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Your committed support has always been vital to  
our success and this year, we have needed you more 
than ever.

We are incredibly grateful for the support you’ve given us 
during the coronavirus pandemic. You have enabled the vast 

majority of our essential studies to continue. And now, by staying with us, 
you will help to get all of our work back on track. 

In this issue of think, we share news of some great new discoveries and 
initiatives in the world of dementia research - including newly identified 
risk factors which could help to reduce a person’s chance of ever developing 
the condition, and some exciting news regarding aducanumab, a drug 
which has the potential to become the first life-changing treatment for 
Alzheimer’s disease. 

Each day we learn more and the only way to find treatments, for every 
type of dementia, is to keep going. So thank you from everyone here at 
Alzheimer’s Research UK.

I hope you enjoy the issue.

Ian Wilson, 
Chief Executive, Alzheimer’s Research UK.
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News and updates

Striking images and fascinating insights

Dementia researchers get to see a unique view of the intricate workings of 
the brain. At the start of 2020, we asked research teams from across the 
UK to submit photographs of their work, in order to showcase the progress 
they’re making as they search for a treatment for dementia.

The microscopic images sent in to us reveal the brain’s inner beauty.  
For a full gallery of photos, please visit alzres.uk/think-photo

You can keep up to date with this story (and many other areas of research) on 
our website at alzres.uk/think-news. If you have questions about aducanumab, 
research or getting involved in clinical trials you can contact the Dementia 
Research Infoline on 0300 111 5 111 or infoline@alzheimersresearchuk.org.

Find out more
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The dramatic relationship between brain cells is captured in 
this image, with astrocytes in red and nerve cells in green.

US regulators approve accelerated review for Alzheimer’s drug

In the spring issue of think, we featured an inspiring news story about 
aducanumab. Studies had suggested that this drug had the potential 
to target the buildup in the brain of amyloid, a protein which has been 
closely linked with the development of Alzheimer’s disease. 

Over the summer, US drug company Biogen filed aducanumab for market 
approval with the American drug regulator, the FDA. Their proposal has 
now been accepted under a designation reserved for drugs that could 
offer major advances in treatment, or provide treatment where none 
previously existed. Typically such approval takes time but the FDA is 
aiming to get aducanumab through its review procedures in just six 
months, and is aiming to make a decision on whether the drug can be 
used as a treatment by March of next year.

Aducanumab would still need to meet further approvals before it can be 
offered to the general population outside the US, but this is still extremely 
encouraging news. Everyone affected by Alzheimer’s disease has waited 
a long time for news of a life-
changing treatment, and the 
FDA’s decision offers hope that 
one could be in sight, for people 
all over the world.

It is also reassuring that this 
devastating disease remains 
a priority concern for drug 
regulators and with no disease-
modifying drugs getting this far 
before, we are now in uncharted 
and exciting territory.

https://alzres.uk/think-photo
https://alzres.uk/think-news
mailto:infoline@alzheimersresearchuk.org


Read more about dementia risk
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There is no sure-fire way of preventing dementia but we 
know that certain factors can increase a person’s risk of 
developing the condition. A brand new report, supported by 
Alzheimer’s Research UK, has included three more of these 
potentially modifiable factors in its model of dementia 
risk. This is extremely important information, and if it were 
possible to eliminate all the risk factors identified in the 
report, we could potentially reduce the number of people 
living with dementia in the future by as much as 40%.
Excessive alcohol consumption, traumatic brain injury and exposure to 
pollution can all contribute to the risk of dementia, states an updated report 
from the Lancet Commission. 

You can read the full Lancet Commission report into 
Dementia Prevention, Intervention and Care, at  
alzres.uk/think-lancet. To learn more about dementia 
risk factors and the positive and healthy steps that you 
can take, go to alzres.uk/risk-reduction

Scientists add three new 
factors to dementia risk 
report

“The addition of these extra risk factors underlines how 
important dementia studies are,” says Dr Rosa Sancho, 
our Head of Research. “Each helps us to provide better 
advice, so that people can make healthier and more 
positive life choices. And each is a step closer to the  
day where we can effectively prevent a large number  
of dementia cases from ever developing.”

Dr Rosa Sancho

Almost one million people in the UK are currently living with dementia 
and sadly this number is expected to rise as our population ages. Yet while 
there are many reasons why someone develops dementia and everyone’s 
individual risk is different, these new findings highlight the broad and 
positive potential that risk-reduction measures could have. 

