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INTRODUCTION

Over the last few weeks I have been chatting with a number of 
people who have a loved one living with dementia. They’ve all
been asking similar questions so I decided it was time to put 
pen to paper and write a short book. My purpose in writing is 
simply this: that you will be able to spend quality time with your 
loved one who has dementia, both of you enjoying precious 
moments together.  

This isn’t a comprehensive A to Z text book on dementia – I’m 
not qualified to write that, plus I wanted to keep this bite sized. 
From chatting with many relatives it seems to me that one of 
the immediate needs is to know techniques that will enhance 
communication and help in spending quality time with the 
people they love. But often they haven’t got all day to read a 
long book.

That said, I will give a brief overview and introduction about 
dementia. There are loads more resources and information that 
we have collected from across the internet at 
embracingage.org.uk/dementia
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WHAT IS DEMENTIA?
Dementia is a set of symptoms resulting from disease in the
brain. Just as angina is a result of heart disease and diabetes is a
result of disease within the pancreas, it’s important to appreciate
the physical nature of the pathology of dementia. It helps us to
have grace, patience and understanding when the symptoms
manifest in changes to behaviour, personality and memory.

There are over a hundred different causes of dementia, the two
most common being Alzheimer’s and vascular disease. Often
people will have more than one cause and this is referred to as
mixed dementia. Dementia may progress differently depending
on the cause, and the symptoms and lived experience of
dementia will be different from person to person, depending on
a number of factors, such as the areas of the brain that are
damaged, the initial cause, and social factors, which also play a
part.

Although each individual's journey with dementia may be
different, there are a number of brain functions that are
commonly affected. Perhaps the most widely known is memory,
but dementia can also impact co-ordination, perception, speech,
language, sequencing, personality, motor skills, emotional
control and vision. Not everyone will experience difficulties in all
these areas, it depends what parts of the brain are impacted by
the disease.

It’s important to remember that many people are able to live
well with dementia, especially in the earlier stages of the disease.
This book will focus more on the later stages of dementia, but I
hope some of the principles will help enhance communication
and relationship in the earlier stages as well.
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When I am training volunteers in spending quality time with
people living with dementia one of my key messages is the
importance of enjoying the moment. This is because feelings last
longer than factual memories. Have you ever woken up from a
dream feeling dreadful or sad? You can’t remember anything
about the dream but the feelings of sadness and dread are not so
easy to shake. I wonder sometimes if this is how it feels for people
living with dementia. The opposite is also true – you can wake up
from a dream feeling really happy and those feelings linger even if
the details of the dream dissipate quickly.

ENJOYING THE MOMENT
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You may be familiar with the bookcase analogy often used to 
describe memory loss in dementia. It was the brainchild of Dr 
Gemma Jones and was then adapted for use in the Dementia 
Friends initiative. 

She describes the brain as having two bookshelves. On one side 
is a flimsy bookshelf with all our factual memories – the oldest 
memories of childhood on the bottom shelf and then working up 
to the top shelf where our most recent memories sit. Dementia 
rocks the bookcase and it’s the books on the top shelf (our most 
recent memories) that fall off first. That’s why people living with 
dementia may forget something from 5 minutes ago but have a 
detailed memory of events from years ago. 

As the dementia progresses more books fall off from the lower 
shelves. All these books form a big pile on the floor – sometimes 
you can sort through them and still get access to a memory, but 
it’s no longer in the brain’s filing system, and as more and more 
books fall off and the pile grows, it might be harder to access.
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There is another book shelf in your brain made of solid oak, where
all the emotional memories related to the factual memories
reside, in the same order with oldest memories on the bottom
shelf and most recent memories on the top. 

This book shelf is also rocked by dementia but because it is solid
the books do not fall off as quickly. That’s why the feelings last
longer than the facts. This means that if you are able to spend
quality, enjoyable time with someone living with dementia those
feelings of contentment and love will last beyond the factual
memory of what you did together. The opposite is also true – if you
have an emotionally fraught time those feelings will be more
difficult to shake off, even if they can’t remember what caused
them. 

