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Disclaimer

Objectives
• Normal aging review

Although I am an Occupational Therapist, we are not under any
therapist-client relationship. The ideas presented by Sensory for
Dementia, LLC are for informational and educational purposes only.
None of the information contained in this presentation is intended to
constitute, nor does it constitute, medical advice. You should not act or
rely on any information contained in this website without seeking the
advice of your healthcare professional.

• How to help if you suspect memory concerns
• 4 keys to cognitive stimulation (“brain exercise”)
• Strategies to cope with social isolation & loneliness

Sarah Nord, MS, OTR/L
Sensory for Dementia
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What is Normal Aging?

Memory Concerns: How to Help

Expected age-related changes:
•
•
•
•

10 Steps to Approach Memory Concerns: (Alzheimer’s Association)

Extra time to think of the word you want
Sometimes forgetting names, but remembering later
Occasional errors with higher-level cognitive tasks (i.e. finances)
Slower processing speed

ASSESS THE SITUATION
1. W hat changes in memory, thinking or behavior do you see?
2. W hat else is going on?
3. Learn about the signs of dementia & benefit of early diagnosis.
4. Has anyone else noticed the change(s)?

Unexpected:
•
•
•
•
•
•
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24/7 HELPLINE
800.272.3900

TAKE ACTION
5. W ho should have the conversation to discuss concerns?
6. W hat is the best time and place to have the conversation?
7. W hat will you or the person having the conversation say?
8. Offer to go with the person to the doctor.
9. If needed, have multiple conversations.

A lot of trouble coming up with words/names
Misplace things often
Inability to retrace steps
Memory loss that impacts daily function
Difficulty completing familiar tasks
Motor and/or sensory changes that impact daily function

REACH OUT FOR HELP
10. Turn to the Alzheimer’s Association for information and support.
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Communication Tips
All behavior is
communication

Cognitive Stimulation

Get
curious
Assume
best
intentions

Benefits of a cognitively stimulating routine:

Respond,
don’t
react

• Increases “cognitive reserve”
o Adaptability and flexibility of the brain
o Ability to cope with brain changes (age- or disease- related)
o Maximize level of function despite brain changes
• Adds meaning and purpose

Regulate
yourself
first
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More than crossword puzzles & word searches!
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Cognitive Stimulation
1. Add Novelty for
Neuroplasticity

1. Add Novelty for Neuroplasticity
Learn something new:
• Study a new language
o Duolingo
o Foreign language TV/movie with native language subtitles
• Free online courses
o Coursera, EdX, Khan Academy, Open Culture, etc.
• Skill Share: classes taught by creators
• Brain HQ: evidence-based brain training program

2. Regular Physical
Activity

4 Keys to
Brain Exercise

3. Sensory-Rich Activity
Engagement

Do a familiar task a different way:
• Use your non-dominant hand: tooth brushing, eating, mixing a pot of soup, coloring, etc.
• Take a different route to the grocery store

4. Tap Into Emotion
Centers
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2. Regular Physical Activity

3. Sensory-Rich Activities
5 Familiar Senses:
1. Auditory (hearing)
2. Visual (vision)
3. Tactile (touch)
4. Olfactory (smell)
5. Gustatory (taste)
+

FREQUENCY

30 minutes, 5 days/week
TYPE

Moderate Aerobic Exercise

3 “Special” Senses:
1. Vestibular (balance)
2. Proprioception (body awareness)
3. Interoception (internal state)

IDEAS

Brisk walking, wheelchair aerobics, dancing, gardening…
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Sensory-Rich Activities

4. Tap Into Emotion Centers
DIY
”Smells Jars”

Activities that add “Heavy Work” (proprioceptive input):
• Kneading dough by hand
• Carrying a laundry basket, stack of fire wood, bags of groceries
• Washing the table or windows
• Gardening (digging, watering, weeding)
• Woodworking

Emotionally
Meaningful Activities

Memory Book or
Memory Box

Activities that move your head in/out of different positions (vestibular input):
• Hanging clothes on a clothesline
• Nature scavenger hunt
• Painting a piece of furniture
• Swimming, biking, dancing, yoga
• Hammock, rocking chair, swing
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Socialization: Terminology
Socialization:

