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Is this Dementia?
' Understanding the Difference Between Normal Aging and Dementia

As we age, it’s natural to experience occasional forgetfulness or slower cognitive processing. However,

there is a significant difference between normal aging and dementia-related cognitive decline.

The table below highlights key differences between normal aging and dementia symptoms to help

recognize when it might be time to seek medical advice.

Task

Example of Change in Alzheimer’s
Disease

Normal Aging Changes

Word-Finding Difficulty
& Language Changes

Difficulty following conversations,
frequently forgetting familiar words, or
substituting incorrect words in a
sentence.

Occasionally struggling to find the
right word but eventually recalling
it.

Memory Loss

Repeated forgetfulness, especially of
recently learned information. This is
one of the most common and early
signs of Alzheimer’s.

Occasionally having difficulty
remembering someone’s name or
missing an appointment by mistake.

Misplacing Things

Placing objects in inappropriate
locations, such as car keys in the fridge.

Occasionally misplacing car keys and
finding them later.

Orientation to Time &
Place

Losing track of the date, season, or
year; getting lost in familiar places.

Forgetting the date or day but
remembering it later.

Difficulty with Familiar
Tasks

Struggling with planning or completing
everyday tasks, like preparing a
familiar meal or making a phone call.

Having trouble using a remote
control to record a TV show.

Judgment & Decision
Making

Making poor decisions, such as
dressing inappropriately for the
weather, neglecting hygiene, or giving
away large sums of money.

Occasionally making a bad judgment
call.

Abstract Thinking

Struggling with complex tasks like
handling finances, working with
numbers, or keeping track of bills.

Finding end-of-year tax returns
difficult or making an occasional
arithmetic mistake.

Mood, Behavior &
Personality Changes

Experiencing rapid mood swings with
no obvious trigger; becoming
suspicious, fearful, or anxious.

Feeling sad or anxious from time to
time.

Loss of Initiative

Becoming very passive, sitting in front
of the TV or sleeping for long periods.

Occasionally needing downtime to
mentally recharge.

Social Withdrawal

Withdrawing from hobbies, social
groups, or activities due to
comprehension, mood, or personality
changes.

Sometimes feeling tired of
socializing.
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While occasional memory lapses or misplaced items are common with aging, persistent and worsening
cognitive changes that interfere with daily life may indicate something more concerning, such as
Alzheimer’s disease.

If you or a loved one are noticing significant cognitive changes that interfere with daily life, it may be time
to consult a healthcare professional for further evaluation.
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