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WHAT IS MILD COGNITIVE IMPAIRMENT (MCI)? 

Mild Cognitive Impairment (MCI) is a clinical condition in which someone has some 

problems with their mental abilities (i.e. memory, language, thinking, judgement, and ability 

to way find) that are greater than what we would expect with normal aging. However, the 

symptoms are not necessarily progressive and with some adaptive behaviours (i.e. use of 

lists, reminders, etc.) the symptoms are not severe enough to interfere significantly with 

activities of daily life. MCI is not the same as a diagnosis of dementia, which is progressive 

and does interfere with activities of daily life (e.g. managing finances or medications, 

shopping, driving etc.).  

While MCI is not a type of dementia, some people who have MCI will go on to develop 

dementia. People with MCI are at a higher risk of developing dementia, with 10 to 15% of 

people with MCI developing dementia each year. It’s important to note that some people 

with MCI never get worse, and do not develop Alzheimer’s disease. Current studies find 

that approximately half of the people diagnosed with MCI will experience continued 

progression of the symptoms, leading to a diagnosis of Alzheimer’s disease or a similar 

dementia. 

Many people who are diagnosed with MCI use this as an opportunity to change their 

lifestyle for the better and reduce their chances of MCI progressing to dementia. 

SUBTYPES OF MCI  

• Amnestic MCI: The most common subtype, where memory loss is the main 

symptom.  

• Non-amnestic MCI: Memory is not the main difficulty; instead, other thinking 

abilities such as organizing and planning, reasoning, learning or judgement may be 

affected. 

RISK FACTORS FOR MCI 

The causes of MCI are not clear, but it appears that some of the same risks for Alzheimer’s 

disease are risks for MCI. Those risks include: 

• Being 65 or older. 

• Having a family history of MCI, Alzheimer’s disease, or another form of dementia. 

• Having certain medical conditions, such as high blood pressure, diabetes, stroke, 

high cholesterol or heart disease. 
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• Substance abuse, including alcohol abuse. 

• Lack of exercise. 

Other problems (which may be reversible) can contribute to memory loss, including 

medication interactions (from both prescription and over-the-counter drugs) infections, 

vitamin B deficiency, malnutrition, thyroid and other metabolic disturbances, depression, 

anxiety, sleep apnea and drug abuse. Unrecognized or untreated difficulties with hearing 

or vision may also contribute to difficulties with cognitive abilities. Identifying and properly 

treating conditions that might be contributing to cognitive problems can often lessen those 

symptoms. 

SIGNS AND SYMPTOMS  

A person with MCI may experience the following symptoms: 

• Memory problems. For the majority of people who have MCI, memory is the ability 

most affected (e.g. frequently forgetting important information such as 

appointments, conversations, recent events or mislaying items).  

• Impaired thinking skills and attention problems, such as frequently losing a train of 

thought or having difficulty organizing or planning.  

• Language difficulties, such as having trouble finding the right word.  

• Disorientation in time and space, such as getting lost in a familiar environment.  

• Poor judgement, such as wearing a jacket on a hot summer day.  

• Impaired depth perception, such as confusing a dark rug for a hole in the ground.  

The symptoms of MCI are not as severe as those seen in people with dementia and not 

usually serious enough to impact a person’s ability to perform everyday activities. 

MCI VS. NORMAL AGING 

Most healthy people experience a gradual decline in mental abilities as part of aging. 

However, in someone who lives with MCI, the decline in mental abilities is greater than in 

normal aging. For example, it's common in normal aging to have to pause to remember 

directions or words or to mislay objects occasionally. However, it's not normal to become 

lost in familiar places or to frequently forget familiar words or names. 
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MCI VS. DEMENTIA  

MCI is not dementia, though 10 to 15% of people who live with MCI will go on to develop 

dementia. MCI does not always lead to dementia, and many people remain stable or 

improve over time. Because of this, it is important to monitor the symptoms and arrange for 

your family doctor or geriatrician to reassess the person six months or a year after the 

diagnosis.  

Amnestic MCI, where the main problem is memory, has a stronger association with 

Alzheimer’s disease than non-amnestic MCI. In some cases, the brain changes seen in 

people with amnestic MCI are similar to the changes seen in Alzheimer’s disease, although 

they tend to be less severe.  

Some people with non-amnestic MCI may develop frontotemporal dementia or Lewy Body 

dementia.  Either type of MCI may lead to vascular dementia.  