It puts the onus on us to create those enjoyable moments, and to
stay calm during the challenging times. But we also need to be
realistic and kind to ourselves – we’re human after all, and we’ll get
it wrong from time to time. 

I f  y o u  a r e  a b l e  t o  s p e n d  q u a l i t y ,  

e n j o y a b l e  t i m e  w i t h  s o m e o n e  l i v i n g  

w i t h  d e m e n t i a ,  t h o s e  f e e l i n g s  o f  

c o n t e n t m e n t  a n d  l o v e  w i l l  l a s t  

b e y o n d  t h e  f a c t u a l  m e m o r y .
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ON THE JOURNEY WITH

There is a saying in dementia circles that when you have met one
person with dementia, you've met one person with dementia.
This is because, as mentioned earlier, each individual's journey
with dementia may be different. We walk alongside them on
their journey, through good days and bad.

We need to remember this is not a short journey - it's a long
distance hike. I almost feeling nervous in encouraging you to
take time to recharge where you can. People caring for a loved
one full time know they should; they know it’s dangerous to run
on empty, but really? When?

My encouragement is to gather a team around you as soon as
possible, even in the early stages of your loved one’s dementia, so
that as the disease progresses they are used to spending time
with a whole bunch of other people. 

It can be an isolating journey caring for a loved one, so you’ll have
to be pro-active in recruiting friends and family to help. They’ll
need guidance from you about what activities your loved one
enjoys and you can also give them this book to read to share
hints and tips with them. Build a network of support around you
and take all the offers of help that come your way. 

Snatch those moments of respite where you can and take time
to do something you enjoy and find refreshing or relaxing. I know
it’s easier said than done.
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We have a weekly zoom gathering for carers where we spend an
hour chatting and then praying together. I know zoom isn’t
everyone’s cup of tea but carers find it an easy option as they
don’t have to find a sitter for their loved one. They describe it as a
wonderful, welcoming oasis and a time just for them. 

If you’re interested to know more there are details on the
Embracing Age website or you can always drop me an email on
tina@embracingage.org.uk

B e  k i n d  t o  y o u r s e l f



When we are interacting with people living with dementia it’s so
important that we enter into their lived reality, rather than keep
trying to orientate them to ours. If they are living in the 1960’s we
go there with them. It’s not that we are lying or deceiving them,
we are simply entering into their world and seeking to
understand their reality. 

If they are talking about a person who has long since passed
away we don’t tell them – they would experience a bereavement
each time. What I try to do in situations like that is say, “Tell me
more about your mum / dad / husband, etc.” 

They have the joy of sharing the memory and we get to
potentially find out a little more of their life story. As we talk I
then try to steer the conversation to another subject that I know
is something they enjoy talking about – it might be music, or
nature – anything.  It's called diverting and distracting – it doesn’t
work every time, but sometimes it does.
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ENTERING INTO THEIR WORLD
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Tom Kitwood was a pioneer of person-centred dementia care and 
he developed what is known as the Flower of Need to outline the 
psychological needs of people living with advanced dementia.

Identity: knowing who we are and what makes us unique.
Attachment: feeling connected to someone or something familiar.
Occupation: finding fulfilment in the activities of everyday life
Comfort: feeling the warmth, closeness and tenderness of others.
Inclusion: a sense of belonging in a group, feeling involved with 
others.

THE FLOWER OF NEED
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The petals overlap as all these needs also overlap. As you read the
list on the previous page you may have recognised those needs in
yourself as well – they are needs we all have. 

The difference is that we generally have the capacity and initiative
to meet those needs for ourselves – for example, if I’m bored I’ll find
something to do. People living with dementia may not have the
capacity to meet these needs independently and they may also
struggle to vocalise them in a comprehensive way.

