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ForeWorD

The world’s population is ageing. Improvements in health care in the 
past century have contributed to people living longer and healthier 
lives. However, this has also resulted in an increase in the number of 
people with non-communicable diseases, including dementia. Current 
estimates indicate 35.6 million people worldwide are living with 
dementia. This number will double by 2030 and more than triple by 
2050. Dementia doesn’t just affect individuals. It also affects and 
changes the lives of family members. Dementia is a costly condition 
in its social, economic, and health dimensions. Nearly 60 percent of 
the burden of dementia is concentrated in low- and middle-income 
countries and this is likely to increase in coming years.

The need for long-term care for people with dementia strains health 
and social systems, and budgets. The catastrophic cost of care 
drives millions of households below the poverty line. The overwhelm-
ing number of people whose lives are altered by dementia, combined 
with the staggering economic burden on families and nations, makes 
dementia a public health priority. The cost of caring for people with 

dementia is likely to rise even faster than its prevalence, and thus it  
is important that societies are prepared to address the social and 
economic burden caused by dementia. 

In 2008, WHO launched the Mental Health Gap Action Programme 
(mhGAP), which included dementia as a priority condition. In 2011, 
the High-level Meeting of the United Nations General Assembly on 
prevention and control of non-communicable diseases adopted a 
Political Declaration that acknowledged that “the global burden and 
threat of non-communicable diseases constitutes one of the major 
challenges for development in the twenty-first century” and recog-
nized that “mental and neurological disorders, including Alzheimer’s 
disease, are an important cause of morbidity and contribute to the 
global non-communicable disease burden.”

It is against this background that I am pleased to present the report, 
“Dementia: a public health priority.” This report makes a major 
contribution to our understanding of dementia and its impact on 
individuals, families, and society. I would like to thank the representa-
tive organizations of people with dementia and their caregivers, who 
have greatly enriched both the scope of the report and its value as a 
practical tool.

The report provides the knowledge base for a global and national 
response to facilitate governments, policy-makers, and other stake-
holders to address the impact of dementia as an increasing threat to 
global health. I call upon all stakeholders to make health and social 
care systems informed and responsive to this impending threat.

Dr Margaret Chan

Director-General
World Health Organization
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preFace

Dementia is seriously disabling for those who have it and is often 
devastating for their caregivers and families. With an increasing 
number of people being affected by dementia, almost everyone 
knows someone who has dementia or whose life has been touched 
by it. The number of people living with dementia worldwide is 
currently estimated at 35.6 million. This number will double by 2030 
and more than triple by 2050. 

The high global prevalence, economic impact of dementia on 
families, caregivers and communities, and the associated stigma 
and social exclusion present a significant public health challenge. 
The global health community has recognized the need for action 
and to place dementia on the public health agenda. 

The World Health Organization and Alzheimer’s Disease Interna-
tional, an international NGO in official relations with WHO, jointly 
developed the report, Dementia: a public health priority. The 
purpose of this report is to raise awareness of dementia as a public 
health priority, to articulate a public health approach and to advo-
cate for action at international and national levels based on the 
principles of evidence, equity, inclusion and integration.

The report aims to encourage country preparedness by strengthen-
ing or developing policy and implementing it through plans and 
programmes which enhance dementia care in order to improve the 
social well-being and quality of life of those living with dementia and 

their caregivers. The reports includes an overview of global epide-
miology and the impact of dementia, national-level approaches to 
dementia including the role of health and social care systems and 
workforce, issues around caregiving and caregivers, and aware-
ness raising and advocacy for dementia.

As this would not have been possible without the significant contri-
bution of representative organizations of people with dementia and 
their caregivers, we would like to thank them for their invaluable 
work and support.

The report is expected to be a resource that will facilitate govern-
ments, policy-makers, and other stakeholders to address the 
impact of dementia as an increasing threat to global health. It is 
hoped that the key messages in the report will promote dementia 
as a public health and social care priority worldwide.

Dr Shekhar Saxena
Director, Department of Mental Health and Substance Abuse
World Health Organization 

Mr Marc Wortmann
Executive Director
Alzheimer’s Disease International
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abbreViationS

a & tsI Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander

aDI Alzheimer’s Disease International

aDL Activities of daily living

aIDs Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome

aPOe Apolipoprotein E

CI Confidence interval

CrPD Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities

CsaP Carer’s Strategy and Action Plan

DLb  Dementia with Lewy bodies

Dsm Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders

euroCoDe European Collaboration on Dementia

eurODem  European Community Concerted Action on the 
Epidemiology and Prevention of Dementia

ftD Frontotemporal dementia

gbD Global burden of disease

gDP Gross domestic product

Haart Highly Active Antiretroviral Therapy

HanD HIV-associated neurocognitive disorder

HHs Health and Human Services

HIv Human Immunodeficiency Virus

Hr Hazard ratio

IaDL Instrumental activities of daily living

ICD  International Statistical Classification of Diseases and 
Related Health Problems

ImPaCt  Important Perspectives on Alzheimer’s Care and  
Treatment

LmIC Low- and middle-income countries

maIa  Maisons pour l’Autonomie et Intégration des malades 
Alzheimer

mhgaP Mental Health Gap Action Programme

mns Mental, neurological and substance use

nIH National Institutes of Health

OeCD  Organisation for Economic Co-operation and  
Development

Par Population attributable risk

PPP Purchasing power parity

reaCH  Resources for Enhancing Alzheimer’s  
Caregiver Health

rr Relative risk

sek Swedish krona

vaD Vascular dementia

WHO World Health Organization

yOD Young onset dementia
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