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Focus on research

Advancing dementia research in B.C.

Research is key to helping people affected by dementia
to live well today, as well as providing hope for the
future. The Alzheimer Society of B.C. champions
dementia-friendly research, invests in innovative studies
and acts as a bridge between the academic world and the
community. We do this to change the conversation, the
experience and the future for anyone on the dementia

journey.

Focus on research shines a light on the work we’ve been
doing over the last year to advance dementia research.

This includes collaborating with provincial and national
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researchers, partnering with Michael Smith Health
Research BC (MSHRBC) and contributing to the
national Alzheimer Society Research Program (ASRP).

We also actively facilitate connections between
researchers and community members who are
interested in participating in research. Research is
essential for supporting people affected by dementia,
encouraging them to thrive in the present and fostering
hope for the future. Wherever you are in the province,
we hope this edition of Focus on research sparks your
curiosity to learn, engage and perhaps get involved with

dementia research in your community!
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Congratulations to our award-winning

researchers

Michael Smith Health Research BC

We recognize the importance of supporting researchers, especially in the early stages of their careers. Each

year, we partner with Michael Smith Health Research BC, British Columbia’s health research agency, to co-fund

successful applications from individual and team funding competitions. Together, we’re working to change the

future for people affected by dementia by supporting research focused on risk reduction, diagnosis, care and

support. Below are the 2024-2025 award recipients.

Research Trainee Awards support post-doctoral fellows, providing additional training to enable their career

development and pursuit of an independent research career.

Dr. Sheila Novek

University of British Columbia

Project: Engagement
and citizenship in long-
term care: An exploration
of resident and family
councils.

Dr. Novek’s research explores how long-term
care resident and family councils work, how they
engage residents and families in decision-making
and the broader contexts in which they operate.

Dr. Jack Solomon
Simon Fraser University

Project: Addressing inter-
individual variability in
aging: Linking lifestyle
factors to the brain and
behaviour.

Dr. Solomonss research focuses on finding
biomarkers of healthy aging among the electrical
and chemical signals used by brain cells that
capture inter-individual differences and links them
to personalized lifestyle and behaviour factors to
guide clinical interventions.

Scholar Awards support early career health researchers to develop their own research teams, train the next

generation of scientists and lead top-quality research programs.

Dr. Mariko Sakamoto
University of Victoria

Project: Co-creating age and dementia-friendly communities: A community

engaged program of research.

Working with a Community Action Group of people living with dementia,

Dr. Sakamoto’s research will inform the development of age and dementia-friendly
communities in B.C. Co-researching with people with lived experience can influence
future research protocols and create meaningful social change. Through collaborative
research practices, people living with dementia become involved and feel empowered.

Turn to page 10 to learn about one of Dr. Sakamoto’s recently completed

co-design projects.

Alzheimer Society of B.C.



Congratulations to our award-winning

researchers, cont'd

REACH Awards support researchers to extend the “reach” of their work by sharing research evidence - through
events, activities and tools - to improve the lives of people affected by dementia.

Dr. Juanita-Dawne Bacsu
Thompson Rivers University

Project: Addressing
stigma of dementia

on social media:
Collaboration, innovation
and knowledge translation.

Working in collaboration with B.C. community
partners, health-care professionals, student trainees
and people living with dementia and their care
partners, Dr. Bacsu will lead a Café Scientifique
consisting of both in-person and online panelist
discussions of dementia-related stigma. These
public Café Scientifique discussions will form the
basis for a public-facing infographic to be shared
on social media.

Dr. Mariko Sakamoto
University of Victoria

Project: Extending the
reach of the Flipping
Stigma on its Ear

toolkit: Translating and
transforming the toolkit

for the Chinese community.

Currently, the Flipping Stigma on its Ear toolkit,

a web-based education and advocacy research
output developed by an action group of people
with lived experience of dementia, is only available
in English. This project will focus on transforming
the toolkit for the Chinese community by working
closely to translate and workshop a culturally
sensitive and relevant Chinese version of the toolkit.

