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Introduction
A Self Help Guide for Improving Memory Functioning
in people with epilepsy.
It is widely recognised that people with epilepsy
commonly complain about memory problems. This
booklet, written by Professor Gus Baker and colleagues at
the University of Liverpool, is a clear self-help guide to
memory problems in people with epilepsy. It explains the
difficulties that Gin be faced and provides simple
strategies that may help the individual to overcome them.

Produced by Brainwave The Irish Epilepsy Association
with the kind permission of Epilepsy Action. Epilepsy
Action produced the booklet in association with the
University of Liverpool.
Amy J. Hothersall
Jenna E. Mallows
Professor Gus A. Baker
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What is memory?
Memory is the ability to recall past experience and
knowledge. His divided into short-term memory (STM)
and long-term memory (LTM). Short-term memory deals
with information that is to be remembered over a period
of a few minutes, and long-term memory deals with
anything that is to be remembered for longer than this.
Recording the memory in the first place is called
encoding. The information is then passed from short-term
to long-term memory for storage. Long-term memory is
divided into three types.
Activities which are carried out
almost without thinking, for
example, riding a bike.

Personal memories of everyday
life.

Memory can also be divided into verbal and visual.
Verbal memory is the ability to remember information
which is perceived aurally, for example, words and sound.
Visual memory is the ability to remember information
that is provided visually, for example in terms of pictures
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and faces. When we want to remember something, the
information we need is brought back from long-term
memory to short term memory. This is called retrieval.
If we have forgotten something it could be due to
problems with:
• recording the memory in the first place (encoding);
• the storing of the memory (storage);
• or recovering the memory from LTM (retrieval).

What causes memory problems?
Everybody will experience some minor lapses in
memory. These can occur when we
are:
•
•
•
•

under stress;
trying to concentrate on a
number of things at once;
feeling unwell;
feeling tired.

Also, as we get older, lapses· in
memory
can
become
more
common. This variation is perfectly normal and nothing
to be concerned about. However, memory problems can
be much more pronounced and long-term. They can be
caused by a number of things, for example:
4

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

a dementia type illness such as Alzheimer's disease;
an infection of the brain, for example encephalitis;
a shortage of oxygen to the brain, as in cerebral palsy;
head injury;
certain types of stroke;
a brain tumour or brain haemorrhage;
epilepsy, on its own or with one of the above.

Memory difficulties in people
with epilepsy
The presence of memory difficulties in people with
epilepsy is well recognised. In fact people with epilepsy
seek help for memory problems more often than for any
other impairment. Research has shown that a large
portion of memory is located in a specific area of the brain
known as the temporal lobe.
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Temporal lobe
There are a number of reasons why people with epilepsy
may have memory difficulties.
•

Epileptic seizures can affect memory functioning
because, in order for memory to work properly, the
brain needs continuous self-monitoring. This selfmonitoring system can be disrupted during a seizure.
Memories prior to a seizure can be lost, as they have
not been fully incorporated into our memory system.
During a seizure our memory may also be affected,
because a loss of consciousness can interfere with
normal brain processes, disrupting the encodipg and
storage of information. The confusion that can occur
following a seizure can also prevent our memory
from working properly. Some people with epilepsy
can experience unusual electrical activity within the
brain between seizures and this can also affect
attention and memory functioning.

•

An underlying brain tumour or lesion can disrupt the
m~mory

process. Therefore if a tumour or lesion is
located in the temporal lobe, which is a part of the
brain needed for memory, this may also! cause
memory problems.
•

