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WHAT IS MIXED DEMENTIA?  

Mixed dementia is a condition in which brain changes associated with more than one cause 

of dementia occur simultaneously. At least one in every ten people with dementia is 

diagnosed as having more than one type. Mixed dementia is much more common in older 

age groups, such as those over 75 years. 

In the most common form of mixed dementia, the abnormal protein deposits associated with 

Alzheimer's disease coexist with blood vessel problems linked to vascular dementia. Brain 

changes disease can also coexist with Lewy bodies. In some cases, a person may have 

brain changes linked to all three conditions: Alzheimer's disease, vascular dementia and 

Lewy body dementia. 

Researchers don’t know exactly how many people currently diagnosed with a specific type 

of dementia actually have mixed dementia. However, autopsy studies indicate that mixed 

dementia may be much more common than previously realized. Some experts recommend 

suspecting mixed dementia whenever a person has both evidence of cardiovascular 

disease (e.g. diabetes) and progressing dementia symptoms.  

RISK FACTORS 

Although mixed dementia is infrequently diagnosed during life, many researchers believe it 

deserves more attention because the combination of two or more types of dementia-related 

brain changes may have a greater impact on the brain than one type alone. Evidence 

suggests that the presence of more than one type of dementia-related change may increase 

the chances a person will develop symptoms. 

SIGNS AND SYMPTOMS 

Mixed dementia symptoms may vary, depending on the types of brain changes involved 

(usually combination of Alzheimer’s disease, vascular dementia and Lewy body dementia) 

and the brain regions affected.  

In many cases, symptoms may be similar to those of Alzheimer's disease or another type of 

dementia. The diagnosis of mixed dementia being suggested by additional presence of 

vascular risk factors and ischemic changes that are evident in the Computerized 

Tomography (CT) or Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI) scans of the brain. 

DIAGNOSIS 

Most individuals whose autopsies indicate mixed dementia were diagnosed with one 

specific type of dementia during life, most commonly Alzheimer’s disease. For example, in 
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the one study involving long-term cognitive assessments followed by brain autopsy, 94% of 

participants who were diagnosed with dementia were diagnosed upon autopsy more 

specifically with Alzheimer’s disease. However, the autopsies of those initially diagnosed 

with Alzheimer’s disease showed that 54% had coexisting pathology in addition to 

Alzheimer’s disease brain changes. The most common coexisting abnormality was 

previously undetected blood clots or other evidence of vascular disease. Lewy bodies were 

the second most common coexisting brain change. 

There is no one specific test that can diagnose mixed dementia. If dementia is suspected, a 

number of physical and cognitive tests will most likely be performed.   

Physical tests 

A health care provider will review symptoms, medical history and current health and lifestyle 

behaviour. They will check blood pressure, cholesterol levels, thyroid function and vitamin B 

levels. Brain imaging tests are often required, such as a CT and a MRI scans, to see if there 

is evidence of a recent stroke or changes to the brain’s blood vessels or atrophy suggestive 

of Alzheimer’s disease. 

Cognitive tests 

A health care provider may perform office cognitive testing, such as the Montreal Cognitive 

Assessment (MoCA), which measures judgement, planning, problem-solving, reasoning and 

memory.  

MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES AND TREATMENTS 

Like any other dementia, the best way to treat the effects of mixed dementia is to follow a 

brain-healthy lifestyle that may help to improve condition, quality of life or reduce the risk of 

progression of the dementia.  

Make lifestyle adjustments 

 Participate in cognitive activities, such as music or singing, dancing or life story work, 

reading or doing puzzles. 

 Increase or do regular physical activities, such as swimming, walking or Tai Chi. 

 Keep socially active, create a social support network, join a group/club to do arts or 

craft, or visit local museums. 

 Reduce stress and get a good sleep (7 to 8 hours during 24 hours period). 

 Maintain a healthy diet – follow Canada’s Food Guide. 
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 Maintain cardiovascular health by lowering cholesterol and lowering blood pressure. 

 Quit smoking and reduce alcohol intake. 

 A person with mixed dementia affecting mobility or causing falls may be offered 

physiotherapy to help with movement problems. 

 Engage in advanced care planning. 

Optimize the environment 

 Create a safe environment: Make sure you home is well illuminated. It may be worth 

exploring motion sensors for lights. Spaces should be free of clutter, loose rugs or 

wires, and safe for you to ambulate and function within. Disabling or removing of 

potentially dangerous devices (ovens, electric saws, cars, etc.) may be necessary. 

 Establish regular routines, doing one thing at a time and avoiding overstimulation. If 

possible try to establish consistent places and habits of where to put things.  

 Contact the local Alzheimer Society. 

 Access community support programs (e.g. meals on wheels, volunteer visits and 

personal support workers) and day programs which can provide valuable socialization 

opportunities and caregiver respite options. 

 Consider technology devices for example motion sensors, video-monitoring, door 

alarms and GPS can be used for monitoring if a perceived risk of wandering is present.  

Be flexible and willing to adapt to changing circumstances 

The individual has a progressive degenerative disorder so over time their cognitive deficits 

and capacity for independence will change. This can be frustrating for the individual and 

family because of changing needs and tendency for increased dependency. Strategies that 

previously worked may stop being effective. To reduce frustration, stay flexible and adapt 

your routine and expectations as needed.  

