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The aging of each of us is related to a number of fac-
tors. These include the genes we received from our par-
ents. These also include the experiences that happen to 
us, including the stresses of everyday life as well as the 
positive events in our lives. Aging also involves choices 
we make in terms of what we eat, how we exercise, 
and the type of work we do. To place neurocognitive 
changes in perspective, it is important to have an under-
standing of normal aging. I begin this chapter by not-
ing the worldwide changes in aging. This is followed by 
research considerations of factors that may prevent or 
delay neurocognitive disorders. After a section on delir-
ium, the major neurocognitive disorders are described 
with special attention given to Alzheimer’s disease.

Normal Cognitive  
Changes Related to Aging
Throughout the world, better public health condi-
tions, such as clean water and sanitation as well as 
medical and disease-prevention procedures, have led 
to an increasing life expectancy. In the United States, 
individuals age 65 and older went from less than 2% 
of the population in 1900 to over 12% of the popula-
tion in 2010 (see Figure 15.1). It is estimated that by 
2020, there will be more people over 65 than children 
under 5 worldwide (see Figure 15.2). Data shows that 
in North America, Europe, and Russia, over 11% of the 
population is 65 and older (see Figure 15.3). In fact, in 
Japan, Italy, and Germany, over 20% of their popula-
tions are 65 and older. This data can be influenced by 
a number of factors including birth rate and immigra-
tion as well as better health practices.

With better public health conditions, it is noncom-
municable diseases such as cardiovascular problems 
and cancer that are the major causes of death among 
older individuals in both developed and developing 
countries. With individuals living longer, there is also a 
greater chance of developing neurocognitive disorders 
such as Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s. Within the same 
age group, mortality is higher for people with neuro-
cognitive disorders than for those without. Figure 15.4 
shows the incidence of mild and moderate neurocog-

nitive disorders for Europe, East Asia, and the United States. From this figure, one can note that 
the increase in neurocognitive disorders over the life span is similar throughout the world.

Do Cognitive Abilities Change With Age?
Cognitive abilities do change as one ages. In order to understand the changes seen in neurocog-
nitive disorders, it is important to examine the normal changes in these cognitive abilities across 
the life span. Timothy Salthouse (2004, 2011) combined data from 33 separate studies with 6,832 
individuals to follow cognitive changes in terms of five major categories. Although memory is 

FIGURE 15.1 U.S. Population 65 Years of Age and Older
As can be seen in the graph, the percentage of Americans age 65 and 
older has increased from less than 5% in 1900 to over 12% in 2010.

Source: Werner (2011, Figure 2).
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FIGURE 15.2 When Will the Population of the World 
Have More Individuals Over 65 Years Than Those 
Under 5 Years of Age?
It is estimated that this will happen before 2020. This figure shows 
young children and older people as a percentage of the global 
population.

Source: He, Goodkind, & Kowal (2016).
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