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Improve Your Memory 
 

Who doesn’t wish they had a better memory? 

But few of us know how our memories work. Many people disregard 

memory lapses, believing they have always been forgetful, or 

viewing them as an inevitable consequence of advancing years.  

When we hear about people with ‘photographic memories’ (like 

the character Michael Ross on TV show ‘Suits) we blindly admire 

their miraculous mind powers. However, the good news is that 

genuine eidetic memory – the ability to recall events, images or 

other data with almost perfect precision – is very rare. It’s more 

common in early childhood but the majority of extraordinary feats 

displayed by adults are the result of sophisticated memory 

techniques collectively referred to as mnemonics. Anyone can 

learn these systems with practice, regardless of their intelligence. 

We can all transform our memory powers and it starts by learning 

how the brain remembers. In the past memory was compared to a 

filing cabinet, and then our memories were increasingly likened to 

a hard drive, which is a terrible comparison because computers 

store information randomly. Today neuroscientists believe that 

memory is much more tangled and complex, involving the 

interaction of many different sensory and memory systems across 

the entire brain. 

The memory-forming process begins with perception. We see, hear, 

feel, touch and smell and the resulting electro-chemical impulses 

travel to a part of the brain called the hippocampus. This filters out 

and simplifies data and integrates all the sensory information into 

one combined packet. The hippocampus and the frontal cortex of 

the brain are involved in deciding what information is worth 

remembering.  
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Study this picture for two minutes. Look at it carefully and try to 

remember as many details as possible. After the time is up (set a clock 

watch) turn the page and answer the questions.   
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1. What colour is the balloon? 

2. How many butterflies were there? 

3. What is directly left of the handprint? 

4. What kind of pet was there? 

5. What object is directly below the hat? 

6. Are the colour were the strips of the pillow? 

7. What object is in the top right-hand corner? 

8. Is the envelope open or closed? 

9. What colour paint is on the paintbrush? 

10. How many eggs were there? 
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Your brain has about 100 billion cells called neurons which receive 

and transmit electro-chemical signals. Neurons communicated 

with each other in response to the stimuli that your senses receive 

and memories are laid down as these connections are reinforced 

by repetition, in much the same way that cross-country skiers 

create grooves in the snow, which make a route easier to traverse. 

The more you learn, the more of these connections are created 

between neurons. These fluid connections are changing and 

developing all the time. Connections which are little used 

disintegrate while those that are reinforced grow stronger, which is 

why we learn by practice and forget or lose specialised skills 

through disuse.  

For instance it’s widely acknowledged that during infanthood there 

is a critical period for the acquisition of certain skills, such as native 

language. A young child has heightened sensitivity to learning 

languages but after the age of about 5, native-like fluency 

becomes progressively challenging as the brain becomes more 

specialised and any unused linguistic neural pathways are 

appropriated for other salient brain functions. 

To commit something to memory you must first pay attention. The 

sensory information enters your short-term memory. It can keep 

between 4-7 items for about 30 seconds (this increases if you use a 

technique such as chunking to break down a set – such as 12 

numbers chunked into three groups of four, more on this later). You 

can also increase this time by repeating words to yourself, 

effectively resubmitting the information to your short-term memory. 

Important information that you (and/or your subconscious) deem 

worthy of remembering passes from your short-term memory into 

your long-term memory through repetition, emotional 

engagement and your existing network of memory associations 

(since the more you know about a subject, the easier it is to make 

meaningful and memorable associations and neural connections). 
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The best way to improve recall is to increase attention at the 

memory forming stage. Most memory recall problems are actually 

caused by a failure to store information properly in the first place.  

Memory creation requires attention but memory retrieval can be 

conscious or involuntary (for example a piece of music or a smell 

can make you recall an incident from years ago). The stronger your 

network of associations the easier will be your recall. 

Another way to categorise long-term memory is the distinction 

between declarative and non-declarative memory. Declarative 

memory is information we consciously store such as facts and 

events, and we tend to describe and think about them using words. 

Non-declarative memory involves actions (often but not exclusively 

physical) that we perform without having any conscious awareness 

of how we learned them or any need to consciously recall them – 

these include walking, talking, riding a bicycle, taking a shower, 

catching a ball. These long-term memories automatically snap into 

action whenever we need them. 

