
What effect does Parkinson’s disease 
have on thinking and memory? 
 
People with Parkinson’s disease (PD) typically 
present with slowness of movement, stiffness, 
poor balance and/or tremor.  This is because 
the part of the brain that controls movement 
is affected.   
 
The ‘thinking’ parts of the brain are not 
usually affected early on.  However, nearly all 
people with PD start to notice some changes 
in their ability to think and recall information.  
These ‘cognitive changes’ can be very 
frustrating, but are seldom disabling in the 
first few years after diagnosis. 
 
The most common cognitive change in PD is 
slowness in the ability to think and to process 
information.  People may find it difficult to 
come up with new ways of solving problems 
and to change from one subject to another.  
They find it difficult to plan and to respond 
rapidly. 
 
People with PD also tend to have problems 
with retrieving memories.  They are likely to 
recall information much better if given cues, 
or multiple choices to select from. 
 
 
 
 

Does Parkinson’s disease cause 
dementia? 
 
By about 10 years after diagnosis, up to half of 
older people with PD will have developed 
cognitive problems that interfere with quality 
of life and are severe enough to be recognised 
as dementia (Parkinson’s disease dementia or 
PDD). 
               

                  
 
Visual hallucinations 
 
Visual hallucinations (seeing things that are 
not there) are common, (usually the person 
‘sees’ people or animals).  Delusions (believing 
things that are not true) are also common.  
Hallucinations and delusions can be related to 
the disease itself or to PD medication.  A 
reduction in dose, or change of drug, may be 
sufficient for them to disappear.   
 
 

What else can cause problems with 
thinking and memory in people with 
Parkinson’s disease? 
 
Of course, not all cognitive problems are 
always due to PD. 
 

• Drug treatment (for PD and for other 
conditions) can often cause confused 
thinking.  Dose adjustment may solve 
the problem. 

 
• Depression, infections and other 

medical problems can mimic dementia 
by causing similar symptoms.  These 
are usually easily treatable. 

 
• In the same way as anyone else, 

people with PD can develop other 
conditions, such as stroke and 
Alzheimer’s disease. 

 
When confusion and/or visual hallucinations 
develop within a few months of onset of 
Parkinsonism, the diagnosis may be a 
condition called dementia with Lewy bodies 
(DLB).  Some authorities think that DLB and 
PDD are the same condition. 
 
It is important that all patients have a full 
medical assessment to identify the cause of 
any problems. 
 
 



How to help 
 
All of us find it difficult to think clearly when 
we are anxious, tired or hurried.  This is 
especially true in PD.   
 

• Always allow plenty of time  
• Avoiding stressful situation 
• Simplify information  
• Concentrate on what is most relevant 
• Make full use of prompts, such as 

diaries, verbal and written reminders 
and alarms 

 
It is useful to review medication with a 
specialist doctor or PD specialist nurse.  When 
choosing the best PD drug(s) and dosage it is 
necessary to strike a balance between good 
control of motor problems and avoid making 
confusion worse. 
 
Some people with PDD may be helped by the 
drugs usually used to treat Alzheimer’s disease.  
These may improve processing speed and 
ability to retrieve information and can help to 
lessen hallucinations. Rivastigmine (Exelon), 
given as a daily skin patch or twice daily 
capsule, is used most often.  There are 
restrictions on the prescribing of these drugs 
and they are only available under supervision 
of particular specialists. 
 
 

 
 

 
 
When someone with PD develops problems 
with thinking, reasoning and remembering, 
family/carers may wrongly think that the 
person is being obstinate and lazy.  
Understanding that these symptoms are part 
of PD can make life easier for everyone. 
 
                      Useful Contacts 

Parkinson’s Clinic, Rookwood Hospital 
Cardiff, Tel No. 029 20313838 

 
Parkinson’s Disease Society 

Free helpline: 0808 800 0303 
Monday-Friday: 9am-8pm, 
Saturday - 9.30am-5.30pm 

www.parkinsons.org.uk 
 

UK Parkinson’s Disease Tissue Bank 
Tel No. 0275949732 

www.parkinsonstissuebank.org.uk 
pdbank@imperial.ac.uk 

 
              Academic Centre, University Hospital Llandough 
                  Penarth, Cardiff, Vale of Glamorgan, 
                     CF64 2XX, Tel No. 029 20716961 
                               Fax No. 029 20704244 
 
 

http://medicine.cf.ac.uk/molecular-experimental-
medicine/geriatric-medicine/memory-team/ 
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