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The aging brain: 
What’s normal, 
what’s not?
As you get older, does it feel like your brain is 
slowing down or your memory isn’t as sharp as it 
used to be? This can be a scary feeling, and it may 
be hard to know what’s normal and what’s not.
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Parts of the brain1

The brain is your body’s control center and it controls all 
human activity. It’s responsible for all of your thoughts, 
feelings, emotions and behavior. Your brain has four 
different lobes, which make up the cerebrum. 

•   Frontal lobe. Responsible for thinking, planning, 
problem solving, reasoning and motor skills

•   Temporal lobe. Helps with memory and understanding sounds; contains the hippocampus

•   Brain stem. Controls vital functions like heart rate, breathing and blood pressure

•   Parietal lobe. Controls sensory information like taste, touch and pain

•   Occipital lobe. Receives and interprets information from the retinas

•   Cerebellum. Helps control balance and posture and coordinates voluntary movements

The aging brain
There is no denying it: Aging tends to bring about changes in the brain—even healthy brains! But not 
all of these changes are bad. Older brains may have improvements in complex reasoning, empathy and 
perspective. However, aging can lead to some cognitive problems.2

•   Certain types of memory decline, especially episodic memory
•  It may take longer to process information
•  Speed of learning decreases
•  Reaction time increases
•   It may be harder to do more than one task at a time

What is dementia?
Dementia is a loss of cognitive ability that affects your daily life. Your risk of developing dementia increases 
as you get older, but it is not a normal part of aging. Dementia affects memory, language and personality 
first, and tends to get worse over time. It can be a symptom of many conditions, but the most common is 
Alzheimer’s disease.3
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Ten warning signs of dementia4

Memory loss that disrupts daily life. It’s normal to sometimes forget names or appointments, 
but remember them later. It’s not normal to frequently forget recently learned information or 
important dates or events. It’s also not normal to ask for the same information over and over or 
have to increasingly rely on memory aids.

Challenges in planning and solving problems. Making occasional errors when balancing your 
checkbook is normal, but you should worry if you find that you can’t follow a recipe or a series 
of tasks, like the steps required to clean the bathroom or make the bed.

Difficulty performing familiar tasks. People with dementia may have a hard time completing 
daily tasks like driving to a familiar location or remembering the rules to a favorite game.

Problems with language. Forgetting someone’s name or occasionally having trouble finding 
the right word is normal; forgetting the name of the pot on your stove that boils water for tea 
is not. People with dementia, however, may also find themselves feeling lost in the middle of a 
conversation or have struggles with vocabulary, call things by the wrong name or have difficulty 
finding the right word to call things.

Confusion with time and place. People with dementia may lose track of dates, seasons or the 
passage of time. They may even forget where they are or how they got there.

Loss of good judgment. Everyone makes a bad decision once in a while, but people with 
dementia may have a pattern of this. They may demonstrate poor judgment when dealing  
with money and grooming or keeping themselves clean.

Misplacing things. It’s normal to lose things from time to time and retrace your steps to find 
them. But people with dementia may lose things and be unable to go back over their steps. 
They may even accuse others of stealing or place things in unusual places.

Changes in mood, personality and behavior. As people get older, they like routine and may 
get irritable when it’s disrupted. But dementia may cause more extreme mood and personality 
changes; people may become confused, suspicious, depressed, fearful or anxious and become 
easily upset, especially when they’re out of their comfort zone.

Trouble understanding images and spatial relationships. Vision changes are a common part of 
getting older; for some people, vision problems are a sign of dementia. People may have trouble 
reading, judging distance and determining color or contrast.

Withdrawal from social activities. A person with dementia may begin removing themselves 
from hobbies and social activities. This could be because they have trouble remembering how to 
do the activity at hand or because they’re embarrassed about the changes they’re experiencing.

If you notice any of these warning signs in yourself or someone you love, it’s very important to talk 
to your doctor as soon as possible.
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Risk factors for dementia
It isn’t entirely clear why some people get dementia and others don’t. But there are certain 
things that make some people more likely to develop it; these are called risk factors. Some risk 
factors are uncontrollable, but there are several that can be controlled.