Some anti-epileptic medications may interfere with
memory functioning as they can affect the speed at
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which the brain can process information. On the
other hand they also reduce seizure frequency and, as
we have discussed, frequent seizures can also cause
memory impairment. If you are 'worried your
medication may be affecting your memory, it is
important to speak to your doctor about your
concerns. They can investigate -this possibility and
will discuss possible solutions with you. It is
worthwhile noting that the cause of some of our
memory problems may be due to another problem,
which is resulting in impairment in memory. For
example:
• an attention problem - if we do not pay atte~tion
to the information we are presented with then this
information is not recorded by our memory;
• a language problem - sometimes in conversation
we find it hard to find the word that we are looking
- for. This can be misinterpreted as forgetting words;
• a visual/spatial problem - people can have
difficulty working out where they are in relation to
other places or objects and- therefore 'can
experience difficulty in working out how to get
somewhere;
• anxiety and depression - people with an altered
emotional state often experience memory
difficulties; those who experience anxiety can find
their mind is too occupied with worrying thoughts
to concentrate on things around them. Those who
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are low in mood can also feel lethargic and low in
motivation,. therefore lacking the attention needed
to record a memory;
• sleep disturbances - if
we are not getting
enough sleep then we
can experience
difficulty
concentrating which
again disrupts our
attention to
information.

How are people with memory
problems affected?
Memory problems can affect people in different ways. It
may b~ that a person's memory problems are very general,
and will therefore affect most areas of memory
functioning. However they can also be very specific and
might only affect one aspect of memory functioning, such
as remembering what people tell you. Memory problems
can cause a range of difficulties, making it difficult to cope
with everyday living and relationships. These difficulties
can cause a great deal of distress for the person affected.
However, while memory problems cannot be cured, it is
possible to adapt to having a memory impairment,
making it easier to cope and live a relatively normal life.
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Neuropsychological memory
assessment
In order to get an accurate assessment of your memory
function, the doctor may suggest carrying out a
neuropsychological assessment. Neuropsychological
simply means looking at the processes that the brain
carries out, one of which is memory. This assessment aims
to get an accurate idea of how well your memory is
currently functioning and will be carried out by a
psychologist. It will look at all areas of your memory
ability. More specifically it will be looking at your ability
to remember pictures, stories and numbers. Through
looking at these areas, the psychologist will be able to
discover where your memory difficulties lie and if there is
any difference between your:
•

visual memory (your
ability to remember
pictures) and;

•

verbal memory (your
ability to remember
information presented
orally).

This information then provides some focus on which
memory enhancement strategies are going to be the most
helpful to you.
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Memory enhancement strategies
It is possible to find ways of adapting to living with
memory problems. Various methods can be used to help
people with memory problems store and recall memories
more effectively.

Possible ways of doing this are:
•

following a set routine;

•

adapting your surroundings;

•

using external memory aids;

•

uSlngmnemonlCs ;

•

improving general well-being.

•

I

•

I

Strategies can be combined to help you adapt to living
with memory problems. The following section will
outline these strategies in more detail. It is likely to take
some time to get used to using the various strategies which
can help to enhance your memory. There may be some
'trial and error', and it will require effort on your part.
However, experience has shown that, once incorporated
into your lifestyle, these strategies can be extremely
effective and beneficial. It is worth noting here that the
key to making these strategies work effectively is
organisation and establishing a routine, as this redpces the
demands placed on your memory.
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Following a set routine
It cannot be stressed enough how important following a

routine is to improving your memory. Having a routine
m~ans you can get used to what to expect, which helps
reduce the demands placed on your memory. A lot of
people find it useful to make a note of their regular
activities in their diary or on the calendar. Also, always
doing things at certain times of the day, for example
always taking medication with breakfast can help some
people.

Adapting your surroundings
By adapting your surroundings you will have less need to
use your memory, and therefore this reduces the
difficulties you can experience. This can be achieved in a
number of ways:
•

by keeping a note pad by the phone to take messages;

•

using a notice board for important information;

•

having a particular place to keep things, such as keys
and glasses, and always putting them in the same
place;

•

labelling cupboards to remind you what goes In
them.
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People around you can help with this by altering how
they do things, or how they respond to you as a person
with a memory impairment.

Using external memory aids
There is a wide range of external memory aids and the
most important thing is to choose something that you feel
comfortable with. What suits one person may not
necessarily suit another. For example, pictures or diagrams
may be more useful for people who find reading difficult.
Possible memory aids are:
• a diary;
• a notebook;
• making lists, for example shopping lists;
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

an alarm clock or a timer;
a mobile phone with an alarm;
a calendar;
a wall chart or wipe clean memo board;
a tape recorder or Dictaphone;
an electronic organiser;
an electronic pager;
a pill reminder box for medication;
Post-It notes;
a photo album or memory book.

