
ASK NAAP: What are the dos and don’ts of creating effective memory care programming?  

Creating effective memory care programming involves designing supportive, engaging, and 
appropriate activities for individuals with dementia or other cognitive impairments. Here's a 
concise list of dos and don'ts to guide memory care programming: 

DOs 

1. Do focus on person-centered care. Tailor activities to residents' interests, histories, and 
abilities. Personal relevance increases engagement and comfort. 

2. Do create structured routines. Consistent schedules reduce confusion and anxiety. 
Offer activities at the same time each day when possible. 

3. Do offer multi-sensory experiences. Use music, scent, touch, and visuals. Activities like 
baking, gardening, or pet therapy engage multiple senses and stimulate memory. 

4. Do simplify instructions and choices. Break tasks into small steps and avoid 
overwhelming residents with too many options. 

5. Do promote social interaction. Group activities like sing-alongs or reminiscence groups 
encourage connection and reduce feelings of isolation. 

6. Do use familiar materials and themes. Activities based on past decades (like the 50s or 
60s) or familiar holidays often evoke positive memories. 

7. Do monitor for fatigue or frustration. Be flexible. Adapt or end activities early if a 
resident becomes agitated or tired. 

8. Do celebrate small successes. Reinforce participation with praise. Success should be 
measured by engagement, not performance. 

9. Do involve families and caregivers. Invite family members to participate or contribute 
ideas for personalized activities. 

10. Do ensure safety and accessibility. Choose safe materials and adapt activities to 
physical limitations or mobility challenges. 

DON'Ts 

1. Don't infantilize participants. Avoid child-like activities or tones. Treat residents with 
respect and dignity. 

2. Don't quiz or test memory. Asking "Do you remember…?" can cause frustration or 
embarrassment. Use gentle prompts instead. 

3. Don't force participation. Encourage gently but never coerce. Respect residents’ 
autonomy. 

4. Don't overstimulate. Loud music, crowded rooms, or complicated visuals can 
overwhelm those with dementia. 

5. Don't rely heavily on verbal skills. Many residents may struggle to follow complex 
conversations. Incorporate visual cues and non-verbal activities. 

6. Don't ignore non-verbal communication. Pay attention to body language. Agitation or 
withdrawal may indicate confusion or discomfort. 

7. Don't use unfamiliar technology without support. Tablets or screens can be helpful, 
but proper setup and guidance are required to be effective. 



8. Don't be rigid. If an activity isn't working, be ready to pivot. Flexibility is key in 
memory care. 

9. Don't assume all residents are the same. Avoid one-size-fits-all activities. Cognitive 
abilities and preferences vary widely. 

10. Don't neglect emotional validation. Even if a memory isn’t accurate, the feelings 
behind it are genuine. Meet residents where they are emotionally. 

Here is a Sample Schedule: 

Morning (10:00–11:30 AM) – High Engagement 

Day Activity Description 

Monday Music & Movement Gentle chair exercises with 50s–70s music. Promotes 
mobility and joy. 

Tuesday Baking Memories Simple baking (cookies or bread). Engage smell, taste, and 
nostalgia. 

Wednesday Garden Time Water plants, plant seeds, or smell herbs. Great for sensory 
engagement. 

Thursday Art for the Heart Easy crafts or painting with large brushes and calming music. 

Friday Reminiscence 
Circle 

Guided discussion with vintage items/photos. No pressure to 
recall. 

Saturday Puzzle & Game 
Hour Simple puzzles, matching games, or sorting activities. 

Sunday Spiritual Reflection Hymns, scripture reading, or calming meditation. 

Lunch	& Rest (12:00–2:00 PM) 

Quiet time with soft music, light conversation, or naps. 

Afternoon (2:30–4:00 PM) – Calm Engagement 

Day Activity Description 

Monday Aroma Therapy & 
Massage Scented oils with gentle hand massages. 

Tuesday TV Time: Nature & 
Travel Short videos with scenic views and calming narration. 

Wednesday Sing-Along Hour Familiar songs with lyric sheets or follow-along 
screens. 

Thursday Simple Crafts Coloring, decorating cards, or beading. 
Friday Pet Therapy Visit Time with visiting animals or plush pet interaction. 
Saturday Memory Box Exploration Residents explore boxes with nostalgic items. 
Sunday Poetry & Story Time Reading classic poetry or short stories aloud. 



Remember to: 

• Start each session by greeting residents by name and making eye contact. 
• Use music to transition between activities or reset moods. 
• Display visual cues (like large, printed signs) showing the schedule. 
• Keep group sizes small (3–6) for manageability and personalization. 

 

 


