
INITIAL SYMPTOMS 

TO WATCH OUT FOR  

  

There are hundreds more symptoms, these seemed to be the most common: 

 

*Difficulty learning new information   

*Memory loss.  Short is usually first, but not always and long-term memory loss  

What it’s not: This does not include forgetting you put car keys on the piano to answer the 

phone.  

*Repeated requests for the same information  

*Increased reliance on written notes for family members  

*Difficulty remembering recent events, conversation, or information  

*Confusion as the day progresses.  Their concentration and motivation fails.  If it is 

extreme by the time it gets dark, consider “Sundowners Syndrome,” it is very 

common with dementia.   

*Word-finding difficulties, difficulty forming sentences.  

*Withdrawal from usual activities, becoming more isolated and withdrawn.    

*Being uninterested in spending time with grandchildren, giving up an activity 

they enjoy, skipping monthly get-together’s with friends, canceling activities they 

used to enjoy.   

What it’s not:  Needing long breaks between activities or feeling overloaded with obligations  

*Disorientation to time or place: If they wake up and can’t immediately determine the 

day, time or location of where they are.  This may include the inability to determine what 

season or year it is, why they’re at a certain location. It is not uncommon to the affected person 

to believe he or she is many years younger due to an unawareness of time passing.  

What it’s not:  Wondering what day it is and knowing to look at a calendar.    

*Visual-spatial changes: Difficulty with depth perception and distances, recognition of 

familiar faces or objects, interpretation of the images that they see. Navigating stairs, climbing 



into a bathtub, finding their way home, even reading a book may become more difficult. I 

recently heard of a woman who could not discern the pattern of fruit on a tablecloth, she kept 

trying to pick up the fruit.   

What it’s not: Visual changes due to macular degeneration or cataracts.  

*Change or decrease in communication:  Inability to verbally communicate clearly due to 

loss of putting sentences together. Handwriting becomes shaky or illegible, unable to convey 

what they write or want to say, the result is illegible and jumbled.  

What it’s not: Inability to find the right word  

*Challenged with problem solving and planning: This means balancing a checkbook or 

paying bills on time.  Look for piles or unopened bills and mail. If they’ve always been a good 

cook, the multiple steps in recipes don’t make sense anymore, even making coffee can be a 

challenge.  They may forget to put sugar or flour in a recipe, or they forget they’ve already put 

flour and sugar in and do it twice.     

What it’s not:  One or two mistakes in your math calculations  

*Personality and Mood Changes: Their moods become irritable, fearful or suspicious.  

They accuse you of helping to clean the house only to steal their favorite treasures.  Or they had 

a catastrophic reaction when you drove them to the store, and the bread was moved to a 

different aisle.  If they have always been temperamental, having a cognitive impairment can 

heighten that irritability.   

What it’s not:  Becoming more “set in your ways.”  

*Keeping track of things:  Misplacing items, and retracing steps to find them is much more 

difficult or non-existent.  The person with dementia may tell you in frustration “someone” put 

her eyeglasses in the freezer or “took” her purse.  Not only can she not find her shoes, she has 

no recollection as to how they even got in the oven or how dishes arrived in the toilet or how 

the laundry got dumped in the backyard.    

What it’s not:  Misplacing an item that you can later think to find because you’ve retraced 

your steps or simply remembered.  

*Decline in Judgment or discernment: They are getting repeatedly taken by phone scams 

and giving money away.  Easily manipulated.  Or giving away private, privileged or confidential 

information.  

A normally neatly-groomed person, now looking disheveled and needs a shower.  You might 

also notice she is not appropriately dressed for the weather.  

What it’s not:  The occasional questionable decision with which a loved one disagrees.   



*Difficulty performing tasks:  Getting lost on your way home.  Missing appointments, even 

if they were aware, they had the appointment earlier in the day. Inability to perform the job 

they’ve had for 20 years or difficulty making your signature grilled cheese sandwich – these are 

good warning signs.  It is the change in ability to complete a task they have always been able to 

perform until now.    

What it’s not:  Difficulty in figuring out and using the new television remote control.  

 


