
Helping Her 
Manage: 

Memory 
Problems



13:2   Caregiver Guidebook

Memory problems can affect 
both your loved one and you as 
the caregiver.  
It is common for women undergoing diagnosis and treatment 
of cancer to have memory problems. These are sometimes 
referred to as cognitive dysfunction or cognitive difficulties. 
Cognition is the ability to think, figure things out, remember, and 
make decisions and judgments. It is a process that we all use to 
understand the world around us. 

Usually, these memory problems are subtle and may appear 
as a wide range of symptoms, including trouble concentrating, 
completing tasks, and remembering details. These types of 
changes can affect your loved one’s quality of life and her 
self-esteem. They can also make it challenging for her to work in 
or outside of the home. 

Memory problems can be difficult for caregivers, too. You 
may be worried about your loved one. Maybe you find yourself 
needing to take over some of her roles and responsibilities. 

As her support person, it’s important to understand how mem-
ory problems can impact your loved one and how you can help 
her manage them. This guide offers tips and strategies to help 
your loved one, you, and your family cope with these changes. 

“
”

We cannot direct the 
wind, but we can adjust 
the sails.

        —Thomas S. Monson

This guide will help you to:

• Understand memory and 
cognitive problems.

• Identify how memory 
problems may be affecting 
your loved one and you as 
her caregiver.

• Develop individualized 
strategies to help manage 
these symptoms better.

NOT SURE IF IT’S A 
MEDICAL EMERGENCY? 
STOP and CALL  

Call your Cancer Care Provider 
right away or 911 if your loved 
one has sudden changes such as 
difficulty speaking or becoming 
disoriented. 

Most memory or cognitive 
changes are subtle and develop 
slowly. Any sudden changes 
should be reported immediately.
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 Problems concentrating, staying focused, or 
paying attention

 Taking a longer time to do things that require 
thinking or processing information

 Difficulty making decisions

 Difficulty working with numbers

 Have a hard time planning and organizing tasks, 
or completing tasks

 Slow reaction time

 Trouble remembering details such as names or 
dates

 Trouble finishing sentences because of 
problems remembering or “finding” common 
words

 Difficulty learning or remembering new 
information

 Feeling forgetful – not remembering things you 
would normally remember

 Feeling very frustrated 

 Feeling embarrassed

How Do Those with Gynecologic Cancer 
Describe Memory Problems?

Memory problems can vary from patient to patient, or 
across the course of a cancer diagnosis and/or treatment. 
They can be subtle with minimal effect, or more widespread 
and troublesome. For some women with gynecologic 
cancer, memory problems may be short term and improve 
within a year of completing treatment. Others report 
ongoing problems. Below are some common ways that 
memory problems are described.

What about you?

Check off any items that 
your loved one is experi-
encing. Write in anything 
else related to memory 
problems that she may be 
going through.
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What Causes Memory Problems?

People often use the term “chemo brain” to refer to 
memory-related problems that someone might have 
during cancer treatment. Chemotherapy can cause 
changes in the brain that affect memory, planning, and 
attention; some might feel they have “fuzzy” thinking, 
difficulty focusing, and memory loss. 

However, not all memory problems are side effects 
of chemotherapy. Some women report their changes 
started before chemotherapy. Other women with 
cancer who never receive chemotherapy also report 
these symptoms. There are many other factors that 
may cause or contribute to memory  problems and 
cognitive changes. These include:

Immunotherapy. This treatment can affect memory, 
mood, and the ability to think and plan.

Other medicines. Some medicines can affect memory 
and thinking, particularly pain medicines and those used 
to manage depression, sleep, or anxiety.

Stress of a cancer diagnosis. Some women describe 
feeling psychologically overwhelmed by cancer and 
treatment. This reaction can cause attention fatigue 
and lead to problems with memory, attention, and 
mental fatigue. It can interfere with remembering and 
understanding new information, such as details about 
diagnosis and treatment. 

Your loved one’s age and/or other medical conditions 
can also impact her memory and attention, including:

• Depression and/or anxiety

• Anemia (low blood counts)

• Other chronic conditions such as diabetes or 
cardiovascular disease

• Infection

• Changes in blood chemistry

• Surgically-induced menopause 

• Other symptoms such as fatigue, pain, and sleep 
disturbances

“ ”
I  will be talking and the 
words just leave.

Learn More

Go to “Maintaining a 
Healthy Lifestyle as a 
Caregiver” (on page xx) 
for in-depth strategies 
on exercise and physical 
activity, nutrition and 
meal preparation, sleep, 
and self-care as a 
caregiver.

info-circle
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YOUR THOUGHTS

In what ways have memory problems impacted your loved one?