Because research on MCI is still at an early stage, it is not yet possible to predict with 

certainty whether a specific person will go on to develop dementia, remain stable, or 

improve over time.  

BENEFITS OF GETTING A DIAGNOSIS  

A diagnosis of MCI identifies people who are at risk of developing dementia. In many 

cases treatments or lifestyle changes can be suggested to reduce or delay the likelihood of 

dementia. If the person with MCI ends up developing dementia, they are more likely to get 

an early diagnosis and early access to evidence-based treatments and support.  

An early diagnosis of MCI allows the person and their family to receive practical 

information, education and support, and it helps them develop a plan for the future.  

DIAGNOSIS 

The diagnosis of MCI will be made by medical professional by evaluating a person’s 

cognitive and behavioural changes, considering all of the possible causes and talking with 

the person about the severity and frequency of the symptoms. If MCI is suspected, a 

number of physical and cognitive tests will most likely be performed. The diagnostic 

process may include:  

• A thorough medical history. 

• Assessing the person’s ability to perform everyday activities. 

• Observations from a family member or trusted friend. 
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• Cognitive screening tests such as the MoCA or MMSE. 

• Neurological examination. 

• Mood evaluation. 

• Tests to measure the person’s blood pressure, cholesterol levels, thyroid function 

and vitamin levels. 

• More detailed neuropsychological tests which measure judgement, planning, 

problem-solving, reasoning and memory. 

HOW DOES MCI IMPACT THE PERSON AND THEIR FAMILY MEMBERS?  

• While MCI does not significantly reduce a person’s ability to perform everyday 

activities, it can influence how successfully the person manages new, less familiar 

or complex tasks such as financial management or work responsibilities. 

• MCI can also affect the person’s mood, social interactions, self-confidence and 

ability to organize, plan and make decisions. 

• Because of the changes caused by MCI, family members may need to take on new 

roles and responsibilities. 

• Family members may also feel a sense of loss and have difficulty coping 

emotionally with the changes they see in a relative experiencing MCI. 

MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES AND TREATMENT 

There are currently no specific medications approved to treat MCI. Research is ongoing to 

develop medications that may prevent or slow the progression of MCI to dementia.  

• Ensure any other medical conditions are managed well, especially any that are 

associated with vascular risks such as diabetes, hypertension, hyperlipidemia or 

atrial fibrillation. 

• Ask your physician to review your medications for any that may impair your 

cognitive process such as major analgesics, sleeping pills, Gravol, some anti-

depressants, etc. 

Adhering to a healthy lifestyle can help improve the person’s brain health, daily functioning, 

quality of life and may reduce the risk of MCI progressing to dementia. It is recommended 

for the person who lives with MCI to participate in social activities, make healthy food 

choices, be physically active and challenge their brain. Studies show that potentially 
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treatable causes of cognitive decline are found in 10 to 30% of people who live with MCI. 

You can take control and help yourself through the following strategies: 

Maximize your general health and wellness 

• Correct any hearing or vision problems. 

• Take good care of your body. Keep hydrated by drinking plenty of water and eat a 

low-fat, healthy diet with plenty of fruits and vegetables. 

• Decrease your consumption of alcohol. It can have a negative effect on your mental 

abilities. 

• Don’t smoke. 

• Remain socially active with friends and family. 

Stay physically active 

• Ask your physician for an exercise program that best fits your needs. Exercise 

contributes to good physical health, can reduce stress and helps keep your brain as 

healthy as possible. 

• Aim for 20 to 40 minutes of aerobic (cardiac) exercise daily. 

Challenge your brain 

• Keep your mind active by doing things that you enjoy: puzzles, Sudoku, word 

searches, crosswords, the newspaper, cards and listening to/playing music. 

• Keep learning. Read a book, journal, enroll in a class or attend a concert. 

Use memory aids 

• Useful strategies include writing notes to yourself, posting a large calendar to track 

appointments, leaving messages to yourself on your answering machine, using an 

automatic dispensing pill box and setting the alarm on a mobile device to remind 

you of upcoming events. 

• Reduce clutter at home and label important files, documents and medications. 

