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Opinion

Rhodius-Meester and colleagues have recently
reported on disease-related determinants associated with
mortality in Alzheimer's disease (AD) concluding that
relatively young sample of patients with AD, disease-
related determinants were associated with an increased
risk of mortality, whereas neither comorbidity nor APOE
genotype had any prognostic value [1]. We wish to
highlight an additional public health threat to people with
AD, loneliness, which is relevant to consider in discussing
mortality risk factors. Loneliness and social isolation
predict an increased premature mortality risk, and the
World Health Organization now lists “social support
networks” as a “determinant of health.” Loneliness is
linked to cardiovascular disease and stroke [2] and to
mortality. A meta-analysis including 70 studies
encompassing 3.4 million people found that loneliness,
social isolation, and living alone all had a significant effect
on the risk of dying prematurely with 29%, 26%, and 32%
increased likelihood of mortality, respectively [3].
Loneliness is a highly prevalent experience in AD. Already
in 2000 the Kungsholmen longitudinal project
demonstrated that Non-demented elderly subjects
reported themselves to be lonely significantly less often
compared to demented subjects, but there were no
differences in the emotional experience of loneliness [4].
Cognitive and functional impairment observed in AD,
hinders communication and social interactions. One
consequence of this hindrance may be a feeling of
loneliness. In fact, more social isolation, and loneliness are
found in AD cohorts than in healthy control groups [5].
The negative impact of dementia on relationships,
intimacy, and sexuality has been widely documented.
Increasing social isolation and loneliness are invariably
part of the experiences of the individual and dyad [6].

Loneliness appears to be distinct from other AD-
related deficits, with similar effects in patients with AD
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and cognitively intact comparison subjects. This suggests
that models of loneliness developed in the general
population may generalize to AD. The fact that patients
with AD have shortened life expectancy than the general
older population is well established. Loneliness may be
another risk factor to consider if we wish to understand
and improve the premature mortality of AD.
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