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What is normal memory?

Memory varies from person to person but it is important to note that it 
is normal to forget. We forget much of what we see or hear because of 
how our memory functions

There are three key steps to remembering something:

1. Encoding or initial learning. This requires attention and if the 
thing to be remembered is boring or everyday then we often 
forget it. This means that we forget many facts soon after we 
hear them.
 

2. If you want to increase the chance of remembering a fact then 
making it more interesting or emotional helps. This part of 
memory function is called consolidation or storage.
 

3. The final part of normal memory is retrieval. This requires the 
brain to find the right word or right memory from details that 
have been stored over many decades. Events that have been 
retrieved or remembered many times are easier to find.



page 3 of 8

How to recognise a memory problem

Can you remember…

• people's names?
 

• where you have put things in the house?
 

• to tell someone something important?
 

• what you have just said when talking to someone?
 

• when it was that something happened?
 

• to do things that you said you would do?
 

• what you have just read when reading a newspaper or book?
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What can you do to help your memory?

Getting organised

• Try to follow a daily or a weekly 
routine to help you get used to 
what to expect. Make a note of 
regular activities, such as bills to 
pay or appointments, in your 
diary or calendar.

• Planning ahead can help reduce 
the risk of forgetting. Writing lists of things to do or issues to be 
discussed, for example before making a phone call or before 
visiting the doctor, can be helpful.

• Focus on one thing at a time.
• Use a bag in which you can place the items you will need for the 

day's activities
• If something needs doing, try to do it immediately or write down 

a reminder. Write short notes after or while you speak to someone 
and then you can go back and remind yourself about what you 
talked about.  This works well for medical appointments. 

• Instead of writing you could make voice recordings on your 
smartphone using an app or take photos of key information. 

• Make a checklist of things to remember before leaving the house, 
for example check kitchen appliances are off, check list with 
things to take with you.

• Keep a list of grocery items on the fridge. When something runs 
out, add it on. Take the list with you to the shop.
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Memory aids

• Use technology; smart phones and voice 
assistants (ie Alexa devices) can create lists, 
keep diary appointments and sound alarms to 
remind you of upcoming events. 

• Set up a diary, telephone and address book. 
Make sure all appointments are written down 
and draw up a daily list of things to do.

 
• Use an alarm clock as a reminder to look at 

your calendar or diary.
 

• Use a blackboard to write reminders on and put it in a visible 
place, for example next to your front door.

• Use a journal to record each day’s main events. 
You can then refer back to it as required.

• Use a medication dispenser box to help keep 
track of what medications you have to take. 
Some pharmacies will fill these for you.
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Changing your environment

You can change your surroundings so that there is less need to rely on 
your memory.

• Keep a notebook by the telephone to make 
a note of telephone calls and messages.

• Decide on a consistent place to keep things like your 
diary, handbag, glasses and keys.
 

• Keep important items with you, for example having 
your glasses or keys on a cord around your neck.

 
• Label cupboards in the kitchen and bathroom as a reminder of 

where things are kept.
 

• Label frequently mislaid items such as your umbrella or handbag 
with a name and number so they can be returned to you easily.
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Mental strategies you can practice

Rehearsal - Repeating information can help it to 
stick, for example silently repeating the name of 
an individual may help you to remember it.

Mental connection - try to create a 
connection between something similar and the 
event / fact that needs to be remembered.

Picture it - create a picture in your mind, for example Angela as an 
angel.

Mentally run through past events - this strategy can help with lost 
items. Think about what you have done throughout the day and when 
you lost the item to help you to find it.

Stories / Rhymes - make up a story containing the information you 
need to remember.
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What else can I do to help my memory?

Stress / worry

Reducing stress and worry can help.  Talk to friends, family or health 
professionals about your worries.  Carrying out activities that help 
relaxation and physical exercise are beneficial.  If you are worried about 
work or financial matters talk to your employers or the citizen's advice 
bureau.

Mood

Low mood, depression and anxiety can impact on our memory 
function.  If you feel that this may be a concern talk to your GP.  
Exercise, social activities and counselling are recommended. 

Sleep

Poor sleep can increase memory difficulties. Keep active during the day 
and ensure you wind down in the evening.  Your health professional 
can talk to you in more detail about promoting healthy sleep if this is a 
concern.

 

Occupational therapist:
 

Contact number:

Alternative formats can be available on request.
Please email: sth.alternativeformats@nhs.net
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