At Alzheimer’s Research UK we already advise that the best way to keep 
your brain healthy as you age is to stay physically and mentally active, 
eat a healthy balanced diet, not smoke and keep your weight, cholesterol 
and blood pressure in check. These are all known risk factors - and with no 
treatments that can yet slow or stop the onset of dementia, making these 
positive changes is important.

New evidence, such as that outlined in the Lancet Commission report, 
helps us to know even more about these modifiable dementia risks. The 
report suggests that limiting alcohol consumption and supporting clean 
air initiatives across the country could have a very positive effect on the 
nation’s brain health. And when more people know that there are positive 
steps they can take in their daily lives, the more chance we have of reducing 
the impact that dementia has on all of us.

https://alzres.uk/think-lancet
https://alzres.uk/risk-reduction


This has been a tough year for everyone. And just as 
each of us has faced our own challenges throughout 
the coronavirus pandemic, Alzheimer’s Research UK 
has faced enormous challenges of its own.
The good news is that the vast majority of our vital work 
has been able to continue. This has been because of you 
and the support you give. We’re extremely grateful for 
your help and over the next few pages we’ll share some 
of the results of your commitment. We’ll also update you 
on the next steps we’re taking as a charity.

9 Progress and research  /8 /  Progress and research

How your support is 
helping dementia  
research to continue

How we have kept our research 
commitments

The research that we undertake is 
meticulously planned and prepared 
for well in advance. That way no 
planned piece of work is ever forced 
to stop ahead of time and, as 
such, every piece of work that we 
committed to at the beginning of 
2020 has been able to continue.

This wouldn’t have happened 
without you or the tenacity and 
ingenuity of our brilliant scientists. 
They have had to adjust to 
extremely different ways of working 
during the UK’s essential lockdown, 
but their creativity and innovation 
has ensured critical progress.

Of course, our challenge now 
relates to next year’s studies. 
Typically we would have allocated 
funding for a number of new grants 
over the summer, but sadly, we 
had to take the difficult decision 
to pause this important funding 
because of a predicted 45% drop 
in our charitable income for this 
financial year. There is much to be 

hopeful about however, and with 
your continued support we can 
start to fund new research again,  
as quickly as possible.

Keeping people safe during the 
coronavirus pandemic

There are an estimated 850,000 
people living with dementia in 
the UK. The majority are over the 
age of 65 and living with other 
health conditions, which makes 
them especially vulnerable to 
experiencing severe COVID-19 
symptoms. As such, it’s been 
important to us that everyone 
could access the right information 
throughout this pandemic.

On our website you’ll find a 
special resource about COVID-19 
that we hope you find useful. It 
includes information about the 
virus itself, explains some of the 
guidance relating to coronavirus 
and signposts you to advice about 
caring for a relative who has 
dementia. We’ll always keep this 
guidance up to date and you can 
access it at alzres.uk/think-covid19

Stephen Fry

https://alzres.uk/think-covid19
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College London, has reached people 
more at risk of developing the virus 
including people with dementia. 

You can read more about all of  
this important work at  
alzres.uk/national-effort

A cautious return to  
laboratory working

As research labs open, the wellbeing 
of our teams remains key. Scientists 
are following guidance around 
social distancing and many 
have introduced shift systems to 
maximise the number of scientists 
who can conduct their work while 
ensuring everyone’s safety. But it’s 
not just space that our researchers 
share. Much of the vital equipment 
in our labs is communal, so these 
spaces are now booked in advance, 
leaving plenty of room to carry out 
experiments and also ensure that 
proper cleaning can take place 
between studies.

Reopening our labs has been a 
positive step for our scientists, but 

it’s important to recognise that the 
situation is still far from normal 
and it is inevitably having an effect 
on our ability to conduct research. 
That’s why, over the following 
months, our labs will continually 
review their procedures in an effort 
to get every part of our work back 
on track. And with your continued 
support we’ll get there, so thank you!

You can read more about how  
our labs are reopening, and the 
studies we have restarted at  
alzres.uk/think-lab

 
 
 
 
 
 
Where brain power meets  
star power

Our brilliant supporters often host 
quiz nights in support of Alzheimer’s 
Research UK and throughout 
lockdown we were able to continue 
the fun through a partnership with 
Jay’s Virtual Pub Quiz. Only this time, 
you may have recognised a few 
famous faces posing the questions.

