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TEN early signs of a Dementia 
 
 
 

 

1. Memory loss on a day-to-day basis 
 

Memory loss, especially forgetting things that happened only hours 

or days ago.  

 

Examples include:  

 forgetting important dates or events  

 repeatedly asking the same question 

 increasing reliance on memory aids (e.g., reminder notes or 

electronic devices) 

 increasing reliance on others to manage tasks that were 

previously easy 

 

Not always a sign of Dementia  

We all occasionally forget things like names, appointments or why 

we go into a room for something, but usually we remember later. 

 

2. Difficulties planning or solving problems 
 
Finding it hard to develop and follow a plan or work with numbers. 

 

Examples include:  

 difficulties making a family recipe  

 challenges in keeping track of personal finances 

 being unable to concentrate on details  

 taking longer to do familiar tasks than before 

 

Not always a sign of Dementia  

Making occasional errors when checking bills, finances or solving a 

puzzle is perfectly normal, and happens to the best of us. 

 

3. Difficulties completing familiar tasks 
 
Finding it hard to complete daily regular tasks. 

 

Examples include:  

 having trouble driving to a familiar location 

 difficulties managing administrative tasks 

 trouble remembering the rules of a favourite game. 

 

Not always a sign of Dementia  

Occasionally needing help to use technology or forgetting how to do 

something with a household appliance can be normal.  
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4. Confusion and disorientation with time or place 

 
Losing track of time, dates and seasons or difficulty understanding 
something if it is not happening immediately.  
 

Examples include:  

 forgetting one’s location or how to get home 

 confusing time and locations 

 anxiety about going out to new places or travel arrangements.  
 

Not always a sign of Dementia  

Confusion about what day it is or how to get to a location happens to us all 

as we age. Usually we can figure it out after some thought though. 

 

5. Trouble understanding visual images, symbols and spatial relationships 

 

Interpreting visual information is an indicator of a dementia 

 

Examples include:  
 difficulty reading, judging distance and determining colour or 

contrast 

 difficulty driving 

 trouble deciphering visual symbols on a domestic appliance  

 finding it a challenge to use a train/underground map or 

timetable 

 

Not always a sign of Dementia  

Our visual ability often decreases with age due to cataracts or other factors.  

 

6. Language, speaking or writing difficulties 
 
Dementia presents difficulties doing things like joining a conversation, 
keeping up with a train of thought or following a TV or radio series.  

 

Examples include:  

 problems finding the right word 

 calling things by the wrong name 

 losing interest in watching or listening to programs or reading 

due to an inability to follow the plot  

 jumbled speech 

 decline in handwriting 

 

Not always a sign of Dementia  

Occasionally due to tiredness or stress everybody has problems finding the 

right word. 
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7. Misplacing things and losing the ability to retrace steps 
 
People suffering from Dementia often mistake objects for something else or 
leave items in odd places. Other characteristic behaviour includes being 
unable to retrace steps to identify where an item may have been left. 
 

Examples include:  

 thinking someone has stolen something 

 mistaking salt for sugar 

 putting familiar items in the wrong place i.e. salt in fridge or tins 

with pots and pans 

 overzealous fastidious behaviour in trying to maintain regularity 

in their lives by putting things in “precise” places 

 high anxiety about knowing where keys, wallets or handbags 

may be at any point 
 

Not always a sign of Dementia  

Misplacing things from time to time is normal, but we usually can retrace 
our steps and find them. 

 

8. Decreased or poor judgment and a decline in personal appearance 

Confusion when thinking something through is a characteristic of Dementia, 
as well as slipping personal hygiene or standards of appearance in public.  
 

Examples include: 

 poor judgment when dealing with money 

 giving large amounts of money to telemarketers or house-to-

house callers 

 less attention to grooming and cleanliness 

 

Not always a sign of Dementia  

Making a bad decision once in a while is something that everyone does. It 

should only be a cause for worry if bad decisions become frequent. 

 

9. Withdrawal from work or social activities 

A decline in interest in personal hobbies or social activities is common in 

sufferers of Dementia. 
 

Examples include:  

 disinterest in following their hobbies or favourite sports  

 reduced attendance at social functions or work commitments 

 fierce denial and aggression if questioned on these changes 

 

Not always a sign of Dementia  

Sometimes our interests change, or we feel weary and ‘rain-check’ on 

commitments. A complete retreat from social life, however, should be cause 

for concern. 
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10. Changes in mood and personality 

Those with early stages of dementia may go through a change in their 
personality and mood. They may appear depressed, become confused, 
suspicious, fearful or anxious.  
 

Examples include:  

 shifts in behaviour or ability to cope 

 denial that anything is wrong  

 blaming other people with unlikely accusations to hide their own 

inability to cope 

 paranoia 

 unreasonable irritation at things that disrupt their routine as this 

will add to any confusion 

 

Not always a sign of Dementia  

As we age, we often develop very specific ways of doing things and become 

irritable when a routine is disrupted. 

 

 
 
A note on Conversation Analysis1: 
 
There are five main indicators in a person’s conversation which may point to Dementia: 
 
1. One clear difference which emerges between those diagnosed with dementia and those with more minor 

memory problems, is the way people respond when two or more questions were grouped together. Ask a 
patient: ‘Where are you from originally and where did you go to college?’ and the person with dementia will 
not be able retain the information and answer both questions. The person who has memory problems due to 
other factors will be able to work their way through the questions. 

 
2. Another clue was the use of the phrase ‘‘As I said...’’ or ‘‘Like I said...’’ which indicates a ‘‘working memory’’ 
during the conversation: patients with dementia did not tend to use these phrases. 
 
3. When asked about the last time their memory failed them, those who had minor memory problems can 
remember and often constructed elaborate tales to illustrate the occasion. Those with dementia cannot recall the 
details. 
 
4. There are behavioral clues as well. Those who originally consult their GP because they are concerned about 
their memory are less likely to have dementia than those who are encouraged to seek help by family members. 
 
5. If a friend or family member is present in an interview, those with dementia often hesitate and turn to them for 
support when asked a question, while those with minor memory problems do not seek this reassurance. 
 

 

 

                                                 
1 Researchers at Sheffield Teaching Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust have found that how people talk about 
their memory problems is a vital clue to pinpointing their cause. They say a technique called Conversation 
Analysis (CA), used with patients experiencing memory lapses, can help distinguish between dementia and 
other problems. 
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