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Living with dementia brings many life changes. Research shows that there are many things 

that you can do to enhance health and quality of life when living with dementia. Take 

charge to ensure that you are as healthy as you can be. 

WHAT ARE RISK FACTORS? 

Risk factors are characteristics of your lifestyle, environment, and genetic background that 

increase the likelihood of getting a disease. Risk factors, on their own, are not causes of a 

disease. Rather, risk factors represent an increased chance, but not a certainty, that 

dementia will develop.  

Similarly, having little or no exposure to known risk factors does not necessarily protect a 

person from developing the disease. Some risk factors are modifiable, meaning that they 

can be changed (e.g., smoking and high blood pressure). Other risk factors are non-

modifiable, meaning they cannot be changed, such as age or genetic makeup.  

There is increasing recognition for the role of healthy lifestyle in reducing the risk of 

cognitive decline and dementia. It has been estimated that up to half the cases of dementia 

worldwide may be the result of nine key modifiable risk factors:  

 Hearing loss  

 Hypertension  

 Obesity  

 Smoking  

 Depression  

 Physical inactivity  

 Social isolation  

 Diabetes  

 Low education  

Here’s some good news: Recent research shows that rates of dementia are going down. 

We may be doing a better job managing some of these risk factors!  
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Modifiable risk factors 

The following risk factors appear for both cardiovascular disease and dementia, particularly 

Alzheimer’s disease and vascular dementia.  

 High blood pressure - People who have high blood pressure (hypertension) in 

mid-life are more likely to develop dementia compared to those with normal blood 

pressure. Since high blood pressure affects the heart, the arteries, and blood 

circulation, it can increase the risk of developing dementia, particularly vascular 

dementia. Research shows that physical activity and a healthy diet can lower high 

blood pressure and reduce the risk of developing dementia. If lifestyle changes do 

not lower blood pressure, medications may help.  

 Smoking - Cigarette smoking is related to a wide range of diseases including many 

forms of cancer, cardiovascular disease and diabetes. The evidence is strong and 

consistent that smokers are at a 45% higher risk of developing dementia vs. non-

smokers or ex-smokers. It is never too late to quit! Smokers who quit can reduce 

their risk of developing dementia.  

 Diabetes - People with type 2 diabetes in mid-life are at increased risk of 

developing Alzheimer’s disease, vascular dementia, and cognitive impairment. On 

average, people with type 2 diabetes are twice as likely to develop dementia 

compared to those without diabetes. Careful management, such as regularly 

monitoring glucose levels, can reduce the risk of developing cardiovascular disease 

and dementia.  

 High cholesterol - People with high cholesterol levels in mid-life are more likely to 

develop dementia compared to those with normal cholesterol. High cholesterol also 

increases the risk of developing hypertension and diabetes. Research shows that 

people who have their high cholesterol treated with drugs called “statins” have a 

lower risk of developing dementia.  

 Obesity and lack of physical activity - Obesity and lack of physical activity 

increase the risk of developing diabetes and high blood pressure. As well, obesity in 

mid-life increases the risk of developing dementia. Regular exercise lowers the risk 

of developing heart disease, stroke, diabetes, and dementia. The most 

recommended type of exercise for reducing the risk of dementia is aerobic or cardio 

that increases the heart rate temporarily, such as swimming, jogging, cycling, or 

stationary bicycle.  

 Poor diet - An unhealthy diet, high in saturated fat, sugar, and salt, can increase 

the risk of developing many illnesses including type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular 

disease, and dementia. The Mediterranean and the MIND diets have been shown to 
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reduce the risk of developing dementia. The MIND diet combines the Mediterranean 

and the DASH (Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension) diets. Both diets 

recommend a low intake of meat, sweets and dairy, and a high intake of fruit, 

vegetables, legumes, whole grains, nuts, olive oil, and fish. 

Other modifiable risk factors  

 Alcohol - Alcohol is ranked fifth among the most important risk factors for death and 

disability worldwide. If you drink excessively (more than 14 drinks per week for 

women and more than 21 drinks per week for men), you have a higher risk of 

developing dementia. Low to moderate levels of drinking may reduce the risk of 

dementia—however, this belief remains controversial and most specialists do not 

recommend this as a way to reduce the risk of dementia.  

 Low levels of formal education - People with no high school education are at a 

higher risk of developing dementia. Formal education is thought to support the 

development of a “cognitive reserve,” the idea that people who actively use their 

brains throughout their life may be more protected against brain cell damage 

caused by dementia. How do you build a cognitive reserve? By constantly learning 

new things, and challenging the brain throughout your life, you can help build your 

cognitive reserve. Learning a new language or taking up new hobbies are good 

examples of brain-challenging activities.  

