
T
he re l ationship betwe e n
A l z h e i m e r ’s disease (AD) and
weight loss has been well docu-
mented over the past two decades.

In one study, rep o rted by Donaldson and
a s s o c i ates (1996), e n e rgy malnu t ri t i o n ,
wa s t i n g, and low body weight we re fo u n d
in ap p rox i m at e ly 50 percent of older
adults with A D. Weight loss is so common
in individuals with AD that it was listed as
a symptom consistent with the diag n o s i s
by the National Institute of Neuro l ogi c a l
and Commu n i c at ive Disord e rs and
S t ro ke / A l z - h e i m e r ’s Disease and Relat e d
D i s o rd e rs A s s o c i ation Wo rk Group as fa r
b a ck as 1984. 

Weight loss in individuals with AD has
been shown to impact their health. Wh i t e
and associates (1998) found that we i g h t —
a n d, in part i c u l a r, weight loss—is a stro n g
p redictor of mortality in AD cases. Th ey
also found that the risk of mortality and
morbidity was decreased and the progre s-
sion of the disease slowed with a gain in
weight. Th e re fo re, it is important to ex-
amine interventions that promote nu t ri-
tional intake in an attempt to offset we i g h t
loss and its accompanying malnu t ri t i o n .

A Natural Stimulant
A new study has looked at the infl u e n c e
of aquariums on the nu t ritional intake of
p atients with A D. The underlying assump-
tion of the study was that nat u re and con-
tact with nat u ral surroundings re d u c e
s t ress in individuals with AD and could
i n fluence food intake, a c c o rding to Ed-

wa rds and Beck (2002). 
Although a number of studies have

been conducted looking at the reasons fo r
weight loss, no study to date had ex a m-
ined the benefit of the interaction betwe e n
animals and patients in preventing we i g h t
loss. Most animal studies involving pa-
tients with AD have utilized dogs and
c ats. But this presents difficulties in pro-
viding for the safety of both the animals
and the patients and re q u i res that the ani-
mals be under constant superv i s i o n .

A q u a riums stocked with colorful fi s h ,
on the other hand, o ffer a unique opport u-
nity to introduce the presence of animals,
and hence nat u re, while providing a safe
e nv i ronment for both the fish and the pa-
tients. If pro p e rly secure d, the tanks pre-
vent any physical interaction between pa-
tients and fi s h , yet allow the patients to
see and feel the presence of nat u re. 

In the study, re s e a rch e rs intro d u c e d
s p e c i a l ly designed aquariums into demen-
t i a - s p e c i fic units at three long term care
settings. The idea was to determine the ef-
fect of the fish tanks on nu t ritional intake.
Patients with AD tend to have one of two
p ro blems in rega rd to nu t ritional intake.
On one hand, some patients are re s t l e s s
and pace or wander and are unable to sit
still long enough to consume an adequat e
diet. Some pat i e n t s , on the other hand,
tend towa rd lethargy and are unable to
s t ay alert enough to eat an adequate meal. 

R e s e a rch e rs examined the effect of
a q u a riums on nu t ritional intake of 62 pa-
tients with A D, with intake measured by
weighing the food befo re and after each of
the patients ate their meals. Baseline dat a
we re collected for all three meals for two
weeks befo re the aquariums we re intro-

d u c e d. 
Fo l l owing the baseline data collection

p e ri o d, re s e a rch e rs placed the fish tanks in
the activity or dining areas of the fa c i l i t i e s
in clear view of the patients. Nutri t i o n a l
i n t a ke was measured daily for an add i-
tional two weeks and then we e k ly for six
we e k s .

R e s e a rch e rs analy zed the influence of
the aquariums on the tre atment group by
c o m p a ring the nu t ritional intake for the
t wo - week baseline period with the two
weeks after the introduction of the tanks.
The results we re interesting in that part i c i-
p ating patients at all three facilities ex p e-
rienced a significant increase in nu t ri t i o n-
al intake—an ave rage of 21.2 perc e n t — i n
the presence of the aquariums. Even more
i n t e resting is that the nu t ritional intake
c o n t i nued to rise during the fo l l owing six
we e k s , when we e k ly measures we re
t a ken. 

