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Ex perts also worry about early de men tia among those with per sis tent
symp toms af ter re cov ery

Peo ple with long Covid feared at risk of de vel op ing de men tia
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Weeks or months af ter they re cover from Covid-19, some peo ple con tinue to re port poor 
con cen tra tion, mem ory di�  cul ties and other cog ni tive is sues, which ex perts fear may put 
them at risk of de men tia years later.
There is also grow ing con cern that some of these “long-haulers” may get the de men tia-
re lated changes ear lier than ex pected.
The United King dom’s Na tional In sti tute of Clin i cal Ex cel lence de �nes long Covid as hav -
ing more than four weeks of symp toms af ter hav ing Covid-19.
The Alzheimer’s Dis ease In ter na tional (ADI), a fed er a tion of Alzheimer’s as so ci a tions 
around the globe, re cently said that it had formed a work ing group of global ex perts to 
study the mag ni tude of the prob lem and make rec om men da tions on how to deal with it. 
It warned that the cur rent pan demic could lead to a surge in de men tia cases, and called for 
ur gent re search to be done on the link be tween long Covid and de men tia.
Any thing that di min ishes a per son’s cog ni tive re serve and re silience is go ing to al low neu -
rode gen er a tive pro cesses to ac cel er ate, said United States-based cog ni tive dis or ders neu -
rol o gist Alireza Atri, who chairs ADI’s 75-mem ber Med i cal and Sci en ti�c Ad vi sory Panel 
that is lead ing the re search on this link. This can then cause symp toms of neu ro log i cal dis -
or ders, such as de men tia, to show ear lier.
Dr Atri, who is the di rec tor of Ban ner Sun Health Re search In sti tute, a large re search fa cil -
ity on Alzheimer’s dis ease and other age ing-re lated dis or ders in Ari zona, told The Straits 
Times that he has seen some cases where de men tiare lated changes hap pened at an un usu -
ally fast rate, and these in clude peo ple who had mild symp toms of Covid-19. More stud ies 
will be needed to an swer ques tions, such as whether these symp toms will last or worsen. 
De men tia is a gen eral term for the im paired abil ity to re mem ber, think or make de ci sions 
that im pairs a per son’s daily life. It re sults from diseases such as Alzheimer’s and in juries 
that a� ect the brain, and mainly a� ects peo ple 65 and above.
In Singapore, one in 10 peo ple
above the age of 60 su� ers from de men tia. The syn drome is usu ally marked by a toxic 
build-up of pro teins in the brain – which can start hap pen ing in some peo ple as early as 25 
years be fore they show signs of de men tia.
Dr Atri said Covid-19 could ag gra vate this process and hasten cog ni tive de cline, and then 
de men tia.
“Let’s say I’m in my 50s, and I’m des tined to show de men tia symp toms in my late 60s, 
early 70s, and I al ready have these toxic pro teins and some is sues go ing on with it.
“Covid-19 may come in and really fan these �ames,” said Dr Atri.
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Apart from neu ro log i cal symp toms as so ci ated with Covid-19 like the loss of taste and
smell, Dr Atri said those who have long Covid should also be on the lookout for “men tal
fog, prob lems with at ten tion and con cen tra tion, more e� ort ful men tal ac tiv i ties, maybe
for get ful ness”. There can also be sleep is sues and anx i ety.
This is an other rea son why peo ple should be vac ci nated, he said.
In July, a study led by Singapore’s Na tional Cen tre for In fec tious Diseases (NCID) found
that one in 10 re cov ered Covid-19 pa tients here had per sis tent symp toms six months af ter
their ini tial in fec tion.
NCID is cur rently ex plor ing the long-term neu ropsy cho log i cal and cog ni tive e� ects of
Covid-19 in peo ple who had mild to se vere Covid-19. This study is be ing done with
Nanyang Tech no log i cal Univer sity’s Lee Kong Chian School of Medicine and the Na tional
Neu ro science In sti tute, and re sults are ex pected next year.
Dr Barn aby Young, a con sul tant at NCID, said some Covid-19 pa tients ex pe ri ence brain
fog, fa tigue and in som nia, though they “typ i cally re cover with time and most peo ple will
not have long-term con se quences”.
As so ciate Pro fes sor Philip Yap, a se nior con sul tant at Khoo Teck Puat Hos pi tal’s ge ri atric
medicine depart ment, pointed out a re cent study pub lished in July in eClin i cal Medicine,
which fol lowed up with 3,762 pa tients from 56 coun tries.
Seven months af ter hav ing Covid-19, cog ni tive dys func tion was re vealed to be one of the
most com mon symp toms. This could have been caused by in �am ma tion in the brain, com -
pro mised blood �ow, es pe cially in small ves sels of the brain, and changes in the im mune
sys tem.
“Given the large num ber of pa tients with Covid-19, in creased vul ner a bil ity of old per sons
to both Covid-19 and de men tia, and ob ser va tions of cog ni tive symp toms post-Covid, there
is con cern that Covid-19 can ac cel er ate cog ni tive de cline and in crease the preva lence of
cog ni tive dys func tion and sub se quent de men tia in the years to come,” said Prof Yap.
More re search over a longer pe riod of time will hope fully pro vide more clar ity on this, he
said.
Dr Young noted that “older and frail adults who have a se vere Covid-19 in fec tion may de -
velop a stroke, in �am ma tion of the cere bral blood ves sels and other neu ro log i cal com pli -
ca tions” – an other rea son why it is so im por tant this group is vac ci nated.
Prof Yap added: “In Singapore, our aim is to keep the num ber of in fec tions low – es pe cially
among older, vul ner a ble peo ple – to limit the im pact on our pop u la tion, if any. If we can
keep the num ber of in fec tions low, then hope fully its im pact will not be too sig ni�  cant.”


