Memory and epilepsy in
the later years
It is common for
people living with
epilepsy to have
memory problems.
You can help
an older person
with epilepsy by
encouraging them
to keep their brain
active and setting
up reminders about
important activities.

Many older adults worry about their memory. While declining memory is
a normal part of ageing, older people with epilepsy have a higher risk of
developing memory problems. Fortunately, there are a number of things
that can be done to help.

Understanding memory
There are two types of memories – short-term and long-term.
Short-term memory is used to process information which needs to be remembered
for just a short time. We use our short-term memory to complete certain tasks, such as
playing a game, or remembering what we just ate for dinner. Our brains discard
short-term memories after they are no longer needed.
Long-term memory is used to store information for a long period of time. Our longterm memories include information such as where our childhood home was, or what
we did last year. It can be very distressing for people when they cannot remember their
past. This can be a regular problem for people living with epilepsy, especially during
their later years.

How memory works
There are three phases in the memory process:
1. Learning
In order to remember something, we must first
pay attention and learn new information. Having
epilepsy can impact on a person’s ability to pay
attention over a period of time. It can also slow
the speed of information processing. For some
people with epilepsy, learning new information can
be overwhelming. They can struggle to hold their
attention for long enough for new information to
be remembered. This means that they may miss
important facts because they are not processing
information correctly.
2. Storing information
The second phase of memory involves storing
information in the brain. For some people with
epilepsy, this may be difficult because epilepsy
sometimes causes structural problems in the
parts of the brain that are responsible for storing
memories.
3. Retrieval and recall
The third phase of memory relates to retrieval or
recall. This is the brain’s way of finding and using
the information that has been learned. There are
a number of factors which can make it difficult to
recall information. These include feeling pressured
or being put on the spot. Some people with epilepsy
find it difficult to remember information in isolation
but can recall it when given further information.

What causes memory problems for people
with epilepsy?
There are a number of ways that people with epilepsy
can develop memory problems. These include:
•

Seizures – seizures are believed to affect the
storage of memory in people with epilepsy. Having
seizures over a long period of time can affect
memory function.

•

Anti-seizure medications – anti-seizure
medications can affect a person’s ability to
remember information.

•

Surgery – some people experience memory
difficulties after epilepsy surgery. The risk of this
can usually be identified by a specialist before the
surgery.

•

Anxiety and depression – a person’s mood can
impact on their ability to learn and recall information.
When a person feels anxious or depressed it is
harder for them to focus on information. This makes
it harder to remember information later on.

•

Stress and fatigue – stress and fatigue make it
difficult to retain and recall information. Getting
enough sleep and exercise is important for people
with epilepsy.

What can you do to help?

Other resources

•

Encourage the older person to write lists that help
them remember things like shopping.

•

Epilepsy Smart Aged Care Resources
www.epilepsysmart.org.au/aged-care-resources/

•

Put up reminder boards or calendars.

•

•

Label cupboards and drawers.

Epilepsy Smart Australia
www.epilepsysmart.org.au

•

Help the people you are supporting to keep a
regular routine.

•

Epilepsy Society UK
www.epilepsysociety.org.uk

•

Keep important items visible and in the same place.

•

Use dose administration aids (DDA) packaged by
the pharmacy for medications.

•

Encourage the older person to do mental exercises
which challenge the brain.

Epilepsy support
The National Epilepsy Support Service (NESS) is available
Mon – Sat, 9:00am – 7:00pm (AEST) to provide support
and information across Australia. Phone: 1300 761 487.
Email: support@epilepsysmart.org.au

Lived experience
We recognise all people living with epilepsy
and the impact it has on their lives. We take a
moment to acknowledge the lived experience they
have shared with us. In sharing their stories, we
acknowledge the strength and resilience people
living with epilepsy have shown in the face of not
getting a fair go.

A medical note
The information contained in this publication
provides general information about epilepsy.
It does not provide specific advice. Specific
health and medical advice should always be
obtained from a qualified health professional.
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