Getting used to a new
memory aid can be quite
demanding and it may take
you a little while. However, the
more you use a memory aid
the easier it will become to
incorporate into your everyday
life. Eventually it will seem like
second nature. It can be easier
to use memory aids that you
are more familiar with, for
example, if you like using
modem technology then you
may find personal organisers and computer diaries work
for you. However, if you are not keen on computers, pen
and paper methods such as diaries and calendars may be
easier to use.
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Mnemonics
A mnemonic is a verbal or visual aid which helps us to
remember information, usually in the form of sayings,
rhymes or pictures. For example to remember the colours
of the rainbow some people use the rhyme:
Richard Of York Gave Battle In Vain
Red Orange Yellow Green Blue Indigo Violet.
Some people find visually pairing items can be useful;
one such method is known as the peg method. 'Pegs' are
used to help you to remember a list of items. Each number
is given a rhYffiing visual cue - 'one - bun, two - shoe,
three - tree, four - door etc. Using this method yoq would
visualise the first thing you want to remember and
associate it with a bun. Other people try to remember
information in the form of a story they have made up.
These are only suggestions of methods you could use.
Often the best thing is to be imaginative and make up
ones that are personally relevant and work for yoti.

Combining a variety of strategies to
enhance memory
People with memory difficulties can often find it helpful
to use'several aids or strategies, so that if one method fails
there will be another one as a back-up. Writing on the
calendar and using an alarm to remind you of an
14

appointment is one example. It can take time to establish
a memory system but,' once it has been set up and is used
frequently, it can be very effective.

improving weB-being
Living with memory problems, you may often feel
vulnerable and unsure of yourself. Given the practical
difficulties of memory problems you may experience
some anxiety. Anxiety management and the use of
relaxation techniques can therefore be beneficial. Your GP
will be able to give you advice on where you can get
information on this. Factors causing a reduction in wellbeing can include a loss
of structure to your
daily routine
(for
example losing your
job) or a general loss of
independence, status or
role. This can be
exaggerated if it is
accompanied by other
factors, such as an
"'"
inability to drive and a
=
dependence on others.
Improvements in wellbeing can be achieved in a number of ways, for example
through developing new activities or hobbies. It can also
be helpful to talk to others experiencing similar problems
"~
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and to find out if there are any organisations or s:upport
groups in the area that may be useful.

Specific memory problems
Some of the most common difficulties people with
memory impairments can experience are:
•
•
•
•
•
•

remembering to do something;
remembering people's names;
remembering where you put something;
remembering what people tell you;
remembering what you are reading;
remembering how to get somewhere.

The following section will outline how these problems
can be made easier to cope with and which strategies will
work well for particular problems. These are only
suggestions to give you an idea and you may think of
others that you find more useful.

Remembering to do something
•
•

Leave things in your front hall before you go out, for
example, letters you need to post.
Watches or organisers can be programmed to sound
an alarm at certain times to remind you to do
something.
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•
•
•

If possible, do things immediately rather than later on.
Keep a pen and paper handy at all times.
Use diaries, wall charts and calendars.

People often forget if they have done a particular task
(such as locking the door). A way to improve this type of
I
memory is to say out loud what you are doing at the time
you are doing it.

Remembering people's names
Recording the information
1. Listen carefully.
2. If the name is unusual, ask them to spell it.
3. Think about whether -'''~ f
~i,
you like the name or
not.
.1/
.
4. If you're introduced' f~
to several people, '/.. ~' ".'
make an excuse to
repeat back their
names, for example
"Let me make sure I've got your names right.... "
5. Try to use the name as often as possible in your initial
conversation, for example "Glad to meet you John".
When you say goodbye, repeat the name.
6. Repeat the name after a short interval. And
remember, most people enjoy hearing their name
being spoken.

u! .,

I

17

.

7. If it's a foreign name, alter the way it sounds to make

8.
9.
10.

