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Alzheimer’s Australia Dementia Research 
Foundation – Victoria

The Alzheimer’s Australia Dementia Research 
Foundation – Victoria was established in 2012 to 
distribute funds generously donated to Alzheimer’s 
Australia Vic for the purpose of research. These 
funds are used to provide grants to dementia 
researchers based in Australia, with priority given to 
Victorian projects as well as those with potential 
benefits for the more than 81,000 Victorians living 
with dementia and their families and carers. By 
supporting these national and international 
collaborations, the Foundation is able to contribute to 
the discovery of improved treatments for dementia 
to ensure that people living with dementia have the 
best quality of life possible.

The Dementia Grants Program

The annual research grants program continues to be 
managed and administered by the national 
Alzheimer’s Australia Dementia Research Foundation 
on our behalf. 

In the first quarter of each year, early career 
researchers are invited to apply with the aim of 
helping to build Australia’s research capacity. The 
grant applications received are subject to a rigorous 
external assessment process and are further 
considered by the Alzheimer’s Australia Dementia 
Research Foundation’s Scientific and Medical Panel. 
Researchers are notified of the outcomes in the last 
quarter of the year and funding commences the 
following January. 

Details of the grants program are available at  
https://vic.fightdementia.org.au/vic/
dementiaresearchfoundation-vic

INTRODUCTION

Our Research Priorities

The Foundation’s priority is to continue to fund 
research that is likely to directly benefit people with 
dementia, their families and carers. Previous grants 
have been awarded to projects that largely 
investigate psychosocial and clinical aspects of 
dementia rather than to projects based in the lab, and 
the vital importance of these focus areas is 
reinforced by the rich array of applicants we have 
each year. In consultation with the Alzheimer’s 
Australia Vic Consumer Advisory Committee and 
others, five priority research areas were identified 
soon after the Foundation’s inception and these 
were again promoted to researchers for the 2015 
grants program. They are:

• The less common forms of dementia (including  
 frontotemporal dementia and Lewy body disease)

• Assistive technologies to improve the quality of life  
 of people with dementia and their families

• Support for families and carers

• Improving care of people with dementia in   
 hospitals

• Translational research (moving evidence into   
 practice)

Funded Projects

In this year’s grants round, it was possible for the 
Foundation to support four researchers, each of 
whom were awarded $50,000 in funding to 
undertake work commencing in 2015. The four 
projects span such diverse areas as exploration of a 
new imaging technique to detect Alzheimer’s 
disease pathology in the eye; a new oxytocin therapy 
to improve emotion recognition, social interactions 
and neuropsychiatric symptoms in people with 
Alzheimer’s disease; trial of a 3D Virtual World 
program for people with dementia living in residential 
care; and testing of a Virtual Learning Environment 
for communication skills training for professional and 
family carers. These research areas strongly 
complement the projects funded in previous grant 
rounds and ensure that research diversity is 
maintained.
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Michael is currently Director of Aged Care Research at the Heidelberg 
Repatriation Hospital, Austin Health; Director, Memory Clinic and 
Director, Wound Management Clinic, Austin Health. Michael’s 
clinical specialties are geriatric, general and rehabilitation medicine, 
with a particular interest in Alzheimer’s disease and other cognitive 
disorders. Michael is Chair of Alzheimer’s Australia Dementia Research 
Foundation – Victoria and until recently was Chair of the Australasian 
Consortium of Centres for Clinical Cognitive Research.

Ian is Managing Director of KIAD Partners Pty Ltd, a private investment 
group, and is an Executive Director/ Partner of nem Australasia Pty 
Ltd an Australian and New Zealand advisory group. Ian also sits on 
a number of private and public company boards. Ian has had an 
extensive career in investment banking for over 40 years and was a 
Partner at KPMG (Chartered Accountants) from 1995 to his retirement 
in June 2012.

Amy is Co-Division Head of Behavioural Neuroscience at the Florey 
Institute for Neuroscience and Mental Health. She is a Neurologist at 
Austin Health and Director of the Eastern Cognitive Disorders Clinic. 
She has received many awards and grants for her work in stroke and 
dementia and was recently the recipient of a 2015 NHMRC Dementia 
Research Team Grant. Amy sits on the editorial boards of international 
journals, is an inaugural member of the Wicking Strategic Review 
Panel, and is the founding director of the Australian Frontotemporal 
Dementia Association.

