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Activities Programming
for
People with Dementia
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David Van Reusen
Current: Assistant Director for Redwood Coast PACE
Past: Activities Director in skilled nursing and
Fairview Developmental Center
* I have no actual or potential conflict of interest to this presentation.
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What is Activities
Programming?
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Why
important?

What things do you enjoy in life?
Why are those important to you?
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Why are activities important for People with
Dementia?
• Improved ability to think clearly, learn, and
remember
• Improved emotional well-being
• Decreased isolation
• Increased independence
• Increased self-worth and esteem
• Improved physical health and boosted immune
system
• Increased longevity and quality of life
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We know activities are important.

• What kind of skills and approaches are
needed in Activities Leaders?
• How do we offer activities to people
with differing and changing needs?
• Tips, Ideas, and Best Practices for
activities
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• Open Minded
• Creative
• Experienced
• Kind
• Patient
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What skills
are important
be able
lead activities for People with Dementia?

Engagement
and
Motivation
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Use these questio ns to guide your conversatio n:
•
•
•
•
•
•

H o w a re yo u fe e l i n g ?
W h at a re t h e d o c to r s s ay i n g a b o u t yo u r h e a l t h ?
D o yo u h ave a ny p e rs o n a l i n te re s t s ?
W h at d o e s yo u r t y p i ca l d ay i nvo l ve ?
A re t h e re a ny eve n t s t h at c re at e exc i te m e n t fo r yo u r f u t u r e ?
H a s a ny t h i n g c h a n g e d i n yo u r l i fe ?
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How
to Engage
U s e th e s e co m m u n icati on te c h n i q u es d u ri n g yo u r
co nve rs atio n w i th s o m e o n e w i th d e m e ntia :

• Breathing
• Pick a Topic
• Get Close
• Listen
• Pay Attention
1010
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Motivation
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MOTIVATION
- OVERCOMING
COMMON OBSTACLES
Lack of interest or energy:
• Have an open conversation to see what
interests they have.
• Encourage them to participate in developing a
plan and take small steps to move toward
those interests.
• Emphasize the mental and physical benefits of
being active in your conversations, such as
having fun while improving their health or
meeting new people.
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MOTIVATION
- OVERCOMING
COMMON OBSTACLES
Pain and discomfort:
• Speak with a health care provider to assess
the source of pain and develop a plan of care
to address it.
• A health care provider can help you
understand what activities are safe to
participate in.
• In some cases, a plan for pain management
may also help. (Pre-activity medication)
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- OVERCOMING
COMMON OBSTACLES
Feelings of loneliness or isolation:
• Especially in the wake of COVID-19, it is easy
for People to feel lonely or depressed.
• Spark conversations of about how being more
active might combat those feelings and
encourage activities where in-person or online
participation is done safely while they remain
socially connected and safe.
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MOTIVATION
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COMMON OBSTACLES
Fixed Income:
• A fixed income does not have to be a reason to
avoid activity.
• There are many low or no-cost activity
opportunities such as:
• Walking
• Dancing to their favorite music
• Chair yoga
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MOTIVATION
- OVERCOMING
COMMON OBSTACLES
What are some other common barriers?
What are some possible solutions?
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MOTIVATION

“Offering activities to seniors is only
one part of the equation. It’s an
important part…but equally important is
their motivation to participate.”
– Luke Skywalker
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How do we offer activities
to people with differing
and changing needs related
to cognitive decline?
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1. People with
dementia are still able
to experience joy,
comfort, meaning and
growth in their lives.
2020
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2. Their quality of
life depends on
the quality of the
relationships
they have with
others.
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3. Optimal care
occurs within a social
environment that
supports the
development of
healthy relationships
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4. Good dementia care involves
assessment of a Person’s
abilities; care planning and
provision of activities; strategies
for addressing behavioral and
communication changes; and an
environment that fosters
community.
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5. Each person with
dementia is unique,
having a different
constellation of abilities
and need for support,
which change over time
as the disease progresses
2424
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6. Determine how best
to serve each Person by
knowing as much as
possible about each
Person’s life story,
preferences and abilities
2525
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7. Good dementia care
involves using information
about a Person to develop
“person-centered” strategies,
which are designed to ensure
that services are tailored to
each individual’s
circumstances.
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Cognitive health
Physical health
Physical functioning
Behavioral status
Sensory capabilities
Decision-making capacity
Communication abilities
Personal background
Cultural preferences
Spiritual needs and preferences
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Best Practices in Activity Assessment
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

What’s your first, most vivid memory?
Can you describe the neighborhood you grew up in?
How did you decide what you wanted to do with your life?
What was your first job? What did you like or not like about it?
Have you ever had any nicknames as a child or as an adult?
Do you have any hobbies or special interests?
Do you enjoy any particular sports?
What’s your typical day like now? How is it different from your
daily routines in the past?
• What do you do for fun?