Sometimes, what may seem like a challenging or difficult
behaviour may be an attempt to express one of these unmet
needs. It could also be a sign that someone has an unmet physical
need, such as being hungry, thirsty, tired or needing the loo.



It’s helpful to see beyond the behaviour a person with dementia is
displaying or the words that they are saying, in an attempt to
understand the feelings behind them. 

Of course, we need to be sensible about it – if someone is
constantly asking you the time, it might just be because they want
to know the time! But it might also be that they are worried
because they think they are going to be late for something. If we
can seek to understand and validate underlying feelings, it can help
to diffuse potentially volatile emotions and help people feel listened
to and understood.

Here’s an example. Have you ever been about to go out and then
realised you can’t find your car keys? You look everywhere but
they’re just nowhere to been seen. Now you’re starting to panic
because you’re going to be late, you’re also going to potentially let
people down. You feel anxious, stressed and downright frustrated.

What do you want the people around you to do? You’re probably
holier than me, but if someone tried to placate me with an “It’ll be
alright” type of sentiment at that moment, I would probably want
to poke their eyes out (not literally of course, but you get what I
mean!) What I want is help with finding my keys.
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VALIDATING EMOTIONS



Now imagine your loved one is looking for their car keys. You know 
they haven’t driven for years, so what do you do? You’re probably 
feeling frustrated and anxious yourself as it’s not the first time this 
has happened. 

So, first thing to do is take a deep breath and try to stay calm. It’s no 
good telling them they don’t drive anymore – that is going to 
confuse them further, and potentially add to their already difficult 
situation. Their reality is that they have lost their car keys – they are 
probably feeling anxious, stressed and downright frustrated too – 
it’s only natural in the circumstances.  

What you need to do is validate their emotions verbally, such as 
saying, “Oh no! That’s so frustrating for you!”, reflecting concern in 
your facial expression. Then do what you would naturally do if the 
situation were real, and offer to help them look, ask them where 
they last saw them, etc., all the while staying as calm as possible. 
Then you might suggest, why don’t we pause and have a cup of 
tea, and try diverting and distracting in the process of making it.

This approach is called validation. It’s about putting ourselves in 
someone else’s shoes; recognising, understanding and 
acknowledging a person's feelings in the situation; pausing and 
staying calm rather than reacting emotionally and then gently 
reminiscing (eg. “has this ever happened before?”) or diverting and 
distracting.

There are whole books written about validation in dementia care, 
and some good youtube videos if you want to explore it further, but 
hopefully the principles I have outlined are a good starting point to 
adapt to your unique situation.

-15-
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VALIDATING EMOTIONS

1

3
2PUT YOURSELF IN THEIR SHOES

RECOGNISE & ACKNOWLEDGE THEIR 
FEELINGS

TAKE A DEEP BREATH & STAY CALM

4GENTLY REMINISCE 

5DIVERT & DISTRACT WHERE NEEDED
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ACTIVITIES TOGETHER

Going for a walk – there is a strong link between the outdoors
and improved wellbeing
Litter picking in the local area with a grabber stick
Gardening
Baking / cooking
Doing a jigsaw
Art and crafts
Music
Singing
Look at photos together
Play a game like dominoes
Doing household chores together, like washing & drying up
Hobbies – like stamp collecting, model railways, etc,
Dancing together

I wrote earlier about the simple goal of enjoying the moment,
bearing in mind that feelings linger longer than factual
memories. So what activities can you do together? Of course, it
all depends on what you and your loved one enjoys, and their
capacity on any given day. People with dementia can have good
days and bad days. Those with the disease have described the
bad days as like a fog that descends. It’s important to be mindful
of this when planning activities and not to take it personally if
they are “not in the mood” on a given day or time. Don’t give up
on an idea altogether – tomorrow may be different.

Activities will depend on the capacity of every individual, what
they enjoy doing, whether they want to do something
purposeful and how the disease has affected their brain
function. Here are some ideas:
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LIFESTORY WORK
Activities will depend on the capacity of every individual, what
they enjoy doing, whether they want to do something
purposeful and how the disease has affected their brain
function. 