Another important feature of memory is that it is fluid. Memories are 

continually being modified to inform our present circumstances. 

Every time we access a memory we reinforce but also subtly 

change it, depending on our current interpretation. A memory is 

not simply an image produced by time travelling back to the 

original event – it can be an image that is somewhat distorted 

because of the prior times you remembered it. In fact, your memory 

can grow less precise with each recall by reinforcing earlier recall 

errors, so that it can end up totally false. This helps explain why 

revisiting a cherished place from our past sometimes fails to live up 

to expectations because we have idealised it by repeated recall. 
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Remembering Names and Faces 
 

If you are hopeless at remembering names and faces, don’t worry, 

you’re definitely not alone here. 

In fact, studies have shown that most people find it difficult to 

remember a name than an occupation and other biographical 

details, which hold more interest and meaning so they are easier to 

remember. Most of us don’t have any trouble recalling a face 

(although as many as 2.5% of the population suffer from 

prosopagnosia – a genetic face blindness). 

A name is just an abstract label, so unless you use imagery to make 

name concrete, you will always struggle to remember them, like 

the vast majority of the general population.  
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Try these tips to remember names: 

1. Pay attention and don’t get distracted. When you are being 

introduced to someone for the first time, concentrate on 

listening and remembering their name rather than getting so 

distracted by all the social niceties, such as handshaking, 

cheek kissing, smiling, trying to look interested, that you don’t 

listen properly. 

2. If you don’t listen properly or don’t catch the name, ask for it 

to be repeated. It’s better to do this immediately than have to 

spend an entire conversation hoping you aren’t going to have 

introduce them to anyone else. 

3. Try to link the name with a concrete image. If the person’s 

name is James, that might remind you of jam, so link James 

with the jam. Imagine jam to be smeared all over his face or a 

pot of jam on his head. Making visual images force you to 

invest time into creating a link. This strengthens your memory 

of the name as well as the face. 

4. Identify the person’s most distinctive feature – big nose, 

recessive chin, freckles – and link your image to this feature. If 

James has big ears that stick out, imagine spreading raspberry 

jam on them before sticking them to the side of his face. 

5. Another idea is alliteration – create associations like “Blonde 

Belinda” or “Cowboy Curtis”. 

6. Introduce the name at least once into a conversation. Use the 

‘meet, greet and repeat’ game.  “Hello David, it’s very nice to 

meet you. Now, David, how long have you worked here?” Or 

if it’s a challenging unusual name ask them to spell it out. 

7. After the initial meeting has finished spend a few minutes 

consolidating in your memory the names of the people you 

have just met. This brief recap will deepen the encoding. 

8. Don’t smoke. Studies show that non-smokers remember 

names and faces better than smokers.  
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Studies show that people generally have an easier time 

remembering faces than names. Our brains are just better at 

handling visual data. So, picking a face out of a crowd should be 

easier than remembering a name. Just remember, the more you 

associate a name with a face, the more like you are to confirm your 

memory. 

Make learning names a priority. Some people struggle more than 

others to remember names and faces. A small percentage of 

people are “super recognizers” and recall a face for years. Women 

are also better than men at remembering faces. 

However, we can all get better and improve with effort. Make a 

conscious effort to train your memory. There are ways that you can 

strengthen your recall, and not just for names and faces. Pay 

attention, first of all. Whether names, faces, addresses, or otherwise, 

we process information very fast. You need to be ready to receive 

it. It takes about eight seconds of focus to implant information into 

our memory. You need to pay attention to learn and remember 

something.  
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Taking Care of Your Health is the 
Best Memory Boost!  

 

Memory techniques can produce substantial cognitive 

improvements but by far the best way to boost your memory is to 

improve your health. From exercise to sleep and nutrition, here are 

some natural ways to improve your memory. 

 

SLEEP 

Your brain relies on sleep to figure out which neural 

connections need to be reinforced. It can’t do this effectively 

while you are awake, which is why sleep is essential for 

memory consolidation and learning new information. 

Research has shown that depriving students of sleep after 

they had learned a new skill significantly decreased their 

memory of that skill up to three days later. Some areas of 

memory are affected more than others. Procedural memory 

is more affected by sleep than declarative memory. 