It was an honour to have Stephen  
Fry, Jonathan Ross and Scarlett 

Calling on government to  
do more to protect people  
with dementia

We’ve urged the government to 
put measures in place so people 
can continue to access the medical 
treatment and services they need 
for dementia. We’ve called on them 
to improve testing for COVID-19, 
particularly in care homes. And 
we’ve also called on them to fund 
more research in order to shed light 
on the links between dementia and 
coronavirus. To find out more, go to 
alzres.uk/think-government

Helping with the national effort

While funding dementia research 
will always remain our focus,  

we have also wanted to support 
COVID-19 research wherever  
we can. So where it has been 
appropriate, we’ve been doing  
what we can to help.

Many of our dementia scientists 
have lent their support to COVID-19 
efforts. Researchers from the UK 
Dementia Research Institute, of 
which we are a founding member, 
have developed a way to bolster  
the UK’s capacity for testing for 
coronavirus. 

Thanks to your support, we’ve 
funded new research at the 
Universities of Cambridge and 
Newcastle, which looks at the 
effects of social isolation on older 
people. This has been particularly 
helpful for all scientists who are 
trying to understand the impact  
of COVID-19 and subsequent 
societal measures, such as 
lockdown and social distancing.

As co-chairs of the Charity 
Medicines Access Coalition, we’ve 
been coordinating responses across 
the charity sector to help support 
the development of COVID-19 
guidelines for the NHS, which are 
produced by the National Institute 
for Health and Care Excellence. 

Your support is also helping to 
ensure that the COVID-19 Symptom 
Study app, developed by King’s 

Stephen Fry

https://alzres.uk/think-government
https://alzres.uk/national-effort
https://alzres.uk/think-lab
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Moffatt step into the role  
of quizmaster for these special 
evenings. As a result thousands 
more families tuned in to pit  
their wits against each other,  
and together they helped to  
raise nearly £340,000 for 
dementia research.

We’d like to express how grateful 
we are to everyone who has made 
the evenings such an enormous 
success – Stephen, Jonathan 
and Scarlett for being our quiz 

hosts, Jay himself, for giving us 
the platform to reach so many 
people and of course our fantastic 
corporate partners, Mattioli 
Woods, Schroders Personal Wealth 
and Iceland Foods Charitable 
Foundation for match-funding 
some of these special nights.

If you’re feeling inspired and want  
to hold your own quiz night in 
support of dementia research,  
we can help. Find out more at  
alzres.uk/think-quiz

Why your continued support of dementia research is so important

This year has proved how dementia 
research can keep going through 
some very difficult times. Because 
when our supporters come together, 
we can continue to make important 
leaps forward. Thank you for 
everything you do for us. Because 

of your commitment to our work, 
we are certain that a life-changing 
treatment for dementia will be found.

There are many ways in which you 
can support our researchers and 
scientists. Find out more at  
alzres.uk/think-help

A blood test for Alzheimer’s?

New data suggests that blood levels of a protein known as p-tau217 could 
predict the development of Alzheimer’s disease before symptoms appear. 
Scientists believe blood tests could also differentiate between people living 
with Alzheimer’s and those with other forms of dementia.  

Experts meet online  
to share new findings 

In July, over 33,000 people came together for the 
Alzheimer’s Association International Conference 
which, this year, was held entirely online. Over three 
days, fascinating insights were shared into how a 
treatment for dementia may be found. While we don’t 
have space for every presentation that was given, here 
are just a few highlights.

https://alzres.uk/think-quiz
https://alzres.uk/think-help


As with all new findings, we have to 
be cautious. The data comes from 
small scale and early-stage studies, 
and many further tests will need to 
be conducted. But it is possible that 
this new research could lead to a 
breakthrough in the way we 
diagnose dementia.

High BMI in early adulthood 
could increase dementia risk 
later in life

By comparing existing studies into 
Body Mass Index and by studying 
5,104 older adults, scientists may 
have established a link between 
body weight in early adulthood  
and dementia risk. 

Their research, which involved 
looking at hospital records and 
estimating people’s lifestyles from 
age 20, suggests that women who 
were overweight in early adulthood 
had a 1.8 times higher risk of 
dementia when older, compared to 
those with a healthy BMI. Both men 

and women who were obese in early 
adulthood had an even higher risk, 
at 2.5 times. 

Once the research is published 
in peer-reviewed journals, we will 
be better able to consider the 
importance of these findings. But 
this new study does appear to add to 
existing evidence linking a healthy 
weight and a healthy brain.

