
Let’s Talk Dementia

Age Friendly/Dementia Friendly Communities

Alberta Council on Aging
An Independent Non-Profit Charitable Organization Since 1967

Note from president:
Our vision is that all Albertans are knowledgeable about dementia. They will also 
have a high level of awareness about what makes up an Age Friendly community.

Age Friendly communities will instantly be recognizable —they will demonstrate 
respect for all members of society: the young and the old. Social inclusion will be 
apparent.
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Welcome!

Introductions

Introduce workshop presenter and host.

Talk about the significance of welcoming each other- this is a characteristic of a dementia 
friendly community.  People with dementia may need to be welcomed into the room or 
activity many times.

Use an icebreaker if time allows (refer to manual)
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Learning Objectives

1. What is dementia? 

2. What is an age friendly/dementia friendly 
community?

3. How does a community include people living with 
dementia?

3



What is Dementia? 

Dementia is not a normal part of aging. Dementia is an overall term used to describe a set 
of symptoms that are caused by disorders affecting the brain.

Alzheimer Canada:  Dementia is a general term that refers to a variety of brain disorders.  
Physical changes in the brain cause dementia.

In order to understand the cause of the dementia, it is important to arrange for a full 
medical assessment as early as possible when warning signs of dementia are noticed.

Dementias can be either short-lived or long-term, progressive and degenerative in nature. 

A person who is cognitively impaired is not emotionally impaired.  Feelings remain to 
matter.
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Dementia umbrella- stress the ongoing need for health assessment and proper diagnosis.  

Many people think dementia is the same as Alzheimer’s disease; however, Alzheimer’s 
disease is just one form of dementia. Other causes of dementia include (but are not 
limited to) Lewy Body disease, head trauma, fronto-temporal dementia, Creutzfeldt-Jakob 
disease, Parkinson’s disease, and Huntington’s disease. These conditions can have similar 
and overlapping symptoms.

Some conditions can cause reversible dementias which can be controlled and sometimes 
cured. Examples of these conditions include certain vitamin deficiencies, medication side 
effects and depression. 
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Current Statistics

 40,000+ Albertans living with dementia

 750,000+ Canadians living with dementia

 47.5 million people worldwide living with   

dementia

 2-10% of dementia starts before age 65

 Risk for dementia doubles every 5 years after 65

Reference: Dementia Numbers in Canada from Alzheimer Society of Canada

Ask participants if they know of someone with dementia- most do.

If nothing changes by 2031, that is 1.4 million Canadians with dementia

By 2030 would be 75.6 million people worldwide

In a lodge or congregate housing setting for seniors, the average age is approximately 85 
years of age.  How do the stats impact on this type of housing?

Briefly mention hereditary/familial Alzheimer’s disease is only 5% and as we will see later, 
risk factors can be identified and reduced

Approx 50,000 of the 500,000 are under the age of 60
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Dementia Experience

EXPLORE ADDITIONAL EXERCICES

Ask participants the following questions.  Three suggested exercises are in presenter’s 
manual- page 12 

• What did you feel while doing the exercise?

• What would have made the specific task easier?
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Key Symptoms of Dementia

 Loss of memory

 Impaired judgement and reasoning

 Changes in mood and behaviour

 Reduced communication abilities

 Difficulty performing familiar tasks

Alzheimer Canada lists ten warning signs of Alzheimer’s disease. 
1. Memory loss affecting day-to-day abilities
2. Difficulty performing familiar tasks
3. Problems with language
4. Disorientation in time and space
5. Impaired judgment
6. Problems with abstract thinking
7. Misplacing things
8. Changes in mood and behaviour
9. Changes in personality
10. Loss of initiative
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Who am I?  Where am I?  Why am I?

Everyone needs to have purpose so as not to feel lost - David Sheard

As dementia advances, people living with dementia may have challenges to identifying 
present tense- how old am I right now? Where am I right now?  What am I supposed to be 
doing?  What is my purpose?  We are all answering these questions all the time-
unconsciously.  If this ability is eroded, it is very challenging for a person living with 
dementia to answer these key questions. Hence the significance of dementia friendly 
communities where everyone will use a caring approach.
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Dispelling Myths

Q1. People with dementia don’t know what they want
A1. People living with dementia may have trouble communicating what they want. Patience 
is important as communication becomes difficult. It may be useful to take discreet notes on 
the behaviour of a person with dementia to help determine the causes of distress or altered 
behaviour. Notes will allow you to see if there is a pattern to their behaviour and help you 
find triggers.

