons as in other sectors – social distancing and 
the need to care for families. But we have put everything in place to 
enable our teams to continue collaborating effectively, as they work  
from home.  

Our scientists have been able to focus on many important aspects of 
dementia research while away from the lab. Successful research depends 
on careful planning, studying the latest findings from around the 
world, analysing data, designing experiments, writing up research into 
articles for scientific journals, and connecting with colleagues to share 
information and develop collaborations. These are all critical elements of 
a researcher’s job that have continued, while working remotely.

Our leadership team has also been meeting regularly, using online 
discussions to share best practice, plan for the future, and to ensure that 
we are ready to get back to full speed as soon as circumstances allow.

Helping the UK to tackle coronavirus

Alzheimer’s Research UK is proud to be a founding funder of the UK 
Dementia Research Institute. There, research staff with specific lab-based 
skills have responded to a request from Public Health England to support 
the country’s coronavirus testing activities. Many of our scientists have 
also been working directly to support patients, as well as offering their 
expertise to help improve virus testing.

Taking our conference online

In March, we took the decision to cancel our annual Research Conference 
which was due to take place in Wales. While it was the right thing to do, we 
were disappointed not to be able to bring some of the UK’s top dementia 
researchers together.

So, we hatched a plan to make sure that this year’s conference went ahead, 
but safely in light of the coronavirus outbreak by moving it completely online. 
You can find out more about the conference and the exciting new research 
findings that were shared, at alzres.uk/think-conference

https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/coronavirus-covid-19/
https://www.dementiablog.org/research-finds-a-way-our-virtual-conference-showed-it-is-possible/
https://www.joindementiaresearch.nihr.ac.uk/


Find out more about keeping fit and well
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Helping you to  
stay fit and well
Right now, staying active can be a challenge. Social 
distancing advice has changed the ways we socialise, play 
sports, and keep fit. But there are many things we can still 
do to keep fit and well.

Physical activity has many benefits, including reducing stress and 
improving our mental wellbeing. It also reduces the risk of other health 
conditions like high blood pressure and type 2 diabetes, which are known 
risk factors for dementia. So staying active can help to keep our brain 
healthy too.

But staying active needn’t mean training for a marathon. Instead, we can 
take a daily walk or exercise at home. And there are many ways to build 
activity into our weekly routine, and plenty of things to do at home which 
can make us feel better and happier.

Keeping your mind active

Staying mentally active can lower our risk of memory and thinking 
problems. It’s not clear which activities may be most beneficial but 
doing things we enjoy, such as reading, crosswords, singing or playing an 
instrument can help. We can also keep socially active by connecting with 
friends over the phone or internet. This can be a good way to feel happier, 
healthier and more positive.

Practical care and support

It could be that you need something more in the way of support. Our 
Dementia Research Infoline is open from 9am - 5pm, Monday to Friday, and 
can give you information on symptoms, causes, diagnosis, risk factors and 
treatments. Call 0300 111 5 111 or email infoline@alzheimersresearchuk.org 

Any activity is better than none, more is better still. Each week try to do:

Activities to improve balance 
and coordination, such as 
walking heel to toe. At least 
twice a week.

Strengthening activities, such 
as sit ups, carrying heavy 
shopping or digging in the 
garden. At least twice a week.

AND

You can read more about staying active, eating  
well and how you can reduce your risk of dementia  
in our free booklet. Download your copy at  
alzres.uk/think-risk-reduction

Power research with your efforts

Did you know that some of your activities could support our work? If 
you’re able to, you could join Running Down Dementia and turn your 
daily walk or run into funding for vital research at alzres.uk/think-treble. 
Or why not challenge your friends, by holding a virtual Mighty Quiz?  
Find out more at alzres.uk/quiz

mailto:infoline@alzheimersresearchuk.org
https://www.thetreblechallenge.org/
https://www.themightyquiz.org/
https://www.alzheimersresearchuk.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/RRD-0717-0719_MAR2018_WEB.pdf


Here is just one example of how our research is 
continuing in 2020. We know diseases like Alzheimer’s 
can develop in the brain up to two decades before 
symptoms of dementia begin to show. We also know 
future treatments and preventions are likely to have 
the greatest benefit when given to patients as early  
as possible.
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What if your smart watch 
could detect the earliest 
signs of dementia?

Changes to our speech, the way we move and even how often we contact 
our friends can provide vital clues about our brain’s health. Now, digital 
technology could help detect these subtle changes long before they would 
typically be noticed. In fact, by using digital technology it’s our aim to pick 
up diseases like Alzheimer’s 10 or 15 years earlier than we can today.

