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REFLECTION:
“At what age is a person 

old?”

1. In childhood, how did you view old people? 
2. How do you view them now?  
3. What are your deepest fears about aging? 
4. What are you most looking forward to (or what is your 

greatest pleasure now)?
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COVID-19 and Mortality by Age
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16Credit: Tom Hussey, “Reflections,” https://www.tomhussey.com/PROJECTS/REFLECTIONS
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Acceptance and Commitment Therapy

The Central Therapeutic Process:
Psychological Flexibility

“the ability to contact the present moment 
more fully… and to change or persist in 
behavior when doing so serves valued 

ends”

Hayes, et al 2006



Research on ACT (n=1051 
RCTs as of September 2023)

1. Almost 40 years of research 
covering nearly every area of 
human functioning in mental, 
behavioral, and social health, 
including in older adults

2. Research is global and comes from 
all parts of the world, not just 
WEIRD* countries

3. Increasing focus on processes of 
change, not just outcomes

20

*WEIRD = Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic
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Pivot
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5 minute 
stretch 
break
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ACT’s Three Major Goals  

1. To foster acceptance of what is in the moment, 
including distressing thoughts, feelings, and 
evaluations

2. To take action toward valued goals, as opposed to 
trying to avoid or control unwanted inner experiences

3. To increase flexible responding to contextual cues and 
consequences that show up when we are living a 
values-based life
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Caregiving: A Universal Experience

“There are only four kinds of 

people in the world: those 

who have been caregivers; 

those who are currently 

caregivers; those who will 

be caregivers; and those 

who will need caregivers."

           - Rosalynn Carter
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Jose’s Values Relating To Caregiving

▪ “For better or worse”

▪ Giving back to someone who gave him so much (life 
review)

▪ Supporting the family community

▪ Promoting his wife’s physical and psychological 
healing

▪ Keep her at home as long as possible

▪ Opportunity for his own personal growth
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“Fusion” (noun)
 
The process or result 
of joining two or 
more things together 
to form a single 
entity.

https://thehappinesstrap.com/unhooking-from-difficult-thoughts-or-feelings/
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Frequent 
comparisons and 
evaluations

Complex 
analyses, 
confusing 
explanations

Conflict, an 
adversarial tone

Exclusive focus on past 
or future

Rigid, endless problem-
solving

Generalizations vs. 
specifics

RULES
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Sample Fused “Stories” About Aging
▪ Older adults are lonely, weak, and forgetful

▪ I don’t have to worry: mom lived to 100 so I will too

▪ I will never go to an “old folks” home

▪ I don’t have to worry: I am a vegan and exercise and won’t get 
dementia

▪ I’ll think about advance directives when I’m older 

▪ All old folks do is complain

▪ No one will ever take away my car or my gun!

▪ My memory is slipping; I probably have Alzheimer’s

▪ My parents don’t do anything except watch TV and nap
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Questions/Comments
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Don’t argue 

▪ Verbal and nonverbal communication

Acceptance

▪ Realistic limitations

Nurture yourself

▪ Respite and asking for help

Creative problem-solving

▪ ABCs of behavior change 

Enjoy the moment

▪ Pleasant/meaningful events, laughter & uplifts

Practice Guidelines: the DANCE
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Communication: Don’t Argue!!!

▪ Good communication skills

➢ Be polite – don’t rush, be warm 
and respectful, ignore what you 
can

➢ As dementia progresses, 
nonverbal communication 
becomes more important

➢ Being in a good relationship 
matters more than being      
“right”

➢ Would YOU want to be           
talked to this way?
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▪ Psychoeducation about 
dementia diagnosis and 
progression 

➢ Realistic expectations – Will 
she get better?  Why isn’t 
she trying harder?  

➢ Creating safe, reassuring 
environment (vs. reality 
orientation)

➢ Caregiver anxiety, sadness, 
irritation, disbelief, grief is 
normal

Acceptance

Photographs courtesy of Dr. Thomas Bird, Seattle VAMC
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“This being human is a guest house.

     Every morning a new arrival.

A joy, a depression, a meanness, 

     some momentary awareness comes

     as an unexpected visitor.

Welcome and entertain them all!

     Even if they are a crowd of sorrows,

     who violently sweep your house

     empty of its furniture,

     still, treat each guest honorably…”

   - Rumi
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Nurture the Self

▪ Mindfulness practices

➢ Daily sitting with non-judgmental 

awareness of internal events

➢ Staying in the present moment rather 

than time travelling to the past and 

future

➢ Driving on winding road at night (you 

can’t see too far in the distance)

➢ “Blind spots” not denial

➢ Trading eyeglasses (perspective)

54

c.f., Jurado MMM, et al. 2020. Mindfulness in family caregivers of persons with 
dementia: Systematic review and meta-analysis. Healthcare (Basel) 8(3): 193.
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Respite is Essential

▪ Respite

➢ Put on your own oxygen mask 
first

➢ Water stations along the 
ultramarathon route

➢ “If you need help, she needs 
help”