How do these problems affect you and your family on a daily basis?

What are some of the biggest barriers to managing these problems?

1)

2) 

3) 

4) 

5)

Now, let’s explore some strategies and ways to help you overcome these barriers.
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Strategies for Preventing 
and Managing Memory 
Problems
An important goal for managing memory changes is to 
find ways to help your loved one do the things she used to 
do, and stay as involved and active as possible. There are 
many strategies that can ease the impact that memory 
problems have on her day-to-day life. Some are things she 
can do on her own or with your help. Pick strategies that 
you think would work for you and your loved one.

Track Symptoms and Medicines

Help your loved one take a proactive approach to her care. 
Carefully documenting the day-to-day will let providers 
plan for the best types of treatment. It can also help 
them determine the activities she can do, such as go 
back to work. Here are guidelines to help you and your 
loved one:

Keep a symptom diary. Encourage your loved one to 
track her memory lapses and ability to think clearly 
for several days at a time. If this is too much for her to 
manage, try keeping a diary for her. You can use the 
Symptom Diary included in this series (page XX), or one 
of your own choosing (there are many options available 
online). Consider adding this info:

• What was the memory problem? 

• When did you notice the 
memory problem? Note the 
time of day and place in order to 
identify any patterns.

• What was she doing when the 
problem occured?

• What else was going on when 
this occurred? For example: 
Were other people in the area? 
Were children or others making 
noise? Was she trying to do 
something she could previously 
do without difficulty? 

• How was your loved one feeling at the time? 

• What is the outcome? What did your loved one do?

Keep track of all current medicines. These include 
prescription, and over-the-counter medicines, vitamins, 
and supplements. Have this ready when talking with your 
loved one’s cancer care provid

Talk with your  
loved one’s Cancer 
Care Provider about 
memory problems.

It is important to main-
tain consistent, open 
communication with your 
loved one’s cancer care 
provider about your loved 
one’s symptoms. 

Always report any new 
or worsening symptoms 
immediately. They can 
also evaluate whether 
other health conditions 
are contributing to her 
memory problems.

comments

Go back  
through the logs to  
look for patterns and 
figure out what to avoid 
in the future. Include 
some of your own 
observations. 

edit
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Medicines For Memory Problems 

While no medicines have been approved to specifically 
treat cancer-related or treatment-related memory prob-
lems, some medicines that treat other conditions may 
be helpful. These conditions include Attention Deficit 
Disorder, Alzheimer’s disease, and sleep disorders. Talk 
with her cancer care provider about whether there are 
medicines that might help.

Maintain a Healthy Lifestyle

Healthy lifestyle behaviors promote good memory health. 
Some ideas you can share with your loved one include:

• Get enough rest and sleep. Fatigue can add to 
memory problems. 

• Keep a healthy, balanced diet to get enough calories.

• Eat veggies! Eating more vegetables can help 
prevent memory problems. 

• Avoid alcohol.

• Take medicines as prescribed. 

• Manage other symptoms, such as pain, sleep, 
infection, anxiety, and depression. Many symptoms 
can affect memory and the ability to think clearly. 

• Do mental exercises. Take a class, do word puzzles, 
and/or learn a new skill or craft. 

• Get regular physical activity -- it’s good for the body, 
can improve mood and alertness, and reduce fatigue. 

• Do activities that help her feel restored or energized. 

• Rest and regroup with interesting, non-demanding, 
and pleasant experiences. These can improve 
cognitive function. A cancer diagnosis requires a lot 
of listening and reading to process information that 
can lead to attention fatigue or overload.

Focus On Safety

If her memory problems are severe, maintaining a safe 
environment for your loved one is important. Make sure 
her home is safe:  

• Beware of possible fire hazards such as a stove, 
toaster, electrical equipment, cigarettes, and 
matches. 

• If your loved one is no longer able to drive, keep car 
keys in a safe place.

• Provide supervision when  cooking.

• Store medicines and alcohol in a safe place.

Helpful Tip:

Just 30 minutes of 
simple restorative and 
energizing kinds of 
activities 3 to 4 times 
per week may reduce 
memory problems. Some 
ideas to try include:

• Walking in a park or 
woods

• Gardening

• Bird-watching

• Visiting a conservatory 
or arboretum

lightbulb

“
”

When I`m driving, I`ve 
got to concentrate on 
where I`m going. I doǹ t 
drive at all for 3 days 
after chemo. I`m too 
disoriented.
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Stay Active and Involved Daily

It’s important to help your loved one keep doing the 
things she did before her diagnosis, especially staying 
active and involved with friends and family. You may 
need to be willing to do past routines in new ways. 