Modern devices like smart watches and fitness apps can generate 
mountains of data relevant to our health. And advances in machine 
learning are helping us make sense of that data in ways that are especially 
useful to scientists. 

It’s why Alzheimer’s Research UK is spearheading a new global initiative. 
‘Early Detection of Neurodegenerative diseases’ (or EDoN) brings together 
world-leading experts in data science, digital technology and dementia 
research. Together, they are mapping a huge amount of health information, 
from research involving digital devices like smart watches, onto the clinical 
data seen in brain scans or blood tests of people who are in the very early 
stages of diseases like Alzheimer’s.

By creating a wearable digital device as part of the EDoN initiative, we 
could effectively identify these digital ‘patterns of change’ – something 
that would help our specialist teams to quickly identify when a person may 
have the earliest biological signs of a dementia-causing disease. 

We have great hopes for the EDoN initiative. By helping revolutionise how 
diseases like Alzheimer’s are detected, EDoN could speed up the search for 
effective treatments and make life-changing breakthroughs possible.

While EDoN is not currently recruiting volunteers, anyone interested in 
taking part in other dementia research studies, including those looking into 
early diagnosis, can register their interest with the brilliant Join Dementia 
Research initiative at alzres.uk/think-JDR. And you can find out more 
about EDoN at alzres.uk/think-edon

How you can help us

https://www.joindementiaresearch.nihr.ac.uk/
https://edon-initiative.org/


Every year, teams of scientists and researchers come to us 
with their brightest ideas for dementia research. Our Grant 
Review Board carefully considers each submission, then 
selects those which hold the most promise and allocates 
funding – all of which is drawn from the amazing support 
you give. Here are some of the new projects that are ready 
to begin, thanks to you.
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Brand new  
research for 2020

Understanding how stroke  
may cause dementia

Today, one in 10 stroke patients 
will go on to develop dementia.  
A new project at the University of 
Oxford is setting out to understand 
why, by researching extracellular 
vesicles or EVs – tiny ‘bubbles’ of 
information which are shed from 
the cells in our bodies. 

Our cells produce more of these 
‘bubbles’ as a way of communicating 
with each other when they are 
under any kind of stress (such as 
inflammation or a lack of oxygen).  
Dr Yvonne Couch has already studied 
how the number of EVs in the blood 
increases after a stroke, and how 
that can affect the function of 
other cells in our bodies. In this new 
project, she will find out even more 
about EVs – including where exactly 
they come from, what they do to 
other cells and what they do to the 
blood vessels in our brains. Because 
that understanding could help 
uncover how to prevent a stroke  
from ever leading to dementia.  

 Science and research  //  Science and research

      

 

Finding the first treatment for 
frontotemporal dementia

Frontotemporal dementia (or FTD) 
is currently incurable, and it  
can cause people significant 
behavioural, memory, language 
and movement difficulties. A team 
at UCL (University College London) 
are now able to study the most 
common form of FTD in an effort 
to improve diagnosis and help 
discover new treatments for  
the disease.

They will look at the way chemical 
changes to our DNA increase the 
production of a protein known as 
TDP-43, altering how cells function 
and leading to the development of 
FTD. Until now, this process hasn’t 
been properly studied – but the 
team at UCL believe it could be 
reversible. So with this brand new 
research, they’ll be looking for 
biological signs of the disease that 
could help monitor the progression 
of FTD in people and test new 
drugs in clinical trials.
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Occludin is a key molecule in brain 
blood vessels where it contributes to 
the ‘blood brain barrier’ – a layer of 
protection that surrounds the brain. 
But occludin is also found within 
nerve cells, and there is evidence that 
it is altered in Alzheimer’s disease.

Prof Stephen Wharton at the 
University of York has found 
evidence that occludin in nerve cells 
may be involved in regulating the 
messages that carry instructions 

from the DNA code. Changes to 
occludin might alter these messages 
in dementia-damaged cells.

To find out how occludin affects 
nerve cells, the team will use stem 
cell techniques to create cells which 
don’t produce the molecule and 
carefully study the changes. If they 
can prove that occludin does play a 
role in the disruption of nerve cells, 
it may be an important target for 
future dementia treatments.

12

Allowing scientists to look  
even closer at the ways our 
brain cells communicate

There are more connections between 
our brain cells than there are 
stars in our galaxy, and these tiny 
structures are critical if our brains 
are to function normally. We also 
know that in dementia, loss of these 
connections is strongly linked with 
a decline in thinking skills. So it’s 
crucial to understand more about 
them – and that means looking at 
our brains in microscopic detail.