A wonderful activity to do together during the earlier stages of
dementia is to create a life story book. This celebrates the
person’s life, leaves a legacy for children and grandchildren, is a
wonderful reminiscing activity to do together and is also very
useful for carers should your loved one ever move into a care
home, or have regular carers at home. 

I volunteer in a dementia care home and it can be so difficult to
find out the life story of the individuals I visit. When I know a little
of someone’s life story I can use it to reminisce, to plan
meaningful activities and to appreciate more of who the person
was before their dementia. 

I know in the early stages of dementia you may not want to
think about what may happen further down the road, but in my
opinion a life story book is one of the best things you can do. It
also helps to remind the individual living with dementia of who
they are when they start to forget.
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Childhood memories
Jobs they have had
Places they enjoyed going on holiday
Family / children / Siblings and significant family events
Activities they enjoy doing and hobbies
Favourite music and TV / radio shows and films they enjoy
Favourite food and drink
Include plenty of photos and picture
Favourite books / poetry / art
Pets
Importance of Faith / Religious beliefs / favourite parts of the 
Bible / favourite hymns & songs

Favourite aftershave or perfume
Favourite hand cream
Particular smells they enjoy e.g. lavender, roses, freshly 
ground coffee

It’s a good idea to include:

It’s also really worthwhile to include as much sensory 
information as possible. As dementia progresses and other
activities become difficult, people can still experience enjoyment 
through the senses. So include things like:

You can also create a memory box with significant items that 
will aid happy reminiscence.
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Favourite music / radio shows / TV
Giving a gentle hand massage (there is a good video for this
on youtube)
Tasty food treats
Tactile items like bubble wrap and soft materials
Pictures – especially cute ones that they might enjoy like
kittens or puppies
Herbs and spices to feel and smell eg. rosemary, basil,
lavender, mint
Reading aloud – eg. poetry, excerpts from a favourite book

Spring – flowers, easter songs, chocolate eggs, fluffy bunnies
Summer – shells, holiday postcards, holiday songs
Autumn – conkers and dried leaves, pine cones, harvest
songs
Winter – a soft scarf, Christmas smells like cinnamon, carols, a
bowl of snow, mulled wine

As dementia progresses and activities become more difficult,
people can still experience enjoyment through the senses, even
in the very advanced stages of the disease. This could include:

You can even bring in the seasons and festivals through the
senses

USING THE SENSES
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Earlier I mentioned the Flower of Need developed by Tom 
Kitwood that highlights the psychological needs of people living 
with dementia, that they may not have capacity to meet 
themselves. At the centre of that flower is love, which holds 
everything together. I want to use the word love as an acronym 
to aid you in remembering the key messages of this book.

IN SUMMARY

LLIFE STORY WORK

An enjoyable activity to do together that affirms the identity of 
your loved one, reminds them of who they are when they start to 
forget, and an incredibly useful tool for care staff to get to know 
more about who your loved one is, should they need care 
support at some stage.

OON THE JOURNEY WITH

A reminder that we walk with those living with dementia in their
reality, during good days and bad, seeking to bring others with
us on that journey so that you are surrounded by support.

VVALIDATING EMOTIONS

Seeing beyond behaviour and words that might seem
challenging, and seeking to put ourselves in their shoes to
understand what unmet need they may be trying to express.
Acknowledging the underlying feelings they are experiencing.

EENJOY THE MOMENT

Remembering that feelings last longer than the factual 
memories.



-23-

We have complied a useful collection of resources from across 
the internet on our website about many different aspects of 
dementia:
embracingage.org.uk/dementia

For more information about our weekly zoom for carers visit:
embracingage.org.uk/for-carers

We are compiling a short book of Christian devotions to read 
with a loved one with dementia. These will be available as a free 
download from our website as the next part of our Making 
Moments Series.

USEFUL RESOURCES

T h e  M a k i n g  M o m e n t s  S e r i e s
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