Break Time:
20-20-20 Rule

• Interacting with others
• Building social networks
• Participating in social activities

Social Isolation:

• Objective state of an individuals’ social environments & interactional patterns
• Measured by level and frequency of one’s social interactions

Loneliness:

• Subjective feeling of being alone
• The emotional reaction to the condition of being socially isolated
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Causes of Social Isolation & Loneliness

Pre-COVID Stats

Causes of Social Isolation & Loneliness
COVID-19 (social isolation leading to increased loneliness)
Transportation, driving, mobility, accessibility (access to technology)

1 in 3 adults over the age of 45 are lonely.
(AARP National Survey, 2018)

Cognitive changes, hearing loss, vision loss
Ageism & cultural expectation
Substance abuse
Death of a family member (pets included!); living alone
Lack of intergenerational relationships
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COVID-19 Health Impact:
Reducing the Risk

Health Impact
Health Impact of Social Isolation & Loneliness (AARP)

“There’s no question that the Coronavirus is a health risk, especially to those of
us who are m ore m ature. It is real. The question is related to the way that we
need to behave to reduce that risk through social isolation. And this strategy
creates an am azing paradox for our nervous system and our needs to interact
with other people because, as hum ans w e have a pow erful need to connect
and to co-regulate w ith others, but now we’re being told that this is not the
right thing to do. There are priorities and the top priority is not to get infected,
but there’s also a priority of understanding the needs of our nervous system …”

Experience more depression, anxiety (Not “all in your head”)
Weakened immune response
Increased risk of heart disease, stroke
Increased ER visits & hospitalizations
Decreased adherence to new medical treatments

- Dr. Stephen Porges

Greater use of Skilled Nursing Facilities
Cognitive decline
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Sensory-Rich Strategies

Our Nervous System: Top Priorities

Vision, Hearing, & Social Engagement System:
• Clear face masks or transparent window masks
• Visit through a window (window games, art, picture share)
• Video chat, phone call

Our Nervous
System: Top
Priorities

Stay Alive

Follow advice of
scientists & public
health experts

Tactile & Proprioceptive Systems:
• Self hug, self massage
• Body sock, pea pod, snuggle sack, Snuggie
• “Steamroller” with exercise ball or foam roller
• Weighted blanket, Hammock
• Connect with pets

Connect &
Co-Regulate

(virtually) hear
someone else’s
voice

(virtually) see
someone else's
face
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Olfactory System & Emotional Memory:
• Body pillow with partner’s perfume/cologne
• Sensory “smells jars”
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Virtual Socialization

Care Facility Connections

• The Human Library: Denmark (make it virtual?)

Connecting with seniors experiencing social isolation:
• Phone tree or scheduled conference calls
• Pen pals
• Video gram
• Cards, art, poetry
• Make music available: singing telegrams, outdoor musical theater

• Sensory-rich Zoom activities
o Bake a new recipe, create art together, skill share/teach
• Virtual Club: book club, knitting club, fishing club
• Virtual support groups, Walk to End Alzheimer’s,
volunteer opportunities (neighborhood cleanup, tree planting)

Activities while social distancing:
• Residents sit in doorways: hallway bingo, racing cars, foosball with pool noodles
• Fly swatter balloon volleyball with neighbor across the hall
• Facility car parade for celebrations (monthly birthday parade, holidays)

• Virtual meals or “happy hours” with family, friends, colleagues
o Conversation Starters: Gottman Card Decks app
o Focus on the emotional feel of the conversation
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Discussion
Break Time:
20-20-20 Rule
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Optimize Brain Health

Contact Me!

September 20, 2020:
Physical Activity & Brain Food
October 18, 2020 @ 6:00pm EST:
Cognitive Stimulation & Socialization

Email: Sarah@SensoryForDementia.com
Website: www.SensoryForDementia.com
Instagram & Facebook: @SensoryForDementia

November 15, 2020 @ 6:00pm EST:
Stress Management & Sleep Hygiene
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