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Causes of dementia and associated characteristics

Cause

Characteristics

Alzheimer’s disease

Most common cause of dementia; accounts for an estimated 60%
to 80% of cases. Autopsy studies show that about half of these
cases involve solely Alzheimer’s pathology; many of the remaining
cases have evidence of additional pathologic changes related to
other dementias. This is called mixed pathology, and if recognized
during life is called mixed dementia.

Vascular dementia

The brain changes of vascular dementia are found in about 40%
of brains from individuals with dementia. About 10% of brains from
individuals with dementia show evidence of vascular dementia
alone. However, it is very common as a mixed pathology in older
individuals with Alzheimer’s dementia, about 50% of whom have
pathologic evidence of infarcts (silent strokes).

Dementia with Lewy
bodies (DLB)

People with DLB have some of the symptoms common in
Alzheimer’s, but are more likely to have initial or early symptoms
of sleep disturbances, well-formed visual hallucinations, and
slowness, gait imbalance or other parkinsonian movement
features. These features, as well as early visuospatial impairment,
may occur in the absence of significant memory impairment.

Mixed dementia

Characterized by the hallmark abnormalities of more than one
cause of dementia—most commonly Alzheimer’s combined

with vascular dementia, followed by Alzheimer’'s with DLB, and
Alzheimer’s with vascular dementia and DLB. Vascular dementia
with DLB is much less common.

Fronto-temporal lobar
degeneration (FTLD)

Includes dementias such as behavioral-variant FTLD, primary
progressive aphasia. Pick’s disease, corticobasal degeneration
and progressive supranuclear palsy.

Parkinson’s disease
(PD)

Problems with movement (slowness, rigidity, tremor and changes
in gait) are common symptoms of PD. In PD, alpha-synuclein
aggregates appear in an area deep in the brain called the
substantia nigra. The aggregates are thought to cause
degeneration of the nerve cells that produce dopamine.

Creutzfeldt-Jakob
disease

This very rare and rapidly fatal disorder impairs memory and
coordination and causes behavior changes. Results from a
misfolded protein (prion) that causes other proteins throughout the
brain to misfold and malfunction. May be hereditary (caused by a
gene that runs in one’s family), sporadic (unknown cause) or
caused by a known prion infection.

Normal pressure
hydrocephalus

Symptoms include difficulty walking, memory toss and inability to
control urination. Accounts for less than 5 percent of dementia
cases [10]. Caused by impaired reabsorption of cerebrospinal fluid
and the consequent buildup of fluid in the brain, increasing
pressure in the brain
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Signs of Alzheimer’s or other dementias compared with typical age-related changes

Signs of Alzheimer’s or other dementias

Typical age-related

changes
1 | Memory loss that disrupts daily life Sometimes forgetting names
or appointments, but
remembering them later
2 | Challenges in planning or solving problems Making occasional errors
when balancing a checkbook
3 | Difficulty completing familiar tasks at home, at work | Occasionally needing help to
or at leisure use the settings on a
microwave or record a
television show
4 | Confusion with time or place Getting confused about the
day of the week but figuring it
out later
5 | Trouble understanding visual images and spatial Vision changes related to
relationships cataracts, glaucoma or age-
related macular
degeneration
6 | New problems with words in speaking or writing Sometimes having trouble
finding the right word
7 | Misplacing things and losing the ability to retrace Misplacing things from time
steps to time and retracing steps to
find them
8 | Decreased or poor judgment Making a bad decision once
in a while
9 | Withdrawal from work or social activities Sometimes feeling weary of
work, family and social
obligations
10 | Changes in mood and personality Developing very specific

ways of doing things and
becoming irritable when
a routine is disrupted
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