 Depression - People who experience depression in mid- or later life have a higher 

risk of developing dementia. However, the relationship between depression and 

dementia is still unclear. Many researchers believe that depression is a risk factor 

for dementia, whereas others believe it may be an early symptom of the disease, or 

both.  

 Head injuries - People who experience severe or repeated head injuries are at 

increased risk of developing dementia. Brain injuries may trigger a process that may 

eventually lead to dementia. This particularly affects athletes in boxing, soccer, 

hockey, and football, which often have repeated head injuries. How can you prevent 

a head injury while playing sports? Wearing protective head gear, such as a helmet, 

is important, especially in activities like skating, snowboarding, skiing, and cycling. 

Falls are the leading cause of traumatic brain injury and falling is especially 

dangerous for older adults. To reduce the risks of falls in your home, remove 

tripping hazards (such as a loose rug), have good lighting in all bedrooms, and 

install railings inside and outside the house for extra support. As well, be cautious of 

icy sidewalks in the winter. Wear proper footwear for the weather!  
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 Hearing loss - Mild levels of hearing loss increase the risk of cognitive decline and 

dementia. Though it is still unclear how exactly it affects cognitive decline, hearing 

loss can lead to social isolation, loss of independence, and problems with everyday 

activities. Annual hearing evaluations are important. Avoid listening to music too 

loudly or being continually exposed to loud sounds and if hearing does become a 

problem, use a hearing aid.  

 Social isolation - Social isolation can increase the risk of hypertension, coronary 

heart disease, depression, and dementia. If you are feeling isolated, remember that 

staying socially active may reduce the risk of dementia. Social interaction may also 

help slow down the progression of the disease.  

 Living near busy roads - It is estimated that people who live within 50 metres of a 

busy road are more likely to develop dementia. A busy road is defined as a highway 

or main road that has a constant flow of vehicles passing through it. Though the 

relationship between busy roads and dementia is still unclear, the impact on the 

brain from vehicle pollution is being studied by researchers. 

Non-modifiable risk factors  

 Age - Dementia is not a normal part of aging, but age is the strongest known risk 

factor for dementia. The older you become, the higher the risk. For example, 1 in 20 

Canadians over age 65 has Alzheimer’s disease. After the age of 65, the risk of 

developing Alzheimer’s disease doubles approximately every five years, with one in 

four Canadians over 85 having Alzheimer’s disease.  Dementia can also affect 

people under 65. Some people in their 40s or 50s develop dementia, which is 

known as young onset dementia. While rare, 16,000 Canadians under the age of 65 

are living with young onset dementia.  

 Gender - Women are at a higher risk of developing dementia than men. While the 

reasons for this are still unclear, some of the potential contributors include women 

living longer (on average) than men, changes in estrogen levels over a woman’s 

lifetime, and presence of frailty and other health conditions (which tend to be higher 

among women). In addition, it seems that having a gene called ApoE4 may increase 

younger women’s risk of developing Alzheimer’s disease; however, the risk is 

similar for older men and women with this gene. Men and women have the same 

risk of developing other types of dementia, such as fronto-temporal dementia.  

 Genetics - The role of genes in the development of dementia is not yet fully 

understood. Scientists have found over 20 genes that may increase the risk of 

developing Alzheimer’s disease. Three of these genes directly cause Alzheimer’s 

disease: PS1, PS2, and APP. If a person has an alteration in any of these genes 
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they will almost certainly develop familial Alzheimer’s disease, often well before the 

age of 65. If a parent has any of these faulty genes, their children have a 50% 

chance of inheriting the disease. Familial Alzheimer’s disease is very rare, 

accounting for 2-5% of all cases of Alzheimer’s disease. The other 17 genes 

associated with Alzheimer’s disease are called “risk factor” genes, meaning that 

these genes increase the risk, but do not guarantee that the person will develop 

Alzheimer’s disease. 

Other risk factors  

Other medical conditions that can increase your chances of developing dementia include 

Parkinson’s disease, multiple sclerosis, chronic kidney disease, and human 

immunodeficiency virus (HIV). Down syndrome and some other developmental disabilities 

may also increase your risk of dementia.  

HOW CAN YOU REDUCE YOUR RISK FACTORS OF DEVELOPING 
DEMENTIA? 