Turn to page 9 for an interview with Dr. Juanita-Dawne Bacsu.

Convening & Collaborating Awards promote knowledge sharing and meaningful collaboration by supporting
teams of researchers and research users on projects directly benefitting people living with dementia, their care

partners, health-care providers and policy makers.

Dr. Shelley Canning
University of The Fraser Valley

Project: Building age and dementia curriculum to address ageism and support
development of meaningful intergenerational connections.

This project aims to address age and dementia stigma through education and
intergenerational connection. A diverse team will work collaboratively on the design
and development of age and dementia learning activities aimed at students in grades
K-5 by aligning with B.C. curriculum objectives.

Read more about each researcher and see past MSHRBC award recipients here.
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Celebrating award-winning researchers:

ASRP

Learn from our partnered researchers

Our bimonthly webinar series, Research connects,
highlights the latest advancements and insights into
dementia research. Explore our on-demand videos

from past and current awardees, including:

e Collaborating with people with lived
experience in research by Dr. Mariko
Sakamoto and Lynn Jackson (MSHRBC
2024 Scholar and REACH awards), January 29,
2025 [54 minutes].

e Exploring resident and family councils in
long-term care homes by Dr. Sheila Novek
(MSHRBC 2024 Trainee Award), April 29, 2024

[63 minutes].

The Alzheimer Society Research
Program

The Alzheimer Society Research Program (ASRP)

is a collaborative initiative between the provincial
Alzheimer Societies, the Alzheimer Society of Canada,
partners and our donors. Since 1989, the ASRP

has funded over $78 million in grants and awards
nationally to encourage researchers to explore new
ways of advancing knowledge on dementia in eight
priority areas: care, cause, diagnosis, epidemiology,

risk, therapy, translational or treatment.

To date, 102 projects in British Columbia have
received over $10 million of funding. This year, eight

researchers in B.C. were awarded ASRP funding.

Unlocking the mysteries of Alzheimer’s
disease by Dr. Khaled Abdelrahman (ASRP
2023 New Investigator Grant), March 6, 2024

[63 minutes].

Mapping the musical brain by Dr. Sarah
Faber (MSHRBC 2023 Research Trainee
Award), December 8, 2023 [58 minutes].

How assistive robots and virtual reality
can improve dementia care by Dr. Lillian
Hung and Dr. Jim Mann (ASRP 2023 Proof of
Concept Grant), October 17, 2023 [58 minutes].

Read the full project descriptions for each awardee here.

Alzheimer Society of B.C.
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Celebrating award-winning researchers

ASRP

Juanita-Dawne Bacsu
Thompson Rivers University

New Investigator Grant

Project: Improving
rural cognitive healthcare
through lived experience:
Care priorities, programs,
and service needs.

Mark Cembrowski
University of British Columbia

New Investigator Grant

Project: A “tipping point”

neuron type driving
Alzheimer’s Disease
progression.

Jolene Phelps
University of Victoria

Postdoctoral Award

Project: Optimization
of extracellular vesicle-
based treatments in a
3D bioprinted model of
Alzheimer’s disease.

Andrew Snow
University of British Columbia

Doctoral Award

Project: Investigating the
role of amyloid precursor
protein signalling in
synapse formation and
function.
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Robert Britton

Simon Fraser University

Proof of Concept Award

Project: Novel
nucleotides for next-
generation antisense
oligonucleotides aimed at
Alzheimer’s disease.

Joanne Matsubara
University of British Columbia

Proof of Concept Grant

Project: MicroRNA
biomarkers: Using tears to
assess Alzheimer’s disease.

Andre Smith

University of Victoria

Proof of Concept Grant

Project: A critical
examination of family
caregivers’ views on and
experiences with medical
assistance in dying.

Oi Yee (Joey) Wong

University of British Columbia

Doctoral Award

Project: Co-creating

culturally relevant virtual

reality programs with

community-dwelling

older adults living with

dementia: A patient-oriented research project.



