
Run ning red lights. Fall ing for scams. Shut ting out friends.

Memory l oss is the most well-known symp tom of demen tia, par tic u larly Alzheimer’s dis -
ease. But experts say there are other warn ing signs that can sig nal early brain changes —
ones that are espe cially import ant for types of demen tia where for get ful ness is not the
primary symp tom.
Just like occa sional lapses in memory, these issues can also be attrib uted to other age or
health-related changes (or just a bad day), so experts emphas ised that they aren’t neces -
sar ily red �ags for demen tia in isol a tion. But, espe cially in com bin a tion, they might be a
sign that it’s time to see a doc tor.
1. FINANCIAL PROBLEMS
People with demen tia can exper i ence money prob lems or declin ing credit scores years
before memory loss, or other cog nit ive symp toms, emerge. They might for get to pay their
bills, for instance, or no longer be able to stick to a budget.
“One of the reas ons why �n an cial mis man age ment can be a sens it ive indic ator is just
because it’s so com plic ated,” involving the inter play of mul tiple brain regions, said Dr
Win ston Chiong, a pro fessor of neur o logy at the Uni versity of Cali for nia, San Fran cisco.
Con sequently, �n ances can be one of the �rst areas where cracks in someone’s cog ni tion
start to appear.
Poor �n an cial decision-mak ing is espe cially a con cern for those with fron to tem poral
demen tia, a rel at ively rare form of demen tia where judge ment is a�ected very early on in
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the dis ease. Some people with this con di tion might make big, impuls ive pur chases. Oth ers
might trust people they would not nor mally, increas ing their risk of being scammed.
2. SLEEP ISSUES
Sleep dis orders can become more com mon as people age, and older adults tend to sleep
more lightly and go to bed and wake up a little earlier than they used to — that is com -
pletely nor mal. But if there are dra matic changes in someone’s sleep habits, where they are
start ing their morn ing at 3am or are unable to stay awake dur ing the day, it can be a sign of
demen tia.
“Some of the brain regions, like in the brain stem, that are really import ant for reg u lat ing
sleep and wake cycles are the �rst that are a�ected by Alzheimer’s dis ease,” said Joe
Winer, an instructor of neur o logy and neur o lo gical sci ences at Stan ford Uni versity. “So
years before someone has any signs of memory symp toms,” they might exper i ence
changes in their sleep pat terns.
One change that can occur spe ci�c ally with demen tia with Lewy bod ies — another type of
pro gress ive brain dis order — is that a per son might begin act ing out their dreams. This is
also true for Par kin son’s dis ease, which is related to demen tia with Lewy bod ies. Ordin ar -
ily, our muscles become para lysed while we’re in REM sleep, which is when we tend to
have the most vivid dreams. But in these two neuro de gen er at ive dis orders, toxic pro teins
attack the cells in the brain stem that con trol sleep para lysis.
This con di tion, called REM sleep beha viour dis order, is not just nor mal sleep walk ing or
sleep talk ing, said Dr Ron ald Pos tuma, a pro fessor of neur o logy and neurosur gery at
McGill Uni versity. At his clinic, patients usu ally come in after their “bed part ner has told
them that they were hit ting them, scream ing, yelling dur ing their dreams”.
3. PERSONALITY CHANGES
In a study pub lished last year, research ers found that people with demen tia exper i enced
slight drops in extro ver sion, agree able ness and con scien tious ness before they showed any
signs of cog nit ive impair ment. Those per son al ity changes accel er ated as more demen tia
symp toms emerged, said Angelina Sutin, a pro fessor of beha vi oural sci ences and social
medi cine at Flor ida State Uni versity, who led the study.
While the research was con duc ted using a stand ard ised per son al ity test, there are a few
changes in every day beha viour that you can watch out for. A decrease in extro ver sion, for
example, may look like a per son becom ing more with drawn, or a nar row ing of their social
circle.
It may be easier to tell that someone is “not going out as fre quently any more than to
recog nise how much their memory has declined”, Sutin said.
Some of these per son al ity changes might hap pen spon tan eously, as a res ult of the dam age
occur ring in the brain. With fron to tem poral demen tia, for instance, a decline in agree able -
ness, where the per son becomes less trust ing and friendly, is linked to decreased brain
volume in the frontal cor tex — a key com pon ent of the con di tion.
Other times, the changes might arise because of the cog nit ive symp toms. For example, a
per son with Alzheimer’s dis ease might appear to be less con scien tious, becom ing increas -
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ingly dis or gan ised or hav ing di�  culty com plet ing work or house hold tasks as their
memory declines.
4. DRIVING DIFFICULTIES
Along with hand ling �n ances, driv ing is one of the most com plex cog nit ive beha viours
people per form every day. Ganesh Bab u lal, an asso ciate pro fessor of neur o logy at Wash -
ing ton Uni versity in St Louis, has demon strated in his research that prob lems behind the
wheel can mani fest years before they do else where.
Driv ing “is this ulti mate blend of the cog nit ive sys tem”, Bab u lal said. “And if there’s one
thing that’s out of whack, that unfor tu nately will com prom ise and shift the driver from
being in con trol to being at a risk for a crash or a col li sion.”
Cog nit ive impair ment can show up as scratches on a car, get ting into a fender bender (or a
near miss) or run ning stop signs or stoplights. People may also brake or accel er ate sud -
denly or take turns too fast. As a res ult, Bab u lal said that they may stop driv ing as much —
espe cially at night, in bad weather or dur ing rush hour — or they may feel reluct ant to
drive with grand chil dren or other pas sen gers in the car.
Of course, other phys ical issues that can occur with old age, like vis ion prob lems, neuro -
pathy or med ic a tion side e�ects, can a�ect people’s driv ing. But if you notice troub ling
changes in someone’s abil ity, it might be worth hav ing the “car key con ver sa tion”.
5. LOSS OF SMELL
Parts of the brain that con trol smell, known as the olfact ory sys tem, are among some of
the �rst areas dam aged in Alzheimer’s dis ease and demen tia with Lewy bod ies; this is also
the case for Par kin son’s dis ease. Many people with these con di tions begin to lose their
sense of smell years, or even dec ades, before other symp toms appear.
Unlike hear ing and vis ion loss, which can be risk factors for demen tia but are not thought
to be caused by the dis ease itself, loss of smell appears to be one of the earli est mani fest a -
tions of neuro de gen er a tion.
Di� er ent types of brain dis eases seem to a�ect people’s sense of smell in vary ing ways. For
example, people with Alzheimer’s tend to be able to detect an odour, but they may misid -
entify it.
“They go, ‘What a lovely smell. It smells so sweet. It must be gas ol ine’,” Pos tuma said. In
con trast, he added, those with Par kin son’s and demen tia with Lewy bod ies are often
“scep tical that I am even giv ing them a smell at all”.
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