
RISK FACTORS WE CANNOT CONTROL

WHAT IS DEMENTIA? 
Our brains control everything we think, feel, remember  
and do.

Some diseases can affect how the brain works, making everyday 
life more difficult. When someone has one of these diseases, they 
may have problems thinking, remembering and speaking. When 
these problems get worse over time, doctors may use the word 
‘dementia’ to describe them. Alzheimer’s disease is the most 
common type of dementia, but there are others too.

Most cases of dementia are caused by a mixture of possible        
risk factors. A risk factor is something that affects our chances 
of developing a condition like dementia. Some increase our risk, 
while managing others can help to protect us.

FOR MOST OF US, 
OUR DEMENTIA RISK 
IS MADE UP OF OUR

• AGE

• GENES

• ENVIRONMENT.

• HEALTH

• LIFESTYLE

AGE
Dementia is not an inevitable part of aging, 
but as we get older we become more likely 
to develop a disease like Alzheimer's.

ETHNICITY
Research suggests that dementia risk varies 
between ethnic groups. This may be linked 
to health conditions that are more common 
in some communities. For example, Black 
African and Caribbean, and South Asian 
people are more likely to develop stroke 
and type 2 diabetes. These conditions can 
increase dementia risk.

GENES
Many of us carry genes that increase our 
dementia risk by a small amount. Carrying one 
of these doesn’t mean someone will definitely 
get the condition. Also, making lifestyle 
changes to reduce our risk can benefit us 
whether or not we carry a risk gene. 

There are also much rarer faulty genes that 
have a stronger effect. Around one in 100 
cases of dementia are caused by these genes, 
and people who carry them usually develop 
dementia at a younger age, in their 30s, 40s  
or 50s. There are often multiple people 
affected at every generation in the same family.

RISK FACTORS WE CAN INFLUENCE 
Just as we can protect other areas of our health, we can 
take steps to keep our brains healthy and reduce our risk of 
developing dementia later in life. 

There are also things that can be done on a broader scale to 
support people to avoid risk factors, such as improving our social 
and work environments to sustain mental health.

Research has shown that our health throughout our earlier life 
can have a particularly big effect on our dementia risk. However, 
it’s never too early or late to start thinking about our brain health.

We have more control over some dementia risk factors than 
others. For example, we often can’t change how much air 
pollution we are exposed to. But we can do more physical activity 
and eat a balanced diet.

Leaflet updated May 2025
Due for review May 2027

Alzheimer’s Research UK
3 Riverside, Granta Park
Cambridge
CB21 6AD

alzheimersresearchuk.org

Stay up-to-date with 
dementia research 
Scan the QR code or call 
0300 111 5555

Questions about dementia,  
research or taking part?
Contact our Dementia Research 
Infoline on 0300 111 5111 or                                   
infoline@alzheimersresearchuk.org
Monday to Friday  
9am-5pm
Calls are confidential and a  
translation service is available.
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Research suggests that 
ALMOST HALF (45%) 
of dementia cases worlwide could be
PREVENTED OR DELAYED 
if 14 risk factors were completely eliminated.

TIPS FOR A HEALTHIER BRAIN
There is no surefire way to stop anyone from getting dementia. But we can all take 
small positive steps to protect our brain health.

NHS HEALTH CHECKS
The NHS Health Check is a free  
check-up offered in England and some  
areas of Scotland. 

The check aims to support you to reduce your  
risk of developing conditions including heart  
disease, diabetes, and dementia. 

If you are aged 40-74, and do not have  
heart disease, you may be invited for a check-up 
every five years or you can request one from your  
doctors surgery or a participating pharmacy.

Explore brain healthy habits and 
get your personalised report at 
alzres.uk/check-in
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LOOK AFTER YOUR EYES
Get your vision checked at least once 
every two years. Follow your individual     
optician's guidance.

DO NOT SMOKE
If you smoke, quitting is one of 
the best things you can do for 
your brain health.

CUT DOWN ON ALCOHOL
Drink fewer than 14 units of alcohol 
per week.

LOOK AFTER YOUR 
MENTAL HEALTH
Speak to your GP or somebody 
you trust if you have concerns. 

PREVENT OR                          
MANAGE TYPE 2 DIABETES
By eating healthily and managing your 
weight, you can reduce your risk and 
manage symptoms of type 2 diabetes. Some 
diabetes and pre-diabetes can be reversed.

MANAGE CHOLESTEROL 
LEVELS
Get your blood cholesterol checked at a GP 
or pharmacy every five years. Try to keep 
your cholesterol level below 200 mg/dL.

MANAGE YOUR                         
BLOOD PRESSURE
Get your blood pressure checked regularly. 
Try to keep the top number at 130 mm Hg or 
less from age 40 years.

KEEP SOCIALLY CONNECTED
Take part in regular social activities, like 
dance classes and game nights.

STAY SHARP
Keep challenging your brain throughout 
your life. You could learn a new language 
or do regular puzzles and crosswords.

STAY ACTIVE
Aim for at least 150 minutes of 
physical activity each week.

TAKE CARE OF               
YOUR HEARING
Get your hearing checked  
regularly, and wear a hearing  
aid if you've been given one.  
Wear ear defenders in noisy 
environments.

PROTECT YOUR HEAD
Wear a helmet during sports 
where recommended or when 
riding a bike.

TAKE THE 
THINK BRAIN 
HEALTH 
CHECK-IN 
TODAY

WHAT’S GOOD 
FOR YOUR 
HEART IS 
GOOD FOR 
YOUR BRAIN.
That’s because the brain relies 
on a good blood supply to 
stay healthy. Taking steps to 
look after our heart can help 
lower our risk of cardiovascular 
diseases, and our risk of 
dementia too.

FIND OUT MORE ABOUT DEMENTIA 
RISK AT ALZRES.UK/RISK


