
    Early Parkinson’s Disease: Key Takeaways from the Washington Post Article “4 Parkinson’s 

disease symptoms that can show up decades before a diagnosis” 

       Big Picture 

Researchers now know that Parkinson’s disease often begins many years—sometimes decades—

before classic movement symptoms appear. Several non-motor symptoms can signal this early 

“prodromal” phase, although none are definitive on their own. 

    Why This Matters 

• Parkinson’s is common and rising globally, projected to reach 25.2 million cases by 2050. 

• By the time tremors or stiffness appear, 50–70% of dopamine-producing neurons in a key 

brain region have already died. 

• Identifying early markers could eventually enable earlier diagnosis and intervention. 

   Four Early Symptoms Linked to Later Parkinson’s 

1. Loss of Smell (Anosmia) 

• Affects over 90% of people with Parkinson’s. 

• Can begin 20 years before diagnosis. 

• People with significant smell loss have a fivefold increased risk of developing Parkinson’s. 

• May reflect early disease activity in the olfactory bulb. 

2. Acting Out Dreams (REM Sleep Behavior Disorder) 

• Loss of normal REM-sleep paralysis leads to talking, kicking, punching during dreams. 

• 50–70% of people with this disorder develop Parkinson’s or related conditions within 5–10 years. 

• Adults over 50 with this condition have a 130× higher likelihood of developing Parkinson’s. 

3. Chronic Constipation 

• Very common in Parkinson’s; affects two-thirds of patients. 

• Long-term constipation is associated with double the risk of developing Parkinson’s. 

• Even constipation in one’s 20s or 30s may correlate with higher risk decades later. 

• May reflect early disease effects on nerves in the gut. 

4. Dizziness When Standing (Orthostatic Hypotension) 

• A drop in blood pressure upon standing that causes lightheadedness or fainting. 

• When not caused by dehydration, medications, or heart issues, it can be a high-risk marker. 

• One study found 23% of people with unexplained orthostatic hypotension developed Parkinson’s 

within 10 years. 

    How to Interpret These Markers 

• No single symptom is enough to diagnose Parkinson’s. 

• Many people with these symptoms never develop the disease. 

• Risk increases when multiple markers appear together or when there’s a family history. 

• Anyone concerned should discuss symptoms with a clinician for evaluation. 

 


