
It’s not always Alzheimer's disease 
– memory failures due to stress 



What is 
neuropsychology?

• Emerged as a discipline of psychology in 
the 1940s; assessment and rehabilitation of 
brain-injured soldiers in World War II. 

• Became a clinical discipline proper in the 
1970’s

• Measuring (quantifying) cognition and 
neurobehaviour

• Using valid, sensitive and reliable tests
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Is it 
Alzheimer’s 
Doc?

• Increasing numbers of people are seeking 
help for memory problems 

• and yet many symptomatic patients 
attending memory clinics do not have 
degenerative brain disease 

• and do not progress to dementia

• approximately 30% of the patients I see are 
“worried well” 
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Concern regarding memory in “normal” population

25-35 year olds

29%

40-50 year olds

34%

55-65 year olds

41%

70-85 year olds

52%

Commissaris CJ, Ponds RW, Jolles J (1998) Subjective forgetfulness in a normal 

Dutch population: Possibilities for health education and other interventions. Patient 

Educ Couns 34, 25-32.



Memory lapses are normal

Memory lapses 
are normal!
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Simple model of memory

• Memory is the ability to normally recall the facts and events of our lives, 
and this takes place in three stages:

• Encoding. This is when a person takes information in

• Storage. This is when the brain takes the information it encodes and 
processes it so that it gets stored in certain areas of the brain

• Retrieval. When a person recalls stored information in the brain
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Normal 
forgetfulness 
includes

• Forgetting a person's name, but 
remembering it later

• Forgetting where you park the car, or the 
journey

• Not recalling all detail from a conversation

• Forgetting events from the distant past

• Forgetting why you entered a room

• Temporarily forget something familiar like 
our PIN number etc
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The process 
of forgetting

• Immediately after taking in information, 
memory traces begin to deteriorate

• Some things begin to fade right away, other 
things fade less quickly 

• and different forgetting curves depending 
the nature of the material, depending on 
how important it is for you, depending on 
your stress levels etc.
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Causes of memory decline

Subtle inefficiency in 
recall as we age –
expectation in the 

community that the 
change is marked, 

it’s not

Normal aging

>10 – 15 years of 
heavy ETOH use….

ETOH/illicit 
drug use

e.g. sedatives, anti-
anxiety drugs, pain 
medications, some 

epilepsy medications

Medications

Acute and chronic 
pain

Pain



Causes of memory decline

incl OSA, and impact 
of fatigue

Sleep 
disturbance

incl thyroid disease, 
diabetes

Metabolic 
illness

incl dementia, TBI, 
MS, stroke etc.

Neurological 
illness

incl stress, anxiety, 
depression & grief

Affective 
factors



Stress 
responses

These are normal reactions to 
abnormal or out of the ordinary events.

• Shock, denial, disbelief, anger, irritability, 
guilt, shame, sadness and 
hopelessness, fear, anxiety

• Feeling disconnected and numb

• Insomnia and recurrent dreams

• Being easily startled

• Aches, pains, muscle tension, agitation, 
general fatigue. 

• Difficulty concentrating, memory 
disturbance

19/10/2020 12



Stress 
responses

• Stress is experienced on a continuum 
• From acute stress to chronic “low level” stress

• Chronic stress becoming the “new normal”. 

• Similarly, memory disruption in response to 
stress is experienced on a continuum

• From dissociative attacks in response to an 
acutely stressful event to nuisance level memory 
lapses (feeling frazzled, overwhelmed) as a 
result of chronic stress (e.g. being overworked)
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Stress and memory

• Memory failures are especially common when under stress

• Stress and other affective factors hinder the effective deployment of our 
cognitive resources 

• Stress crowds our “mental landscape” leaving less room for concentration & attentional skills

• Can be disruption in encoding or retrieval 
• Stress affects the way the brain processes memory
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Snowballing 
effect
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Worry 
about 

memory

Increased 
anxiety

Worsening 
attention

Memory 
lapses



Decision 
making and 
stress

• Making decisions while under stress is not 
optimal

• Tend not to balance the positives and negatives 
as well as we might ordinarily do

• Tendency to overestimate the positives of a 
potential decision, while not considering the 
potential negative consequences

• PPE NB

• When under stress, we are more 
susceptible to the inherent biases and 
heuristics we all possess

• E.g. confirmation bias, source confusion
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Decision 
making and 
stress

• Gender differences 

• when men are under stress, they 
become even more willing to take risks 

• when women are stressed, they get 
more conservative about risk

• men are inclined toward fight-or-flight 
responses, while women try to bond 
more and improve their relationships
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What can you 
do?

• Reduce your stress!

• Know your triggers

• Manage your workload

• Self care – be kind to yourself

• Putting your health first 

• Exercise, mindfulness, reading, reduce 
ETOH intake, connect with social support 
networks. 

• Dr. Sika Turner presentation ‘Practical tools 
for anxiety management in your daily work’

• Pay attention to paying attention

• Take pressure off your memory by using aids 
and prompts to assist you – note taking, set 
reminders, smartphones etc.
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What can you 
do?

• For remembering names use LAURA
• Look at the person

• Ask their name

• Use their name

• Repeat their name

• Associate 

• Don’t expect to have a perfect memory…… 

• Feel reassured that what you’re 
experiencing is part of the normal 
experience of stress and is not reflective of 
something sinister
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Resources
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Brain training 

• No consistent evidence of benefit

• Ecological validity is poor 

• If you enjoy it, by all means, go for your life – but think twice if being asked 
to pay, and don’t engage to a level where other evidence based 
interventions (such as those mentioned above) are neglected
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