Memory Loss With Aging:

What's Normal, What's Not

Your brain puts information it judges to be important into "files." When you remember something, you pull up a file. Memory doesn't always work perfectly. As people grow older, it may take longer to retrieve those files. Some adults joke about having a "senior moment."

It's normal to forget things once in awhile. We've all forgotten a name, where we put our keys, or if we locked the front door. But forgetting how to use the telephone or find your way home may be signs of a more serious problem.
Web site
http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/memory.html
This is a page of memory-related links on the US National Library of Medicine and the National Institutes of Health web site.  It is a very good, easily understandable source for all memory issues with information on health, medicines and a whole lot more.

How does the brain store information?

Information is stored in different parts of your memory. Information stored in the short-term memory may include the name of a person you met moments ago. Information stored in the recent memory may include what you ate for breakfast. Information stored in the remote memory includes things that you stored in your memory years ago, such as memories of childhood.

How does aging change the brain?

When you're in your 20s, you begin to lose brain cells a few at a time. Your body also starts to make less of the chemicals your brain cells need to work. The older you are, the more these changes can affect your memory.

Aging may affect memory by changing the way the brain stores information and by making it harder to recall stored information.

Your short-term and remote memories aren't usually affected by aging. But your recent memory may be affected. For example, you may forget names of people you've met recently. These are normal changes.

Things to help you remember

1
Keep lists.

2
Follow a routine.

3
Make associations (connect things in your mind), such as using landmarks to help you find places.

4
Keep a detailed calendar.

5
Put important items, such as your keys, in the same place every time.

6
Repeat names when you meet new people.

7
Do things that keep your mind and body busy.

8
Run through the ABC's in your head to help you think of words you're having trouble remembering. "Hearing" the first letter of a word may jog your memory.

9
Get lots of rest.

10
Spend time with friends and family whenever possible.

11
Exercise and eat well.

12 
Don’t drink a lot of alcohol.

13
Get help if you feel depressed for weeks at a time.

What about when I know a word but can't recall it?

This is usually just a glitch in your memory. You'll almost always remember the word with time. This may become more common as you age. It can be very frustrating, but it's not usually serious.

What are some other causes of memory problems?

Many things other than aging can cause memory problems. These include: side effects of medicines, dehydration (not drinking enough fluids), thyroid problems, emotional problems – feeling sad, lonely, worried or bored, depression, dementia (severe problems with memory and thinking, such as Alzheimer's disease), strokes, minor head injuries and alcoholism.

How does Alzheimer's disease change memory?

Alzheimer's disease starts by changing the recent memory. At first, a person with Alzheimer's disease will remember even small details of his or her distant past but not be able to remember recent events or conversations. Over time, the disease affects all parts of the memory.

How can I tell if my memory problems are serious?

Your mind works a lot like a computer. Your brain puts information it judges to be important into "files." When you remember something, you pull up a file. Memory doesn't always work perfectly. As people grow older, it may take longer to retrieve those files. Some adults joke about having a "senior moment."

It's normal to forget things once in awhile. We've all forgotten a name, where we put our keys, or if we locked the front door. 

What may be serious memory problems?

· Forgetting how to use the telephone or find your way home.

· Asking the same questions over and over.

· Not being able to follow directions.

· Becoming lost in places you know well.

· Getting confused about time, places and people.

· Not taking care of yourself – eating poorly, being unsafe, not bathing.

A memory problem is serious when it affects your daily living. If you sometimes forget names, you're probably okay. But you may have a more serious problem if you have trouble remembering how to do things you've done many times before, getting to a place you've been to often, or doing things that use steps, like following a recipe.

Another difference between normal memory problems and dementia is that normal memory loss doesn't get much worse over time. Dementia gets much worse over several months to several years.

It may be hard to figure out on your own if you have a serious problem. Talk to your family doctor about any concerns you have. If you're worried about your forgetfulness, see your doctor.  He may be able to help you if your memory problems are caused by a medicine you're taking or by depression. 

Memory problems that aren't part of normal aging

Forgetting things much more often than you used to

Forgetting how to do things you've done many times before

Trouble learning new things

Repeating phrases or stories in the same conversation

Trouble making choices or handling money

Not being able to keep track of what happens each day

What can family members do to help?

They can help you live as normal a life as possible.  They can help you exercise, visit friends and keep to daily routines.  They can remind you of what is happening around the world,

· Big calendars

· Lists of the plans for each day

· Notes about safety in the home

· Written directions for common household items.

Where can I get more information?

Alzheimer’s Association 

225 N. Michigan Avenue, Suite 1700 

Chicago, IL60611 

Phone: 1-800-272-3900 

Website: www.alz.org
The Alzheimer’s Association is a nonprofit organization offering information and support services to people with Alzheimer’s disease and their families. Call to find out where to get help in your area.

Alzheimer’s Disease Education and Referral (ADEAR) Center 

P.O. Box 8250 

SilverSpring, MD 20907-8250 

Phone: 1-800-438-4380 

Website: www.alzheimers.nia.nih.gov 

The Alzheimer’s Disease Education and Referral (ADEAR) Center offers information on diagnosis, treatment, patient care, caregiver needs, long-term care, and research related to Alzheimer’s disease. Staff can refer you to local and national resources. The Center is a service of the National Institute on Aging, part of the Federal Government’s National Institutes of Health.

Eldercare Locator 

Phone: 1-800-677-1116 

Website: www.eldercare.gov 

Families often need information about community resources, such as home care, 

adult day care, and nursing homes. Contact the Eldercare Locator to find these 

resources in your area. The Eldercare Locator is a service of the Administration 

on Aging. It is funded by the Federal Government.
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