With your support, researchers 
at the University of Dundee have 
been able to purchase a special 
piece of equipment so they can do 
exactly this. It helps them to study 
extremely thin sections of the brain, 
and map how cellular connections 
change when affected by dementia. 
That’s a great leap forward and will 
prove invaluable for their studies, 
because the more we learn about 
these cellular connections, the more 
ways we can find to protect them.

Could another disease teach  
us more about Alzheimer’s?

In Alzheimer’s disease, nerve cells in 
the brain die in large numbers. So far, 
we have been unable to understand 
all of the reasons why this happens. 
However, scientists studying a 
neurodegenerative disease known 
as DRPLA may have discovered 
something important. 

DRPLA (or Dentatorubro-
Pallidoluysian-Atrophy) is a 
disorder of movement in which 
some people go on to develop 
dementia. It also causes nerve cells 
in the brain to die in a particular 
way. A team at King’s College 
London (KCL) have good reason 
to believe that the same process 
is also happening in the brains of 
people with Alzheimer’s disease. 

With this new funding, the team 
at KCL will be able to study and 
compare the brains of people with 
dementia and those with DRPLA, 
and attempt to prove a link. If 
they are successful, they will have 
discovered an important process in 
which Alzheimer’s disease damages 
our nerve cells - a vital step if we’re 
to develop treatments for dementia.

 Science and research  //  Science and research

A molecule that may hold clues for dementia research
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How to deliver the Dementia 
Moonshot and find  
life-changing treatments

You can download a full copy of our new report and  
read more about why our recommendations are  
essential at alzres.uk/moonshot-report

Delivering the Dementia Moonshot

Ian Wilson, Chief Executive of Alzheimer’s Research UK, says:

“These recommendations are ambitious, but they are 
needed if we are to bring about life-changing treatments 
for dementia. Government must deliver on its manifesto 
promise and invest in the most promising and innovative 
research areas.”

Sign up as a Campaigner and join hundreds of fantastic, 
committed people across the UK who are speaking out for 
everyone affected by dementia. With your support, we 
can make sure people living with dementia and research 
into the condition remain national priorities.

We’re all facing a huge challenge in COVID-19, and government is rightly 
focused on responding to this condition. In the meantime, we will 
continue to work behind the scenes to ensure that when life does start 
to return to normal, dementia research, and the people affected by the 
condition, remain on the national political agenda.

This is because over one million people in the UK will be living with 
dementia by 2021. Despite this, dementia research and treatment lag 
far behind other serious diseases, such as cancer and HIV/AIDs. With 
significant investment from the government over the last few years, 
scientists are making great progress in their understanding of the 
diseases that cause dementia. However, we need political leadership 
along with increased resources to help accelerate progress towards 
desperately needed life-changing treatments. 

We welcomed the Conservatives’ election promise to double government 
funding for dementia research to over £160 million a year, under a new 
‘Dementia Moonshot’ programme aimed at finding a cure for dementia. 
Our own ‘Delivering the Dementia Moonshot’ report, launched in January, 
identifies key areas where investment is needed to help us towards life-
changing treatments. 

We’ve called on government to:

1.  Invest in research to find ways to detect the diseases that cause 
dementia 10-15 years earlier. This would broaden the search for new 
treatments and help those most at risk of developing dementia.

2.  Find ways to more effectively assess the promise of drugs in early 
development to maximise chances of successful clinical trials.

3. Make the UK the best place to conduct clinical dementia research.

The ‘Delivering the Dementia Moonshot’ report furthers the aims of our 
#Just 1% campaign. An incredible 35,000 of you signed a petition calling 
on government to invest 1% of the annual cost of dementia into research, 
compared to the 0.3% currently being spent. We were proud to hand that 
petition into Number 10 Downing Street on your behalf earlier last year and 
would like to say thank you. Because by supporting our campaigns you are 
helping to ensure our messages are heard by government.

Sign up as a Campaigner and join hundreds of fantastic, committed people 
across the UK who are speaking out for everyone affected by dementia. 
With you by our side, we will deliver the life-changing treatments we 
desperately need. Find out more at alzres.uk/campaign

https://www.alzheimersresearchuk.org/how-you-can-help/campaign/
https://www.alzheimersresearchuk.org/about-us/our-influence/policy-work/reports/delivering-dementia-moonshot-plan-to-find-life-changing-treatments/
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When she became the 
third person in her family 
to develop dementia, 
Sheila McCree did 
something legendary 
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Many of us will be looking forward to getting outdoors 
again, and appreciating the UK’s wonderful scenery. 
It is a love that Sheila McRee shared. Originally from 
Sunderland, she spent as much time as possible walking 
among the Peak District’s rolling hills and admiring 
beautiful views. But when Sheila was diagnosed with 
dementia, it changed what was set to be a full and 
happy retirement. 

