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Preserving memories: using
reminiscence technigues

Accessing and talking about memories in
the form of reminiscence activities and
therapies is becoming increasingly popular
within care home settings with older peo-
ple. Sharing memories with other people
can aid communication and increase self-

esteem (Moos and Bjorn, 2006).

This article will explore the different
ways that care staff can help residents to
preserve and facilitate memories by using
person-centered methods.

When people moved into care homes
decades ago they tended to leave a house-
hold full of items behind, many of which
held memories of past events and signi -
cant people in their lives. Today s care home
ethos encourages new residents to bring
some personal items into the home, includ-
ing ornaments, pictures and furniture. As
well as helping to make the resident s room
feel homely, this has many other purposes,
including:

n It provides a familiar environment to the
resident that helps with the process of
transition

n It helps with orientation, as individual
rooms within a care home can look alike
and therefore be confusing, particularly
to new residents who are unable to read
names, often in small print, on a door

n It provides an unstructured tool to ena-
ble reminiscence.

What is reminiscence?

There are many interpretations of the term
reminiscence . Butler (1963) describes rem-
iniscence as the act or process of recalling
the past. Reminiscence also involves the
recalling of facts, especially events, which is
enhanced by the experiences surrounding
those facts, and is relayed to others.

A key phrase often used is | remember
when : we all reminisce from time to time,
recalling and reviewing events and our emo-
tions at that time. Re ection is part of a
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person s development and part of growing
older, and reminiscence is the sharing and
validation of that re ection. It is this sharing
and validation process that makes reminis-
cence so valuable, as it increases and main-
tains communication levels and abilities,
and maintains and improves the individual s
feelings of self-worth. Care staff can increase
the sense of personhood experienced by
the older person by providing opportunities
to talk about the past, and also by being a
good listener.

Application within a care home
Everyone reminisces, often many times a
day at any time; either in private (Image 1),
shared with another person, or in a group.
In a care environment it can be informal
and unstructured or a structured and more
formal activity that is designed to stimulate
mental faculties, encourage social interac-
tion with others and, ultimately, improve
wellbeing.

Formal reminiscence activities are usu-
ally planned around a theme and carried
out in a structured manner using speci ¢
items and music to help the reminiscence
process. Residents may discuss the pieces
used and share their memories of the time
associated with them. Activities can be car-
ried out in the home or may be part of a
day out.

Museums may contain rooms that are laid
out as in yesteryear, which can get residents
talking. There are two outdoor museums in
the UK that are worth visiting, or viewing
on the internet if they are too far from your
care home (Further information).

Triggering reminiscence

Anything can trigger reminiscence: visual
items such as pictures and Ims are com-
monly used. However, other senses such
as hearing (for example, music, voices and
sounds), touch (fabrics and textures) or
smell (cooking smells and perfume) can
be equally effective, and often even more
so. Even taste may be used, though obvi-
ously some discretion is necessary on the
part of the staff. On many occasions, it is
a combination of senses that triggers off
reminiscence.

Person-centred activity
Reminiscence should be based on a person-
centred philosophy which puts the individ-
ual at the heart of an activity. It is important
to remember that any part of an activity
can be meaningful to the participant. It can
be very easy to block a person recounting
a re ection or memory just at the point
where reminiscence begins, by, for example,
paying too much attention to a schedule or
other pre-planned activity. Interupting, or
not allowing a person time to communicate
their memory and its meaning can be dam-
aging to the very self-worth and wellbeing
that reminiscence creates, and may hinder
future efforts in this direction. It is vital,
therefore, that any structured reminiscence
activity includes time for recall to work (it
may not be instantaneous), as well as time
to wind down after such a session. The
content of the session must, therefore, be

exible to allow for wandering off the sub-
ject, as in daily conversation.

Evoking negative emotions

When memories come ooding back they
can be stimulating and enjoyable. Care staff
should be aware that recalling and recording
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