 
 

STRESS 

Stress interferes with neurotransmitter function and can even 

decrease the size of the prefrontal cortex and the 

hippocampus. Neurotoxins such as drugs and alcohol also 

place considerable stress on your body and nervous system; 

heavy alcohol use has been linked to a reduction in the size 

of the hippocampus. However, moderate drinking appears 

to be better for your memory than total abstinence. 
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EXERCISE 

Taking moderate exercise at least 3 times a week increase 

blood flow and oxygenation of the brain, which improves 

neural function including memory. Studies have shown that 

the speed of declarative memory tasks, such as learning 

vocabulary words was increased by 20% when performed 

after an intense workout. 

 

 

DENTAL HYGIENE 

Flossing before bed can boost your memory. What bad 

bacteria collect between your teeth, they enter the 

bloodstream and cause inflammation throughout the body, 

including the brain. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MEMORY FOODS 

A healthy diet is vital for good brain function. Don’t skip 

breakfast or cut out food groups. A study found that cutting 

out carbohydrates impaired performance on memory-based 

tasks.  
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• WHOLE GRAINS: cereal grains that contain germ, endosperm and 

brain (such as porridge, brown rice, rye bread) provide vitamins 

B6, B12 and B9 and provide slow-release energy to ensure stable 

blood sugar levels for optimal memory function. 

• NUTS AND SEEDS: these are a powerhouse for the memory and 

many of them help maintain healthy levels of the calming 

neurotransmitter serotonin and the mood stabilising hormones 

adrenaline, noradrenalin and dopamine; they also increase 

oxygen flow to the brain. Many (especially pecans) are a good 

source of zinc, used in the hippocampus to process memory, 

provide omega-3 and omega-3 fatty acids and protect the brain 

against motor neuron degeneration. 

• BERRIES AND GREEN VEGETABLES: dark berries such as blueberries, 

blackcurrants and blackberries are the best memory fruits – they 

provide vitamin C and protect the brain from oxidative stress. 

Strawberries contain more vitamin C than oranges and reduce the 

risk of age-related brain decline. Pomegranates and dark leafy 

green vegetables (spinach, broccoli, kale) contain high levels of 

folic acid and may promote healthy beta-amyloid function to 

reduce the risk of Alzheimer’s disease. 

• AVOCADOS: the term ‘superfood’ is much overused, but 

avocados deserve the accolade – they are rich in monosaturated 

fat which aids blood flow, they lower blood pressure and stimulate 

the central nervous system. 

• FISH: oily fish (salmon, mackerel, tuna) are rich in omega-3 fatty 

acids, which are very important for the function of neurons. 

• SAGE: this herb has been used as a memory tonic for 1000s of 

years. Many studies have focused on the essential oil but adding 

fresh sage to your diet may also promote memory. 

Essentially you can learn heaps of mnemonics and read as many 

books on the subject as you like, but all that memory busting work will 

be wasted unless you fuel your brain and body with the correct 

nutrients. Here are some tasty recipes to help develop your optimal 

brain health.  
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MEMORY SMOOTHIE 

This delicioius drink will help stabilise blood sugar, increase blood 

flow to the brain and supply you with phytonutrients, folates and 

beta-carotene. 

 

Ingredients: 

• 120ml unsweetened carrot juice 

• 75g blueberries 

• 75g grated beetroot 

• 40g avocado 

• 75g walnuts 

• 75g ice cubes 

• ½ teaspoon lime juice 

• 1 thin slice fresh ginger 

 

Method: 

• Place all the ingredients in a blender and blend until the 

texture is smooth and velvety. 
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BROCCOLI KALE SOUP 

This delicious soup doubles up on green leafy veggies for an extra 

dose of brain-boosting antioxidants. 

 

Ingredients: 

• 1 tablespoon olive oil 

• ½ cup onion, chopped 

• 1 carrot, peeled and grated 

• 2 cloves garlic, chopped 

• 5 cups chicken stock or vegetable stock 

• 2 cups broccoli florets 

• 1 small bunch kale, leaves stripped off stalk 

• 1 cup nonfat or lowfat milk or plain yogurt 

 

Method: 

• Heat olive oil in soup pot over medium heat. Add onions and 

carrots and cook 4-5 minutes, until fragrant and just starting 

to brown. 

