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Mindfulness for people with young onset dementia

Lecture

Introduction

Mindfulness is the practice of gently focusing awareness on the present moment by experiencing
thoughts, feelings, bodily sensations and surrounding environment through a gentle nurturing lens.
Paying more attention to the present moment — to thoughts and feelings and to the world around —

can improve mental wellbeing (NationalHealthService).

Mindfulness and mindfulness-based interventions have been shown to effectively reduce anxiety, stress
and sleep problems (Goyal et al., 2014; Green and Kinchen, 2021; Janssen et al., 2018). Additionally,
mindfulness has been suggested as a preventive technique for Alzheimer’s’ disease (Giulietti et al,,

2023).

» Mindfulness-based stress reduction programs (MBSR) have been researched as a potential
holistic intervention for reducing stress by cultivating present awareness, regulating emotions
and promoting positive thinking (Green and Kinchen, 2021).

= The effects of mindfulness were also described in a review study of Janssen et al. (2018). It was
found that implementing mindfulness-based interventions in employees reduced levels of
emotional exhaustion, stress, psychological distress, depression and anxiety. Additionally,
improvements were observed in terms of personal accomplishment, self-compassion, quality
of sleep and relaxation (Janssen et al., 2018).

»  Mindfulness meditation programs showed moderate evidence of improving anxiety, depression
and pain and low evidence of improving stress/distress and mental health-related quality of life

(Goyal et al., 2014).



Effects of mindfulness

Regular practice of mindfulness has been described to:

e lower heartrate and decreases blood pressure

e reduce cortisol levels and experienced stress/distress

e activate regions of the brain associated with attention emotional regulation and empathy
e foster overall mental and physical health

e decrease anxiety, depression and pain

e improve mental health-related quality of life

e improve quality of sleep and relaxation

e support personal accomplishment and self-compassion

Mindfulness can be practiced in various contexts:

e during a meditation session
e during daily activities like walking or eating to enhance focus

e as a part of therapy or a training session

Practicing mindfulness may also help individuals to notice signs of stress or anxiety earlier and to deal
with them better. Mindfulness can be seen as an ongoing trait and practice of awareness leading

to acceptance of thoughts which can lead to (new) actions.

Mindfulness in dementia

Research has been conducted on the use of mindfulness-based interventions (MBI) in dementia, but
evidence is limited (Berk et al., 2018). According to the review study of Berk et al. (2018). MBI did
enhance well-being, resilience and autonomy in the participants with dementia in the included studies.
A more recent study by Giulietti et al. (2023) found that MBI training is effective in improving the
quality of life and preventing deterioration in patients with early-stage Alzheimer’s dementia (Giulietti

et al., 2023).

, Some peagple with dementia and carers find mindfulness helpful as a way of relaxing and reflecting. “

(Livingwithdementiatoolkit.co.uk)



Workshop

Mindful movement

o Goal: introduction of mindfulness in their daily walk
o Method 1: the participants are taken outside by the trainer
* Plan a short walk (taking into account the physical level of the participants)
= Choose a resting place (preferably in a natural or green area/park)
= Ask the participants to focus on one thing (such as an object, a tree, a bench,...) and practice
mindfulness by looking at it for one minute
= Ask them to share which object they chose and why
= Ask them to describe the object
* End the exercise with a brief guided breathing exercise and return to the day care
center/original location
o Method 2: if walking outdoors is not possible, the trainer will invite participants to engage in a
mindful movement exercise indoors
* The trainer should start the session with a short warm-up. This should include stretches for
the arms, hands, upper body, neck, legs and feet
®  The trainer places several association cards about nature on the table (e.g. sea, mountains, sun,
flowers, sand, lavender, grass, fields, moss, birds, farms,...)
= Each participant is invited to select an association card they like and spend one minute looking
at it
= Then, participants are invited to describe what they saw/noticed

= The exercise should end with a short guided breathing exercise



Figure: association cards about nature



Mindful exercise

¢ Goal: an alternative exercise to introduce mindfulness into daily life situations
e Method: the trainer distributes a raisin or piece of chocolate to each participant, with prior
consideration for any dietary intolerances of participants
The trainer instructs the participants to observe the object using their senses (watch it, listen to
it, feel it, smell it, taste it, ....) for one minute
The trainer invites the participants to share their experiences with the group, including any
unexpected experiences
e Examples of questions that can be asked:
o  What did you see when holding the raisin/piece of chocolate?
o What did you hear when holding the raisin/piece of chocolate?
o  What did you feel when holding the raisin/piece of chocolate?
o What did you smell when hdlding the raisin/piece of chocolate?
o  What did you experience when tasting the raisin/piece of chocolate

o) o



Storytelling

e Description: explaining what mindfulness is by telling a story

e Goal: telling a story can bring the group together and can provide rest in the group. It provides
an opportunity for meaningful interaction, stimulation and enjoyment in the moment.

e Method: let everyone take a seat quietly. Read the story and explain what mindfulness is.
Combining storytelling with mindfulness can really help people with dementia feel better. It makes
them more focused, helps them feel present in the moment.

e Tools: a quiet environment. Sit in the middle of the group so that everyone sees and hears you.



Mindful walking

¢ Description: mindful walking, being outside and focus on one point

e Goal: by focusing on one point you practice your ability to consciously focus and maintain your
attention. It helps you to be more aware of the present moment and your surroundings. It helps
to keep your mind from wandering. By focusing on one point you can calm yourself and reduce
stress. it gives you the opportunity to feel a deeper connection with yourself and the nature around

you

e Method: plan a walk in the neighborhood. Try to get people to pay attention to sounds, different
colors, shapes that they encounter. Then stop at one place. Ask the participant(s) to observe the
area. Ask them to pick up something out of the landscape and look at it for one minute. All
participants are invited to share what they choose and they are invited to elaborate on why they

have chosen this. The following instructions can help to guide the exercise:

“Think of mindful walking as a slow walk without a destination or a purpose. All you have to do is walk
and focus on the experiences that occur in the here and now. You can focus on the here and now by
focusing your attention on the way you walk while walking. Notice how your feet touch the ground, how
you rdll and lift them. Then also pay attention to your body. How does your body feel while walking? You
can also focus altemately on your different senses. What do you see around you? What do you smell?

What do you hear? What do you feel?”

e Tools: it's important to find quiet and safe outdoor locations. Ensure that people with dementia
feel comfortable while going outside. The nice thing about mindful walking is that you can do it
anywhere, anytime. It is most pleasant to walk in nature as there you have an extensive view. That

makes it easier to pick up something out of the landscape and look at it for one minute



Imagery/visualisation

e Description: choosing cards with nature scenes

e Goal: choosing a nature picture as a focal point can help you focus attention, reduce stress,
develop a sense of connection with nature and stimulate the imagination. It can help to calm down
and relax

e Method: gather the participants around a large table. Spread the cards with nature scenes on the
table. Let each participant choose a card. Ask to look closely at the card and think about why they
chose that card. Ask additional questions such as: what do you like about the image? Does the
image remind you of anything? Which colours do you like?

e Tools: you can easily make the cards (A5 format) with free to use images of nature

10



Figure: association cards about nature
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