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Introduction to the Special Issue

PERSONS LIVING WITH DEMENTIA & 

LIBRARIES: 
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• Dementia: 

• Global epidemic

• Spectrum of symptoms, 
often in stages

• Highly individual cases

• No pharmacological 
cure for Alzheimer’s

Image: CCL, Jean-Baptiste Duret @Flickr.com

PERSONS LIVING WITH DEMENTIA (PLWD) – QUICK 

OVERVIEW

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/2.0/
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https://www.caregiver.org 

THE CAREGIVER COMMUNITY

https://www.caregiver.org/


Image: CCL, Multnomah County Libraries @Flickr.com
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 “Non-pharmacological interventions” 

 Healthy lifestyle choices

 Diet & exercise

 Nutrition

 Mental Stimulation
 Brain training and puzzles

 Reading

 Creative engagement

 Lifelong learning

 Social Stimulation
 Social networks

 Connections to culture

POSITIVE THERAPIES

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/2.0/
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 Every person living with dementia is still a person

REDUCE STIGMA
 Every person living with dementia is a different person

PERSON-CENTERED CARE
 Many are still living at home – thus coming to the 

library

WHAT CAN WE OFFER? 

THE NEEDS OF PLWD
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Image: CCL, matthew venn @Flickr.com

… OPPORTUNITIES FOR LIBRARIES

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/


2025 Library Survey Data

DEMENTIA-RELATED RESOURCES & 

SUPPORT IN LIBRARIES:
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Dickey & McNichol, 2025

PHYSICAL LIBRARY RESOURCES FOR PLWD
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Dickey & McNichol, 2025

ACTIVITIES & PROGRAMS FOR PLWD
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FUTURE DEVELOPMENTS



INSIDE THE LIBRARY TRENDS 

SPECIAL ISSUE
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 “Examining Courses on Older Adult and Dementia-Friendly 
Services in North American MLIS Curricula”

 “Rethinking Reminiscence Activities in Libraries”

 “The Carter G. Woodson Regional Chicago Public Library: Building 
Connections for a Dementia-Friendly Community”

 “A Library-Based ‘Tech-club’ for Older Adults Living with 
Dementia and Their Care Partners: A Co-designed Pilot Project”

 “Reading: A Non-pharmacological Intervention for Dementia?”

 “Reading Well for Dementia: A User-led Approach to Increasing 
Accessibility of Health Information Resources for People Affected 
by Dementia”

 “Reading for Pleasure: Public Library Dementia-Friendly Book 
Groups, A Proposal for a Qualitative Linguistic and Thematic 
Analysis”

ISSUE CONTENTS 
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Timothy J. Dickey 

tdickey1@kent.edu

http://www.linkedin.com/in/timothyjdickey
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mailto:tdickey1@kent.edu
http://www.linkedin.com/in/timothyjdickey


SARAH MCNICOL,  ISSUE CO-EDITOR

Rethinking Reminiscence Activities in 
Libraries 



Sarah McNicol

Rethinking 
Reminiscence



…the discussion of past activities, events and 
experiences, usually with the aid of tangible 
prompts such as archive photographs, objects, 
music or sound recordings.

• Life review therapy

• Individual reminiscence (life story work)

• Group reminiscence

What is 
reminiscence?



Image credit: Leicestershire Libraries

Image credit: Norfolk & Norwich Millennium Library

Reminiscence in libraries



Copyright Donald MacDonald

Therapeutic 
benefits

Improve mood and 
wellbeing

Self-esteem from 
giving or 

contributing 
something valuable

Can draw on 
retained skills/ 

knowledge 

Recalling and sharing memories from the past

Reminiscence

https://www.geograph.org.uk/profile/7565


Different experiences than the ‘norm’

Time-shifting

Focus exclusively on the past

Upsetting or difficult memories

Ability to remember

Challenges of 
reminiscence 



Ethnicity

LGBTQ+

Changing social attitudes

Generational 
shifts



“This view of memories as a physical 
thing is guaranteed to mislead. The truth 
is that autobiographical memories are 
not possessions that you either have or 
do not have. They are mental 
constructions, created in the present 
moment, according to the demands of 
the present.” (Pieces of Light, Charles 
Fernyhough, p.6)