The following things may increase one’s risk of developing dementia:5

•  Age (older than 65)
•  Family history and genetics
•  Head injury
•  Cardiovascular risk factors (high blood pressure, high cholesterol, atherosclerosis and obesity)
•  Unhealthy lifestyle 

Diagnosing dementia6

It is important to get diagnosed as early as possible as there is some evidence that the earlier 
the treatment starts, the longer it may delay progression. Also, some medical conditions that 
cause cognitive-related symptoms can actually be cured.

There is no single test that can diagnose dementia; instead, patients usually go through a series  
of tests including:
•   Medical history and physical exam
•  Neurological exam
•  Brain imaging
•  Mental status exam

Treating dementia7

Most types of dementia can’t be cured, but doctors may be able to help manage the symptoms.

•   Medications. Cholinesterase inhibitors and memantine are two of the most commonly 
prescribed medications for dementia.7 Cholinesterase inhibitors may help boost levels of a 
chemical messenger involved in memory and judgment. Memantine regulates a chemical 
messenger involved in learning and memory. A doctor may also prescribe medications to help 
manage related signs of dementia, such as mood changes, anxiety, restlessness, depression 
and sleep disorders.

•   Therapies. Occupational therapy may help them continue dressing, bathing and feeding 
themselves for as long as possible. It may also help prevent falls, cope with changes in 
behavior and prepare them for what’s to come.

•   Making modifications. Environmental changes, such as reducing clutter and noise, may help 
someone with dementia focus more easily. Safety precautions can help ensure that someone 
with dementia stays protected. For example, hiding car keys or using a monitoring system 
may help prevent the person from wandering off. Creating a structured routine can help 
because when someone with dementia has a routine, he or she is able to anticipate what’s 
next more easily, reducing confusion.
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Preventing dementia
There are steps you can take to protect your brain and lower your risk of dementia.
•   Staying active may decrease your risk of age-related cognitive decline and increase blood flow 

to the brain.8

•   A healthy diet can help prevent many chronic conditions. Researchers are trying to understand 
if it can protect cognitive function, too. Following a Mediterranean-style diet appears to have 
many benefits and may help preserve brain mass.9 This diet is made up of mostly plant-based 
foods, as well as fish and poultry.

•   Brain exercises help. Staying mentally and socially active can help keep your brain strong 
and prevent cognitive changes. Older adults who participate in brain-training sessions may 
experience long-term cognitive improvements.10 Learn something new, do a wide variety of 
puzzles, stay social and take classes in subjects that interest you.

Caring for someone with dementia11

Caring for someone with dementia can be challenging on many different levels. A loved one with 
dementia will need a supportive home environment as the disease progresses.
•   Develop a solid, day-to-day routine to keep consistency, which is beneficial to people with 

dementia. You can let the person know what to expect each day and involve him or her in daily 
activities as much as they are able.

•   Reduce confusion by trying to keep familiar objects around, keep lights on at night, use 
reminders, notes, lists or directions for daily activities and stick to a simple schedule.

•   Practice good communication skills by keeping things short, simple and clear. It may be helpful 
to use distractions or fibs if telling the whole truth will upset the person.

•   Plan visitors and activities, especially ones that incorporate a variety of senses (e.g. singing 
songs,  
telling stories, dancing, gardening and painting), but watch for signs of overstimulation or 
stress.

•   Consider group activities outside the home at local senior centers or elder care centers.

Don’t forget to take care of yourself!
Taking care of yourself—physically and mentally—is one of the most important things you can  
do as a caregiver.
Here are some tips for caring for yourself: 
•   Ask for help
•   Eat a healthy diet and stay active
•   Join a caregiver’s support group
•   Take breaks each day

•   Keep up with your hobbies and interests
•   Get regular checkups
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This information is provided for educational purposes only. It is not to be used for medical advice, diagnosis 
or treatment. Consult your doctor if you have questions or concerns.

For more information:
Alzheimer’s Disease Education 
and Referral Center (ADEAR)
1-800-438-4380
www.nia.nih.gov/alzheimers

 
Alzheimer’s Association
1-800-272-3900
www.alz.org

 
Eldercare Locator
1-800-677-1116
www.eldercare.gov