• www.legacyproject.org/
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Relate activities to the Person’s work life or interests
Avoid over-stimulation
Activities include more than just “planned” activities
Choose activities that hit the “sweet spot” – not too
easy, and not too hard.
Tap into memories of past events
Continue to go on Outings
Focus on enjoyment, rather than achievement
It’s about engagement, not about the outcome or
achievements
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Promote an Active Lifestyle
•
•
•
•
•
•

Chair exercises
Dance to music from their generation
Take a walk
Slow marching is a good exercise for balance
Try water exercise
Restorative yoga is ideal for improving
balance and flexibility
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• Listen to music
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Sort and match up nuts and bolts, or tighten screws
Create a memory bag
Help with clean-up around the home
Prepare food
Put together a jigsaw puzzle
Color-by-numbers or memory card games
Coin sorting
Keep a table game box
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• Provide sensory bean bags with different
textures
• Incorporate art and music in the daily routine
whenever possible
• Try simple crafts
• Knitting or painting can be relaxing
• Make a DIY fidget box
• Have some spa time and engage the senses
with a hand and arm massage
• Bake cookies
• Create a virtual beach
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• Create a mystery bag
• Playing with dolls can help to fulfill needs for
comfort and attachment
• Relax and reminisce about the past
• Spend time with pets
• Singing can help to build connections with others
• Try improv
• Scrapbooking is great for connecting with others
and reminiscing
• Visit a museum
3636
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• Visit a therapeutic garden
• Start a simple garden
• Simply enjoy some tea and take in the
outdoor sights and sounds
• Visit a fruit farm
• Visit the zoo
• Go fly a kite
• Take them for a drive
• Enjoy some birdwatching
• Go to a sporting event
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What other Activity ideas do you have?
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We learned:

• What kind of skills and approaches are
needed in Activities Leaders?
• How do we offer activities to people
with differing and changing needs?
• Tips, Ideas, and Best Practices for
activities
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are activities important?
https://www.seniorlink.com/blog/helpful-daily-activities-for-dementia-patients-50-expert-tips-and-suggestions-to-keep-your-loved-one-engaged

What training and skills are important to offer activities?
https://www.nccdp.org/resources/Pick-Your-Staff-Carefully-for-Dementia-Units.pdf
https://www.papa.com/resources/blog/how-to-motivate-seniors-to-participate-in-activities

What is the spectrum of needs related to progressive cognitive decline?
https://www.isavta.co.il/content/migrated-b082dbe9baa89d01e36101ff85ed953d-269.jpg
https://images.ctfassets.net/v34v7xd1a3ac/RVZZjaFmXWNcfXq4T0R48/6022d46e369c4eeb56011534d772ed24/2003-005_SeniorLeafAlzheimer_s___Dementia__7.stages._Sans_Logo.png
https://www.alz.org/media/documents/dementia-care-practice-recommend-assist-living-1-2-b.pdf

What are tips and ideas for activities across the cognitive spectrum?
https://www.crisisprevention.com/Blog/Alzheimers-Activities-Programming
https://www.scie.org.uk/dementia/living-with-dementia/keeping-active/activity-resources.asp
https://ralna.org/how-to-engage-seniors-simple-conversationstarters/#:~:text=1%20Breathing%3A%20Take%20a%20few%20deep%20breaths%2C%20stay,eye%20contact%20and%20show%20that%20you%20are%20engaged.

https://www.seniorservicesofamerica.com/blog/how-to-motivate-seniors-to-participate-in-activities
https://www.legacyproject.org/
https://www.seniorlink.com/blog/activities-for-dementia-patients-50-tips-and-ideas-to-keep-patients-with-dementia-engaged
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