Metaphors for memories





Big stories vs small stories



• Avoid ‘straightforward’ 
factual questions

• Avoid questions that 
have right/wrong 
answers

• Use materials as 
stimulus 

• Use materials person 
may not have a personal 
connection to

Rethinking 
reminiscence





https://creativereading
dementia.square.site/s/
stories

Activities 
added 

fortnightly



CARINA SPAULDING (PRESENTING),  
GEMMA JOLLY,  AND DEBBIE  HICKS

Reading Well for Dementia: 
A User-Led Approach to Increasing 
Accessibility of Health Information 
Resources for People Affected by 
Dementia



Dr Carina Spaulding, Gemma Jolly and Debbie Hicks MBE
February 2026

Reading Well for Dementia: A User-Led 
Approach to Increasing Accessibility of Health 
Information Resources for People Affected by 

Dementia



• UK-wide charity inspiring personal and 
social change through the proven power of 
reading

• Programme delivery

• National campaigns

• Partnership working

• Research and evaluation

Who we are: The Reading Agency



• Reading Well helps people to understand and manage their 
health and wellbeing using recommended reading

• Delivered in partnership with UK public libraries

• The books are chosen and endorsed by health professionals 
and people with lived experience

• Aimed at people living with dementia, carers and family 
members, including younger children

• Booklist provides information and advice, including through 
personal stories and children’s fiction

• A selection of accompanying digital resources to support 
people affected by dementia

About Reading Well



Bibliotherapy: Models and outcomes



Analytical techniques
o Cross-tabulation analysis
o Trend analysis
o Reflexive, data-driven thematic analysis
o Triangulation of data

• Quantitative data
o Evidence mapping of health needs and prevalence of conditions

o Nationally representative survey on adult reading

o Health information user survey

o Patient Information Forum (PIF) survey

• Qualitative data
o Lived experience co-production workshop data

o Health sector consultation data

o Library consultation data

o Stakeholder roundtable data

o Book selection data

• Evaluation data (mixed-methods)
o Reading Well users (surveys and interviews)

o Librarians (surveys and interviews)

o Health practitioners (surveys and interviews)

o Book issues and sales data (2013-2024)

The evidence driving our insights



38%

25%

21%

16%

Proportion of book loans across topic areas

Support for relatives and carers

Information and advice

Personal stories

Living well with dementia

Reading Well for dementia: Scheme access



“We need a bit of comedy in it. […] 
Laughter and comedy get you 
through things. They are not 
laughing at us we are laughing 
together. Those anecdotes. They 
make the world go along. We need 
something that's uplifting.”

My first go to is books, as well as websites. 
When I was first diagnosed, I spent a lot of 
time looking for books that spoke to me. They 
were very few and far between. Many of the 
books about dementia focus on tragedy. I 
would not recommend these to anybody."

“If you are writing or publishing a book, do it 
with respect and dignity for the people they 
are talking about. That's a big ask, but 
anything less than that just won’t do.”

• Core principles:

• readable, relatable, realistic, non-
judgmental, and non-stigmatising

• Key mechanisms:

• Language and content

• Inclusivity and representation

• Design and layout

Increasing accessibility: What works



47,838

27,568

10,796

22,124
25,580

Total annual scheme issues across time

2019-20 2020-21 2021-22 2022-23 2023-24

Dementia-specific priorities

• Inclusion of important but ‘taboo’ 

topics

• Co-morbidities 

• ‘Rare’ diagnosis/experiences

General priority areas

• Consideration of library market

• Support for all those affected – 

families, carers, partners, etc.

• Representation of people from 

marginalised backgrounds 

Key gaps and unmet need



Books issued since scheme launch

• 245,000 books borrowed since 2015

Scheme impact

• 83% of surveyed users agreed their book 
helped them better understand dementia

• 76% agreed it helped them cope better 
with dementia

• 82% agreed it helped them better care for 
someone with dementia

• 90% of health professionals surveyed said 
the books helped support people outside 
of consultation time and feel more 
confident self-managing their symptoms

Reading Well for dementia: User 
evaluation data



Learn more about 
Reading Well here

readingwell@readingagency.org.uk 
carina.spaulding@readingagency.org.uk 

Follow us @readingagency 

Questions?



