
The Stages of Alzheimer's Disease 

 
In reading the following paragraphs about the stages of Alzheimer’s disease, 
don't try to picture yourself and the one you love at each stage. The things you 
fear most may never happen-- your imaginings may be far worse than the 
realities. Be prepared, but take life one day at a time. There will be good days 
and bad days. 
 
Early Stage 
Symptoms: In the early stage, your loved one may tend to have symptoms of 

forgetfulness, absentmindedness, and fatigue. There is some inability to recall 
common words and learn new things. Judgement and intellectual and social 
functioning seem faulty. 
 
Concerns: Although most patients at this stage can carry out daily tasks without 
much difficulty, you may need to help with decisions about finances, 
relationships, and substantial life changes. Start thinking about the many day-to-
day tasks the patient will eventually need help with, such as bathing, grooming, 
toileting, dressing, eating, exercising, and communicating. And at this stage, it's 
also important to think about how caring for the patient is going to affect you. 
Make a commitment to maintain your sense of humor--at least as much as 
possible. 
 
Possible Actions: Now you need to decide on a physician for continuing care Talk 

with your loved one and other relatives about the immediate and long-term 
future: consider issues like living wills and durable powers of attorney and 
adult day care services or long-term care services, such as skilled nursing 
health-related facilities, or combined facilities. Start thinking about what plans will 
need to be made.  
 
More Advanced Stage 
Symptoms: As the disease becomes more severe, patients may lose the ability to 
control their bladder or bowels, becoming incontinent. The ability to speak or 
follow simple commands diminishes. Hallucinations often appear now, away 
snakes or hiding from monsters. Emotionally, they may become abusive, 
removed, or unresponsive. As the intellectual loss increases, many Alzheimer’s 
patients may become calmer and less distressed at the changes in themselves 
because they cannot truly remember the way things used to be. Symptoms may 
seem to disappear for short periods, and the patient may seem to return to a 
more usual emotional state. 
 



Concerns: At this stage, you will become deeply concerned about the patient's 
inability to respond to surroundings. Physical well-being is also a concern and so 
is your own emotional well-being. Your loved one, who may not always recognize 
you, is not as emotionally at risk as you are.  
 
Possible Actions: Now is the time to review the plans you have for continuing  

care and to ensure that all legal and financial affairs are in order.  
 
Final Stage  
Symptoms: At this stage patients lose almost all intellectual abilities, almost all 
speech and motor coordination, and all memory. They recognize no one and 
remember nothing. The "self" is gone.  
 
Concerns: Comfort care is all that is possible at this stage. The patient needs to 
be bedded, bathed, and protected from harm. This stage is heart breaking for 
you, but keep in mind that the patients suffering is over, as he or she is no 
longer capable of understanding what is going on. When the patient reaches the 
final stage, he or she may be in a long-term care facility of some kind, so it may 
be helpful to think about how you would deal with this situation.  
 
Possible Actions: Prepare yourself to resume your normal lifestyle, to resume the 
friendships and social outlets you've enjoyed in the past. Recognize that you 
have done all that you could have done. 
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STAGE 1: MILD 
SYMPTOMS: 
• Increased forgetfulness that interferes with ability to hold job or complete household tasks. 

• Forgets names for simple things like bread or butter 

• Has trouble recognizing what numbers mean 
• Loses initiative and interest in favorite activities or hobbies 

• Decreased judgment that leads to, for example, wearing a bathrobe to the park 

 

WHAT CAREGIVERS CAN DO: 

• Make sure you have the right diagnosis   

• Avoid correcting confused or faulty memories  

• Create a simple "orientation area" at home in which you keep essential items like keys 
• Encourage the patent to keep in touch with friends, listen to music, exercise  

• Monitor driving habits 

• Plan for the future; decide when financial responsibilities should be turned over; set 

treatment options; designate a healthcare surrogate 

• Register with Safe Return, a program for reuniting lost or wandering Alzheimer's patients  



 
 

STAGE 2: MODERATE 
SYMPTOMS: 
• Unable to recognize close friends and family 

• Wanders about, gets lost  

• Increased confusion, anxiety and personality changes 
• Forgets how to complete common daily tasks like getting dressed or brushing teeth 

• Delusions 

• Insomnia 

 
 

WHAT CAREGIVERS CAN DO: 

• Labels closets, rooms and appliances as well as photos of family, friends and pets 

• Maintain familiar surroundings 

• Make sure hallways and bathrooms are well lit at night. Install support rails and slip proof 

surfaces in bath. Label hot and cold water faucets 

• Take away car keys.  Install door locks from the outside, or rig doors with alarms 

• Lay out articles of clothing one at a time 

• Brush your teeth at the same time to show how it's done 

• Start looking into residential facilities if that's what you want 
 

 

STAGE 3: SEVERE 
SYMPTOMS: 

• Unable to remember anything or process new information. Can't recognize family 

• Can't understand words but still responds to music, touch or eye contact 

• Difficulty eating, swallowing 
• Unable to dress, bath or groom self; unable to control bladder and bowel function 

• Bedridden 

 

WHAT CAREGIVERS CAN DO: 

• Communicate often with patients who are institutionalized 

• Try to communicate in a different way, through exchange of old photos or music 

• Minimize unnecessary blood tests and other painful procedures 

• You may not want to treat medical problems such as pneumonia and hip fractures as 

aggressively as you would for a healthy person  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Although the course of the disease is unpredictable, it has been observed that the symptoms tend 

to fall into three stages that often overlap. 

 

 



Stage 1:  2-4 Years 

 
Common Symptoms 
• short-term memory loss 

• difficulty in concentrating 

• poor judgement 

• hesitancy about doing things that once came easily 

• sometimes problems with finding the right expression or word 

• often withdrawn 

• some perceptible changes may occur in personality 

• anxiety about not being able to remember as well 

• anxiety about what is happening to him 

• difficulty coming to decisions 

 

 

Stage 2:  2-10 Years Following Diagnosis 

 
Common Symptoms 
• repeating statements 

• real difficulty remembering friends' and family members' names 

• restlessness, especially at night and late afternoon (called 'sundowning') 

• fear of getting into the bathtub 

• real difficulty dressing 

• perceptual-motor problems 

• increased difficulty organizing thoughts 

• problems with reading, working with numbers and writing 

• more and more difficulty locating the right word 

• suspiciousness, sometimes irritability 

• hearing or seeing things that aren't there in fact 

 

 

Stage 3: Terminal Phase 

 
Common Symptoms 
• doesn't recognize himself 

• unable to take care of himself 

• difficulty swallowing 

• sleeps longer and more fitfully 

• bizarre or disturbing behaviors such as constant crying, hitting, biting, screaming, grunting 

noises 

• loss of control over bladder and or bowels 

• abusive, angry, aggressive, demanding behaviors 

• bizarre sexual behaviors 


