
 

Dementia patients with distorted memories
may actually retain key information –
researchers say
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Some memories containing inaccurate information can be beneficial to
dementia sufferers because it enables them to retain key information
researchers say.

The University of Birmingham researchers suggest that distorted
memories play a role in preserving knowledge for someone with 
dementia and that the role they play should be evaluated.

The findings published in the journal Mind & Language, suggests that it
might be better not to challenge the distorted beliefs of someone with
dementia.

Research already suggests that some memory distortions make people
feel better about themselves, especially when the memory presents them
as more talented or independent than they actually are.

But in the study Professor Lisa Bortolotti and Dr. Ema Sullivan-Bissett
suggest that memory distortions help people preserve important 
information about themselves that would otherwise be lost.

Professor Lisa Bortolotti, University of Birmingham said: "Imagine that
an elderly woman with Alzheimer's disease tells you that in the morning
she was walking on the beach with her parents. Actually, her parents
died long ago and she did walk on the beach with them, but not this
morning, rather sixty years ago, when she was a young woman.

"Should we challenge her report? If we do not confront her, she will feel
more confident and we avoid creating additional stress for her, but we go
along with her distorted picture of reality where her parents are still
alive.

"If we do confront her, we correct her mistaken representation of reality,
but the challenge is likely to cause her stress and make her feel insecure,
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and as a result of this she may be unwilling to share information with
others in the future."

The researchers suggest that these sorts of distorted memories in people
with dementia may contribute to both their well-being and their
knowledge.

Dr. Ema Sullivan-Bissett, University of Birmingham explains: "The
woman who remembers walking on the beach with her parents retains
some key information about herself by reporting the memory that she
lived near the sea, that her parents loved spending time with her, and so
on.

"Because she lacks autobiographical information and her memory is
going to get worse, it may not be possible for her to correct the distorted
memory and gain true beliefs about her parents and herself from an
external challenge."

The researchers made a number of key recommendations:

To evaluate the role that memory distortions have in preserving
knowledge when considering challenging a distorted memory.
If distorted memories enable the person to communicate and
retain some important beliefs about themselves, then there are
reasons for not challenging those distorted memories for as long
as they deliver the benefits.
To consider whether it is possible for the person to replace the
distorted memory with an accurate one that preserves important
beliefs about themselves.
If the person does not have the resources to correct the
misrepresentation, then the challenge may not be beneficial.

  More information: Lisa Bortolotti et al. The epistemic innocence of
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clinical memory distortions, Mind & Language (2018). DOI:
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