Daniel is a Partner in the Business Advisory and Assurance division of 
Pitcher Partners. He started with the firm in 2000 and was appointed 
as a Partner in 2010. Daniel has significant experience within 
infrastructure and major projects in the public and private sectors, 
undertaking financial analysis and assurance services, due diligence 
reviews and commercial advisory services in relation to capital 
infrastructure and program of works. Daniel advises a number of 
project boards, governance teams and steering committees.

Prof Graeme Samuel AC is President of Alzheimer’s Australia. His 
varied roles in health include Chair of the South Eastern Melbourne 
Primary Health Network, Council member of the National Health and 
Medical Research Council, and the Chair of the National Institute 
for Dementia Research. He is Chair of the Victorian Taxi Services 
Commission and a former Chair of the Australian Competition and 
Consumer Commission. In 2010 he was appointed a Companion of the 
Order of Australia.

Neil Samuel

Since May 2012

Neil is Managing Director of Dryen Australia Pty Ltd, a large domestic 
linen importer and wholesaler. Neil has served in leadership positions 
on numerous not for profit boards, specialising in governance and 
finance. He is Secretary on the board of Alzheimer’s Australia 
Dementia Research Foundation – Victoria and also sits on the board 
of Alzheimer’s Australia Dementia Research Foundation. Neil was 
reappointed to the Alzheimer’s Australia board in 2014, having 
previously served as Vice President from 2007 to 2013.

BOARD
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CHAIR’S REPORT

The power of partnerships underpins the theme of 
this year’s annual report and I am struck every year 
by the richness of the collaborations between 
researchers, people living with dementia, families 
and carers, donors, board members and staff at 
Alzheimer’s Australia. The shared, unswerving 
commitment to improving the lives of people living 
with dementia, their families and carers is truly 
remarkable and ensures that our capacity to support 
meaningful research in Australia continues to grow. 

The impetus for action is clear: dementia is now the 
second leading cause of death in Australia and yet 
research investment continues to lag behind that of 
cancer, diabetes, heart disease and other chronic 
conditions. We still lack a treatment or intervention 
that can prevent or reverse the disease and the 
number of people impacted by dementia continues 
to grow.

The recent establishment of a National Institute for 
Dementia Research represents an important new 
element in research coordination, collaboration and 
support, but smaller Foundations such as ours 
continue to ensure that many more researchers are 
able to implement projects that will directly benefit 
people living with dementia. 

It is in this context that I congratulate the recipients 
of this year’s research grants as well as 
acknowledging the invaluable contributions of 
research participants and the generous donors who 
made realising the projects possible. Since its 
establishment in 2012, the Foundation has 
distributed 11 research grants with a total value of 
$530,000  and the projects continue to reflect a 
broad array of research priorities and innovations. In 
addition to the four researchers supported in this 
year’s grant round we continue to see positive 
results from previously supported research, including 
projects on cognitive training in older people with 
mild cognitive impairment; the benefits of exercise 
for people with diabetes; the development of a social 
cognition screening tool, the use of robotics to 
support people with dementia and a study of 
memory support systems.

Through the generosity and commitment of our 
donors, the value of grants we are able to provide to 
researchers continues to grow each year. I would like 
to thank every person who has donated to the 
Foundation this year for helping us to achieve this. It 
is clear that active investment in research remains a 
priority for many Victorians and we are greatly 
encouraged by this.

I would like to thank my fellow Board members for 
their dedication to supporting the ongoing 
development of the Foundation and the growth of 
our annual grants program. In particular, I would like 
to recognise Ian Knight, our now retired inaugural 
Treasurer, who has established a sound financial 
system to support our ongoing work. I would also 
like to thank the national Alzheimer’s Australia 
Dementia Research Foundation for their 
administration of the grants program. Finally, I would 
like to acknowledge Dr Maree Farrow for her superb 
work managing the Foundation since its inception, 
and the valuable contribution of Maree McCabe and 
her team at Alzheimer’s Australia Vic.

Associate Professor Michael Woodward
Chair
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GRANT RECIPIENTS

Dr Hamid Sohrabi is a Research Fellow at the Centre of Excellence for 
Alzheimer’s Disease Research and Care at Edith Cowan University. He completed 
his PhD in Psychiatry and Clinical Neurosciences in 2010. In the last five years, Dr 
Sohrabi has published or co-authored 26 papers in peer-reviewed journals and he 
has also presented his findings in several national and international conferences.

