PERSON-CENTERED ALZHEIMER’S
& DEMENTIA CARE
STAGES OF DEMENTIA
Health professionals sometimes discuss dementia in “stages,” which refers to how far a person’s dementia has
progressed. Defining a person’s disease stage helps physicians determine the best treatment approach and aids
communication between health providers and caregivers. Sometimes the stage is simply referred to as “early stage,”
“middle stage” or “late-stage” dementia, but often a more exact stage is assigned, based on a person’s symptoms.
One of the most commonly used staging scales is the Global Deterioration Scale for Assessment of Primary
Degenerative Dementia (GDS), which divides the disease process into seven stages based on the amount of cognitive
decline. The GDS is most relevant for people who have Alzheimer’s disease, since some other types of dementia (i.e.
frontotemporal dementia) do not always include memory loss.

GLOBAL DETERIORATION SCALE FOR ASSESSMENT OF PRIMARY DEGENERATIVE
DEMENTIA (GDS) (ALSO KNOWN AS THE RIESBERG SCALE)
DIAGNOSIS

STAGE

SIGNS AND SYMPTOMS

No Dementia

Stage 1: No
Cognitive Decline

In this stage, the person functions normally, has no memory loss, and is mentally healthy.
People with NO dementia would be considered to be in Stage 1.

No Dementia

Stage 2: Very Mild
Cognitive Decline

This stage is used to describe normal forgetfulness associated with aging; for example,
forgetfulness of names and where familiar objects were left. Symptoms are not evident to loved
ones or the physician.

No Dementia

Stage 3: Mild
Cognitive Decline

This stage includes increased forgetfulness, slight difficulty concentrating, decreased work
performance. People may get lost more often or have difficulty finding the right words. At this
stage, a person’s loved ones will begin to notice a cognitive decline.
Average duration: 7 years before onset of dementia

Early-stage

Stage 4: Moderate
Cognitive Decline

This stage includes difficulty concentrating, decreased memory of recent events, and difficulties
managing finances or traveling alone to new locations. People have trouble completing complex
tasks efficiently or accurately and may be in denial about their symptoms. They may also start
withdrawing from family or friends, because socialization becomes difficult. At this stage a
physician can detect clear cognitive problems during a patient interview and exam.
Average duration: 2 years

Mid-stage

Stage 5: Moderately People in this stage have major memory deficiencies and need some assistance to complete
their daily activities (dressing, bathing, preparing meals). Memory loss is more prominent and
Severe Cognitive
may include major relevant aspects of current lives; for example, people may not remember their
Decline
address or phone number and may not know the time or day or where they are.
Average duration: 1.5 years

Mid-stage

Stage 6: Severe
Cognitive Decline
(Middle Dementia)

Late-stage

Stage 7: Very Severe People in this stage have essentially no ability to speak or communicate. They require assistance
with most activities (e.g. using the toilet, eating). They often lose psychomotor skills, for example,
Cognitive Decline
the ability to walk.
(Late Dementia)

People in Stage 6 require extensive assistance to carry out daily activities. They start to forget
names of close family members and have little memory of recent events. Many people can
remember only some details of earlier life. They also have difficulty counting down from 10 and
finishing tasks. Incontinence (loss of bladder or bowel control) is a problem in this stage. Ability to
speak declines. Personality changes, such as delusions (believing something to be true that is not),
compulsions (repeating a simple behavior, such as cleaning), or anxiety and agitation may occur.
Average duration: 2.5 years.

Average duration: 2.5 years

Adapted from the Alzheimer’s Association.
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Another staging method for dementia, the Functional Assessment Staging (FAST), focuses more on an individual’s
level of functioning and activities of daily living versus cognitive decline. Note: A person may be at a different stage
cognitively (GDS stage) and functionally (FAST stage).

FUNCTIONAL ASSESSMENT STAGING (FAST)
STAGE

SIGNS AND SYMPTOMS

Stage 1: Normal Adult

No functional decline.

Stage 2: Normal Older Adult

Personal awareness of some functional decline.

Stage 3: Early Alzheimer’s Disease

Noticeable deficits in demanding job situations.

Stage 4: Mild Alzheimer’s

Requires assistance in complicated tasks such as handling finances, planning parties, etc.

Stage 5: Moderate Alzheimer’s

Requires assistance in choosing proper attire.

Stage 6: Moderately Severe
Alzheimer’s

Requires assistance dressing, bathing, and toileting. Experiences urinary and
fecal incontinence.

Stage 7: Severe Alzheimer’s

Speech ability declines to about a half-dozen intelligible words. Progressive loss of abilities
to walk, sit up, smile, and hold head up.

Adapted from the Alzheimer’s Association.

