
What is First Link?

First Link, a program of the Alzheimer Society, helps persons with dementia and their caregivers access 
education and support at all stages of the disease. The program partners with family doctors and other 
health-care providers, who can refer people to the Society in their area. People can also access education 
and support services by contacting their local Alzheimer Society directly.

This report outlines the growth of First Link over the past five years and how it is helping Ontario 
respond to our aging population and growing prevalence of dementia.

How does it help? 

Dementia is a serious condition, often misunderstood. First Link opens doors to information, peer support 
and counselling as well as practical ways to manage their lives once a person has been diagnosed. First 
Link connects people to help early rather than waiting for a crisis. 

First Link referral increase 
shows growing confidence

The graph shows that the 
number of clients referred to 
to First Link grew from 6,300 
to 12,700 between 2011 and 
2015. This marked increase 
suggests a growing confidence 
in First Link and Alzheimer 
Society services among health 
professionals in Ontario.

“Health-care professionals and other 
community partners in Ontario referred 
nearly 60,000 individuals through the 

First Link program to Alzheimer Society 
services and supports.”

Growing First Link® to meet the needs of an aging Ontario

A diagnosis of dementia is shocking. First Link makes it easier.

Source: Alzheimer Society of Ontario Common Core Elements (CCE) data

Address: 20 Eglinton Avenue West, 16th Floor
Toronto, Ontario, M4R 1K8

CRN: 11878 4842 RR0001
Email: staff@alzheimeront.org
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More and more Ontarians are being diagnosed with dementia

Meet Bea, a retired nurse, mother of four and grandmother of nine.  She is one of our most 
important spokespeople, meeting with politicians, the media or just about anybody who will 
listen about why we need to act on dementia now! But there’s something else about Bea: she 
accomplishes this while living with dementia. 

Bea teaches us how with the right information and support, people who have this disease can 
still have full, meaningful lives. She is a success story for what anyone can achieve, despite the 
difficulties life throws at them.  

By creating a more robust partnership between primary care providers and First Link®, the 
Alzheimer Society plays a crucial role in supporting the growing numbers of people with dementia 
and their unique needs.

The number of Ontarians diagnosed with dementia is increasing. The graph below shows that 
between 2007 and 2013, the number of community-dwelling individuals (40+) with a diagnosis of 
dementia increased by more than 40%, from 69,050 to 99,330.

“The Alzheimer Society provides 
education, counselling, support 

groups and respite care.”
Source: data is from an Applied Health Research Question (AHRQ) report prepared for the Alzheimer Society of Ontario by the Institute of Clinical 
Evaluative Sciences (Bronskill et al., 2015). 
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Referrals from health partners get people to our doors faster 

Direct referrals: When a physician, other front-line care provider or community partner refers a 
person diagnosed with dementia or mild cognitive impairment, or the care partner, to the Alzhei-
mer Society

Self-directed referrals: When individuals initiate contact with the Alzheimer Society on their own 

A study has shown that people who were referred directly to First Link by health-care profession-
als (direct referrals) received services 11 months sooner than clients who accessed the services 
themselves (self-directed referrals).

In 2015, more than one half of new Alzheimer Society clients were referred by external partners such 
as geriatric services, Community Care Access Centres, Community Support Services and primary 
care providers.

The chart below shows the overall distribution of new client referrals to the Alzheimer Societies in 
Ontario in Fiscal 2015. 

Source: Alzheimer Society of Ontario Common Core Elements (CCE) data.

More than half of Alzheimer Society clients are referred by health-care 
professionals and other community partners.

Distribution of referrals in 2014/15

First Link

“At the Alzheimer Society, I found a 
support group. Get in with a group 

you can share with and then you feel 
a little bit better.”
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Leveraging primary care to expand the reach of First Link®

Source: Alzheimer Society of Ontario Common Core Elements (CCE) data

The Alzheimer Society is always looking 
for new ways to improve care for our 

clients, such as through the 
self-management program “Taking 

Control of our Lives” and online learning.

First Link’s success in Ontario proves the effectiveness of care models based on partnerships 
between sectors. Health-care professionals are increasingly recognizing the value of interdisciplinary 
care, especially for chronic diseases and higher risk populations, such as people with cognitive 
impairment. A recent study assessing the impact of having Alzheimer Society staff working with nine 
memory clinics showed:

• Access to community services improved.

•  Direct referrals to the Alzheimer Society increased fivefold over the six-month study period 
  (Lee, L. et al., Integrating community services into primary care. 2014).

• The partnerships benefitted all team members.

The growth in direct referrals over the past five years, as seen in the graph below, reflects the 
Alzheimer Society’s commitment to working with health-care professionals and community partners 
and enhancing linkages between sectors.
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For more information, visit www.firstlinkontario.ca