Dr Sohrabi’s project is founded in the principle that, if Alzheimer’s disease is 
diagnosed at an earlier stage, preventive and ameliorative interventions can be 
utilised prior to irreversible changes in the brain. In Alzheimer’s disease, normal 
brain physiology is disrupted as many as two decades before clinical signs and 
symptoms. Preliminary studies have provided strong evidence of retinal changes 
in people with Alzheimer’s disease. 

Research by Dr Sohrabi and his team has shown associations of retinal vascular 
parameters, pupil flash response and Alzheimer’s disease incidence. 

His project investigates if ocular imaging using curcumin (from turmeric) as a 
tracer can detect retinal beta amyloid beta plaques in people who have preclinical 
and clinical Alzheimer’s disease diagnoses. Participants include cognitively normal 
individuals, mild cognitively impaired people and people with Alzheimer’s disease. 

If this research provides clinical evidence to utilise non-invasive retinal imaging as 
an accurate screening measure, it will create opportunities for accurately 
recruiting participants into drug trials and therefore, increasing our chances of 
delaying or preventing Alzheimer’s disease. 

The research team for this project also includes Professor Ralph Martins AO, Dr 
Tejal Shah and Dr Sunil Gupta.

Imaging the eye to 
diagnose pre-clinical 
Alzheimer’s disease
DR HAMID SOHRABI,  
EDITH COWAN UNIVERSITY
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Dr Donna McCade is a Clinical Neuropsychologist at NSW Health and an Honorary 
Associate of the Brain and Mind Centre, University of Sydney.

Research suggests that individuals with dementia are less accurate in their ability 
to recognise emotions such as anger, fear and sadness. This can have a 
devastating impact on the social behaviour of individuals with dementia and their 
social relationships. For example, poor emotion recognition predicts increased 
impact amongst those caring for loved ones with dementia. 

Oxytocin is a hormone which has been found to improve emotion recognition 
ability and enhance trust. 

Together with her colleagues at the Brain and Mind Centre at University of 
Sydney, Dr McCade is working on an intervention program aimed at individuals 
with Alzheimer’s disease to improve the accuracy in their emotion recognition and 
also to reduce caregiver burden in family members and significant others. This is 
achieved via an intranasal administration of oxytocin over a one week period.

The research team for this project also includes Professor Sharon Naismith, Haley 
LaMonica, Dr Rebekah Ahmed, Dr Loren Mowszowski, Louise Barrett, Amelia 
English, Associate Professor Adam Guastella and Stacey West.

A therapeutic 
intervention in 
Alzheimer’s disease: 
Intranasal oxytocin 
administration to 
enhance emotion 
processing and reduce 
impact on caregivers
DR DONNA MCCADE, 
UNIVERSITY OF SYDNEY



8 ALZHEIMER’S AUSTRALIA DEMENTIA RESEARCH FOUNDATION -  VICTORIA Annual Report 2014 –15

Dr Amir Ghapanchi is a senior lecturer at the School of Information and 
Communication Technology, Griffith University. Amir has published over 70 
referred publications including more than 45 journal articles in prestigious journals 
and conferences. Dr Ghapanchi’s research interests include medical informatics, 
information systems adoption and evaluation, and software project management.

3D Virtual Worlds are graphical computer applications which can simulate real life. 
Users can interact with these worlds via their own digital and graphical self-
representations, known as ‘avatars’. These worlds are accessible to users via 
Internet-connected personal computers. 

This technology enables people with lower mobility, such as people with 
dementia, to be able to experience things that they have experienced in their past 
life but are no longer able to experience. For people living with dementia in 
long-term care, engagement in pleasurable activities and a feeling of control over 
their lives are essential for good quality of life, while depression is associated with 
poor quality of life. Consistent with this, when long-term care residents are 
actively engaged, they report improved quality of life and reduced depression. 

This project seeks to determine whether the use of 3D virtual world technology 
by residents living with dementia in long-term care is meaningful and feasible, and 
if it can contribute to a higher quality of life for people with dementia. 

The research team includes Professor Wendy Moyle, Professor Michael 
Blumenstein and Dr Siobhan O’Dwyer.

Improving quality of life 
for people with 
dementia: Development 
and evaluation of a 3D 
virtual world
DR AMIR HOSSEIN 
GHAPANCHI, 
GRIFFITH UNIVERSITY

GRANT RECIPIENTS
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Dr Janet Beilby is a Senior Lecturer at the School of Psychology and Speech 
Pathology, Curtin University. She has been a lecturer, researcher and clinician in 
the field of stuttering for over 30 years and has been recognised for her innovation 
in education for her work on teaching health students to master essential 
interpersonal and rapport-building skills.