I n d ividual patients also showed an in-
c rease in nu t ritional intake. Fi f t y - four of
the 62 patients had ex p e rienced a we i g h t
loss in the three months prior to the intro-
duction of the aquarium. At the comple-
tion of the study, re s e a rch e rs noted that
the patients had ex p e rienced a signifi c a n t
weight incre a s e, with a mean increase of
1.65 pounds over a fo u r-month peri o d.
While simply maintaining weight is a sig-
n i ficant milestone for patients with A D,
gaining weight ove rall is an astounding
result. 

Benefits To Patients, Facilities
I n c reasing nu t ritional intake in indiv i d u-
als with AD can have nu m e rous positive
i m p l i c ations for health care fa c i l i t i e s .
Maintaining nu t rition helps prevent mu s-
cle wa s t i n g, wh i ch often leads to we a k-
n e s s , i m m o b i l i t y, and a loss of functional
i n d ep e n d e n c e. Decreased nu t rition has
been associated with ort h o s t atic hy p o t e n-
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sion that contri butes signifi c a n t ly to fa l l s .
In add i t i o n , p revention of infe c t i o n s , p re s-
s u re ulcers , and sepsis and promotion of
wound healing are all noted benefits of
a d e q u ate nu t ri t i o n .

A q u a riums in dementia-specific units
h ave other benefits for patients. The pre s-
ence of aquariums enri ches an env i ro n-
ment that can sometimes be too steri l e.
The movement of bri g h t ly colored fi s h
a dds novelty to the setting and can be in-
c o rp o rated into re c re ational activ i t i e s .
This study demonstrated that the aquari-
ums held the interest of patients with A D. 

Another benefit the re s e a rch e rs noted
was a decrease in the use of nu t ri t i o n a l
supplements. Use of supplements to help
p atients with AD maintain weight and
p revent weight loss is common in long
t e rm care facilities. Supplements, h owev-
e r, can be costly, e s p e c i a l ly in instances
wh e re mu ch of the product is discard e d
because patients only consume small
amounts. Many facilities have a policy
t h at nu t ritional supplements be given if
p atients consume less than 50 percent of
their meals. With this policy, i n c re a s i n g
nu t ritional intake during mealtime may
lead to a decrease in nu t ritional supple-

ment use. Use of nu t ritional supplements
over the course of the study decreased ap-
p rox i m at e ly 25 percent with the pre s e n c e
of the aquariums. This reduction could re-
sult in significant cost savings to fa c i l i t i e s ,
since the cost of supplements is not a re-
i m bu rs able ex p e n s e. It is even fe a s i bl e
t h at the cost savings could easily cove r
expenses associated with the aquari u m s
over a re l at ive ly short period of time. Eat-
ing real food as opposed to supplements
also stimu l ates patients with a va riety of
tastes and tex t u res. 

Unanticipated Benefits
R e s e a rch e rs also noted two unanticipat e d
b e n e fits during the aquarium study : Th e
a q u a riums served both as a focal point
f rom wh i ch fa m i ly members could start
c o nve rs ations and as an instrument to en-
c o u rage patients to re m i n i s c e. Often, fa m-
i ly members , e s p e c i a l ly yo u n ger members
l i ke gra n d ch i l d re n , find it difficult to com-
mu n i c ate with patients with dementia.
The aquariums offe red a topic that fa m i ly
m e m b e rs felt comfo rt able talking ab o u t
and provided an additional source of sen-
s o ry stimu l ation for the re l at ive with A D.

The aquariums we re also integral in
s e rving as a reminiscence fa c i l i t at o r. One
p atient in the study who commu n i c at e d
ve ry little was observing the fish in the
a q u a rium and spoke up, “ Fish Lady, a re
t h e re six fish or eight fi s h ? ” It was amaz-
ing that this woman could even ve r b a l i ze
to that ex t e n t , let alone count the nu m b e r

of fi s h , wh i ch was eight. In another inci-
d e n t , the fish intrigued an older indiv i d u a l
who used to manage a bait shop. The fi s h
we re used to stimu l ate conve rs ation as he
rep o rted the ap p ro p ri ate bait to be used to
c at ch a particular type of fi s h .
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Alzheimer’s Drug 
Research Continues

Two recent studies have ex a m i n e d
d rugs that may signifi c a n t ly delay the

p rogress of A l z h e i m e r ’s disease. One is
t a rgeted towa rd patients whose disease is
in the advanced stage, and a third study,
p e r fo rmed using mice, i n d i c ates that a
c e rtain antibody may actually reve rs e
m e m o ry loss in patients with A l z h e i m e r ’s .