11.

it more meaningful to you.
Split a long name into shorter words.
Some names may be easy to pair with a visual image,
for example, Mr Butcher.
I
For.m a link between the person you meet and
someone you know with the same name, or a
famous personality. Try to find some similarities.
Keep rehearsing the names you learn every few hours
or days.

Try associating the name with a prominent feature on
the person's face.

Recalling the name
1. Try not to panic!
2. Think through each letter of the alphabet in turn to
see if it triggers your memory for the person's name.
3. Think of the situation where you first learned the
name, and anything about the situation that you
may have linked with the name.
4. Say something like "I remember you very well but
your name
has just slipped my mind for the
.
moment".
,
5. Shake hands and say your own name; they may
instinctively repeat theirs.
,

If all else fails, you can often chat without saying their
nam~.
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Remembering where you have put
something
1. Try to be well organised. Spend a little time each day

2.

3.

4.

5.

putting things back that you have put out of place. Set
specific places for things.
Make a list of things that you lose quite often and
make· a special habit to put them back in the right
place.
Stop and think each time you put something away.
Concentrate for a few seconds and look at the
particular place you put them.
Find a connection between the object and the place
that you are putting it, for example if you put your
keys in a cup, imagine yourself drinking with a large
key in your hand rather than a cup. This should help
you when you try to remember where you put the
key.
When you park the car, try to park it near the exit or
near a ticket machine, then look at it a few times as
you
walk
away
and
concentrate on where you
left it.
6.
Once you have put
something away try to think
of it, and where you have put
it, at intervals afterwards. Try
to make the intervals a little
longer each time.
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Remembering what people tell you
1. Write the message down. It is useful to do thi,s in an
organised, meaningful way. You could make parts of
the message stand out by writing in a different colour
or underlining.
2. Try to think about what you are hearing, for example
do you agree or disagree with it?
3. When trying to remember numbers, group them
together, for example 2-7-4 could be remembered as
two hundred and seventy four. Telephone numbers can
be remembered in a similar way. Or try to find a
meaning to the number. For example 2-7-4 could be
somebody's birthday (27th April) - the 27th ofthe fourth.
4. In the case of a list of things someone has asked you
to do or buy, it can be helpful to try and associate
items in the list with each other. This can be achieved
by grouping certain items together, depending on a
categqry they belong to or maybe using the first
initial of each item to make up a word. So to
remember to get Bread, Eggs, Sugar and Tea use the
word 'BEST. It may also be useful to assodate this
word with the place that you are going, so you could
imagine George Best playing football in the aisles of
your local supermarket. More uIlusual associations
are usually more likely to stick in your memory.
5. If you have forgotten a message then try to remember
details about it, such as who gave it to you, where you
were when you got the message and what you were
doing at the time. This may jog your memory.
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Remembering what you are reading
1. In general, it is useful to try and group the -material

2.
3.
4.

5.

that you are reading into subheadings and then go
over the subheadings each time you read the
material.
Use a highlighter pen to colour important sentences.
Test your recall about the information you have just
read and repeat this at certain intervals.
Read through the material again and concentrate on
the information you have forgotten.
The PQRST method can be used to help you
remember information that you are reading.

Skim through the information to get a
general idea about what is being said.
Decide upon questions you want to be
able to answer once you have read the
information and write them down.

Test yourself by seeing if you can
answer the questions that you set for
yourself earlier.
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Remembering how to get somewhere
1. Plan your journey and use a clear map or directions.
. Decide if you are happier with a map or written
instructions.
2. Make a note of any landmarks you will be passing on
the way.
3. If you get lost don't panic. Try to go back through
your directions and spot where you have gone wrong.
4. Take a telephone number of someone who could
help you should you get lost, and remember you can
always ask someone in the area for help.
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Summary
BE ORGANISED

V Keep a fIxed routine, with set things at set times of the
day.
v Be well organised - have a place for everything and
have everything in its proper place. Use labels if
necessary.
GENERAL ADVICE

v

Get a good night's sleep and do difficult jobs when
you're feeling fresh and there are not too many
distractions.
V Try not to do too many things at once. Do major
activities one bit at a time.
v Try to stay calm and avoid stressful situations. If you
forget to do something, don't get too upset about it.
Try to keep things in perspective.