Communication difficulties are some of the most significant challenges 
experienced by health professionals and family members when interacting with 
and caring for people with dementia. This study addresses the critical need for 
new, evidence-based communication training to support quality of care and to 
optimise quality of life outcomes for people living with dementia. It will evaluate 
the use and feasibility of a highly innovative virtual learning environment (VLE) that 
addresses the limitations of traditional training approaches.

Thirty adults, comprising a range of health professionals and family members who 
communicate with and care for people with dementia, will engage with a virtual 
resident (avatar) with dementia in a simulated, yet realistic communication 
exchange. This will provide a safe environment in which to practice 
communication facilitation techniques to improve communication and manage 
frustration and agitation in the person with dementia. 

The use of the avatar in the VLE allows for supported, repeated and realistic skills 
training. It is a practical way to practice strategies and improve communication 
techniques that can then be generalised and used in real-world contexts. The 
study will assess the feasibility of VLE use by health professionals and family 
members, evaluate whether improvements in interpersonal communication 
self-efficacy (confidence) and satisfaction occur, and whether the VLE is positively 
received by these communication partners. The findings will support future 
research that aims to embed the VLE into communication training packages and 
explore further application of this innovative technological approach to training in 
the field of dementia.

The research team includes Dr Jade Cartwright, Dr Shelley Brundage, Dr Josh 
Spitalnick and Ms Ann-Marie Haygarth.

Development and use 
of a context-rich virtual 
learning environment 
for practicing 
interpersonal 
communication skills
DR JANET BEILBY,  
CURTIN UNIVERSITY
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As stated in last year’s Annual Report our goal is to 
maintain invested funds of approximately $2,000,000 
through which we can generate a minimum of at 
least $100,000 per annum, thereby funding two 
$50,000 grants. Surplus funds above this will be 
assessed for additional grants should the quality of 
applications justify consideration.

I am pleased to report that our targets were again 
met with income, excluding donations, of $128,985 
($101,401 in 2014). In addition, we received 
donations and bequests of $156,855 ($297,209 in 
2014). 

This income level has enabled us to make the 
payments in 2015 for the four $50,000 grants 
committed to in late 2014. This is consistent with our 
desire to use donations and bequests immediately 
for research and includes the awarding of additional 
grants above our minimum target of two per annum.

Operating costs are kept to a minimum as we 
manage our assessment process through the 
assistance of the national Alzheimer’s Australia 
Dementia Research Foundation for a nominal 
additional cost over the grants issued.

TREASURER’S REPORT

Overall financial performance reported a 
Comprehensive Income of $27,953 ($129,547 in 
2014). This decrease is primarily due to a reduction in 
donations received during the 2015 financial year.

As we continue to build awareness of our grant 
program and we gain further financial support, we 
look forward to pursuing an even greater diversity of 
research through the ability to award both larger and 
additional grants.

The 2015 year included the appointment of external 
fund managers to advise us on establishing a 
conservative investment portfolio, including both 
domestic and international blue chip shares and fixed 
interest investments.

Knowing there will be some level of volatility in any 
portfolio approach to investment outside of cash 
holdings, our conservative portfolio was designed to 
minimise short-term risk, with a significant portion 
held in domestic fixed interest investments. $2.0 
million was provided to Evans & Partners in July 
2014 but most of this remained in cash until the 
opportune time was identified to implement the 
portfolio strategy. By 30 June 2015, the portfolio 
value had increased to $2.07 million, generating 
capital growth of 3.55% in less than 12 months.

Daniel Byrne

Treasurer 
30 September 2015
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FINANCIAL REPORT
 FOR THE YEAR ENDED 30 JUNE 2015
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STATEMENT OF PROFIT OR LOSS AND 
OTHER COMPREHENSIVE INCOME  
 FOR THE YEAR ENDED 30 JUNE 2015
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STATEMENT OF FINANCIAL POSITION  
AS AT 30 JUNE 2015
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STATEMENT OF CHANGES IN EQUITY  
FOR THE YEAR ENDED 30 JUNE 2015

STATEMENT OF CASH FLOWS  
FOR THE YEAR ENDED 30 JUNE 2015
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NOTES TO SUMMARY FINANCIAL STATEMENT
FOR THE YEAR ENDED 30 JUNE 2015
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