• Add garlic and cook 30 seconds. 

• Add broccoli and stock to pot and cook 7 minutes. Add kale 

and cook for 3 more minutes. 

• Remove from heat and puree with a hand blender or in 

batches in a regular blender. 

• Stir in milk and reheat to a simmer (do not boil). Serve 

immediately with crusty bread. 
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SAGEBERRY POPSICLES 

For a light summer treat, try this easy-to-make, brain-boosting 

alternative to store-bought popsicles. 

 

Ingredients:  

• 3 cups strawberries, stems removed 

• 3 Tbsp fresh sage leaves, torn into pieces 

• 1 cup water 

 

Method: 

• Combine ingredients in a blender and blend until smooth. (If 

you want a sweeter popsicle, you can add a bit of honey.) 

• Pour into popsicle moulds and freeze. 
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GARLIC SALMON OVER SPINACH 

Salmon is chock-full of DHA, the omega-3 fatty acid with the most 

evidence for brain benefits. Almost any salmon is a good choice 

for the brain, not just because of high good-for-you DHA levels but 

also because of relatively low levels of bad-for-you mercury. Wild 

salmon is probably a better choice than farmed salmon, due to 

lower levels of PCBs. Spinach and garlic may add to the brain 

benefits of this recipe! 

 

Ingredients:  

• 4 salmon filets 

• 2 Tbsps butter 

• 6 garlic cloves, minced 

• 2 tsps lemon pepper seasoning 

• 200g fresh spinach 

 

Method: 

• Melt butter in a large skillet over medium-high heat. 

• Stir in 4 cloves of minced garlic. 

• Sprinkle salmon filets on both sides with lemon pepper 

seasoning. 

• Place the salmon in the pan and cook on both sides, 

approximately 3 minutes per side, until fish flakes when tested 

with a fork. 

• Meanwhile, steam fresh spinach for approximately 4 minutes 

or until tender. 

• Toss spinach with remaining 2 cloves of minced garlic. 

• Serve the salmon filets over the spinach.  
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SEDUCTIVE STRAWBERRY 
POMEGRANATE PIE 

 

Pomegranates have high concentrations of brain-boosting 

compounds, like polyphenols and resveratrol, which have 

antioxidant and anti-aging effects on the brain and the body. 

 

Ingredients: 

• 1 ½ cups flour 

• ½ cup vegetable shortening or butter 

• 3-4 Tbsps ice cold milk or water 

• 4 cups strawberries, sliced 

• Seeds from 1 pomegranate 

• 3 Tbsps cornstarch 

• ¼-½ cup sugar 

• 1 ¾ cups pure unsweetened pomegranate juice 

• Pinch of salt 
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Method: 

• Preheat oven to 375 degrees F. 

• Combine flour, salt, and shortening or butter with a pastry 

blender, your fingers, a fork, or a food processor, until pastry 

pieces are about the size of lentils. 

• Add 2 tablespoons milk or water and mix gently to combine. 

Add more liquid little by little as necessary to create a dough 

that's tender and well-combined, but not wet or sticky. 

• Form dough into a ball and wrap in plastic wrap. Chill for 30 

minutes. 

• Remove dough from refrigerator. Using a rolling pin, roll the 

crust out on a floured surface to ¼ inch thickness and place 

in a pie pan. Press into corners and over top of pie pan, then 

trim excess dough. 

• Poke holes on bottom and sides with a fork. Bake for about 20 

minutes, until crust is lightly browned. Remove from oven and 

cool. 

• Meanwhile, combine cornstarch, ¼ cup sugar, and 

pomegranate juice in a saucepan and stir with a whisk. Heat 

over medium heat and bring to a boil. Boil for 1 minute, stirring 

constantly. Remove from heat. 

• Check the glaze's sweetness by dippling a strawberry slice in 

and tasting it. If it's too tart, add more sugar and stir in while 

glaze is still warm. Set aside to cool. 

• When glaze is at room temperature, stir the strawberries and 

¾ of the pomegranate seeds in. Pour into cooled pie crust 

and sprinkle remaining pomegranate seeds on top. 

• Chill in fridge for at least four hours to set the glaze. Serve 

chilled with a dollop of whipped cream or ice cream. 
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