General Health and Medication 

 See your doctor regularly for checkups, to review your medications, and to address 

specific health concerns. 

o Track your numbers: keep your blood pressure, cholesterol, blood sugar, and 

weight within recommended ranges.  

o Prepare notes, such as, a list of concerns and questions, ahead of time to 

discuss with the doctor. 

o If you doctor suggests taking medications to control blood pressure, 

cholesterol, or other reasons, take them as directed. Consider using 

dossettes or blister packs. 

 Understand the medication you are taking, how they interact with other medications, 

potential side effects. 

 Have regular vision and hearing tests. Make sure you use hearing and vision aids. 

 Visit a dentist regularly. 

 Protect your head by wearing a helmet when you engage in sporting activities. 

 Consider installing handrails on all stairs and grab bars in bathrooms to lower your 

risk of falls.  
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Strategies for healthy lifestyle 

 Be physically active.  

o Aim for at least 20-40 minutes of moderate-to-vigorous physical activity per 

day.  

o Walk up and down your stairs at home - an easy and inexpensive cardio 

workout.  

o Spend time outdoors, take a hike. 

o Take swimming and aqua fit classes which are low impact, easy on the joints 

and a great form of resistance training. Aqua fit also allows for socialization.  

 Dance. Dance is a great form of exercise and can also provide mental and social 

stimulation, for example, learning ballroom dancing requires that you remember 

steps and it is done with a partner.  

 Take up tai chi or yoga. They are both forms of relaxation and can also provide 

mental stimulation. 

 Make good lifestyle changes 

o It is recommended to completely avoid smoking.  

o Moderate alcohol consumption – no more than 2 drinks a day (women) or 3 

drinks a day (men) and plan to have days each week without alcohol. 

o Get adequate sleep, 7-9 hours in the 24 hour cycle – sleep deprivation can 

significantly impair your memory, mood, and function. 

o Make healthy food choices, eat a well-balanced and healthy diet rich in high 

fiber bread, cereals, fish, legumes, and vegetables.  

o Drink plenty of water throughout the day. 

 Challenge your brain daily by reading, trying something new, playing games, taking 

new hobbies, or learning a new language, playing a musical instrument or join a 

choir. 

 Stays connected socially and interact regularly with others by spending time with 

your family and friends, meeting new people, volunteering, visiting old friends, 

making regular phone calls, or using email or social media.  



Handout for Individuals & Caregivers: Reducing Your Risk 

 
 

 Page 7 of  7 

 

 

 

SERVICES AND SUPPORT 

 The Kingston Seniors Association  

 City of Kingston Senior Activities and Programs 

 Kingston Gets Active 

 Brockville 50+ Activity Centre  

 Belleville’s 50+ Centre  

 Lanark Leeds & Grenville Seniors’ Exercise and Fall Prevention 

 Kingston Museums  

 Later Life Learning 

 Government of Canada toll-free quitline number 1-866-366-3667 

 Telehealth Ontario (toll-free ph# 1-866-797-0000) www.ontario.ca/page/get-medical-

advice-telehealth-ontario 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 

 Alzheimer Society of Canada - Heads up for Healthier Living 

 Alzheimer Society of Canada - Heads up for Healthier Brains 

 Enhancing wellness - By Us For Us Guide: Enhancing Wellness 

 Canada’s Food Guide: Healthy Eating for Seniors 

 By Us for Us Guide – Living Safely 

 Alzheimer.ca 

https://seniorskingston.ca/
https://www.cityofkingston.ca/residents/recreation/age-groups/seniors
https://kingstongetsactive.ca/get-active-at-any-age/older-adults/
http://fiftyplusbrockville.ca/
https://www.quintesportsandwellnesscentre.ca/en/facilities-and-rentals/belleville_s-50-centre.aspx
https://www.cphcare.ca/service/seniors-exercise-fall-prevention/
https://www.kingstonmuseums.ca/
http://www.laterlifelearning.ca/
https://www.ontario.ca/page/get-medical-advice-telehealth-ontario
https://www.ontario.ca/page/get-medical-advice-telehealth-ontario
https://alzheimer.ca/sites/default/files/files/national/heads-up/heads-up-for-healthier-living.pdf
https://alzheimer.ca/sites/default/files/files/national/heads-up/heads-up-for-healthier-brains.pdf
https://the-ria.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/BUFU-Buide-Enhancing-Wellness_AODA.pdf
https://food-guide.canada.ca/en/tips-for-healthy-eating/seniors/
https://the-ria.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/BUFU-Guide-Living-Safely_AODA.pdf
https://alzheimer.ca/

