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What are activities for residents with 

dementia? 

 • “Activity” can refer to almost everything we do throughout the 

day.  

 

• Activity can be defined as something that is participated in 

actively. Manipulation of a toy or a puzzle is an activity. Painting 

a picture is an activity. So is doing Yoga or simple stretching 

exercises. 

 

• Activities for people dementia need not come in a box and be 

bought at a shop.  Gardening, doing the washing up and other 

housework, sorting old photos; all of these can be therapeutic 

activities.  



• One of the most challenging aspects of providing care for 

someone with a  dementia  is developing a daily routine and 

activities that are interesting,  meaningful, do-able, and valued by 

the person. 

 

• Making sure there are a mix of activities to meet social, physical, 

mental, and spiritual needs  for each individual is a complex and 

ever-changing task.  

 

 

• As the disease progresses changes will need to be made based 

on changing abilities and skills, while retaining the characteristics 

of the activities that make them meaningful to the person. 



Maintaining a balance 
Four categories of activities that fill our lives.  
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Maintaining a healthy balance among these activities helps us 

manage stress and optimize our positive sense of self and control 

in our lives. 



• The world of someone dementia is often filled with boredom, 
confusions and failings.  The course of the illness robs the 
individual of the ability to do familiar things or participate in 
former interests. 

 

• Extended periods of idle time can lead to feelings of restlessness 
and ultimately lead to uselessness and agitation. 

 

• An individual with dementia needs support finding  something 
to do that restores their sense of individuality and self-worth. 

 

• For the person with dementia it can be anything that keeps them 
actively  involved with the world around them. 

 



Benefits for Residents 

 Activities can bring enjoyment and pleasure. 

 

 Maintenance of  skills and independence for longer. 

 

 Express how they are feeling and relieve the symptoms 

of anxiety and depression. 
 



Benefits for residents continued….. 

 Increase social interaction and reduce isolation 

 

 Sharing an activity with others may promote shared 
interests, increased interactions and understanding. 

 

 Shared activity can promote a sense of belonging. 
 
 

 

 



Benefits for residents continued….. 

 feel important and valued because it relates to past roles and 
experiences, such as raising children or helping around the 
home. 

 

 Leading a physically active lifestyle can have a significant impact 
on wellbeing.Exercise is beneficial for physical and mental 
health and can improve the quality of life for people at all stages 
of dementia.  

 



Benefits for carers 

 help maintain a good relationship. 

 

 offer a break from the everyday caring routine. 

 

 Mutual enjoyment and companionship, which can support the 

relationship between the person with dementia and their carer. 
 



• Activities can encourage closeness between a person with 

dementia and care staff around them and improve feelings of 

comfort and security. 

 

• Engaging a person with dementia in meaningful activities may 

improve responsive behaviours. 



Knowing the person – Life story 

work 
 

 

• Life Story Work is an activity which involves reviewing 

a person’s past life events and developing a biography. This Life 

Story Book can be used in a care setting to help staff understand 

more about the individual and their experiences. 

 

• Life Story Work enhances the care provided to older people, 

particularly those with dementia.  

 



The potential benefits of Life Story Work: 

•  promoting individualised care 

  

• improving assessment 

 

• building relationships between care staff 

 

• improving communication. 

 



Activities through the stages 
 

• Looking at dementia as a series of three stages - early, middle 
and late - can be a useful way of understanding the changes that 
occur over time. It is important that we continue to provide 
quality of life at each stage 

 

• However, it is important to realise that this view of dementia can 
only provide a rough guide to the course of the illness. 

 



 

• Not everyone's journey through  the stages of dementia are 
the same. 

 

• Alzheimer's is the most common type of dementia and the 
most studied. Its progression can be summarised in three 
stages. Progression of the other common dementias can then 
be compared with Alzheimer's disease 

 



Early stages 

• People in the early stages of dementia will likely continue to 

enjoy activities they have enjoyed before diagnosis.  

 

• People in the early stages are healthy,  high functioning, and in 

many cases able to express feelings, concerns, and experiences. 

 

• There is usually minimal motor or physical impairments. 

• Overall the person can function relatively well with some 

support and encouragement to do so 

 

 



 
 

Middle stages 

• People experiencing moderate dementia will likely need more 

assistance in their daily lives. It becomes harder to perform 

regular daily activities and self-care as dementia progresses. 

increasing confusion or poor judgment 

 

• Greater memory loss, including a loss of events in the more 

distant past 

 

• Needing assistance with tasks, such as getting dressed, bathing, 

and grooming 

 



• significant personality and behaviour changes, often caused by 

agitation and unfounded suspicion 

 

• changes in sleep patterns, such as sleeping during the day and 

feeling restless at night 

 

• Activities will need to be a lot easier and much support will be 

needed at this stage.  

 



LATE STAGES 

• People will experience further cognitive decline as well 
as worsening physical capabilities once the disease 
progresses.  

 

•  a loss of the ability to communicate 

 

• a need for full-time daily assistance with tasks, such as 
eating and dressing 

 

• a loss of physical capabilities, such as walking, sitting, 
and holding one’s head up 



• While a person with late stage dementia may have difficulty 

communicating, they will often respond positively to affection, a 

smile, and a soothing voice. 

