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ACTIVITY DESCRIPTION: Participants will engage in sensory
stimulation & pot an herb of their own to take with them.

THERAPEUTIC GOALS:

Cognitive/Intellectual: Stimulate memory of a familiar smell;
encourage focusing on a singular task

Physical: Strengthen fine motor skills & hand eye coordination

Psychological/Emotional: Build a sense of accomplishment &
fulfilment; increase sense of calm from sensory/smell
experiences; experience joy

Sensory: Engage olfactory & tactile senses

Social: Participate in discussion & build connections with peers

STEP-BY-STEP PROCESS:

1. Pre-Session Preparation: Grow & gather materials. Set-up work space
by organizing & deciding what herbs to include in the activity. Have
herb plants, cuttings & materials near facilitator under the table to

Materials bring out at the appropriate time (to deter grabbing for items).
2. Facilitator begins session by introducing themselves. Participants
Small pots, potting soil, spoons make name tags at the beginning of the activity.
3. The potting activity is introduced, along with sensory engagement.
Herb cuttings 4. Introduce the herbs one at a time, allowing participants to feel them.
To promote social interactions, participants can pass herb plants from
Small bowls person to person. Encourage discussion of the smells & touching
herbs to prompt memories associated with herbs.
Name labels, markers 5. Allow participants to choose the herb that resonates with them.
Encourage discussion on why they chose particular herbs.
Scissors/pre-cut cuttings 6. Provide step by step instructions with verbal & visual demonstration
for potting the herb clipping. HT volunteers can walk around & help
Gloves, wipes clients if needed.
7. Conclude session by having a mood check - how do participants feel?
Watering cans Prepare potted herbs for transportation to participant’s homes or
rooms.

APPLICATIONS FOR POPULATIONS: This activity was delivered to people with beginning to moderate stages
of Alzheimer’s/dementia. People living with dementia may experience a range of symptoms impacting activity
delivery. These can affect personality, behavior, outbursts including verbal self-stimulation, communication
difficulty, attention span and memory lapses. This activity may stimulate episodic memories in the
neurocognitive system enabling people to remember past experiences (Tulving, 2002). Participants may not
have paid much attention to some memories before; this TH activity may prompt retrieval of these memories.
Such experiences and discussion of them can be positive, joyful and empowering. A goal of experiencing joy and


https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/11752477/

happiness can be significant for this population. Experiences with plants, past and present, reminiscing about
earlier life and family gardens, can prompt sensory based joy.

The potting activity is meant to bolster self-esteem for accomplishing the horticultural task. This activity is
accessible for a variety of participants who may have limited mobility or other health challenges.

“Programs for people living with dementia require specific and thorough safety protocols (see next section).
Depending on the stage of dementia, and each person’s particular functioning abilities, activity facilitators will
need to determine the safety requirements and health benefits for each session... The variability from day to
day, and even within a given day, of each individual’s mood, behavior and willingness to participate can vary
greatly.” (Fleming, 2024).

SAFETY CONSIDERATIONS: Facilitators are responsible for knowing poisonous and toxic plants and plant parts.
Risk factors and consideration for safety issues for activities involving people living with dementia should include
identifying allergies or sensitivities to herbs, and use/exclusion of sharp tools depending on cognitive and
functioning abilities. Use of perlite and rooting hormone is not recommended. Attention to participants who
have tendency to put items in mouth may require one-on-one or close supervision. Safety protocols should be in
place for injury, cuts, and swallowing issues. It may not be appropriate for some participants to take plants/soil
with them if there may be a safety issue.

NOTES OR OTHER CONSIDERATIONS: A small client group would be the most effective for this activity
allowing them to discuss and converse about their memories. Repeating this practice 2 or 3 times a week would
result in the best outcome - consistency would reinforce their memories. Positive reinforcement (verbal praise
or stickers for example) may help support engagement and discussion during the sessions. People living with
dementia may be unexpected in their responses, have outbursts or become agitated. The facilitator’s role is
providing a safe and open environment, with support from other staff members if necessary.

Propagating herbs from cuttings can be effective using best practices for horticultural techniques. For
propagating rosemary, use a 4-6” soft-tip cutting, removing lower leaves, and placing in pre-moistened potting
mix. Other herbs easily propagated from cuttings include: chives, basil, oregano, thyme and sage. Other
populations may choose to use rooting hormone and transport newly potted plants in closed zip lock bags but
these are not recommended for people living with dementia. A paper bag can be an alternative.
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