Here are some positive, practical strategies that will 
help her stay engaged in daily living, ease the stress of 
memory problems, and improve her focus, attention, and 
concentration:

Adjust and Plan the Day-to-Day

Adjust the demands placed on your loved one. This may 
mean changing the environment and expectations, and 
involving help from other people and professionals. 

• Plan and follow routines. Try to keep the same daily 
schedule. Make a plan for the day.

• Plan ahead even for routine events like going to the 
store and running errands. 

• Keep it simple. She may feel overwhelmed in situ-
ations where multiple things are going on at once. 
Slow down the pace and try to limit distractions. For 
example, do errands when it is less busy in public.

• Just focus on doing one task at a time. 

• Plan for breaks when working on tasks.

• Reduce distractions to improve concentration. Limit 
background distractions such as TV, radio, other 
activities in a room, close curtains, etc.

Talking With Your Loved One

• When does your loved one seem the most focused? 
Plan to discuss important things during this time  
of day. 

• If she keeps repeating the same thing, try to avoid 
saying, “You just said that.” Be sure her basic needs 
are taken care of, then try doing a different activity. 

• Ask about things that happened in the past. It 
may be easier for your loved one to recall these 
memories. This will lead to less stressful and more 
enjoyable conversations for your loved one. 

Friends and Family

• Talk with friends and family about her symptoms.  
This may help her to feel less flustered. 

• Let them know how they can help out. 

Helpful Tip:

Use steps in planning: 

• Give an overview of 
the task. Show what 
will be done, give 
visual cues.

• Give clear directions 
with specific steps. 
Divide tasks into 
smaller steps.

• Talk about what needs 
to be done to prepare 
for the task. What 
supplies are needed?

lightbulb

“
”

I carry a journal with me 
at all times now and  
keep notes on things 
that need to be done.  
This has helped me  
quite a bit.
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Techniques to Help Her Remember Things

• Ask her to repeat information back to you that you 
want her to remember.

• Speak AND write things down.

• Try memorization techniques, such as having her 
count on her fingers and using abbreviations. 

• Place objects in clear view. Pick a certain place for 
commonly misplaced objects and put them there 
each time. 

• Use a pill dispenser to organize medicines.

• Use devices to help her organize and remember daily 
tasks. A daily planner/calendar, electronic organizer, 
cell phone, or iPad can be used to track appoint-
ments, and store lists, notes, and reminders.

• Create a checklist. Keep it in an obvious place for 
your loved one to review to make sure that specific 
things have been done.

• Try games and activities to improve memory. 

Ask About Specialists

Memory training and rehabilitation therapies are used 
to learn new skills to help improve memory, attention, 
thinking, and reasoning or problem-solving. Talk to her 
cancer care provider for suggestions about the types 
of evaluation and treatment programs she may benefit 
from. These may include: 

Neuropsychology. Patients and families who use the 
services of a neuropsychologist are often better able 
to understand and cope with memory problems and 
function. These specialists will do non-invasive tests (no 
needles or blood draws) with your loved one which may 
include tests of attention, language use (what words 
is she using?), memory, and more. The test results will 
help them to develop a specific plan and strategies to 
improve memory problems and function and reduce 
feelings of frustration. 

Psychotherapy. There are many different types of 
therapy that can be provided by a psychotherapist. For 
example, cognitive training or rehabilitation includes 
learning exercises that may restore and strengthen 
function. Counseling can help your loved one find ways 
to deal with stressful situations and manage other 
symptoms, such as depression and anxiety.

Helpful Tip:

Here are some practical 
examples of how to use 
strategies at home:

Break instructions into 
smaller steps Instead of 
saying, “Can you clean 
the living room?”, say 
something such as:  
“Can you ... “
 Pick up toys in the living 
room?
 Put the books onto the 
bookshelf? 
 Dust the tables?
 Vacuum the living room 
floor? 

Use memorization 
techniques  
If she needs to buy apples, 
cereal, and paper towels, 
have her:
 Count the number of 
things to remember on her 
fingers (3).
 Say the name of each 
item out loud to herself on 
each finger. 
 Use a letter to help 
remember: A, C, PT. 

Create checklists 
“Before leaving the house, 
did you remember to…”
 Turn off kitchen 
appliances?
 Feed the cat?
 Lock the door?