 

•  Music, scent and hand massage can bring comfort and 

enjoyment. A person can continue to communicate 



• At each stage it is important that we are mindful of focusing 
on what the person can still do rather than what they cant.  

 

• Ensure that the activity doesn’t highlight their cognitive or 
physical impairment for them. 

 

• Therefore activities must be adapted has the resident makes 
their  journey through each stage. 



Adapting Activities 

• A resident can still enjoy cards and board games if 

you make them simple and less complex.  

 

• Prior objective: Most games have rules. There is 

an objective and someone wins.  

 

 



 

Early stage:  

• Play the game without all the rules and regulations. Keep 
playing the game even if it is the wrong way to play. Follow 
their idea of the rules. Enjoy being together.  

 

 

 

ADAPTING THE GAME 



Middle stage:  

• Match the cards or pass the cards back and forth. Discuss the 
colors and type of card. Move playing pieces around the 
board. Ask the resident to help you in playing a game with 
others of the same level or capacity. Some people may be able 
to play a favourite game “correctly.”  

 



Late stage: 

•  Hold a card with the person; look at the game board or 
playing pieces. Look at pictures and talk about the game that 
they loved. Talk about the people who they used to play with 
(reminisce). 

 



Age and stage appropriate 
 
• One concern of many caregivers is that some activities they 

see  people with Alzheimer’s participating in are demeaning to 

the individual. 

 

• E.g Doll Therapy – A caregiver can use doll therapy for 
dementia residents as a way to put responsibility, caring and 
structure back into the lives of those afflicted with Alzheimer's 

 

 

 



SENSORY STIMULATION  

• Our senses… sight, smell, taste, touch and hearing connect 

our minds with the world around us.  

 

• Stimulating the senses of the person with dementia has 

many positive benefits.  



SMELL 

• The sense of smell is one of the most meaningful in terms of 

connecting us to our past and bringing back memories.  No 

matter what your age, ability or disability, smells have a powerful 

effect.  

•  They can be pleasant, strong, relaxing, or comforting, and can 

elicit many emotions.  Think of how you feel when you smell a 

warm batch of bread baking in the oven and the memories it 

brings to mind.   

 



Activities such as gardening, baking, manicures, arts and crafts can 

all provide a familiar sense of smell. Know the person. What 

would be familiar to them?  



Sight 

• No matter what your age, it is pleasing to view something 
you consider beautiful or memorable.  

  

• Looking at pictures or shows of places that they’ve 

visited, or lived is also a great reminiscing instrument.   

 

• Often it is a picture of a place, a person or event that 
triggers a memory more than just words. 

 

• Provide pictures of what is familiar to the person based 
on their life story.  
 



TOUCH 

• Meaningful touch can be an extremely important 
communication tool with people with dementia.  

 

•  Whether it is a hug, a handshake, or simply holding hands, 
touching elicits an emotional response that is so valuable.   

 

• Even basic touching, such as a touch on the shoulder should 
be incorporated into any interaction. 



• An activity such as giving someone a manicure, doing their 
hair or giving a massage, can often leave that person relaxed 
and with a sense of being worthy of being touched.   

  

• Identifying everyday objects in a rummage bag or pieces of 
material of different textures.   

 

• You could also pick something out of a basin of water, such as 
soap or a sponge, or use clay.  These can all help strengthen 
the person’s hands.  

 



Hearing  

• Listening to sounds is a very important aspect of getting 
in touch with our senses. Although many older adults 
have hearing impairments, it is still important to stimulate 
this sense, keeping in mind that modifications may need 
to be made. 
 



• Listening to music, sounds of nature, singing, or poetry can all 
be very enjoyable, when done right.  It is very important to 
remember to be sensitive to the person’s choice.  Often, music 
or some other noise can be enjoyable for one person but can 
be irritating and even aggravating for someone else.   

 

• It is important to remember to keep the noise level controlled.  
Too much noise can be frustrating for a person with dementia.  
It can cause the person to feel anxious or unsettled. 

 

 



TASTE 

• Experiencing different tastes can be very stimulating for 
someone with dementia.  

• Having moved into residential care there may be many 
familiar tastes that the person has lost e.g their favourite 
drink, sweets, etc. 

• Equally there may be some tastes that a residents particularly 
dislikes. 

• It is again important to take the time to get information 
around this either from the residents or from their families. 





Your Support- good practice 
principles 

Dementia can often affect the ability to initiate an action 

 

 

 

Encourage a resident to engage in activities throughout the day. 

 

 



Dementia has a major impact on a persons confidence 

 

 

 

 

• Support the resident in activities that are ‘failure free’ 



People with dementia can have difficulty with sustained 
concentration and attention 

 

 

 

Keep activities short and simple 



• Dementia can affect the persons spatial awareness and 
perceptual skills 

 

 

 

 

• Look out for verbal and non verbal ques that a person is 
struggling. Adapt or move to something new.  

 



• Dementia can affect a persons ability to understand and 
process language and to express themselves verbally. 

 

 

 

 

• Give time and support 

• Be clear 

• Use gestures and body language 



 