Q2. Once you have dementia there is nothing you can do to have a good quality of life
A2. Applying both the principles of Age Friendly Communities and Brain Health goes a long 
way in supporting quality of life.

Q3. I should correct a person living with dementia 
A3. It isn’t necessary and can actually be detrimental and controlling. Constant correction 
can lead to feelings of depression, aggressiveness, or further confusion. By connecting with 
them on their own level you encourage their ability. Even if they mistakenly think they had 
breakfast with someone that has passed away, encourage them to tell you about the 
breakfast – what they had, how they enjoyed it, etc.

Q4. Someone with memory loss must have dementia
A4. Once reaching middle age most people start to have a slight decline in their memory 
and this is considered a natural part of aging. In order to be diagnosed with dementia one 
must have multiple symptoms, not just memory loss.
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Every Behavior has Meaning

Behaviors such as pacing, repetitive questions, disorientation, rummaging, fear of dark or 
being alone, decline in personal hygiene, changes in sleep patterns are some examples of 
changes to a person’s normal behavior.  When people have dementia they often don’t 
recognize people they know, have difficulty understanding a conversation, or may act in an 
unusual manner.  These actions are not by choice.  Dementia is making them act this way. 
There is no cure for the progressive degenerative dementias such as Alzheimer’s disease.

If a person could do better cognitively, they would! Keep in mind, feelings are still intact. 
Behaviors are a communication. Feelings matter most.

How does one investigate in order to understand the meaning of a specific behavior? As 
family and friends, we may become very good at interpreting. Notetaking may be helpful 
to discern patterns or reactions and triggers. Take notes as reminders as to successful 
moments and solutions to some of the barriers around social inclusion.
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Good News

 Something can be done…

Research has never been more positive and hopeful…in terms of risk reduction and 
improved quality of life if you do live with dementia.
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Brain Health is for Everyone!

1. Protect your head when participating in sports

2. Understand how to prevent falls

3. Reduce stress

4. Exercise daily

5. Enjoy a healthy diet

6. Socialize

Although progressive degenerative dementias are not preventable, brain injuries can be.  
Also it is important to note that people living with dementia will have a higher quality of 
life if they are following brain health guidelines.
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A Caring Approach

It is better to be kind than right.

Dementia golden rule- treat someone as they would like to be treated. 

Consider the person’s life story, their health status, the environment.

EXERCISE:

List some of the caring approaches.  Ask participants to add to this list.

• It is better to be kind than right. (Arguing over perceived facts never leads to a winner or 
makes a person feel good.)

• So what?

• If you insist, they resist.

• Go to their reality.

• Everybody has a story.

• One direction at a time.
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What is an Age Friendly/Dementia 
Friendly Community?

Age friendly is a concept created by World Health Organization and has been adopted by 
many countries, including Canada, to meet the needs of the world’s aging population.  An 
age friendly community is one that is purposefully structured to help seniors live safely, 
enjoy good health, and stay involved. 

Some definitions of an age friendly community-

A community set up to help seniors live safely, enjoy good health and stay involved. (Public 
Health Agency of Canada)
A city that adapts its structures and services to be accessible and inclusive of older people 
with varying needs and capacities. (WHO)
A community where all individuals can be full and meaningful participants in their 
community. (Government of Alberta) 

Dementia friendly community:  Any community that deliberately focuses on applying the 
principles of age friendly as well as educating the general public about dementia.  A 
dementia friendly community strives to improve the livability of its community and the 
quality of life for people living with dementia.

Social Inclusion: the provision of certain rights to all individuals and groups in society, such 
as employment, adequate housing, health care, education and training, etc Collins Dictionary

http://yihr.abel.yorku.ca/peu/?page_id=51
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Eight Domains

What does an age friendly community look like? Using the eight domains as described by 
World Health Organization it is important to include people who have challenges to their 
normal abilities such as hearing, vision, cognition, agility and mobility. Does your family 
home, community centre, church, businesses meet these standards? Ageless and age 
friendly are interchangeable terms.