Sheila was the third person in her family to receive a diagnosis. Her mother 
and grandmother had also lived with dementia, and she was all too familiar 
with the sadness and upset the condition causes. In fact, it was this 
understanding that compelled Sheila to do something profoundly positive for 
dementia research.

Following her diagnosis Sheila wanted to ensure her affairs were in order, 
including writing her Will. In it, she chose to leave a gift in support of 
Alzheimer’s Research UK. And today that gift is helping to find life-changing 
treatments for all those affected by dementia.

The kindness shown by Sheila and 
others like her is immensely important 
for dementia research, because gifts 
in Wills make one in three of our 
pioneering projects possible. 

Sadly, Sheila passed away in 2018 at 
the age of 72. “She was a very special 
person,” says her sister Hazel. “She 
enjoyed her family and her varied 
social life. She had a successful career 
and was much loved.” From all of us 
affected by dementia, we are incredibly 
grateful to Sheila for her generous and 
heartfelt gift.

If you’re considering leaving a gift in your own Will to Alzheimer’s Research UK, 
our friendly team is here to help. You can email us at  
giftsinwills@alzheimersresearchuk.org or call 01223 896606. 
To read more on making a Will, you can also visit alzres.uk/wills-info

We’re always here to help

Sheila McCree

mailto:giftsinwills@alzheimersresearchuk.org
https://www.alzheimersresearchuk.org/how-you-can-help/leave-a-gift-in-your-will/useful-information/making-updating-will/
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Dementia Research 
Infoline – 0300 111 5 111
We all have questions about dementia, and our Dementia 
Research Infoline team is on hand to give you information 
about symptoms, causes, diagnosis, risk factors and 
treatments, as well as current research studies and how to 
get involved.

You can also call the Dementia Research Infoline if you are looking for support 
services, we’re happy to signpost you to national and local organisations that 
can help. Our lines remain open Monday to Friday 9am to 5pm, 0300 111 5 111.

More help and support

In each issue of think, we share answers to some of the questions our team is 
frequently asked.

Q: What support is available for people living with dementia, and 
how can I access these services?

Your GP and local council should 
be able to help you find local 
sources of support. Following a 
diagnosis of dementia you can 
request a care needs assessment, 
which your local council then has 
a duty to carry out. 

If you are caring for someone 
you can also request a carers 
assessment. You can request 
an assessment from your local 
council’s Adult Social Services 
Team for yourself or for someone 
else by phone, in writing or 
online. These assessments will 
identify which care and support 
services a person might need, 
and what they are eligible for. 
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After a care needs assessment, a care plan should be agreed and written 
up. You can request a copy of your care plan in writing. As well as medical 
and social care providers, there may also be other services in your area 
that can offer support.

You can find useful contacts for organisations that might be useful  
for people living with dementia and their carers in our ‘Support for  
people affected by dementia’ booklet, which you can download at  
alzres.uk/think-support. Alternatively, you can request a postal copy 
of the booklet by calling the telephone number below or via email 
infoline@alzheimersresearchuk.org

Support may include:

• help in the home, including 
   adaptations and equipment

• help with personal care

• access to day centres

• residential or respite care.

https://www.alzheimersresearchuk.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/Support-booklet-for-WEB-290818.pdf
mailto:infoline@alzheimersresearchuk.org


3 Riverside, Granta Park, Cambridge CB21 6AD. 
Tel: 0300 111 5555  Website: alzheimersresearchuk.org

Registered charity number: 1077089 and SC042474.  
A member of the Association of Medical Research Charities

Follow us on  

facebook.com/alzheimersresearchuk 
twitter.com/AlzResearchUK

Tea-time teasers

 y Look around you. Look around the room you’re in and choose three objects 
(such as a cushion, lampshade, or book). Now try and keep them in your 
mind as you try the next couple of teasers.

 y On the other hand. Try switching hands as you try to write down a favourite 
rhyme or phrase.

 y A penny for your thoughts. Take a piece of paper, a pencil, and a coin. Draw 
the coin as best as you can, including as many details as you can see. Now 
try another coin, or something else you have to hand!

 y A quick test. Can you recall the three items you chose at the start of these 
teasers? It’s not as easy as you think!

Inside, you’ll have read about why keeping an active mind can be good for  
us. Here are some fun games and teasers, to get your thoughts flowing!