Research headlines over the year

The promise of blood-based
biomarkers for Alzheimer’s disease

Recent advances in diagnostic biomarkers are offering
new hope for accessible and less invasive diagnostic
tools for the early detection of Alzheimer’s disease.
Biomarkers are signals of health or disease. For
example, glucose levels are a biomarker for diabetes.
Specific biomarkers for Alzheimer’s disease are the
amyloid-beta and tau proteins that make up the
hallmark plaques and tangles found in the brains of

people living with Alzheimer’s disease.

Currently, we measure these biomarkers by testing
the cerebrospinal fluid (CSF), which surrounds

the brain and spinal cord or by conducting a PET
(positron emission tomography) scan. However, CSF
testing requires a lumbar puncture (or spinal tap),
which can be invasive and uncomfortable, while the
alternative — PET scanners for detecting amyloid - are
not currently available in B.C. While treatments for
Alzheimer’s disease continue to advance, there’s a
growing need for more accessible and affordable ways

to diagnose Alzheimer’s disease in its early stages.

Blood-based biomarkers - signals in the blood that
show changes linked to Alzheimer’s disease — have
long been considered the “holy grail” in disease
diagnosis. The use of blood biomarkers can lead to

an early and more accurate diagnosis of Alzheimer’s
disease, and in turn, timely access to disease-
modifying therapies. This is particularly important as
we move forward with new treatments for Alzheimer’s
disease like lecanemab and donanemab. Prior to
someone starting treatment, physicians need to know
that amyloid is present in their brain. Using a blood
test would make the diagnostic process much more

accessible.

One of the most promising blood-based biomarkers
for Alzheimer’s disease is plasma phosphorylated-
tau 217 (p-tau217)'. Swedish researchers recently
evaluated a commercial blood test for detecting

p-tau217 and found:

+ The p-tau217 blood test correctly identified
Alzheimer’s disease 91 per cent of the time.

« In comparison, dementia specialists were accurate
73 per cent of the time while family physicians

were accurate 61 per cent of the time.

« The blood test also had a high degree of accuracy
among different types of participants, including

those with other health conditions.

Although this research took place in Sweden, its
impact is global. The use of blood-based biomarkers
for Alzheimer’s disease are not yet approved in
Canada. More studies are needed to ensure the

test works well across varied groups of people (e.g.,
different sexes, race and ethnicity). It is important to
note that a blood test for Alzheimer’s disease should

only be done if someone displays signs of cognitive

Alzheimer Society of B.C.



Research headlines over the year, cont'd

impairment.! While the clinical use of blood-based screening using less invasive procedures, making the
biomarkers here in Canada may still be a few years diagnostic process faster, easier and more reliable than
away, they offer great potential to support more rapid ever before.

1 Palmgqvist, S., Tideman, P., Mattsson-Carlgren, N., Schindler, S. E., Smith, R., Ossenkoppele, R., ... & Hansson, O. (2024). Blood
biomarkers to detect Alzheimer disease in primary care and secondary care. Journal of the American Medical Association, 332(15), 1245-
1257. https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2024.13855

2 Teunissen, C. E., Verberk, I. M., Thijssen, E. H., Vermunt, L., Hansson, O., Zetterberg, H., ... & Del Campo, M. (2022). Blood-based biomarkers
for Alzheimer’s disease: towards clinical implementation. Lancet Neurology, 21(1), 66-77. https://doi.org/10.1016/S1474-4422(21)00361-6

3 Mielke, M.M., Anderson, M., Ashford, ].W., Jeromin, S., Lin, P.J., Rosen, A.,... & Udeh-Momoh, C.T. (2024). Recommendations for
clinical implementation of blood-based biomarkers for Alzheimer’s disease. Alzheimer’s & Dementia: The Journal of the Alzheimer’s
Association, 20(11), 8216-8224. https://doi.org/10.1002/alz.14184

Research connects webinar: An introduction to participating in clinical trials

Alison Orth, Aisling Quigley and Aine Wilcox from REACH BC joined us to explore the essentials of
clinical trials. Discover how they operate, the regulations that ensure their safety, and the meaningful
role you can play by getting involved. Whether you're curious about volunteering or becoming a patient
partner, you'll learn how your lived experience can shape research and drive innovation here in B.C. by

viewing the on-demand recording here.