In the fi rst case, a team of re s e a rch e rs
f rom the Pittsbu rgh School of Medicine
studied 135 patients presumed to have
A l z h e i m e r ’s who had taken a ch o l i n e -
s t e rase inhibitor (similar to drugs used fo r
p atients with high ch o l e s t e rol) for an ave r-
age of three ye a rs. The data we re com-
p a red with those of patients with
A l z h e i m e r ’s disease who had never take n
the dru g. 

The study, wh i ch was published in the
Jo u rnal of Neuro l ogy, N e u ro s u rge ry, a n d
P s y ch i at ry, found that patients re c e iv i n g
the ch o l i n e s t e rase inhibitors had a slowe r
d e cline of mental function during the fi rs t
year and retained a gre ater ability to en-
gage in activities of daily liv i n g. Fo rt y
p e rcent of those taking the drug we re ad-
mitted to a nu rsing fa c i l i t y, c o m p a red with
60 percent of those not taking it.
C h o l i n e s t e rase inhibitors are the fi rst cl a s s
of medication ap p roved by the U. S. Fo o d
and Drug A d m i n i s t ration (FDA) for tre at-
ing illnesses involving memory decl i n e.

The second drug study, conducted by
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Aq u a riums used in long term care
settings must be able to meet the

ri go rs of the wear and tear that they will
re c e ive. Stability of the aquarium and
ease of care are two considerations that
should guide a caregive r ’s ch o i c e. Th e
self-contained aquariums used in the
s t u dy we re specifi c a l ly designed for use
in long term care settings. The aquari-
ums we re set on large, wide wo o d e n
bases for stab i l i t y, and the water units
we re secured with a key lock to ke ep pa-
tients from interfe ring with the fi s h

h ab i t at and to prevent water from inad-
ve rt e n t ly splashing from the tank. A dd i-
t i o n a l ly, the units had automatic fe e d e rs
t h at we re set to distri bute fish food into
the tanks around the pat i e n t s ’m e a l t i m e s
to increase fish activ i t y. The view i n g
a rea was large, at 20 by 30 inch e s , a n d
set at eye level to fa c i l i t ate patient inter-
action with the fish. The lighted back-
ground was specially designed to make
it easy to pick out contrasting fish and to
ease patient view i n g. Eight large bri g h t-
ly colored fish we re placed in each tank.

Special Considerations For Fish Tank Use

For More Inform a t i o n
■ The full aquarium study and its re-

sults will be published in the We s t e rn
Jo u rnal of Nursing Research in October
2 0 0 2 .



re s e a rch e rs at the William and Silvia Sil-
ve rstein A ging and Dementia Research
Center at the New Yo rk Unive rsity Sch o o l
of Medicine, tested a drug called Meman-
t i n e. The drug has been successfully used
in Germ a ny for more than a decade to
s l ow memory loss among patients in the
a dvanced stages of A l z h e i m e r ’s , and it
was re c e n t ly recommended for ap p rova l
by the European Union’s equivalent of the
U. S. Food and Drug A d m i n i s t ration. 

The most seve re stage of A l z h e i m e r ’s
can also be the longest lasting. Howeve r,
re s e a rch e rs of Memantine have found that
p atients taking the drug deteri o rated one-
half to one-third more slow ly than those
taking a placebo. Slowing the rate of de-
cline at advanced stages can mean that pa-
tients may be able to dress or bathe them-
s e l ves or remain continent for longe r, i m-
p roving their quality of life.

U. S.-based Fo rrest Pharm a c e u t i c a l s
m a nu fa c t u res the drug and is expected to

file for FDA ap p roval later this ye a r.
M e a n wh i l e, re s e a rch e rs at Indianap o l i s -

based Eli Lilly have announced that a sin-
gle dose of an ex p e rimental compound
called a monoclonal antibody can reve rs e
some types of memory damage in mice
with A l z h e i m e r ’s - l i ke symptoms. In the
Eli Lilly study, m e m o ry improved without
a ffecting plaque deposits in the bra i n ,
wh i ch typically appear in patients with
A l z h e i m e r ’s disease. Howeve r, rep e at e d
doses of the monoclonal antibody in mice
we re shown to prevent additional plaque
d eposits from fo rm i n g.

—Kathleen Vi c k e ry
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