Differences in education, and 
dementia

A new study suggests that higher 
quality early-life education is linked 
to better language and memory 
performance, and can lower a 
person’s risk of dementia.

In the US, researchers followed a 
diverse group of over 2,400 people 
for up to 21 years. They found that 
a higher quality of education was 
linked to a lower dementia risk in 
non-Hispanic white women, and 
black men and women. This was 
explained in part by participants 

Each year, conferences provide an opportunity for scientists to share 
their important findings and further progress in the field of dementia 
research. To read more about the 2020 AAIC conference, go to  
alzres.uk/research-conference

More from the conference

with a higher quality of education 
often having more years in school.

Previous studies have already 
established a link between 
dementia risk and the length of 
time spent in early-life education. 
This new study adds to that 
evidence, and while the reasons 
for a link weren’t explored in 
this instance, research suggests 
that education could increase 
our cognitive reserve, a type of 
resilience that allows people to 
function for longer before showing 
dementia symptoms.

Could a free vaccination help 
reduce our risk of dementia?

Dementia is certainly not caused by 
the common flu or by pneumonia. 
Yet new research suggests 
that vaccinating against these 
conditions might help reduce a 
person’s risk.

By looking at health records for 
9,066 people, scientists in the US 
now believe that having a vaccine 
for influenza may reduce a person’s 
odds of developing Alzheimer’s 

disease, the most common cause of 
dementia. What’s more, researchers 
have found that vaccinating against 
the pneumonia bacteria, between 
the ages of 65 and 75, also may 
reduce a person’s risk. 

Exactly why these vaccines might 
reduce a person’s risk of dementia 
remains unclear, and we would  
need to see well conducted large-
scale clinical trials in the future,  
to confirm these initial findings  
and discover how effective 
vaccinations might be. Yet when we 
consider that anyone over the age of 
65 is eligible for a flu and pneumonia 
vaccine on the NHS, such studies 
are clearly an important avenue for 
further research.
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https://alzres.uk/research-conference


We have a selection of information factsheets on Lasting Power of 
Attorney, Inheritance Tax, paying for care and general planning for 
the future on our website at alzres.uk/legal-info
If you would like to find out how you can help support dementia 
research with a gift in your Will please visit alzres.uk/think-guide 
or you can contact our team directly on 01223 866 606 or by 
emailing giftsinwills@alzheimersresearchuk.org

Q: When do you need to get a Lasting Power of Attorney?  
Does everyone need one?

A Lasting Power of Attorney, or LPA, is a way of ensuring family members or 
friends can make both financial and welfare decisions on your behalf should 
the need arise. Having one set up in advance can prevent a lot of stress for 
family members and friends in the long run.

There are two sorts of LPAs. One relates to property and financial affairs, the 
other to health and personal welfare. To enter into an LPA you must have an 
understanding of the nature and scope of the legal documents required. 

The person or people you appoint on your LPA are known as attorneys. 
You’ll need to decide who these should be and list them on your LPA before 
submitting it to the Office of the Public Guardian. Your LPA can take about 
two months to be processed, especially at the moment.

Q: Finally, is there anything I really need to be aware of when planning 
for the future?

If your assets amount to more than £325,000 they will be subject to 
Inheritance Tax, at 40%. There are ways to reduce this percentage should 
you wish to, but rules around Inheritance Tax are complex and it’s best to 
take specialist advice as early as you can.

You may also require some kind of social care in the future, such as help at 
home or from a specialist residential service. Rules around care funding are, 
again, complex so it’s advisable to talk with a specialist about your options.
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Help with writing a Will

Q: Can I write or update my Will at this time?

Most solicitors can now help you write and update your Will at home.  
A copy can then be sent for you to sign with your own witnesses, along with 
instructions on how to do this properly. Your solicitor can also arrange to 
visit you while observing social distancing rules (so far we have signed Wills 
through windows, in gardens and on driveways!).

Q: If a loved one has recently been diagnosed with dementia and 
hasn’t written a Will, what should they do?

You can write a Will if you have ‘testamentary capacity’ - which means 
understanding what a Will is and the effect of making one, the extent of 
your estate, who may expect to benefit from your estate and any claims 
that may arise from the making of your Will.

Just because you or a loved one may have received a diagnosis of dementia 
doesn’t mean you cannot write or update your Will. Talking to a solicitor as 
soon as possible will help to ensure you can write a valid Will.

Q: How do I ensure my children and grandchildren are looked after?