Explore our research webpages

As part of our commitment to sharing dementia
research and innovation from around the province,
we have streamlined the research tab of our website to
provide the latest news and information that is easy to
understand and useful based on what you're

looking for.

1. I want to know more about research
2. | want to participate in research

3. 1 am a researcher

We would love your feedback!

After exploring the new research tab, take our short
survey: alzbc.org/3BXrNN3
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Research headlines over the year, cont'd

Dementia risk reduction through
two new modifiable risk factors

The 2024 report of
the Lancet Standing
Commission,
Dementia
Prevention,
Intervention, and
Care summarizes
the latest research
evidence on the
modifiable risk factors for dementia'. It includes two
new modifiable risk factors, which in conjunction
with the previously identified 12 factors, are estimated
to potentially prevent or delay up to 45 per cent of
dementias worldwide.! The Commission uses a life-
course approach to risk reduction, as different risk
factors operate at different timepoints across the life
span. Consequently, the 14 factors are divided into
early life risks (e.g., less education), midlife risks
(e.g., hearing loss, high LDL cholesterol, depression,
traumatic brain injury, physical inactivity, diabetes,
smoking, hypertension, obesity and excessive alcohol
use) and later life risks (e.g., social isolation, air

pollution and vision loss).!

The report emphasizes the importance of tackling
these risk factors at both an individual and population
level. For example, at an individual level increasing
your physical activity and engaging with others

in your community can help maintain cognition.
Population-level interventions to support cognition
include ensuring access to quality education early

in life, improving access to health care (e.g., hearing
and eye exams, hearing aids and glasses), and

implementing policies to reduce air pollution.'

An important theme in the report is the interaction
between cognitive and physical health throughout
the lifespan. The concept of “cognitive reserve” — the
brain’s resilience to damage — is central.' Building
cognitive and physical reserves by staying mentally
and physically active, managing vascular health and
fostering social connections can help mitigate the

effects of dementia.

A key takeaway from the report is that dementia is
not an inevitable part of aging. By adopting healthy
lifestyle habits and addressing risk factors such as
hearing and vision loss, hypertension and depression,
individuals can significantly reduce their likelihood
of developing dementia. The Commission urges
policymakers to integrate these findings into public
health campaigns and invest in early interventions
that support long-term cognitive health. Through
collective efforts—by governments, health-care
systems, and individuals—we can promote brain

health through policy, practice and everyday actions.

Research connects webinar: Never too
early, never too late

Join our in-house researchers, Dr. Heather
Cooke and Dr. Sarah Wu, to discover practical
strategies to enhance your brain health. It’s
never too early or too late to make lifestyle

changes!

Watch the webinar here or visit
alzbc.org/ondemand.

1 Livingston, G., Huntley, J., Liu, K. Y., Costafreda, S. G., Selbzk, G., Alladi, S., ... & Mukadam, N. (2024). Dementia prevention,
intervention, and care: 2024 report of the Lancet standing Commission. The Lancet, 404(10452), 572-628.

Alzheimer Society of B.C.
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Meet the researcher: An interview with

Dr. Juanita-Dawne Bacsu

Dr. Juanita-Dawne Bacsu

is the founding director

of the Population

Health and Aging Rural
Research (PHARR)

Centre, a Canada
Research Chair (Tier II)
in Nursing and Population

Health and an assistant
professor in the School of Nursing at Thompson
Rivers University. Juanita is also a research associate
with the Canadian Centre for Activity and Aging,
the Canadian Consortium for Neurodegeneration
in Aging and the Saskatchewan Population Health
and Evaluation Research Unit. Before focusing
on academic research, she was a government
communications manager, a television segment host
and co-owned a family medicine clinic. Dr. Bacsu is
the recipient of a 2024 ASRP New Investigator Grant
for her study, Improving rural cognitive healthcare
through lived experience: Care priorities, programs and

service needs.

What drew you to dementia research?