For example, if he or she wants to wear the same outfit every day, consider buying a few 

identical outfits. If bathing is met with resistance, consider doing it less often.  

Use memory aids 

If the person lives with memory problems, an occupational therapist can offer a practical 

advice on memory aids and strategies to help to remember things. 

 Useful strategies include writing notes to yourself, posting a large calendar to track 

appointments, leaving messages to yourself on your answering machine, using an 
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automatic dispensing pill box and setting the alarm on a mobile device to remind you of 

upcoming events. 

 Try to build upon existing strengthens and desirable lifestyle patterns. 

 Reduce clutter at home and label important files, documents and medications. 

 Establish routines and put things in consistent places. 

Manage medications 

There are no currently available medications to treat mixed dementia. Most people with 

mixed dementia are diagnosed with a single type of dementia. Physicians often base their 

prescribing decisions on the type of dementia that's been diagnosed. 

 Physicians who think that Alzheimer's disease is among the conditions contributing to a 

person's dementia may consider prescribing the drugs that are approved for 

Alzheimer's as well as certain alternative treatments.  

 The most common kinds of medication used to manage mixed dementia are 

cholinesterase inhibitors. These boost levels of a chemical in the brain that helps cells 

communicate with each other.  

 Someone with vascular disease may be able to prevent strokes or other ‘events’ by 

continuing to take their medication for high blood pressure or diabetes.  

All of these management strategies and interventions have to be personalized, and will 

require reassessment as abilities change. Before starting any treatment, however, it is 

strongly recommended to check with a doctor or a qualified health care provider first. 

For more information please go to sagelink.ca/courses/efit-education-for-individuals-

caregivers-care-for-the-older-adult-healthy-lifestyle/ 

CAREGIVER HEALTH 

Caregiver stress is a normal part of caregiving for someone with dementia. When stress is 

not managed, it can cause burnout, a state of emotional, mental and physical exhaustion. 

To help manage caregiver stress, find out what support services are available and how 

others may help, set realistic goals, get connected, take care of your own health and share 

information and feelings with others.  

Burnout can cause caregivers to compromise their own health and be less able to provide 

effective care and support. If you or someone you know is exhibiting signs of caregiver 

stress or burnout, it is important to seek help. Speak to your health care provider or the local 

Alzheimer Society. 

https://sagelink.ca/courses/efit-education-for-individuals-caregivers-care-for-the-older-adult-healthy-lifestyle/
https://sagelink.ca/courses/efit-education-for-individuals-caregivers-care-for-the-older-adult-healthy-lifestyle/
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PLANNING FOR THE FUTURE 

As mixed dementia progresses, it can become difficult to make choices and communicate 

your wishes about care. To plan ahead: 

 Think about what’s important to you. 

 Learn about different medical procedures and what they can or can’t do.  

 Decide on a substitute decision maker.  

 Talk about your wishes with those closest to you.  

 Record your wishes.  

For more information on discussing your wishes and preferences about your care, please 

visit sagelink.ca/lessons/supportive-palliative-care/. 

Legal and financial matters 

There will come a time when you may not be able to make financial decisions and sign legal 

papers. The people you name to act on your behalf need to know your wishes, in order to 

honour and act on them.  

 Arrange for a power of attorney that will be legally able to make decisions on your 

behalf if you are no longer able.  

 Talk to a lawyer about naming someone to look after your financial interests. 

Housing matters 

As Mixed Dementia progresses, you may need help with activities such as cooking, 

housekeeping, shopping and transportation. Talk to family members and friends to see who 

would be able to help you with these tasks. The local Alzheimer Society can provide 

information and referrals to community and social services available in your area. These 

may include: 

 Meals on wheels, adult day programs and volunteer visits. 

 Live-in companions and other privately hired home helpers. 

 Assisted-living homes or retirement and long-term care homes. 

  

https://sagelink.ca/lessons/supportive-palliative-care/
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 

 Mixed Dementia: alzheimer.ca/en/about-dementia/other-types-dementia/mixed-

dementia#What_is_mixed_dementia 

 Mixed Dementia: www.alz.org/alzheimers-dementia/what-is-dementia/types-of-

dementia/mixed-dementia 

 What is Alzheimer’s Disease? www.alz.org/alzheimers-dementia/what-is-alzheimers 

 Dementia with Lewy bodies. alzheimer.ca/en/about-dementia/other-types-

dementia/dementia-lewy-bodies 

 Alzheimer Society of Canada - Vascular Dementia: alzheimer.ca/en/about-

dementia/other-types-dementia/vascular-dementia 

 Condition risk factors: www.heartandstroke.ca/stroke/risk-and-prevention/ condition-

risk-factors   

 Lifestyle risk factors: www.heartandstroke.ca/stroke/risk-and-prevention/ lifestyle-risk-

factors   

 Risk factors you can’t control: www.heartandstroke.ca/heart/risk-and-prevention/risk-

factors-you-cannot-change  

 Dementia and responsive behavior: sagelink.ca/lessons/efit-dementia-and-responsive-

behaviours/ 

 My Speak Up Plan: Workbooks on advance care planning www.myspeakupplan.ca  

 Local Alzheimer Societies: 

o Kingston Frontenac Lennox and Addington alzheimer.ca/en/kfla 

o Hastings Prince Edward: alzheimer.ca/en/hpe 

o Lanark, Leeds, Grenville: alzheimer.ca/en/Lanark 
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