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A small group of residents is sitting in the lounge of a care 
home, they are staring in front of them. The room is 
institutional: it is a large rectangle painted beige, and the walls 
are decorated with what looks like kindergarten art. A few old 
people are wandering aimlessly around the room. Everyone is 
locked in. The air is close and warm; there might be a TV on 
or a radio playing. 
Staff occasionally come in to offer tea or coffee; sometimes a 
relative chats softly with one or two people. Maybe there is a 
scheduled group activity that day. 
 
But generally and on a large scale, once clothed and fed, resi-
dents in various stages of dementia are left for long periods 
of time in impersonal environments with nothing to do and no 
one to talk to but the other residents.  

There are structural changes in the air, but before they are 
implemented on a large scale, existing conditions will continue. 
This book is about what we can do in the meantime to provide 
optimum attention to each person’s social, emotional and  
spiritual needs.  

As an artist doing project work in nursing homes and hospitals 
throughout Holland, I saw many old people with dementia in 
similar situations and their plight touched me deeply. I was 
convinced that with a more creative approach by everyone 
involved, these individuals could live meaningful lives, at home 
as well as in institutions. 

Introduction
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Suggestions for how to use this book
If someone were to hand you a list of 100 ideas on any subject, 
you’d have a good reference, but I doubt it would lead to you 
creating  100 ideas of your own. 

Working interactively with this book should supply you with 
tools to enable you to keep coming up with new ideas. 
Indefinitely. This is because you will be developing  your own 
creative abilities and once recognized, these are inexhaustible.

Though there are close to 100 illustrated activities with
instructions included towards the end of the book 
(100 activities handbook), I’ve designed the sections to give you 
a chance to come up with your own ideas first. After complet-
ing some or all of the creative exercises in the section,  
Creating your own activities, you will end up with a group of 
ideas tailored to your situation. 

Because the book devotes attention to exploring the creative 
process and how to come up with and implement your own 
ideas, you will be able to build on these inspirations as you go, 
developing not only new activities, but an entirely new  
approach to spending time with someone with dementia. 

Chocolate Rain is divided into four main sections: 
Section 1 •	   
an introduction to the creative principles upon which  
this book is based
Section 2  •	
a selection of tools and ideas for getting started
Section 3 •	
an interactive section with creative exercises to help you to 
get started writing your own ideas 
Section 4•	   
a collection of 100 ideas for activities.

If you like to bounce around in a book rather than reading 
sequentially from cover to cover, it would still be a good idea to 
read the chapter, Taking a step toward their world (p16) 
because everything else is based on these ideas.
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Challenges
When I started working with people with dementia, here, in an 
agricultural area of northern Holland, I was convinced that my 
previous experience using art with diverse types of patients 
(including psychiatric geriatric) would be easily transferable.
But the people I worked with in the new situation were neither 
conversant with the arts, nor did they understand my American 
accented Dutch. My carefully prepared activities were often 
sabotaged in the first few minutes when I took out art materi-
als which the residents disdainfully rejected as being too  
‘childish’ for adults.   

Denied my two most familiar means of communicating – talking 
and doing art, I was forced to find other ways to make contact.  
In the end it wasn’t the cleverness of the project, the results, 
nor the materials that led to meaningful contact and successful 
activities. It was the degree to which on any given day I could 
be fully present and responsive to each person.  
Where being an artist helped was in the generating of ideas, 
trusting those ideas to unfold in a process and following that 
process where it led.    

For several years I worked weekly with people with this condi-
tion. I tried out dozens of ideas and I continually learned from 
the individuals themselves what would constitute a meaningful 
and pleasurable way to spend time together. 

My intention in writing this book is to encourage you, 
the reader, to develop your own creative approach to 
communication and activity design for people with dementia. 

Creativity ‘disclaimer’  
I should warn you that doing some of the exercises could bring 
unexpected positive changes not only to the life of the person 
with dementia but yours as well. You might experience insights 
that fundamentally change long held views, or hit upon a 
completely new form of self-expression that could release a 
chain-reaction of creativity in your life.   
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I am invited to use my creativity to find ways to communicate, 
validate and support that person where she is, as she is. 
During these encounters I learn to receive as well as give, to be 
as well as do, and witness as well as intervene.  
Like many others who work with people with this condition, 
each encounter has taught and enriched me.

Introduction

Then, you can dive right in to Section 3 (p66) and choose an 
activity category which seems easy and relevant to you, and do 
the creative exercises to get your inspiration primed. 
You can use this book solo, in teams or as a group. Probably, 
the more people involved, the richer the variety of ideas you 
will have in the end. 

Another option is to go to the Mini-guide section (p176) and 
look up a chapter which is relevant to you, for example, 
Activities suited to men, or Activities for bedridden patients. 
You can choose several ideas and read the section on how to 
implement them, or you could refer first to the 
Activities List (p180). 

I’ve chosen a handbook format for easy reference and have left 
out long explanations about the disease. Several of the book 
recommendations in the bibliography contain more detailed 
information about dementia. 

Too difficult?
At first glance,  some of the art activities in the 100 activities 
handbook section might seem too complex for someone with 
dementia.  But as I will explain later in this book, activities 
have many purposes beside keeping someone occupied or 
achieving a goal. 
The activity is a catalyst for establishing contact and keeping 
someone company in a mutually meaningful way.  
Engaging in an activity in the person’s presence is a way to start 
out from what ‘can’ be done. Only then does one make 
discoveries along the way that can be used to engage the
person further.

Valuing the person with dementia
I don’t see the person with dementia as an imperfect version 
of someone without dementia. She is a unique individual with 
a huge potential to surprise and teach me. Her brave attempts 
to communicate despite language failing her, her unexpected 
choice of words, and expressive behaviour all challenge me to 
meet her as a creative equal. 

If you go from the 
assumption that 
things are possible,  
you’ll bump into 
the solutions because 
you will either be 
looking for them or 
creating them.
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