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What do we imagine  

when we think of  

dementia?   
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PART 1 

Sticks, Stones, Images, 

Stories, and Names   

Can Hurt You  



7.5 years off your life!  

·Negative self -images about aging among 
elderly people were associated with 7.5 years 
lost from life expectancy.  

  

¹ Levy, Fasl, Kunkel 2002 



Impact on cognition  

·People in cultures isolated from negative  

imagery about aging showed higher  

cognitive functioning.    

 

¹ Levy, Langer (1994) 



Induced dependency  

·People in nursing homes who are told that  

they need help to complete a task because it 

is hard, have more trouble completing that  

task than those who arenôt.  

 

¹ Baltes, Werner-Wahl (1996) 

¹ Avorn, Langer (1982)  



ñelderspeakò 

·ñSweetie and Dearò (demeaning language) leads to 
more withdrawal, grimacing, and agitation among 
nursing home elders, even in late stages of dementia.   

 

¹ Williams et al, 2008  



PART II: question  

While we wait for the miracle cureé 

 

How can we  

change the environment  

to improve the lived experience of  

people with dementia?   

 



Creative Engagement  



What is creative engagement?  

CREATIVE  

 

·Something new added to 
the world that has value 

ENGAGEMENT  

 

·Collaborative creation or 
co-creation and c0-
learning (as equals, side-
by-side) 

·WITH  not FOR 

·NOT entertainment  



Research showsé 

ÁCohen, 2006  

Á300 subjects, control 
study (not randomized)  

ĞBetter overall health 

Ğ Fewer doc visits 

Ğ Fewer falls 

Ğ Less depression 

Ğ Less loneliness 

ĞHigher morale  

Ğ Increased activities 

 

 



Research  

· Verghese 2009  

¹ 401 people over 21 years 

¹ Leisure activities  lower risk of dementia  

 

· Pillai, Verghese 2009  

¹ Observational studies suggest that social engagement  protects 
against dementia 

¹ Need more researché 
 

· New study (Buchman 2010) (Archives of General Psychiatry) 

¹ Suggests sense of purpose is protective against dementia 



Welcome to a new worldé 



Aging and Creativity  

Á New recognition of the value 
of creativity  
Ğ Awards 

 

Á New organizations and 
conferencesé 
Ğ National Center for Creative Aging 

 

Á New programs 
Ğ Dance, poetry, choral music, 

writing, storytelling, theatre,  

 

Á New streams of financial 
support  
Ğ NEA 

 

 



What does Creative Engagement do  
exactly?  

·Open a path to a stronger sense of self in 
community:  
 
¹ Skill building (as artist)  

 
¹ Legacy/purpose 

 
¹ Social engagement (belonging/community)  

 
¹ Emotional/symbolic communication  
 

·Through language, movement, sound, manipulation of 
objects/images.  

 



Whatôs out there?   

 

 

Models/approaches 



To Whom I May Concern  

·NYC Chapter of the 
Alzheimerôs 
Association 

 

·Lauren Volkmer  

·Maureen Matthews 



· The art of the open-

ended question 

 

·An invitation to 
creativity/expression  

 

·Echoing 
(learning/embracing 
expression) 

 

·Self/group/community  
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