Dementia with Lewy Bodies

What is Dementia with Lewy Bodies?

Dementia with Lewy Bodies (DLB) is degeneration of selected nerve cells in the brain which produces memory loss and symptoms of Parkinson's disease. Patients seem to have a combination of Parkinson's disease plus Alzheimer's disease but they have neither. DLB is a separate condition. Patients with DLB can develop the memory problem first or the movement problem first, but symptoms of both develop within months to a couple of years of each other.

There is no known cause of DLB other than for an error in the machinery of the nerve cells. The cells develop normally through early childhood and into adult life. Then at some time in middle to senior age, nerve cells start to degenerate, with loss of function of these cells. We know of nothing patients can do to change the chance of getting DLB.

How is Dementia with Lewy Bodies diagnosed?

DLB is a clinical diagnosis. This means that there is no lab test or scan which makes the diagnosis. The usual symptoms which suggest this condition are:

· Muscle stiffness

· Tremor

· Loss of balance

· Memory loss

· Hallucinations

There are other symptoms which can develop, but these are the most prominent.

Tests can rule-out other conditions. A scan is often done to look for hydrocephalus (fluid on the brain) or tumor. Blood may be drawn to look for thyroid problems and B12 deficiency.

The diagnosis may not be obvious to the physician on the initial evaluation. Follow-up is important to see how the symptoms and signs are changing over time. Eventually, the diagnosis is reached, but even then, one cannot be 100% sure of the diagnosis without autopsy.

How is Dementia with Lewy Bodies treated?

Treatment is of both the movement disorder and the memory loss. Unfortunately, these symptoms are treated very differently, and treatment of one may make the other worse.

Treatment of the Parkinson's symptoms is similar the treatment for Parkinson's disease. The medicines may help the movements by reducing muscle stiffness and tremor, but they can also make mental status worse. Some of the drugs used are:

· Sinemet

· Requip

· Mirapex

· Symmetrel

· Eldepryl

· Artane

Treatment of the memory loss is similar to treatment of Alzheimer's disease. Medicines which are used include:

· Aricept

· Cognex

· Exelon

· Reminyl

If patients become upset easily or depressed, medicines for depression and/or anxiety may also have to be used.

Presently, there is no way to prevent the condition from gradually getting worse. Many patients with DLB take a multivitamin supplement with minerals plus extra vitamin E and vitamin C. This has not been proven to help, but the risk of side effects is low and there is some scientific evidence to suggest that they may be helpful.

What can be expected?

DLB gradually gets worse, and there is currently no known way to stop it. However, most patients respond to the medicines, so improvements in memory and movements are common. Most patients have good function with treatment and can enjoy time and activities with their families.

All of us should have our legal affairs in order. This is especially important for people in their senior years, and especially when they have an incurable disease such as DLB.

What can I do to help myself?

There is nothing a person with DLB did to make them get the disease. There is also nothing we can do to prevent our getting it. Luckily, this is not a common disease, and having a parent with it does not mean a person will get it.

Many patients with DLB and other degenerative diseases take a combination of multivitamins with minerals plus extra vitamin E and vitamin C, as mentioned above. This may help but cannot stop the disease.

It is important to continue to be active and to get out of the house. While there are certain activities which people with DLB cannot do, it is important to live the best life possible, to make to best of the abilities we have.

Semmes-Murphey Clinic

September 2001

