
What Is Mild Cognitive Impairment?

Mild cognitive impairment (MCI) is a condition in which 
people have more memory or thinking problems than other 
people their age. The symptoms of MCI are not as severe 
as those of Alzheimer’s disease or a related dementia. 
People with MCI can usually take care of themselves and 
carry out their normal daily activities.

People with MCI are at a greater risk of developing Alzhei-
mer’s disease or a related dementia. Estimates vary as to 
how many people who have MCI will develop dementia. 
Roughly one to two out of 10 people age 65 or older with 
MCI are estimated to develop dementia over a one-year 
period. However, in many cases, the symptoms of MCI 
stay the same or even improve.

If you have this condition, it’s important to see a doctor or 
specialist regularly to help monitor changes in memory and 
thinking over time.

What Causes Mild Cognitive Impairment?
 
Many factors can cause problems with memory and think-
ing. There is no single cause of MCI, and it’s more likely to 
occur as someone ages. Estimates vary, but roughly 10% 
to 20% of people over age 65 have MCI, with the risk in-
creasing as someone gets older. Other factors like genetics 
and certain conditions — including diabetes, depression, 
and stroke — may affect a person’s risk for MCI.

In some cases, memory and thinking problems may be 
caused by conditions that are treatable. For example, a 
bad reaction to medication, emotional problems, drinking 
too much alcohol, blood clots or tumors in the brain, or a 
head injury can all cause serious memory problems that 
can be resolved with treatment.

Reducing Your Risk for Dementia

We don’t yet know for certain whether lifestyle and behav-
ior changes can prevent dementia, but leading a healthy 
lifestyle may help.  Your health provider can give you more 
information about steps that may reduce your risk.

What Are the Signs and Symptoms of Mild 
Cognitive Impairment?

Symptoms associated with MCI lie in the space between 
what are considered normal age-related changes and 
dementia. Signs of MCI include losing things often, forget-
ting to go to important events or appointments, and having 
more trouble coming up with words than other people of 
the same age. It’s common for family and friends to notice 
these changes. Movement difficulties and problems with 
the sense of smell have also been linked to MCI.
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How Is Mild Cognitive Impairment Diagnosed 
and Managed?

If you or a loved one is experiencing symptoms of MCI, 
discuss these with your doctor. Your doctor can perform 
medical tests and assessments to help determine whether 
the source of memory problems is something treatable 
or may be MCI. He or she may also suggest that you see 
someone who specializes in the diagnosis of memory 
disorders, such as a neurologist, psychiatrist, or neuropsy-
chologist.

There is currently no treatment or medication for MCI, but 
there are things you can do that may help you stay healthy 
and manage changes in your thinking. Keeping your mind 
active is one thing that may benefit your brain. The fol-
lowing tips may help you feel better, and could help your 
memory:

• Follow a daily routine.
• Use memory tools such as calendars, to-do lists, and 

notes to yourself.
• Put commonly used objects in the same place each 

day.
• Learn a new skill.
• Volunteer in your community, at a school, or at your 

place of worship.
• Spend time with friends and family.
• Get enough sleep, generally seven to eight hours each 

night.
• Exercise and eat well. Don’t drink a lot of alcohol.
• Get help if you feel depressed for weeks at a time.

People with MCI may worry that their memory problems 
will progress to Alzheimer’s disease or a related demen-
tia. Because MCI may be an early sign of a more serious 
memory problem, it’s important to see your doctor every 
six to 12 months to track any changes in your memory and 
thinking skills over time.

If symptoms do progress to dementia, getting a diagnosis 
early can help you and your family prepare for the future. 
While there are currently no medications to stop or reverse 
Alzheimer’s disease or a related dementia, there are medi-
cines that may help slow down certain symptoms, such as 
memory loss or behavioral problems.

What Can You Do?

If you are concerned about memory problems, talk with 
your doctor. If you or someone you know has recently 
been diagnosed with MCI, explore the resources refer-
enced below to find out more about care, support, and 
research. The person with MCI may also consider partici-
pating in research by joining a clinical trial or study. Many 
studies are recruiting people with MCI to test early inter-
ventions that could slow or stop the progression of cogni-
tive impairment.

Volunteer for Research

You could help discover new ways to treat and prevent 
Alzheimer’s and related dementias.
Talk with your healthcare provider about volunteering for 
research or contact the ADEAR Center.

Find More Resources on Mild Cognitive Impairment
Questions? Contact the ADEAR Center
The Alzheimer’s & related Dementias Education & Referral 
(ADEAR) Center is a service of the National Institute on 
Aging at the National Institutes of Health. Call 800-438-
4380 or email adear@nia.nih.gov to talk with an information 
specialist.

Other information can also be found on the Alzheimer’s 
Association website, alz.org.
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