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Thinking impairment in Parkinson’s 
disease: 

• Early in Parkinson’s, people often have 
problems with attention and concentration 

• Later in Parkinson’s disease, people 
sometimes progress to more severe thinking 
problems, described as “dementia.” 
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Types of thinking problems in 
Parkinson’s vs Alzheimer’s 

Alzheimer’s PD Dementia 

Attention ++ ++++ 

Memory ++++ ++ 
 

Executive +++ 
 

++++ 

Visuospatial +++ 
 

++++ 

Language ++++ + 
 

Emre, NEJM, 2005.    

Treatment of thinking problems in Parkinson’s disease: 
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Treatment of dementia: 

Why do the drugs work? 

 

 

Why don’t they work better?   

 

Treatment of dementia: 

Why do the drugs work? 

Because they correct a chemical 
abnormality in the Alzheimer’s 
brain. 

 

Why don’t they work better?   
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Treatment of dementia: 

Why do the drugs work? 

Because they correct a chemical 
abnormality in the Alzheimer’s 
brain. 

 

Why don’t they work better?   

Because they don’t correct all the 
abnormalities!  

What do we need to do in order to 
develop better treatments? 
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What do we need to do in order to 
develop better treatments? 

• 1) figure out better ways to monitor brain 
changes that predict dementia 

• 2) figure out the factors that cause some 
patients with Parkinson’s to develop dementia 
while other patients do not. 

What do we need to do in order to 
develop better treatments? 

• 1) figure out better ways to monitor brain 
changes that predict dementia 

• 2) figure out the factors that cause some 
patients with Parkinson’s to develop dementia 
while other patients do not. 



March 16, 2012 

NW PADRECC - Parkinson's Disease 
Research, Education & Clinical Center 
Portland VA Medical Center 6 

Better ways to monitor brain changes 
in Alzheimer’s disease: 

Klunk W, et al. Ann Neurol. 2004;55:306-319. 

Other ways to monitor brain changes: 
spinal fluid examination 
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What do we need to do in order to 
develop better treatments? 

• 1) figure out better ways to monitor brain 
changes that predict dementia 

• 2) figure out the factors that cause some 
patients with Parkinson’s to develop 
dementia while other patients do not. 
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What are some examples of factors that 
might influence whether or not a 

Parkinson’s patient develops dementia? 

• Genes: 

• Environment: 

What are some examples of factors that 
might influence whether or not a 

Parkinson’s patient develops dementia? 

• Genes: 

– So far, no genes have been proven to influence the 
development of dementia in Parkinson’s, but 
there is plenty of work to do on this topic. 

• Environment: 
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What are some examples of factors that 
might influence whether or not a 

Parkinson’s patient develops dementia? 

• Genes: 

– So far, no genes have been proven to influence the 
development of dementia in Parkinson’s, but 
there is plenty of work to do on this topic. 

• Environment: 

– Diet? 

– Exercise? 

– Medications? 

Research on Parkinson’s and dementia 
at the Portland VA Medical Center 

• Udall center “core” 
– Neuropsychological testing 

– Blood donation for DNA collection 

– Preliminary study of nutrition is under way 

– Optional CSF donation 

• Udall center pilot project 
– “randomized” to one of two different medications 

– Cognitive testing including sophisticated testing of 
attention 

 


