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   Overview 

• Alzheimer’s develops over decades; biological changes begin 15–20 years before cognitive 

decline. 
• Early noncognitive symptoms—mood, sleep, sensory, and physical changes—can precede 

memory issues. 
• Having these symptoms does not guarantee dementia; ~45% of cases are preventable 

through lifestyle. 

         Late-life depression & anxiety 

• Depression increases dementia risk (Danish study: 2.4× higher). 
• New-onset depression/anxiety around age 55–60 may reflect early brain-network 

changes. 
• Mood symptoms may accelerate progression. 

         Apathy, irritability, agitation 

• Neuropsychiatric symptoms often appear before cognitive decline. 

• Studies show higher rates of irritability/agitation in people with Alzheimer’s biomarkers. 
• Persistent grumpiness, conflict, or emotional volatility warrants geriatric psychiatric 

evaluation. 

        Sleep problems 

• Poor sleep is linked to increased dementia risk; sleep apnea, insomnia, circadian disorders 
are key contributors. 

• Less nighttime sleep or more daytime sleep correlates with higher amyloid-beta 
accumulation. 

• Each extra hour of nighttime sleep is associated with lower amyloid levels. 
• Daytime oversleeping + nighttime insomnia is more concerning than occasional naps. 

    Loss of smell 

• ~85% of early-stage Alzheimer’s patients have olfactory impairment. 

• Smell pathways connect directly to cognition-related brain regions. 
• Smell training can improve olfaction and may even boost cognition. 

                   Slower walking 

• Gait changes—slower speed, shorter steps, wider stride—can precede cognitive decline by 

up to a decade. 
• Walking ability (including turning speed) is a measurable early indicator. 

          Weaker handgrip strength 

• Grip strength strongly correlates with healthy aging and life expectancy. 
• Every 11-lb decrease in grip strength: 

o 20% higher dementia risk in men 

o 12% higher risk in women 
• Weak grip also predicts poorer problem-solving and memory performance. 

• Grip strength is part of frailty assessment, itself an early dementia risk marker. 

        When to talk to a doctor 

• Early symptoms alone don’t mean dementia—but combined with memory concerns, 
evaluation is important. 

• Diagnostics (PET, lumbar puncture, blood tests) can detect Alzheimer’s biomarkers earlier. 
• Physicians can help determine whether symptoms are neurological or unrelated. 

    Reducing dementia risk 

• Lifestyle interventions: exercise, healthy diet, social engagement, cognitive training (U.S. 

POINTER trial). 
• Additional protective factors: avoiding alcohol, staying vaccinated, protecting hearing. 

 