➢ Mitzvah – when you let 
someone help you, you are 
giving them a gift as well



When Values Conflict
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Is There Another Way To See It?
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“When we are no longer able 
to change a situation ... We 
are challenged to change 
ourselves.”
 - Viktor Frankl

62



Creative Problem Solving
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Dementia Neuropsychiatric Behaviors

▪ 70-90% of individuals at some point

▪ Increase as disease progresses 

▪ Primary source of stress & burden to 
caregivers

▪ Common cause of institutionalization

▪ May be difficult to treat, and require 
more than one intervention
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Dementia Symptoms Are Variable

▪ No two people are alike 

▪ It is typical for 
symptoms to wax and 
wane

▪ This unpredictability 
and inconsistency is 
often what is most 
difficult for everyone to 
accept
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My Underlying Assumptions

▪ All behavior has a cause or serves a 
function, often reflecting an underlying 

need

▪ This is as true for people with dementia as it 
is for you and I

▪ The more we understand the context 
(situation) in which behaviors occur, the 

more we can do to help
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Antecedent (Activator):   
What happened before the behavior?

Behavior:  
What exactly was the person with dementia 

doing? Paint a verbal picture!

Consequence:  
What happened after the behavior?

ABCs: Creative Problem Solving



69

A CB

A CB

Why Use the ABCs?

Changing “A” may 

prevent a behavior 

from happening

Changing “C” can 

alter behavior 

duration, severity, 

and probability of 

occurring in the 

future
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Observation is How We Find Patterns

▪ Are there days or 
times that the 
behavior does not 
occur?  

▪ Does it only happen 
around certain 
people?

▪ Is it more likely under 
certain conditions?



5-minute 
stretch 
break
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Jose Problem #1:

Hallucinations
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Antecedent (Activator):   
Jose made dinner while Maria sat at the table and 

watched him.

Behavior:  
Maria is seeing bugs on the kitchen table. It 

happened at dinner last night. Jose was there.

Consequence:  
Jose told Maria there are no bugs there.  They both 

got upset with one another.

ABCs: Example #1
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Jose’s Creative Problem-Solving Plan #1

▪ Increase lighting in the living areas in 
the afternoon/early evening

▪ Take the woven tablecloth off the 
dining room table

▪ Engage Maria in more activities later in 
the day or ask family to come over to 
visit when Jose is cooking

▪ Don’t argue! (“Listen with respect, 
comfort redirect”)



Ask for help 
brainstorming 
antecedents and 
consequences

“The best way to get a 
good idea is to get lots 
of ideas.”
  
Linus Pauling
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Jose Problem 
#2:

Maria’s crying 
episodes 

Credit: Alan Levine, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:La_Llorona_or_The_Weeping_Woman_%2817351017095%29.jpg 
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Antecedent (Activator):   
She had been sitting quietly outside on the patio 

while Jose was playing his guitar in the house

Behavior:  
Maria crying and saying life wasn’t worth living, 

that she was a burden to Jose

Consequence:  
Jose told her they all loved her very much and she 

wasn’t a burden but she didn’t stop crying

ABCs: Example #2
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Jose’s Creative Problem-Solving Plan #2

▪ Arrange for friends and family to visit 
every day who can do things with 
Maria she enjoys like coloring and 
looking at pictures

▪ Jose will take his respite breaks when 
the visitors are with Maria so she isn’t 
alone

▪ Don’t argue! 
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Enjoy the Moment: Pleasant Events

▪ Finding the Gifts of Dementia 

Care

➢ The person that friends and family 
members once knew is still there.

➢ Laughter and love are good 
medicine.

➢ Mindfulness: people with 
dementia remind us that “NOW” is 
all that matters.

➢ Values – why are you a 
caregiver???



Importance of Meaningful 
Activities

▪ Individuals with dementia retain many 
skills despite cognitive impairments

▪ Everyone needs to feel valued and to have 
purpose in life

▪ Interpersonal relationships are important, 
and fostered by shared activities

▪ Pleasant activities improve mood and 
behavior in both caregivers and care-
receivers
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Increasing Pleasant/Meaningful Activity

▪ What did the person 
enjoy in the past?

▪ What does he/she 
enjoy now?

▪ How can activities be 
modified to 
accommodate 
current abilities?

▪ Who is available to 
help?
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Look for “Safety Bubbles”

▪ No pressure to remember 

people, places, events, or facts 

accurately

▪ Feelings of dignity and self-

respect are maintained

▪ “Being with” is more important 

than “getting something done”

Situations where the person’s dementia is not 
relevant
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What About Maria’s Perspective???
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Self-As-Context: Who Am I Now?



Love and loss is one thing, not 
two.

Love … embraces impermanence 
and says aloud ‘this matters, 
nevertheless’”

   Steve Hayes
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“A question for us all …

Is there a way to live a 
rich and valued 
existence in this world, 
in this moment, just the 
way it is?”

- Kelly Wilson, PhD
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Committed Action: To Whatever Is Next
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“Aging is not a problem to be solved ... It is a meaning to be lived out.”
Wilfred McClay, The Atlantic June 2023
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