BEITER WAYS OF REMEMBERING

v

If you have to remember something, go over it in
your mind at regular intervals.
v Try to _fInd meaning in things you have to remember
- use mnemonics and make associations.
V Ifyou cannot remember something, try thinking about
associations that might jog your memory.
23

Hints for Helpers
This booklet has been written primarily for someone
who has epilepsy and memory problems. If you are close
to someone who has epilepsy and memory problems, it
may help to improve your understanding of the
difficulties they face and how they might handl~ them.
You can help, whether you are a close relative, friend or
work colleague, by following these simple guidelines:

DO

v
v
v

Try to understand what their difficulties are.

v

Adapt your way of relating to them.

Be a bit more patient than usual.
Support them by accepting the ways that they try to
cope with their memory difficulties.

DON'T
X Patronise or do everything for them.
X Make too many demands or have high expectations

that require a great deal of memory recall.
X Tidy up or put things away if that disrupts their way

of coping.
X Interrupt them when they
concentrating on something.
24
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Brainwave Services
Brainwave The Irish
Epilepsy Association
was established In
1967 by a group of
individuals concerned
with improving the
quality of life of people
with epilepsy in Ireland.
Since its inception, the
Association has grown
and expanded and now
provides a range of
services
from
headquarters In Dublin and from regional offices
nationwide.

Mission Statement
"Brainwave is committed to working to meet the needs
of all its members living with epilepsy".
Objectives
, • To provide support, information and education to
people with epilepsy. To provide information and
advice to health professionals in dealing with
epilepsy.
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• To improve public understanding of epilepsy (in
order to eliminate fear and prejudice) through
awareness campaigns and education pro-grammes.
• To undertake, encourage and assist research into the
causes of, cure for and management of epilepsy, as
well as into the social and psychological effects of the
condition.
• To promote legislative and civil rights for people with
epilepsy and to campaign to eliminate all
discriminatory practices and polices affecting them.
• To assist in the development of support groups for
people with epilepsy in the area of training and
employment.
• To provide information on issues related to driving:
insurance, changing legislation.
• To provide practical aids to people with epilepsy
(pillows, bracelets).
• To operate as a public forum and an advocate for the
condition of epilepsy.
• To raise funds to support its work in an awarenesscreating manner.
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Services to schools
Brainwave have produced a Teacher's Information Pack
and can provide schools with an Epilepsy Awareness
Presentation for staff, parents and students. Contact your
nearest Brainwave Office for details. Community Resource
Officers can also advise on how best to use the Resource
Material, included in this pack, to introduce the subject of
epilepsy to students.

Brainwave Offices Nationwide
Brainwave provides a
nationwide, professional
information service to
support and empower
people with epilepsy and
their families, who may
have problems coming
to terms with the
condition
and
its
implications for them.
Community Resource
Officers (CROs) provide
awareness
evenings,
support groups and
community.

outreach
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services

in

the

SOUTHERN HEALTH SERVICE EXECUTIVE
Cork - 021 - 4274774

brainwavecork@eircom.net
Tralee - 066 - 7119507
crokerry.brainwave@epilepsy.ie
NORTH WESTERN HEALTH SERVICE EXECUTIVE
Letterkenny - 074 - 9168725

donegal.brainwave@epilepsy.ie
Sligo - 071 - 9146255
Training For Success 071 - 9155303
hbroderick.brainwave@epilepsy.ie
rntansey. brainwave@epilepsy.ie
EAST REGIONAL HEALTH SERVICE EXECUTIVE
Dublin - 01 - 4557500

iobyme.brainwave@epilepsy.ie
gdunne.brainwave@epilepsy.ie
NORTH EASTERN HEALTH SERVICE EXECUTIVE
Dundalk - 042 - 9337585
,