You should review your Will every two to five years, to ensure it accurately 
reflects your wishes. Your solicitor can suggest changes that better protect 
family members whose situation may have changed due to a birth, death, 
marriage or divorce.

Solicitor Amy Wallhead helps many families affected 
by dementia, as they write and update their Wills. 

Here, Amy shares some useful advice with the 
readers of think.

We’re always here to help

https://alzres.uk/legal-info
https://alzres.uk/think-guide
mailto:giftsinwills@alzheimersresearchuk.org
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We all have questions about dementia, and our Dementia 
Research Infoline team has been on hand to give you 
information, answer questions and signpost for further 
support during these difficult times. If you want to know 
more about symptoms, causes, diagnosis, risk factors and 
treatments, as well as current research studies and how to 
get involved, then they are happy to help.

Whether you smoke or not, there are a number of actions 
you can take to improve your health and reduce your risk of 
dementia. You can find out more at alzres.uk/risk-reduction

How can I reduce my own dementia risk?
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In each issue of think, we share answers to some of the questions our team 
is frequently asked. Over recent months, many of you have been calling for 
health advice, and information on how looking after ourselves (by taking 
actions such as quitting smoking) can reduce our risk of dementia.

Q: Most people know that smoking leads to poor health and a 
substantially increased risk of cancer and lung disease. But is it 
linked to dementia?

A person’s chances of developing dementia are usually down to a complex 
mixture of factors like age, genetics and lifestyle. This is why some of us live 
a healthy life, and do not smoke, but still go on to develop the condition.

However, scientific evidence is drawing an increasingly clear link between 
smoking and dementia risk. A recent review of 37 research studies found that 
current smokers were 30% more likely to develop dementia than those who 
had never smoked and were 40% more likely to develop Alzheimer’s disease. 

We don’t yet fully understand why this happens, but there are two clear links 
we do know about. Firstly, the inhalation of tobacco smoke has been linked to 
oxidative stress - an imbalance between toxic molecules inside our cells and 
the antioxidants we need to remove them. This stress damages cells in our 
body, including brain cells. And this is connected to the onset of dementia. 

Secondly, smoking damages the structure of our blood vessels, making it 
harder for blood to flow freely around the body and into the brain. It also 
reduces the blood’s oxygen level.

Our brain uses around 20% of the body’s oxygen supply, which it gets from 
the blood. Anything stopping the brain from getting an oxygen-rich blood 
supply is also stopping brain cells from getting the nutrients they need  
to survive, thrive and resist damage. Again, this is linked to  
the onset of dementia.

Dementia Research 
Infoline – 0300 111 5 111

https://alzres.uk/risk-reduction
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Planning for the future - free online event 

This October, we are hosting a free online session for 
anyone who would like information on legal issues 
relating to Wills, Powers of Attorney, paying for care 
and other related areas. For many families who are 
living with dementia, this can be an important part 
of getting their personal affairs in order and planning 
for the future.

In more typical times, Alzheimer’s Research UK 
would host these events in person - but for this 
event, we will be inviting people to join us remotely, 
using Zoom. We’ll also be joined by an experienced 
solicitor, so if you’d like to know more about planning 
for your future or have any questions, they will be able to help. It is also an opportunity 
to hear about the research you are helping to fund, as well as how you can support 
dementia research with a gift in your Will.

The event takes place from 11.00am - 12.30pm, on Wednesday 21 October, 2020. 
Attendance is free, although we would ask you to register first as places are limited.  
For more information or to register, you can contact our friendly team on  
giftsinwills@alzheimersresearchuk.org or 01223 896606

Tea-time teasers

1.   Many UK towns and cities begin with 
the letters T, E, A, S, and R. How many 
can you think of?

2.   Now take the letters from your own 
name, and think of a country which 
begins with each. How many can you 
think of?

3.   Here’s a riddle for you. John’s mother 
has four children. She named the first 
Monday, the second Tuesday, and she 
named the third Wednesday. But what 
is the name of the fourth child? (If you 
get stuck, the answer is at the side of 
this page).

Challenging yourself with games or quizzes is a fun way to keep your mind active. 
Here are three tricky tasks:

*Answ
er to Teatim

e Teaser num
ber 3: H

er fourth child is called John. As the question said, she is John’s m
other!

mailto:giftsinwills@alzheimersresearchuk.org
https://www.facebook.com/AlzheimersResearchUK/
https://twitter.com/AlzResearchUK
https://alzheimersresearchuk.org



