
DIFFERENTIAL DIAGNOSIS 
OF DEMENTIA
“My mom has dementia, not Alzheimer’s.” This statement may reflect a lack of understanding that dementia  
is not one specific disease, but encompasses a wide range of symptoms associated with cognitive impairment 
severe enough to affect a person’s ability to independently perform everyday activities. Alzheimer’s disease  
accounts for the majority of all dementia cases. Accurate diagnosis may be complicated by other causes of  
dementia that have symptoms and pathologies similar to Alzheimer’s disease. Knowing the key clinical symptoms 
and pathology of different causes of dementia can help in the accurate diagnosis of patients, so they will  
receive the care, treatment and support services appropriate for their condition and maintain the highest  
possible quality of life. Other common types of dementia encountered include vascular dementia (VaD),  
dementia with Lewy bodies (DLB), Parkinson dementia (PD), frontotemporal dementia (FTD), and mixed  
dementia (two or more etiologies, most commonly AD and VaD). Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease, Huntington’s,  
Wernicke-Korsakoff syndrome and normal pressure hydrocephalus are just a few of the dementias that appear 
less frequently.

It is important to rule out common health issues that can cause dementia-like symptoms such as depression, 
untreated sleep apnea, delirium, side effects of medications, thyroid problems, certain vitamin deficiencies,  
metabolic toxicity (including alcohol) and tumor lesions. These conditions often may be reversed with treatment.

Physicians define dementia based on the criteria given in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental  
Disorders (DSM). To meet the DSM-5 diagnostic criteria for major neurocognitive disorder (NCD), an individual 
must have evidence of significant cognitive decline in memory or another cognitive ability, such as language or 
learning, that interferes with independence in everyday activities. For example, an individual may need assistance 
with complex activities such as paying bills or managing medications. In mild cognitive impairment (MCI), an  