• Establish routines and put things in consistent places. 
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Empower yourself 

o Learn more about MCI and share that knowledge with those around you.  

o Be patient with yourself and ask your family to be patient with you. 

o Find constructive ways to release anger and frustration you may feel. 

o Continue to explore ways to fulfill your needs for friendship, intimacy and 

closeness. 

o Focus on maximizing your present abilities and avoid worrying about what might 

happen in the future. 

o Engage in advance care planning. 

For more information about healthy lifestyle please visit sagelink.ca/courses/efit-education-

for-individuals-caregivers-care-for-the-older-adult-healthy-lifestyle/. 

Living with MCI 

MCI can make you feel frustrated. To cope with the frustration, try some of the techniques 

listed below to help compensate for any memory changes that interfere with your 

enjoyment of life, effectiveness at work, relationships or goals for the future. 

• Be patient with yourself and ask your family to be patient with you. Understand 

that you may feel frustrated, anxious or sad at the loss of some abilities. Slowing 

down can sometimes make it easier to remember or complete a task. 

• Learn more about MCI and share that knowledge with those around you. This 

will enable them to bet-ter understand the changes that are affecting you. 

• Find constructive ways to release anger and frustration. Exercise, talk with a 

close friend or a counselor and consider joining a support group for people with 

memory loss. It will help to talk to others going through the same experience, or one 

that is similar. Encourage your family members to seek out counseling and support 

to meet their needs. 

• Use visible and/or accessible reminders. Useful strategies include writing notes 

to yourself, posting a large calendar to track appointments, leaving messages to 

yourself on your answering machine, using an automatic dispensing pill box and 

setting the alarm on a mobile device to remind you of upcoming events. 

https://sagelink.ca/courses/efit-education-for-individuals-caregivers-care-for-the-older-adult-healthy-lifestyle/
https://sagelink.ca/courses/efit-education-for-individuals-caregivers-care-for-the-older-adult-healthy-lifestyle/
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• Keep your mind active by doing things that you enjoy, such as working on puzzles, 

reading the newspaper, playing cards, listening to music, writing in a journal or 

learning about something new. 

• Stay active. Ask your physician for an exercise program that best fits your needs. 

Exercise contributes to good physical health, can reduce stress and helps keep your 

brain as healthy as possible. 

• Know that you are more than someone with MCI. Celebrate the many and varied 

personal attributes that you possess. 

Document your personal story by creating a scrapbook, recording your 

autobiography, or keeping a journal. This is a wonderful way to reflect upon your life 

and share yourself with those close to you. Your children and grandchildren will 

treasure these keepsakes. 

• Continue to explore ways to fulfill your needs for intimacy and closeness. 

Participate in family events as you are able, and keep in touch with friends. The 

desire for close relationships with others continues throughout life. 

• Become an advocate for yourself and other individuals with MCI. Write letters and 

make phone calls to local and provincial representatives, and assist community 

agencies in training staff and professionals about MCI. 

• Engage in advanced care planning by confirming your substitute decision 

maker(s) and communicating your wishes, believes and values. 

• Focus on your present abilities and avoid worrying about what might happen in 

the future. Know that there are many ways to live an active and productive life. 

Focus on what you can do, not on what you can’t. 

Additional tips to help you enhance your memory, health, and well-
being 

• Take good care of your body. Keep hydrated by drinking plenty of water. Eat a low-

fat, healthy diet, with plenty of fruits and vegetables. 

• Maintain an updated list of your medications and contact information (doctors and 

family). Keep it with you at all times. 

• Reduce clutter at home; enlist a friend to help organize and label important files, 

documents and medications. 
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• Decrease your consumption of alcohol. It can have a negative effect on your mental 

abilities. 

• Don’t smoke. 

• Continue to engage in social activities with friends and family. 

• Never stop learning. Read a book, enroll in a class and attend a concert or play. 

Talk with friends or a trained counselor about your feelings. 

TRANSITIONS 

It may be necessary to change your daily routine due to MCI. Although a time may come 

when you must rely more on others for assistance with some tasks, you will want to stay 

involved in making decisions that affect your life. The goal is to find a balance in your life: 

ensuring your safety while maintaining a reasonable degree of independence. 

Driving 

Cognitive changes can affect your ability to drive safely. 

• Seek ongoing evaluation of your driving abilities and consult regularly with your 

physician.  

• Pay attention to the suggestions of those close to you, as they might recognize 

changes in your driving ability before you do.  