My passion for dementia research is founded in my
desire to reduce dementia-related stigma to improve
the quality of life of rural people living with dementia
and care partners. I believe that every voice matters
to advance dementia research, including people living

with dementia and care partners.

Why is your area of research important?

There is a predominant stereotype focusing on the
end-of-life stage of dementia. However, it is critical
to recognize that people living with dementia can
continue to live fulfilling lives. Through collaborative

research that prioritizes lived experience, I believe

Focus on research

that we can conduct more robust and innovative
research to enhance the lives of people affected by

dementia.

What is the primary purpose of your project?

While existing research tends to focus on health-care
providers’ perspectives, this study is essential because
it emphasizes lived experience to enhance care in
rural communities. The findings will highlight the
care priorities of older adults living with dementia
and their care partners living in rural areas, providing
valuable insights for community leaders, health-

care professionals and policymakers striving to
enhance the quality of life for rural people affected by

dementia.

How does funding from the Alzheimer Society
Research Program facilitate your research?

Earning the New Investigator grant from the ASRP
empowers me to transform ideas into evidence-based
research that can improve the quality of life of rural
people living with dementia and care partners. This
funding provides researchers with the necessary tools
and resources to conduct meaningful research to
address complex issues impacting people living with

dementia.

What do you hope to achieve with this
research?

I hope to amplify the voices of rural people living
with dementia and care partners, helping to address
dementia-related stigma and foster an inclusive
conversation to develop innovative solutions to
enhance the quality of life of people living with

dementia in rural communities.


http://pharr.trubox.ca
http://pharr.trubox.ca
http://pharr.trubox.ca
http://pharr.trubox.ca

Project spotlight

Co-designing a dementia friendly
community action plan

In 2023, Dr. Mariko Sakamoto and Lynn Jackson’s
co-led project Dementia friendly community: Bringing
to the fore the perspectives and needs of people with
dementia who live alone was funded in partnership
with Michael Smith Health Research BC through

a Convening and Collaborating award. The award
promotes meaningful collaboration and knowledge
sharing among researchers and people who use
research by supporting co-developed projects that
have a direct impact on people affected by the disease,
policy makers and health-care providers. Together,
Mariko and Lynn collaborated to form an action
group of independent-living people with dementia

to develop a plan for future dementia-friendly

communities.

Their team partnered with Emily Carr University’s
Health Design Lab to host six virtual workshops
engaging independent-living people with dementia
across B.C. to gather their ideas and priorities to co-
design an action plan. The action group consisted of
eight people living with various types of dementia or
neurocognitive challenges from diverse communities
across the province, including Burnaby, Ladner,
Victoria, Sidney, Comox, Salmon Arm, Kamloops and
Williams Lake.

Workshop kits were produced and mailed to

participants for the first three workshops and included

a welcome package, introduction to the research and
team and supplies for individual and team-based

activities.

People with lived experience were at the core of the
planning and analysis process, exemplified by Lynn’s
leadership as a co-principal investigator. Research

decisions included her perspective at all stages of

10

the iterative development process, especially around
the engagement of the action group members.
Arts-based activities supported connection and
discussion of group member experiences, personal
stories were complimented images and collages

that prompted reflection and storytelling. The co-
design and workshopping processes helped illustrate
the fundamental principle that dementia-friendly
communities become a reality when they adapt to

people’s needs.

The action group identified four key elements to living

independently with dementia:

1. Awareness and acceptance of what it means to live

with dementia.

2. Establishing and maintaining a support system to

meet individual needs.
3. Being involved in making your own decisions.
4. Being physically and socially active.

Read the full Dementia Friendly Community Action
Plan report, including additional photographs and a

more in-depth exploration of the key themes here.

Alzheimer Society of B.C.
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Project spotlight

Canadian organizations band
together for more compassionate
and dementia-friendly communities

A University of British Columbia (UBC)-Okanagan
research team, partnering with the BC Centre for
Palliative Care (BCCPC) has kicked off an exciting
nationwide project bringing together two important
social health movements to reduce stigma, raise
awareness and offer empowering supports for people

living with dementia to age in place.