Place objects in clear 
sight
If she needs to walk the 
dog, set the dog leash  
out where it will be  
easily seen.

lightbulb
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Occupational Therapy (OT). These specialists can 
help figure out how your loved one’s memory problems 
impact her everyday activities, social interactions, and 
usual routines. OT can help design a plan for your loved 
one to improve and learn skills allowing her to function 
at her best. 

Exercise and Physical Therapy (PT). Regular exercise 
can help your loved one function better psychologically. 
Physical therapists will determine the best types of 
exercises and a regime for her.

“How can I cope as the caregiver?” 

It is important for you to think about how to best help 
your loved one cope with memory problems, but also 
how these issues may be affecting you. You may find 
yourself having many of the same feelings as your 
loved one when it comes to her memory difficulties, 
such as feeling frustrated. 

Seeking help from others such as friends, family, 
other caregivers in your community or online, and 
professional services will give you some needed 
support. Caregivers often feel less stressed knowing 
that other caregivers are going through the same thing. 
Talking to other caregivers in person or on-line as part 
of a support group can be helpful. Organizations for 
caregivers also offer information and support.

Use Multiple Approaches 

Think about using multiple strategies to help both 
your loved one and you as the caregiver cope with her 
memory problems. The main strategies we’ve covered 
in this guide are:

• Talking with the cancer care provider

• Self-management and self-care at home

• Medications

• Specialists

• Seeking social support

Learn More

Go to the guide Caring 
for the Caregiver: 
Maintaining Your 
Emotional & Physical 
Health in this series 
for additional recom-
mendations to help you 
focus on your needs as 
a caregiver.

info-circle

“
”

I continue to read my 
favorite books, I do 
crossword puzzles, 
and I purposely try to 
remember things. I 
challenge myself to 
remember something 
that happened so that I 
can recall it myself, such 
as conversations,  
news articles etc.
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How to Talk with Others 
About Your Loved One’s 
Memory Problems
Memory and attention issues may interfere with your 
loved one’s communication with her cancer care provider 
and others. Her cancer care provider may not be aware 
of changes in memory or other cognitive changes unless 
you share this information. When your loved one is 
scheduled to meet with her cancer care provider: 

• Bring her symptom diary.

• Try to have a second person available during 
appointments. 

• Ask for printed copies of instructions. 

• Help your loved one understand what the instruc-
tions mean and how to add them into usual routines. 

It can be very helpful to have family and friends available 
when memory problems occur. The first step is identify-
ing those who are comfortable being around your loved 
one during this time. Not everyone will feel comfortable 
in these situations. For those who want to help:

• Let them know the types of problems your loved one 
is experiencing. 

• Talk with them about ways they can help with daily 
activities. Make a list.

• Share techniques and things that seem to help.

• Let them know about any safety issues. 

Examples of how your family and friends can help your 
loved one are to: 

• Stay with her while you are away, if you feel she 
needs assistance.

• Drive her to appointments or  
to run errands. 

• Help her do specific things such as paying bills.  

• Check in to make 
sure she is safe. 

• Stay in touch; 
come to visit, 
send a card, or 
write emails. 

Talk with your  
loved one’s Cancer 
Care Provider 

Don’t hesitate to ask 
about your concerns. 
Ask if a referral to a 
specialist for additional 
testing is needed for 
your loved one’s memory 
problems.

comments
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QUICK REFERENCE

Below is a recap of the general strategies that can help you as a 
caregiver manage your loved one’s memory problems. Check those  
that you would like to try with your loved one. You can use this page  
as a quick reference.

 Talk with your loved one’s cancer care provider. (Page [x:6])

 Track symptoms using a symptom diary, keep track of medicines.  
(Page [x:6])

 Ask about medicines for memory problems. (Page [x:7])

 Help your loved one maintain a healthy lifestyle. (Page [x:7])

 Make sure your loved one’s home is safe. (Page [x:7])

 Help your loved one stay active and involved in daily life. (Page [x:8])

 Ask about specialists that can help with memory and cognitive problems. 
(Page [x:8])

 Check in with yourself as the caregiver. Find support if you need it.  
(Page [x:10])

 Use a combination of strategies for the best care. (Page [x:10])

 Use tips when talking with your loved one’s cancer care provider and 
friends and family. (Page [x:11])
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What strategies make the most sense to you? How can you and your family use those strategies in 
your own life?

Create a Plan:  
Think about specific goals you want to accomplish. Just tackle one or two goals at a time. 

My goal is to _____________ (what do you hope will happen) by _____________ (timeframe) so that _____________ (why it’s important). 

What specific strategies will you use to reach your goal? Think about the very next steps you can take 
to get started. 

YOUR GOALS & STRATEGIES


