“Remembering Yesterday, Caring Today”

“Remembering Yesterday, Caring Today” is a project based on ideas developed and tested over a period of ten years with people with dementia and their carers. It was devised and developed by the European Reminiscence Network led by Pam Schweitzer with funding from the European Union. It ran in sixteen cities across Europe, with international conferences to share the results in Vienna (1998) and Stockholm (1999).  The project brought together specialists in reminiscence and in person-centred dementia care. It broke new ground by creating opportunities for people with dementia and their carers to remember together, using related arts-based activities which was, a decade ago, a novel approach. The project teams in the different countries included a rich mix of psychologists, doctors, nurses, social workers, academics, poets, musicians, visual artists, theatre workers, community arts workers and oral historians. These inter-disciplinary teams brought a wealth of specialist skills and experience to the project and a fresh vision of what was possible.

The project, which is still running in the UK and other European countries, is aimed at families coping with dementia at home, but it can be readily adapted for use in other situations.  It has been led by workers familiar with reminiscence, often with an arts background and experience of working with dementia, supported by local dementia services health workers and voluntary organisations. The emphasis is on small group activity around a different theme each week, animated by a range of multi-sensory stimuli such as objects, images, sounds and tastes to trigger memories. Stories emerging in the small groups, with support from professional group leaders, volunteers and family carers, are then shared with the wider group and explored through dramatic improvisation, song, dance, drawing and writing as well as straightforward discussion. It involves  people with dementia and those who share their lives as family members, friends, volunteers, and health and social care professionals in the riches of reminiscence work. The people with dementia are given plenty of time and encouragement to enable them to participate fully in what are usually highly sociable sessions. 

We have found that non-verbal exploration of memories and past skills and interests has the effect of activating and lifting the spirits of the participants and offering them ways of engaging with others, thus combating the sense of isolation and depression often associated with the experience of dementia. The approach draws its strength from many sources and much practical experience. The use of ideas about person-centred care, so effectively developed and promulgated by Tom Kitwood, are woven together with the widening recognition of the centrality and value of using residual long-term memory, accessed by reminiscence and linked with various creative arts, to enrich the lives of everyone affected by dementia.

The RYCT programme

Remembering Yesterday Caring Today (RYCT) aims to make a difference to families living with dementia by providing a time and place where they can go together to enjoy memories of the past and perhaps forget for a moment the difficulties of the present.  The leaders and volunteers involved in a group are sensitive to the ways that the project can help families to cope with dementia, taking account of their circumstances and needs.  They can also suggest ideas for manageable activities that can be tried out at home or when visiting someone in care, and useful publications (e.g. Heathcote, 2007).

Participating in an RYCT group can have different value for different people. For example, some carers have found that it helped to put the current strains into a longer perspective and this enabled them to keep going at difficult moments.  Others have said they learnt new ways of coping by being with people in a similar situation. For a few the most significant thing has been seeing a relative with severe dementia enjoying the sessions and participating more than they initially expected. 

For many families being in a new social group and making new friends through sharing memories was particularly significant. Some have said how good it was to be part of a social group in which allowances were made for the effects of dementia, and found that it helped to combat feelings of isolation and loneliness arising from their experiences of social situations where people with dementia were not welcomed.

The RYCT Reunion Groups and RRC

In London, the RYCT groups have always had a chance to go on meeting on a monthly basis. This was in response to a need expressed by the families involved who wanted to maintain contact and continue with the reminiscence-based meetings. Thanks to further funding and voluntary support, the monthly reunion group has run continuously since 1998, some volunteers staying loyal to it since the very first project. In 2005, the funding to maintain the group dried up and a particularly dedicated group of volunteers decided to set up an independent group, to be called the Reminiscence Reunion Club, with its own constitution, and eventually its own funding. This group, made up of family carers who have participated in the RYCT projects in London, is growing in strength and experience and supports families who have gone through the 12-week RYCT project.

Memorial Hospital connection

The RYCT project has been supported since the outset by staff from the Memorial Hospital in a unique collaboration, and the Reminiscence Reunion Club has continued to benefit from this support. CPNs and various occupational and speech therapists have been involved and have ensured effective link-ups across the service.

The future of RYCT and RRC

Now funding has been secured for RYCT as a national research project under the Department of Health’s Research Institute. The project will run 24 times across the UK over the next 2 years. There will be 8 centres (Greenwich will be one) which will run 3 projects each for people with dementia and family carers. The impact, results and cost-effectiveness are being researched and evaluated by a team of specially recruited researchers who will report in 2010.

The hope is that there will be positive results and that the project will then be widely available. The Reminiscence Reunion Club is an important organisation in its commitment to on-going support for local families coping with dementia.

Biographical note

Pam Schweitzer, MBE, founded the Age Exchange Reminiscence Centre in 1983 and was its Artistic Director until 2005. In 1993, she founded the European Reminiscence Network, which piloted the RYCT project in 16 cities across Europe in 1997-8. Since then, Pam has run the project 14 times in London, brought in and trained other project workers and liaised with the local hospital trust and with funders, including the European Union, Allied Dunbar and Zurich Insurance companies and the City Bridge Trust. 

Since 2004, she has been consultant and trainer to the RYCT national research projects funded by the Medical Research Council and now by the Research Institute of the Department of Health. Pam has left Age Exchange, but continues to run the European Reminiscence Network, and to work on all aspects of reminiscence as a trainer and project leader, especially with ethnic minority groups, arts and dementia projects. She co-ordinates the London RYCT project, liaising with staff at the Memorial Hospital, the University College London research workers, the local project workers and the Reminiscence Reunion Club.

