
Forgetfulness, temporary confusion, or having trouble 
remembering a name or word can be a normal part of 
life. But when thinking problems or unusual behavior 
starts to interfere with everyday activities—such as 
working, preparing meals, or handling finances—it’s 
time to see a doctor. These could be signs of a condition 
known as dementia.

Dementia is a brain disorder that most often affects the 
elderly. It’s caused by the failure or death of nerve cells in 
the brain. Alzheimer’s disease is the most common cause. 
Although age is the greatest risk factor for dementia, it 
isn’t a normal part of aging. Some people live into their 
90s and beyond with no signs of dementia at all.

Dementia really isn’t a disease itself. Instead, dementia 
is a group of symptoms that can be caused by many 
different diseases. Symptoms of dementia can include 
problems with memory, thinking, and language, along 

with impairments to social skills and some behavioral 
symptoms.

Several factors can raise your risk for developing 
dementia. These include aging, smoking, uncontrolled 
diabetes, high blood pressure, and drinking too much 
alcohol. Risk also increases if close family members have 
had dementia.

WHAT ARE THE SIGNS?

Symptoms of dementia might be reversed when they’re 
caused by dehydration or other treatable conditions. But 
most forms of dementia worsen gradually over time, and 
there is no treatment. Scientists are searching for ways to 
slow down this process or prevent it from starting in the 
first place.

The two most common causes of dementia in older 
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people are Alzheimer’s disease and vascular dementia, 
a condition that involves changes to the brain’s blood 
supply. Vascular dementia often arises from stroke or 
arteriosclerosis (hardening of the arteries) in the brain. 
Other causes of dementia include Parkinson’s disease, 
HIV, head injury, and Lewy body disease. (Lewy bodies 
are a type of abnormal protein clump in brain cells.)

Dementia in people under age 60 is often caused by a 
group of brain diseases called frontotemporal disorders. 
These conditions begin in the front or sides of the 
brain and gradually spread. A rare, inherited form of 
Alzheimer’s disease can also occur in people in their 30s, 
40s, and 50s.

The symptoms of dementia can vary, depending on which 
brain regions are damaged. In general, the left side of the 
brain is involved in language, and the right side is very 
involved in social behavior. In the case of a frontotemporal 
disorder, if it begins in the left side of the brain, you tend to 
have worsening language problems; if it starts on the right, 
it affects behavior and might be mistaken for a psychiatric 
condition. Damage to specific brain regions can cause 
people to become apathetic, lose their inhibitions, or show 
no consideration for the feelings of others.

With Alzheimer’s disease, memory-related areas in the 
lower and back parts of the brain tend to be affected first. 
Other types of dementia can affect regions that control 
movement.

DIAGNOSIS

Because different types of dementia can have overlapping 
symptoms, and some people have more than one 
underlying condition, it’s best to see a clinician who has 
expertise in diagnosing dementia. 

To make a diagnosis, physicians usually ask about a 
person’s medical history and do a physical exam including 
blood tests. They also check for thinking, memory and 
language abilities, and sometimes order brain scans. This 
evaluation will determine if the symptoms are related to a 
treatable condition—such as depression, an infection, or 
medication side effects.

With some types of dementia, a clear diagnosis can’t be 
made until the brain is examined after death. In fact, 
there’s no single blood test or brain scan that can diagnose 
Alzheimer’s disease or some other types of dementia with 
certainty. In these cases, a definite diagnosis can be made 
only at autopsy.

SIGNS OF DEMENTIA

 » Repeating the same story or question over and over.

 » Getting lost in familiar places.

 » Delusions or agitated behavior.

 » Problems with language, movements, or recognizing 
objects.

 » Memory or concentration problems.

 » Difficulty following directions.

 » Getting disoriented about time, people, and places.

 » Neglecting personal safety, hygiene, and nutrition.
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