Sensory changes reveal earliest signs of dementia years before memory loss
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Changes in sensory perception, such as alterations in sight, hearing, taste, touch, and balance, have emerged as critical early warning signs of dementia, contradicting the traditional focus on memory-related symptoms. Experts caution that these sensory changes can occur years before individuals display well-known dementia signs, providing an essential window for early diagnosis and intervention.
Dementia severely affects millions globally, presenting severe challenges not only to patients but also to families and caregivers. Traditionally, diagnostic assessments have focused heavily on cognitive aspects, such as memory tests and verbal interactions. However, a growing body of research indicates that sensory impairments often precede memory issues, with some studies suggesting that symptoms like changes in vision and hearing can signal the onset of dementia, particularly Alzheimer’s disease, far earlier than previously considered.
Professor Andrea Tales from Swansea University, along with Dr Emma Richards from Public Health Wales and Professor Jan Kremláček from Charles University, advocates for broadening diagnostic criteria to include sensory changes, suggesting that this could allow for the identification of dementia at a preclinical stage. "Broadening the diagnostic approach beyond memory testing raised the potential to identify dementia at preclinical stages when therapies and life modifications may be most effective," Kremláček elaborated.
Sensory signs of dementia can often be mistaken for normal ageing processes. Commonly overlooked symptoms include heightened sensitivity to noise, coordination difficulties, and even a decreased sense of smell, all of which can lead to confusion and distress for patients. A decline in the ability to identify familiar objects through touch can also surface in initial stages, signalling a cognitive decline that merits further investigation.
Recent analyses have highlighted that more than 944,000 individuals in the UK live with dementia, while in the United States, this figure reaches approximately seven million. Alarmingly, as the global population continues to age, the economic burden of dementia care is poised to rise sharply. Recent estimates suggest that the annual cost of dementia care in the UK alone stands at £42 billion, with projections indicating that this figure could jump to £90 billion within 15 years.
Molly Murray, an expert in young-onset dementia from the University of West Scotland, underlines the importance of recognising early symptoms, noting that coordination and vision-related issues often appear first in younger patients diagnosed with dementia. Indeed, one-third of individuals with young-onset Alzheimer’s report that their initial symptoms involved visual disturbances.
Moreover, research has shown that sensory deficits significantly correlate with increased risks of developing cognitive disorders over time. A recent review underscored that cumulative sensory impairments—including declines in vision, hearing, and olfaction—are linked to brain atrophy, further advocating for comprehensive sensory assessments in dementia management.
In light of these findings, healthcare professionals are encouraged to remain vigilant for sensory changes, as doing so can facilitate timely medical intervention. Understanding these nuances in patients' sensory perceptions is crucial for offering the necessary emotional and social support, particularly during a time that could be both confusing and distressing for them.
As ongoing research continues to elucidate the relationship between sensory changes and dementia, the prospect of early diagnosis looms larger than ever. By refining diagnostic criteria to encompass these often-overlooked symptoms, the medical community hopes to improve early detection and create pathways for more effective management of dementia, ultimately enhancing the quality of life for those affected.
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