Patient Education
Rehabilitation Medicine

Memory and
Brain Injury
This handout describes how

What is memory?

brain injury may affect

“Memory” is your brain taking in, keeping, recalling, and using
information. A brain injury can affect any of these areas of memory.
A brain injury can also make it hard to learn and remember things.

memory. A list of resources
is included.

Why does a brain injury affect memory?
A brain injury often damages parts of the brain that are needed for
taking in, storing, and retrieving information. A brain injury also can
make pre-injury memory problems worse. But some of these new
memory problems will improve with time.

What happens with memory problems?
Some people with brain injury have a hard time remembering past
events such as a telephone message or conversation. It can also be hard
to remember future events such as an appointment. People might forget
things they need to do during the day.
While everyone forgets some things sometimes, people with memory
problems forget things more often. They may also forget specific types
of information. Most times, long-time memories about family and
childhood are not affected.

What can make memory problems worse?
•

Lack of sleep or being tired.

•

Poor health.

•

Some medicine side effects.

•

Stress or illness.

•

Strong emotions, such as anxiety, depression, or anger.
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When should I ask for help with memory problems?
Talk with your health care provider if:
•

You have a sudden change in your memory.

•

Your memory is getting worse.

•

Your memory problems make you unsafe.

•

Your memory problems are affecting your work or home life.

•

Your memory problems are affecting your ability to care for yourself
or your family.

•

Your memory problems are affecting your health.

•

You feel like you need help from a memory specialist.

•

Family or friends are noticing you have a memory problem.

What can I do about memory problems?
Try a suggestion from this list and see how it works for you. Give it a
good chance to work before you try a new idea.
Use reminders:
•

Write information in one place, such as in a journal or calendar.
Little sticky notes can get lost easily.

•

Make a journal or photo album to help remember things that have
happened in the past.

•

Make a daily log of the things you have done each day.

•

If you live with other people, label items that are yours so you can
find them more easily.

•

Keep a “cheat sheet” of important information in your wallet.

•

Use signs, labels, or cue cards to remind you where objects are
located.

•

Use a checklist to remind you of the steps of a task, or a list of items,
such as what you need to take when you leave the house.

•

Use checklists to help you remember what you have done.

•

Focus on one thing at a time.

•

Buy appliances that shut off automatically.

•

Use a pill organizer to organize your medicines.
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Set a routine:
•

Have a plan for each day and each week so you remember important
things like taking your pills and going grocery shopping.

•

Have one place for each thing in your house and always put it there.

•

Use a calendar and post it where you will see it often. Check it every
night before you go to bed so you know what you are doing the next
day.

•

At the end of the day, check off the day on your calendar to help you
remember what the date is.

Let someone else remember:
•

Ask your bank to automatically pay your bills or get a protective payee
to help handle your money.

•

Use different kinds of signals throughout the day to remind you of
appointments or other activities. For example, use a TV or light timer,
program an electronic organizer or cell phone, or use a beeping watch.

•

Have a family member take notes during meetings with your doctor or
health care provider.

Learn more effectively:
•

Break down new information into small parts. Learn the small parts
instead of trying to learn everything at one time.

•

Think of ways to connect new and old information.

Where can I learn more about memory?
Ask a professional:
•

Your doctor or health care provider.

•

Your psychologist.

•

An occupational therapist or a speech and language pathologist. They
can give you ideas on ways to make the most of your memory.

Check out these resources:
Brain Injury Association of America
www.biausa.org/
8201 Greensboro Drive, Suite 611, McLean, VA 22102
703-761-0750
Brain Injury Information Hotline: 800-444-6443
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Questions?
Call 206-598-4295
Your questions are
important. Call your
doctor or health care
provider if you have
questions or concerns.
UWMC clinic staff are
also available to help at
any time.
Rehabilitation Medicine:
206-598-4295
University of Washington
Traumatic Brain Injury
Model System:
www.tbi.washington.edu

__________________
__________________
__________________
__________________

Brain Injury Association of Washington
www.biawa.org/
3516 S. 47th Street, Suite 100, Tacoma, WA 98409
253-238-6085
Helpline: 800-523-5438
E-mail: info@biawa.org
Multiple Sclerosis Association of America
www.msaa.com
706 Haddonfield Road, Cherry Hill, NJ 08002
856-488-4500
National Brain Tumor Foundation
www.braintumor.org
22 Battery Street, Suite 612, San Francisco, CA 94111
Patient Line: 800-934-2873
E-mail: nbtf@braintumor.org
National Multiple Sclerosis Society
http://was.nationalmssociety.org
Greater Washington Chapter
192 Nickerson St., Suite 100
Seattle, WA 98109
800-344-4867
E-mail: greaterWAinfo@nmsswas.org
National Stroke Association
www.stroke.org
9707 E. Easter Lane, Englewood, CO 80112
800-STROKES (800-787-6537)
Alzheimer’s Association
www.alz.org
225 N. Michigan Ave., Fl. 17, Chicago, IL 60601
Helpline: 800-272-3900
National Parkinson Foundation
www.parkinson.org
1501 N.W. 9th Avenue, Miami, FL 33136-1494
800-327-4545
Production of this patient information brochure was funded in part by the
National Institute for Disability and Rehabilitation Research, Grant
#H133A070032.
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