World Health Organization Eight Domains
· Outdoor areas and public buildings are pleasant, safe and accessible
· Public transportation is affordable and accessible
· Housing is affordable, safe and well designed for seniors 
· Neighborhoods are safe 
· Health and community support services are available
· Opportunities exist for seniors to be socially active
· Seniors take part in volunteer, political and employment positions
· Information is easy to find and easy to understand 
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Make Things Easy: 
To See, To Hear, To Use, To Understand…

The Senior FriendlyTM soundbite can guide us in making change:  Make things easy: to see, to 
hear, to use, to understand.

There are some small changes that can have a major impact on improving livability for people 
with dementia. Some such as marking an entrance, placing a bench, and utilizing appropriate 
lighting are easy and inexpensive. Others will involve some investment, and should be considered 
as budgets allow, and when replacing fittings. Remember a change in attitude costs nothing! 

Is the contrast between the door and wall great enough?

Are glass doors clearly marked so people don’t run into them?

Is your entrance welcoming?

Reduced glare?

Is there something that serves as a landmark? In this photograph the plants serve as a welcoming 
landmark.

Is there a person available to help? (Ambassador)

We use ramps for people who have mobility challenges.  What “ramps” do we use when people 
have cognitive challenges?  Can dementia be viewed as a disability rather than disease?  Will that 
help remove stigma and the medicalization of dementia?
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Good Intentions

Include people in the business of life- chores, as well as leisure activities.  Refer back to 
slide 10 Who am I?  Where am I?  Why am I?  Supported activities help to answer these 
questions.

Multipurpose spaces are ideal. However, let’s take a look at this space and see how we 
could improve it to be better suited for people living with dementia. Also, see if you can 
identify other programs in your community that would be inclusive with small adaptations. 

i.e. Church should have a small Sunday school class versus attending the larger service. 
Ideal ratios: 1:3. 1 facilitator to 3 participants.

Businesses having a readily available ambassador.
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What is Inclusion?

From World Health Organization:
Social inclusion is the extent to which older people are respected, 
recognized, and included in their community.
1. Others show respect, courtesy and kindness
2. Ageism and ignorance about aging addressed
3. Intergenerational interactions & activities
4. Place within the community (leadership, volunteers, opinion sought)
5. Helpful and friendly towards seniors
6. Place in the family / live with family
7. Economic inclusion (low income = exclusion)

An Adaptation Exercise: 
Refer to the manual: page 11
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Live the Every Day

It is important in every aspect of our lives to take each day as it comes, and to live in the 
moment. This is the moment and what you do with it is what matters. The every day also 
means taking part in the natural chores and celebrations of life.  With adaptation there is 
no barrier.  People living with dementia require regard, respect and inclusion.  They need 
to be able to impact on their world and their life, just the same as any other person does. 
People with dementia are reliant on others yet with guidance and prompting they can 
definitely experience life from their strong side!                                         

Ted McDermott was a singer throughout his life - he was a Butlin's Redcoat and then 
travelled around singing in clubs around the country. He worked in a factory after he got 
married and still did a bit of singing on the side. His nickname is The Songaminute Man -
simply because of how many songs he knows. In the last few years his memory has 
deteriorated a lot - often not recognising family. However, now when he’s singing again 
he's back in the room. It's these moments that are treasured. His son, Simon McDermott, 
has been instrumental in making sure his dad just keeps singing.
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In Summary

Everyone is welcome here! Ask people what they need!  Stay on the strong side of 
people….

Refer to QuickList

Approach
• Be patient
• Give one direction at a time
• Try not to ask questions or put someone on the spot
• Have in store, onsite, neighbourhood ambassadors- consider becoming a Dementia 
Friend
Privacy
• Set aside a quiet,  private space if someone is needing calm 
• Provide unisex toilet and changing rooms 
Design
• Install toilet seats with contrasting colour to walls and toilet bowl 
• Use one colour for flooring, use contrasting tape to define changes in grade
• Reflections from mirrors, windows, doors can exasperate confusion
Landmarks
• Use interesting landmarks and clear signage to help with navigation
• Have people available to help in addition to landmarks
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 Acknowledgements:

 People with dementia who teach us 
to follow and to celebrate the 
moment

 Caregivers everywhere who so kindly 
share their stories

 David Sheard Dementia Care Matters

 Alzheimer Society of Canada

 Alberta Health

 Alberta Council on Aging 

Thank participants for attending and being willing to create a better world for people living 
with dementia.
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Contact Information

www.acaging.ca

Phone: 780.423.7781
Toll Free: 1.888.423.9666
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