I

brain,wavedk@eircorn.net
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SOUTH EASTERN HEALTH SERVICE EXECUTnr.E
Kilkenny - 056 - 77 84496
southeast.brainwave@epilepsy.ie
MIDLAND HEALTH SERVICE EXECUTIVE
Tullamore - 0506 - 28631
midlandbrainwave@eircom.net
WESTERN HEALTH SERVICE EXECUTIVE
Galway - 091 - 568180
crogalway.brainwave@epilepsy.ie
MID WESTERN HEALTH SERVICE EXECUTIVE
Limerick - 061 - 313773
brainwavelk@eircom.net

Brainwave online www.epilepsy.ie
email: info@epilepsy.ie
Epilepsy Specialist Nurses Telephone Helpline'
available on Mondays and Wednesdays from 9.30 - 1.00pm

on 01 455 4133
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Additonal Contacts
EPILEPSY ACTION
Room 110
Bostock House
Royal Hospitals Trust
Belfast
BT126BA
Tel: 0044 289 0 634942
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Further Reading
Brainwave has a full range of Publications including
information leaflets which explain different aspects of
epilepsy in more detail.

Brainwave The Irish Epilepsy Association Publications List
• Questions and Answers
• Pregnancy and Childbirth Guidelines
• Alcohol and Epilepsy
• Explaining/Diagnosing Epilepsy
• Treatment of Epilepsy
• Patient Checklist
• Entitlements
• Lifestyle Implications (Safety)
• Epilepsy Surgery
• Explaining Seizures to a child
• Seizures
• Complex Partial Seizures
• Driving and Epilepsy
• First - Aid
• Common Triggers for Seizures
• Photosensitive Epilepsy
• Epi-Alert Bracelet /pillow form
• Vagus Nerve Stimulation
• Epilepsy Be Safe Reduce Risk
• Contraception for women with Epilepsy
• Folic Acid
31

• Your Guide to Epilepsy
• Epilepsy and the Pre-school Child
• Providing Information &. Support for people with
Epilepsy
• Explaining a parent's epilepsy to children
• Pre-Employment training course
(Training for Success)
• Building safer ~omes - people with epilepsy
• Ceisteanna &. F,reagrai
• Titeamas in san teach
• Sleep Seizures

Please note these leaflets can be downloaded free of charge
from www.epilepsy.ie
BOOKS, VIDEOS and CDs
•

Epilepsy: Information For Later Life

•

Epilepsy: A Parents' Guide by Dr. Joe McMenamin &.
Mary O'Connor-Bird

•

Epilepsy: A Parents' Guide - Video

•

Educational Medical &. Advisory Provision for
children with epilepsy in Ireland by Dr. Joyce 'Senior

•

Epilepsy by Alice Hanscomb and Liz Hughes,

•

Epilepsy and the Young Adult - Ireland edition

•

Junior Encydodaedia of Epilepsy CD ROM ;

•

Leaving the Shadows Video by Dr. Norman Delanty
&. Brainwave
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Other Literature available from Brainwave:
BOOKS FOR CHILDREN
•

Epilepsy: The Detective Story by Peter Rogan

•

The Illustrated Junior Encyclopaedia of Epilepsy by
Dr. Richard Appleton

PACKS
•

Employment in Epilepsy An Employers' Information Pack

•

Shedding Light on Epilepsy a Doctor Information Pack

•

Shedding Light on Epilepsy a Teacher Information Pack

For Books and Videos a cpst may apply, for details phone:
01 455 7500
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Membership Form
Name:

.

Address:

.

Tel. No.:

E-Mail:

Date of Birth of person with Epilepsy:

.
/

/

.

How to pay your subscription:
Membership subscription is €12.70 annually
I wish to pay my subscription by cheque/postal order:
My Cheque / Postal Order for €
is enclosed
(Cheques should be made out to:Brainwave Irish Epilepsy Association)

I want to help continue the work of Brainwave and I would also
"like to make a donation to the Association:
D€7.30 D€15 D€20 D€30 D€65 D€100
DOwn amount €

..

Please tick appropriate box

Total Payment €

.

Please return the completed form to:
Brainwave, The Irish Epilepsy Association,
249 Crumlin Road, Dublin 12. Telephone (01)4557500
OUR SINCERE THANKS FOR YOUR SUPPORT
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