
Dementia vs. Alzheimer’s  

Dementia   

In the simplest terms, dementia is a nonreversible decline in mental function.  

It is a catchall phrase, an umbrella term such as “cancer,” i.e., I have breast, colon, or lung 

cancer.  “Alzheimer’s” remains the largest percentage of “dementia,” only 1 of appx. 85 forms 

of dementia.    

The term Dementia encompasses numerous disorders that cause chronic memory loss, 

personality changes or impaired reasoning.    

To be called dementia, the disorder must be severe enough to interfere with your daily life.  

  

Alzheimer's  

It is a specific disease that slowly and irreversibly destroys memory and thinking skills.   

Eventually, Alzheimer’s disease takes away the ability to carry out even the simplest tasks.   

A cure for Alzheimer’s remains elusive, although researchers have identified biological evidence 

of the disease.  Amyloid plaques and tangles in the brain. You can see them microscopically, or 

more recently, using a MRI, CT Scan or a PET scan that employs a newly discovered tracer that 

binds to the proteins. You can also detect the presence of these proteins in cerebral spinal fluid, 

but that method isn’t used often in the U.S.  

  

How it is diagnosed  

Dementia  

A doctor must find that you have two or three cognitive areas in decline.   

These areas include disorientation, disorganization, language impairment and memory loss. To 

make that diagnosis, a doctor or neurologist typically administers several mental-skill 

challenges.   

In the Hopkins verbal learning test, for example, you try to memorize then recall a list of 12 

words — and a few similar words may be thrown in to challenge you. Another test — also used 
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to evaluate driving skills — has you draw lines to connect a series of numbers and letters in a 

complicated sequence.  Alzheimer's   

There is no definitive test; doctors mostly rely on observation and ruling out other possibilities.  

*Note from Vic:  This is why it is imperative to journal your observations and experiences in the 
time you spend with your loved one.  It will help with the conversation with the doctor.    

For decades, diagnosing Alzheimer’s disease has been a guessing game based on looking at a 
person’s symptoms. A firm diagnosis was not possible until an autopsy was performed.   

But that so-called guessing game, which is still used today in diagnosing the disease, is accurate 

between 85 and 90 percent of the time. The new PET scan can get you to 95 percent accuracy, 

but it’s usually recommended only as a way to identify Alzheimer’s in patients who have 

atypical symptoms.  

Additional forms of Dementia include Lewy Body, Parkinson’s, Vascular Dementia, 

CreutzfeldtJakob Disease (sometimes called Mad Cow Disease), Huntington’s, & 

Frontotemporal.  Please research this further if the most common form of dementia, i.e., 

Alzheimer’s, does not fit the criteria or your observations and experiences.    
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