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EXERCISES

Introduction

It has been proven time and again that regular physical activity helps to decrease the risk of heart disease, increase circulation, and increase mobility and energy, yet so many people still do not take advantage of this worthwhile pursuit.  A person with dementia not only maintains the ability to participate in physical pursuits but should do so regularly to attain the many benefits that he/she can. 

Benefits

Regular physical activity is not difficult to participate in and the benefits for the person with dementia are numerous.  Some of these are:

· Promotion of general fitness and increased endurance and mobility

· Increased muscle tone and strength

· Regular physical activity can help a person feel more relaxed and peaceful

· Body self-awareness can be enhanced through movement

Walking

Walking is one of the most popular physical pursuits of today.  Many people think that a vigorous workout is needed, this is not necessarily true, even 15 minutes of walking allows a person to attain many of the benefits discussed above.  One of the best activities that you can do with a person with dementia is to go for a walk outside. There are numerous other valuable aspects to walking as well, including:

· Getting outside and enjoying some fresh air

· Spending time talking while walking which encourages interaction and even reminiscence

· Having a change of scenery

· Encouraging orientation of place

Walking is safe and there’s no possibility of failure.  It is also one of the most inexpensive activities available.

Some things to keep in mind are:

· Select a peaceful route, perhaps a park or quiet neighborhood street.

· It is helpful for the person with dementia if you walk the same route each time.  Also, try to walk at approximately the same time of day, and use the same door through which to exit.

· Ensure that you both have low-heeled, comfortable shoes when walking.

· Try to point things out along the way to draw his/her attention and encourage conversation.

· Walking can even be done in poor weather.  Before the shopping mall stores open in the morning, the mall is open to people who walk.  Their pace ranges from easygoing relaxed to brisk.

Dancing

Dancing is the type of exercise that is so enjoyable, that people may not even notice they are exercising and are gaining physically from it.  Dancing can be an enjoyable form of exercise but is also a good way to socialize, listen to music and to reminisce.

Consider:

· Dancing at home.

· If dancing is something that the person enjoyed in the past, or might enjoy now, try putting on some music from the past.  Try to ensure that the music is familiar and enjoyable to the person with dementia to ensure that it is a positive experience and invite the person to dance.

· Always remember that these activities are likely to happen spontaneously, so don’t be afraid to give it a chance when it happens, you’ll never know the fun that you will have.

· Going to a group dance class.

· Many people may be more comfortable (and quite enthusiastic) about going to a local community center or senior’s center to take dance classes.  If they are interested, consider attending a country line dancing, ballroom, or some other type of dance class.

Pets

One way to make exercise fun and enjoyable is by sharing it with a pet.  Animals need exercise as much as or perhaps more than humans do, and they can make many activities enjoyable.  Going for a walk with a pet, or tossing a Frisbee or ball can be pleasurable for both an animal and person alike.  If the person you are working with, or yourself, has a pet, consider bringing the pet along to a park or playing with him/her in the backyard.

Games

Games such as shuffleboard, bowling and horseshoes are fun, relaxing times in which the physical benefits can often be overlooked.  Find out if there is somewhere in your neighborhood that has these things available and have a nice afternoon game, while improving muscle strength and endurance.  Please see information on Games for more details.

Group Activities

Many older adults enjoy structured exercise as part of a group more than if it were done individually.  If you have a group try some of these.  If not, you could inquire if your local senior’s center offers programs.

Consider:

· Low-impact aerobics.  This can include simple exercises that incorporate light movement and stretching.  

1. Try starting from the top and working your way from the head down to the feet.

2. Start with slow warm-up exercises and light stretching and increase intensity gradually.

3. Try things such as: 

· Turning head to touch chin to shoulder (both sides)

· Tilting head to touch ear to shoulder (both sides)

· Shrugging shoulders

· Stretching arms in front, raise and lower (together and/or one side at a time)

· Twisting body slowly

· Marching in place

· Tapping toes

3.  Don’t forget to do warm-down exercises, similar to the warm-up stretches.

· Chair Exercises.  Similar exercises can be done while seated in a chair and can still achieve many of the same benefits.  Intensity can be decreased or can still be quite high, depending on the exercises you select.

1. As with the light aerobics, try working from the top down.

2. Start with lower intensity and increase.

3. Try similar exercises as above and other things such as:

· Raising legs one at a time so that the leg is straight

· Stretching ankles so that only the toes or only the heel of the foot is touching the ground

Hand exercises

It is very important to keep the joints moving so that there will be less stiffness and pain in a person’s joints.  Our hands can be exercised in many ways such as:

· Gardening (Please see information on Gardening)

· Crafts or woodworking (Please see information on Crafts)

· Preparing vegetables (Please see information on Work)

Things to remember:

1. Ensure that the exercise isn’t too intense for the person.  He/she should still be able to carry on a conversation while participating.

2. Make sure that the person enjoys the activity; do not push the person to do something that he/she does not want to do.

3. Take into account the effects of other chronic conditions that the person might have.  Ensure you are aware of what those chronic conditions are before you participate in physical activities with that person.

4. When planning exercises, be cautious to keep things on an adult level.

5. Always demonstrate exercises.  It can be particularly difficult for the person to know what you want him/her to do if you do not demonstrate it.