The Compassionate Communities movement focuses
on fostering supportive networks where people care
for one another during serious illness, caregiving and
grief. The Dementia-Friendly Communities movement
aims to create inclusive environments where people
with dementia can live independently and participate
in society without stigma. Both movements

1) promote awareness and education, 2) emphasize
social inclusion, empowerment and community-
driven support to improve quality of life for people
facing health challenges, and 3) encourage collective
responsibility around health and well-being, involving

individuals, organizations and local governments.

Led by Dr. Barb Pesut from UBC-Okanagan, the team
is collaborating with seven Canadian organizations,
including the Alzheimer Society of B.C., to envision,
implement and evaluate compassionate, dementia-

inclusive initiatives. Funded by Health Canada
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and supported by expertise from the BCCPC and

the Building Capacity (in dementia) Project based

out of UBC-Vancouver, the goal is to meet two key
objectives: 1) to raise awareness of — and reduce
stigma about - dementia in community so people
with lived experience of dementia and their care
partners will feel more accepted, understood, seen and
valued; and 2) to improve the quality of life of people
living with dementia and their care partners along the

dementia journey.

In its early days, the project will develop
interorganizational leadership to work with advisory
boards and key collaborators (including people living
with dementia and care partners). These organizations
hope to develop initiatives such as one-to-one peer
support programs, weekly social and emotional
support groups, community-wide compassion
challenges and educational speaker series. To improve
quality of life for people affected by dementia and
complement these initiatives, the organizations will
provide volunteers with internationally acclaimed
Nav-CARE (Navigation, Connecting, Advocating,

Resourcing, Engaging) training.

The research team has developed a customized toolkit
for groups developing these compassionate dementia-
inclusive community initiatives. It includes a practical
set of steps to follow as well as an exploration of

key issues to consider when building relationships,
convening conversations, implementing programs and
aiming to sustain the initiatives long term. The toolkit
will be refined based on learnings that arise from the
project. Here at the Alzheimer Society of B.C., were
excited to support the project’s knowledge translation

activities.

To learn more about this project contact

nav.care@ubc.ca or visit www.nav-care.ca.
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Stay connected

Getting involved in research

Engaging in research activities can make a difference in your community now and for future generations.
Dementia research is people powered — not just by the researchers conducting studies, but by people with lived
experience, health-care workers, service providers and volunteers. Research changes both the present and the
future for people affected by dementia. Participating in research can provide you with an opportunity to share

your experiences, make connections and contribute to innovation.

Explore current research participation opportunities on:

o Alzheimer Society Research Portal: connects potential participants and researchers conducting dementia-

related research across Canada.

« REACH BC: a non-profit provincial platform that connects volunteers with opportunities to participate in

health research across B.C.

o UBC Clinic for Alzheimer Disease and Related Disorders: engages in dementia research to understand the
root causes and underlying mechanisms for effective risk reduction, early detection, advanced treatment and

interventions to improve quality of life.

« Vancouver Coastal Health Research Institute (VCHRI): partners with the University of British Columbia on

research improving health outcomes and to study new medications, treatments and medical devices.

Do you have questions about participating in research? Contact us

« Online at alzbc.org/participate-in-research ~ « Mail to

. . Alzheimer Society of B.C. 1 ]
L] .
Email research@alzheimerbc.org 300-828 West 8th Avenue Al %Rl‘ll TeI lSan ?{fg% CB'll A€lLy

« Call 1-800-667-3742 Vancouver, B.C. V5Z 1E2

FIRST LINK® DEMENTIA HELPLINE

If you are living with dementia or have questions about the disease, call the First Link® Dementia Helpline
at 1-800-936-6033. The Helpline is available Monday to Friday, 9 a.m. to 8 p.m.

Culturally specific support is also available to members of the South Asian community (1-833-674-5003) and
to the Chinese community (1-833-674-5007). Learn more at alzbc.org/fldhl

This resource is produced by the Alzheimer Society of B.C.

Articles cannot be reproduced without permission.
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