Take a Hike - or Simply a Walk

Walking is a good dementia strategy for living with dementia. Walking as an aerobic exercise
has been associated with improved memory performance and reduced hippocampal atrophy?.
If walking is done with strength training there is even improvement in the tasks of daily living:
dressing, eating, bathing, toileting, walking.? Walking together, as care companions, has been
associated with a reduction in the caregiver’s feeling of burden, and distress as well as an

increase in effective sleep, a sense of well-being and self-efficacy.> *

However, an individual with dementia is less likely to do physical activity than a healthy
individual®. Initiative is one of the early changes that caregivers witness. If walking for exercise
is a new activity, it is harder to get the individual with dementia to choose the activity.

The good news for caregivers is walking requires very little special equipment other than a good
pair of shoes. Depending on your location, there are folks who walk in their neighborhoods, in
their local mall, even in a gym. Study shows that a simple routine of twenty minutes a day, five
times a week is effective in slowing cognitive decline®. If your loved one is experiencing bouts
of daily agitation in the afternoon, known as sundown syndrome, walking with a family member
regularly can alleviate sundown syndrome and improve sleep quality’. Morning is an ideal time
for walking with Alzheimer’s research showing better balance control and walking speed than in
the evening.®

How to get started? Consider associating a walk with a positive out of the house routine
already in place. For example, if the trip to the market is a daily routine, consider adding
twenty minutes of walking in the trip, either in the store, or on the way to the store. Research
shows that the simple act of getting out of the house is associated with better cognitive
function, physical ability and emotional state.’ Even if you need to bookend the experience with
positive treats on either side of the walk, the positives appear to outweigh the negatives.

Another strategy is to begin a walking group with others living with dementia. This has proven
to be a powerful experience. Paul’s Club is a group of 12-15 individuals with mild to moderate
dementia who meet and walk together in their neighborhood. This experience has yielded
three positive themes: a focus that is not on diagnosis, a feeling of belonging, and a claiming of
citizenship in the community.*°

How might you find others living with dementia to get a walking group started? Consider your
local support group or memory café. As you get to know attendees, you may find others
equally interested in improving life with dementia by walking. Set a date and time
remembering the curves that life with dementia may take for one or all of you. Build up the
energy for the event by promoting it verbally to your loved one. For additional support in
finding others living with dementia, consider reaching out Arden Courts, where memory care is
all they do.
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