Home responsibilities  

Household management may be difficult for you. Tasks such as cooking and taking 

medications may pose safety risks. You might, for example, forget to turn off the stove or 

forget to take a dose of medication. However, it’s possible to continue to participate in 

household activities with a little help from another person or with the aid of technology 

(electronic medication reminders, etc.). Consider having family or friends assist in certain 

areas or hire outside help.  

Financial responsibilities  

Complex tasks like balancing a cheque book, dealing with insurance and paying bills may 

become frustrating and overwhelming. Like driving, managing your own finances is a sign 

of independence. It can be difficult to allow someone else to do this for you, but there is no 

embarrassment in admitting you need help. The people who are close to you may 

recognize your need for help before you do. 
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• Consider enlisting a trusted family member or friend to help.  

• Work with an attorney to draw up a Power of Attorney for Finances. This will allow a 

trusted person to act on your behalf if you aren’t able to do so. Be sure to include 

this person early in the process so that he or she has time to learn what needs to be 

done. 

Health care  

It is important to have a conversation about your beliefs, values and wishes, and to 

complete the appropriate forms documenting your preferences. Engage in advance care 

planning, to ensure that your family members know your health care choices. 

 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 

• Local Alzheimer Societies: 

o Kingston Frontenac Lennox and Addington: alzheimer.ca/en/kfla 

o Hastings Prince Edward: alzheimer.ca/en/hpe 

o Lanark, Leeds, Grenville: alzheimer.ca/en/lanark 

• Alzheimer’s Association (US): www.alz.org/dementia/mild-cognitive-impairment-

mci.asp 

• Alzheimer’s Society (UK): www.alzheimers.org.uk/about-dementia/types-

dementia/mild-cognitive-impairment-mci 

• Anderson, Nicole, Murphy, Kelly, Troyer, Angela, Living with Mild Cognitive 

Impairment, Oxford University Press, 2012.  

• Mayo Clinic: www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/mild-cognitive-

impairment/symptoms-causes/syc-20354578 

•  My Speak Up Plan: Workbooks on advance care planning www.myspeakupplan.ca 

• Alzheimer Society. Mild Cognitive Impairment. 

archive.alzheimer.ca/sites/default/files/files/national/other-dementias/other-

dementias_mild-cognitive-impairment.pdf 

• Family Caregiver Alliance. Mild Cognitive Impairment.  

www.caregiver.org/resource/mild-cognitive-impairment-mci/ 

 

https://alzheimer.ca/en/kfla
https://alzheimer.ca/en/hpe
https://alzheimer.ca/lanark/en/home
http://www.alz.org/dementia/mild-cognitive-impairment-mci.asp
http://www.alz.org/dementia/mild-cognitive-impairment-mci.asp
http://www.alzheimers.org.uk/about-dementia/types-dementia/mild-cognitive-impairment-mci
http://www.alzheimers.org.uk/about-dementia/types-dementia/mild-cognitive-impairment-mci
http://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/mild-cognitive-impairment/symptoms-causes/syc-20354578
http://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/mild-cognitive-impairment/symptoms-causes/syc-20354578
http://www.myspeakupplan.ca/
https://archive.alzheimer.ca/sites/default/files/files/national/other-dementias/other-dementias_mild-cognitive-impairment.pdf
https://archive.alzheimer.ca/sites/default/files/files/national/other-dementias/other-dementias_mild-cognitive-impairment.pdf
http://www.caregiver.org/resource/mild-cognitive-impairment-mci/


Resources for Individuals & Caregivers: Mild Cognitive Impairment 
(MCI) 

 
 

 Page 10 of  10 

 

 

REFERENCES 

1. Information was adapted from the Alzheimer Society of Canada Alzheimer Society. 

(2019). Mild Cognitive impairment. Retrieved from 

https://archive.alzheimer.ca/sites/default/files/files/national/other-dementias/other-

dementias_mild-cognitive-impairment.pdf  

2. Family Caregiver Alliance. (2020). Mild Cognitive Impairment. Retrieved from 

https://www.caregiver.org/resource/mild-cognitive-impairment-mci/ 

 

https://archive.alzheimer.ca/sites/default/files/files/national/other-dementias/other-dementias_mild-cognitive-impairment.pdf
https://archive.alzheimer.ca/sites/default/files/files/national/other-dementias/other-dementias_mild-cognitive-impairment.pdf
https://www.caregiver.org/resource/mild-cognitive-impairment-mci/

