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Understanding Memory Problems  
 
Sound familiar? You go to the mall, come back two hours later and 
can’t remember where in the world you parked the car. Or you go to 
introduce your spouse, and all of sudden you can’t remember his or her 
name.  
 
Forgetfulness happens to most of us. Usually it’s just a nuisance, and 
maybe a bit embarrassing. But, what if you 
… found yourself wandering the apartment hallways, because you 
forgot where you were going or where you lived. 
... discovered you had written 3 cheques for the same month’s rent, 
because you couldn’t remember writing the other two. 
 
That’s the problem that some older 
tenants face. For older people, memory 
changes like this can be very frightening. 
Many seniors worry: “Is this Alzheimer's 
disease?” Many times it isn’t. 
 
Growing older does not automatically 
mean memory loss. 
 

What Causes Memory 
Problems? 
 
As we grow older, there can be changes in how well our memory 
functions. These are due to many things like  
• how quickly the brain receives and sends information;  
• certain diseases that cause changes in the brain, 
• certain medications, and 
• how much exercise our brain gets. 
 

How Common Are Memory Problems? 
 
After the age of 50, virtually everyone starts to lose a little bit of their 
short-term memory. Forgetting things they just did (like when you can’t 
find the new wrench which you “put away safely”), or things that 
happened recently. Usually, this little change is not enough to interfere 
with our lives. So it’s not a matter of losing some memory, but how 
much.  
 

Also, it’s not growing older, itself, that causes the problems. Instead, it’s 
simply that there are medical and other conditions that tend to be more 
common among older people can lead to memory problems. 
 

Did You Know? 
 

Only about 5% of seniors have Alzheimer’s disease. It is much less 
common in younger seniors, but affects about 1 in 3 people in their 80s 
and older. Even so, that means that 2 out of 3 of older seniors don’t 
have it.  
 
Even if the condition does develop, the changes are often gradual. The 
person can still live safely and independently, but may just need some 
help from others. One half of all seniors with the disease live in the 
community, not a nursing home. 
 

Understanding Differences  
 
Not all memory problems are permanent and irreversible. 
If you think you see a problem, begin by asking yourself “Has this 
memory problem or confusion happened slowly, or quickly? Memory loss 
or confusion that comes on suddenly (within a couple of days) may an 
important sign of a medical problem that needs attention. It could be 
 
• Medications (wrong dose, wrong medicine for this person, 

interaction with other medicines or alcohol) 
• A medical problem such as high blood pressure or arteriosclerosis, 

or a thyroid problem  
• Diabetes (insulin that is not being properly monitored)  
• Infection or dehydration (not getting enough fluids) 
 
It is important to know that most (if not all) of these conditions can be 
fixed. If these are addressed properly, the memory will improve or the 
confusion will go away.  
 
On the other hand, if a problem develops slowly (over several months), 
there are likely other causes. This could be a sign of  
• Stress,  
• Depression, or anxiety, 
• Grieving the death of a spouse or friend,  
• Poor nutrition or vitamin deficiencies  
• Trouble sleeping, or  
• A permanent condition like Alzheimer’s disease.  
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Helping Tenants Who Have Memory 
Problems 
What can you do to help a tenant with memory problems? It will 
depend on the type of problem that’s happening.  
 

For a tenant showing a sudden confusion or 
memory change… 
 
Express concern. Ask if they are feeling ok. Gently probe to see if there 
is a reason for the memory problem (e.g. a new medication), and 
suggest they contact their doctor about it.  
 

For a tenant showing a more gradual memory 
change… 
 
Offer to help. There are easy and practical things you can do around 
the building to make living there still possible for the tenant. 
 
Contact family and let them know about the problem. They may not be 
aware of the changes. Sensitively suggest they help their parent or 
relative see a doctor to check out whether this might be a medical 
condition that can be reversed. 
 
No family? … make a referral to Continuing Care to have the senior’s 
condition assessed. Let them know the particular changes you’ve seen, 
and how long this has been going on. 

 

Practical Tips  
 
If the memory lapses persist, you can help tenants cope with their 
memory impairment so that they can still live in the building safely and 
independently. Use memory strategies specific to the problem that the 
senior is experiencing. So…  

If the Tenant Sometimes Forgets the Rent: You may want to ask a 
tenant for post-dated cheques (mention it as a "convenience" for them). 
This may not solve the whole problem, unless they have other things in 
place such as direct deposit for their cheques to go into the bank. 

If the Tenant Sometimes Gets Lost (Forgets Where the Apartment 
Suite Is): Help your tenants by using visual cues to help them recognize 
which apartment is theirs.  
• Encourage them to put something special on the apartment door 

(e.g., a flower wreath, a plaque ("Joan's Place"), or a welcome 

sign); a special mat outside the door. This kind of "cuing" is also 
useful for people who are having difficulty seeing. 

• It can also be helpful to paint the walls of each floor of the 
building a different colour to help people know they are in the 
right floor. 

• Don’t have house rules that prohibit this kind of individualizing. 
 
If the Tenant Forgets Information: You can help by repeating the 

specific information that the senior needs to know. Say it and also write 
it down.  
 

You can help all your tenants if you … 
• Keep a large clock and calendar identifying the correct time and 

date in the lobby, by your office.  
• Clearly label doors such as MAIN FLOOR EXIT, LAUNDRY ROOM, 

and 4TH FLOOR) and room numbers in large letters. 
• Put markers or brightly coloured dots on the appropriate or 

commonly used settings for thermostats, air conditioners, controls, 
oven dials, etc.  Let people know what the dots are for.  

• Write out simple, step-by-step instructions for using appliances 
and other equipment in common areas such as the laundry room, 
and TV, exercise or hobby rooms, if you have them. Place the 
instructions in a prominent location next to the appliance or on 
the equipment.  

• Place a safety check-list at the door for people to used as they 
exit (“Did I remember to …?”). This may help tenants do a 
mental "safety-check" making sure they turned off appliances or 
lights, turned down the heat or air conditioner before leaving.  

• Know your community resources and what they do. 
 

A Final Note 
 

Don’t make fun of people about their memory. Be a good role model 
for others. Some seniors may make jokes about their own memory 
(“Don’t mind me, I’m having a ‘senior’s moment’”). However, when 
other people do it, it is not funny. It can be humiliating and raise the 
senior’s level of anxiety. 
 

Community Resources 
Your local Continuing Care is listed in the BLUE PAGES of the phone 
book under “Health Authorities”. For other resources to help seniors live 
independently, look in your community directory. You can purchase one 
inexpensively at your local seniors’ centre.  


