For Agents and Medical Providers:
Determining the Stage of Dementia
Using the Dementia Severity Rating Scale (DSRS)

Hopefully, the person who completes the Dartmouth Dementia Directive (the “principal”) will never
develop dementia, and it will never become necessary to use this directive. However, should the
principal develop dementia, the primary physician or nurse practitioner may, as the condition
progresses, conclude that he or she lacks capacity to make medical decisions. In that case, the stage of
dementia needs to be ascertained in order to determine the specific aspects of care to be provided
according to the wishes expressed in the Dartmouth Dementia Directive. This can be done by either
the health care provider or the Agent (in most cases, the durable power of attorney for healthcare).

It is important to realize that no person fits perfectly into any one stage of dementia, and individuals can
show fluctuations over relatively brief periods of time. For example, someone who generally meets criteria
for moderate dementia, may, on a “good day,” appear to have a number of features characteristic of mild
dementia. However, if fatigued, acutely ill, or under other stressful circumstances, that same individual may
show features of severe dementia.

For these reasons, we believe that an instrument such as the Dementia Severity Rating Scale (DSRS)*2
should be utilized to assist in determining the individual’s stage of dementia. We recommend that the DSRS
should be administered at least twice, on different days. If different scores are obtained on different
occasions, the mean score should be used to assign the stage of dementia. The DSRS should not be
administered when the individual is acutely medically ill or under unusual stress of any kind. It may also be
useful to have more than one person administer the DSRS on different occasions. If there are discrepancies,
waiting a few days and administering the DSRS again is recommended, using a mean score if necessary to
assign the current stage of dementia.

The Dementia Severity Rating Scale (DSRS)!2

(Used with permission)

Please circle only one number per section.

Be sure to answer all questions.

Person Completing DSRS:

Date Completed:

Time Completed:




MEMORY
0 Normal memory.

1 Occasionally forgets things that they were told recently. Altered memory does not
cause many problems.

2 Mild consistent forgetfulness. Remembers recent events but often forgets parts.

3 Moderate memory loss. Worse for recent events. May not remember something you
just told them. Causes problems with everyday activities.

4 Substantial memory loss. Quickly forgets recent or newly-learned things. Can only
remember things that they have known for a long time.

5 Does not remember basic facts like the day of the week, when last meal was eaten or
what the next meal will be.

6 Does not remember even the most basic things.

SPEECH AND LANGUAGE
0 Normal ability to talk and to understand others.
1 Sometimes cannot find a word, but able to carry on conversations.

2 Often forgets words. May use the wrong word in its place. Some trouble expressing
thoughts and giving answers.

3 Usually answers questions using sentences but rarely starts a conversation.

4 Answers questions, but responses are often hard to understand or don't make sense.
Usually able to follow simple instructions.

5 Speech often does not make sense. Cannot answer questions or follow instructions.

6 Does not respond most of the time.



RECOGNITION OF FAMILY MEMBERS

0 Normal - recognizes people and generally knows who they are.

1 Usually recognizes grandchildren, cousins or relatives who are not seen frequently but
may not recall how they are related.

2 Usually does not recognize family members who are not seen frequently. Is often
confused about how family members such as grandchildren, nieces, or nephews are
related to them.

3 Sometimes does not recognize close family members or others who they see
frequently. May not recognize their children, brothers, or sisters who are not seen on a
regular basis.

4 Frequently does not recognize spouse or caregiver.

5 No recognition or awareness of the presence of others.

ORIENTATION TO TIME
0 Normal awareness of time of day and day of week.

1 Some confusion about what time it is or what day of the week, but not severe enough
to interfere with everyday activities.

2 Frequently confused about time of day.
3 Almost always confused about the time of day.

4 Seems completely unaware of time.

ORIENTATION TO PLACE
0 Normal awareness of where they are even in new places.
1 Sometimes disoriented in new places.

2 Frequently disoriented in new places.



3 Usually disoriented, even in familiar places. May forget that they are already at home.

4 Almost always confused about place.

ABILITY TO MAKE DECISIONS
0 Normal - as able to make decisions as before.
1 Only some difficulty making decisions that arise in day-to-day life.
2 Moderate difficulty. Gets confused when things get complicated or plans change.
3 Rarely makes any important decisions. Gets confused easily.

4 Not able to understand what is happening most of the time.

SOCIAL AND COMMUNITY ACTIVITY

0 Normal - acts the same with people as before

1 Only mild problems that are not really important, but clearly acts differently from
previous years.

2 Can still take part in community activities without help. May appear normal to people
who don't know them.

3 Often has trouble dealing with people outside the home without help from caregiver.
Usually can participate in quiet home activities with friends. The problem is clear to

anyone who sees them.

4 No longer takes part in any real way in activities at home involving other people. Can
only deal with the primary caregiver.

5 Little or no response even to primary caregiver.



HOME ACTIVITIES AND RESPONSIBILITIES
0 Normal. No decline in ability to do things around the house.

1 Some problems with home activities. May have more trouble with money management
(paying bills) and fixing things. Can still go to a store, cook or clean. Still watches TV or
reads a newspaper with interest and understanding.

2 Makes mistakes with easy tasks like going to a store, cooking or cleaning. Losing
interest in the newspaper, TV or radio. Often can't follow a long conversation on a
single topic.

3 Not able to shop, cook or clean without a lot of help. Does not understand the
newspaper or the TV. Cannot follow a conversation.

4 No longer does any home-based activities.

PERSONAL CARE - CLEANLINESS

0 Normal. Takes care of self as well as they used to.

1 Sometimes forgets to wash, shave, comb hair, or may dress in wrong type of clothes.
Not as neat as they used to be.

2 Requires help with dressing, washing and personal grooming.

3 Totally dependent on help for personal care.

EATING
0 Normal, does not need help in eating food that is served to them.

1 May need help cutting food or have trouble with some foods, but basically able to eat
by themselves.

2 Generally able to feed themselves but may require some help. May lose interest during
the meal.

3 Needs to be fed. May have trouble swallowing.



CONTROL OF URINATION AND BOWELS

0

Normal - does not have problems controlling urination or bowels except for physical
problems.

Rarely fails to control urination (generally less than one accident per month).
Occasional failure to control urination (about once a week or less).
Frequently fails to control urination (more than once a week).

Generally fails to control urination and frequently cannot control bowels.

ABILITY TO GET FROM PLACE TO PLACE

0

Normal, able to get around on their own. (May have physical problems that require a
cane or walker).

Sometimes gets confused when driving or taking public transportation, especially in
new places. Able to walk places alone.

Cannot drive or take public transportation alone, even in familiar places. Can walk
alone outside for short distances. Might get lost if walking too far from home.

Cannot be left outside alone. Can get around the house without getting lost or
confused.

Gets confused and needs help finding their way around the house.

Almost always in a bed or chair. May be able to walk a few steps with help but lacks
sense of direction.

Always in bed. Unable to sit or stand.



INTERPRETATION

Add up the points for all sections.

Score
0 - 18 --- Normal to Mild Dementia

19 - 36 -- Moderate Dementia
37 - 54 -- Severe Dementia
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