Having Fun and Dementia - Cognitive Stimulation Therapy

Since its launch this effective group activity programme, designed to improve confidence and well-being, has been creating a growing buzz. It is recommended by NICE 'for all people with mild to moderate dementia', it is as effective as the anti-dementia drugs and provides a means of maximising and measuring quality of life for people with dementia. Cognitive Stimulation Therapy is a simple to run programme of activities for small groups based on person-centred principles, designed to improve well-being and confidence, and allow residents to function at their maximum capability. 

· The activity sequence is repeated with different themes for each session;

· The sessions cover topics including food, sounds, using money and word games;

· Each is run to encourage implicit learning rather than explicit teaching;

· Participants are asked for their opinions rather than for factual answers;

· Multi-sensory stimulation is used to stimulate all the senses thus assisting with concentration;

· Creating continuity and consistency between sessions helps to reduce confusion and aids retrieval.

It is a simple, evidence-based therapy that really works well; is easily adapted to groups’ interests and capabilities; and could be used in care homes for residents with mild-moderate dementia, with small groups of new residents to help offset some of the cognitive decline that often accompanies the move in residential care and by care homes to people living in the community, on a paid for basis, as an introduction to their local care facility.

University College London who designed CST have produced an excellent, user friendly, guide to running the programme ‘Making a Difference’ which is readily available at £13.50 through http://www.careinfo.org/books/ and Amazon, this is designed to enable people with experience of dementia and working with groups to run courses. Further information, the published results of the trials, and in-house training is available through www.cstdementia.com and open training (£100pp) through www.fordementia.org.uk. Other trainers are starting to offer CST courses. CST is the only NICE recommended treatment for people in the earlier stages of dementia, it can be delivered, with training and supervision, by a wide variety of staff and would be ideally suited to activity coordinators. 

The sessions require enthusiasm, time and resources to set up and it is important that the equipment is appropriate and not childish; planning and offering well setup sessions reinforces participants’ sense of feeling valued. Props provide a tangible focus and the combination of auditory and visual stimulation simplifies the tasks that should be adapted to suit the group’s abilities and interests. Each session is taken by a leader, who remains the main supporter for that group, assisted by another member of staff.

It is a great opportunity to support newly diagnosed people, and although it will not be suitable for all people with dementia, it is successful in providing social and mental stimulation and helping prevent people becoming depressed and isolated by normalising their situation. CST sessions can be adapted to suit different abilities and interests. Groups could be run for people with early onset dementia, learning difficulties and in first language.

Awareness is growing and CST is included in the NHS Choices, Alzheimers Research Trust, Mental Health Foundation and BUPA online information on dementia treatments. According to a Dementia Services Manager, who ran one of the research groups for Maintenance CST (on follow-on course with a further 24 session ideas) everyone found the sessions very enjoyable – participants and facilitators, CST was a useful introduction to previous ‘refusniks’ who were keen to try the sessions. The activities offered something positive that could be done to help themselves. And also had a positive impact on staff who felt involved in something effective which validated their hard work and they could see benefits for all people who attended. The CST programme was interesting, stimulating and fun, it was not difficult to do and was useful for the personalisation of care plans.

The recent National Audit Office report: Improving Dementia Services called for ‘the Care Quality Commission to ensure that the system for assessing care homes includes evidence about user experience such as direct measures of the quality of life of people with dementia’. CST provides an evidence based, cost effective way to  maximise and measure QoL, and as it is NICE recommended and should therefore be funded by local NHS organisations you could approach your local PCT for funding to provide this therapy – you may have to ask a few times. 

Further information at www.cstdementia.com or get in touch Knowlesjoanne@hotmail.com 