MARY BETH RIEDNER

Reading: 
A Nonpharmacological Intervention 
for Dementia?



By Mary Beth Riedner

Library Trends Special Issue
Nov., 2025

Reading: A Nonpharmacological 
Intervention for Dementia?



Photo: Gail Borden Public Library – Tales & 
Travel 

Photo: Mary Beth Riedner

My Motivators…



• Five questions
• Sample book & reading 

programs
• Implications for libraries
• Need for future research

Article Structure



https://keystoliteracy.com/blog/how-the-brain-learns-to-read/

1. How does reading occur in the brain?

https://keystoliteracy.com/blog/how-the-brain-learns-to-read/
https://keystoliteracy.com/blog/how-the-brain-learns-to-read/
https://keystoliteracy.com/blog/how-the-brain-learns-to-read/
https://keystoliteracy.com/blog/how-the-brain-learns-to-read/
https://keystoliteracy.com/blog/how-the-brain-learns-to-read/
https://keystoliteracy.com/blog/how-the-brain-learns-to-read/
https://keystoliteracy.com/blog/how-the-brain-learns-to-read/
https://keystoliteracy.com/blog/how-the-brain-learns-to-read/
https://keystoliteracy.com/blog/how-the-brain-learns-to-read/
https://keystoliteracy.com/blog/how-the-brain-learns-to-read/
https://keystoliteracy.com/blog/how-the-brain-learns-to-read/


https://pixabay.com/photos/old-couple-reading-newspaper-5051770/

2. Can literacy activities help to delay, 
or possibly even prevent, dementia?

https://pixabay.com/photos/old-couple-reading-newspaper-5051770/
https://pixabay.com/photos/old-couple-reading-newspaper-5051770/
https://pixabay.com/photos/old-couple-reading-newspaper-5051770/
https://pixabay.com/photos/old-couple-reading-newspaper-5051770/
https://pixabay.com/photos/old-couple-reading-newspaper-5051770/
https://pixabay.com/photos/old-couple-reading-newspaper-5051770/
https://pixabay.com/photos/old-couple-reading-newspaper-5051770/
https://pixabay.com/photos/old-couple-reading-newspaper-5051770/
https://pixabay.com/photos/old-couple-reading-newspaper-5051770/


3. Can people with a dementia 
diagnosis still read?



4. How to use person-centered care concepts to 
choose the most appropriate reading materials?



• Larger font size

• Generous line spacing

• Increased white space/reduced 
clutter

• Color photographs

5. What format criteria can help make 
reading more accessible?



https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/23337214241239174 

“In summary, the HOMESIDE Reading 

Intervention shows promise as a non-

pharmacological approach to support 

individuals with dementia and their family 

caregivers. By promoting shared meaningful 
reading activities, the RI aims to improve 

the quality of life and well-being of both care 
recipients and caregivers.”

• Shared Reading Programs
• Dovetale Press

• Tales & Travel
• Words in Mind
• Montesorri Book Clubs

• Reading Roundtable Books
• Reading2Connect

• HOMESIDE  Reading Intervention

Global book and reading programs

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/23337214241239174


• Librarians can provide book and reading programs…
• For those living in residential communities
• For those living at home (81% of all those diagnosed)

• Libraries’ collections can be “mined” for appropriate materials
• Print and digital
• Adult and children’s collections

• ALA/LSDA – Nonfiction Reader’s Advisory Form
• Add literacy activities to current Memory Café agendas
• Take actionable steps based on current mission statements

Implications for Libraries



• More research is needed on the topic of reading & dementia
• Larger sample sizes
• Study those living at home as well as those in residential 

communities
• Compare reading abilities of those at different stages
• Develop better instruments to test reading ability

• In Library Setting
• Evaluate success of reader’s advisory services
• Study effectiveness of using children’s books
• Measure  value of browsing in a social setting

Future research



• Libraries and librarians have much to offer those living with 
dementia:
• Collections
• Programming
• Expertise

• Their ability to read may just be hidden or untapped.
• We can help each person find the right book for them, at the 

right time (even after a dementia diagnosis!).
• There is much librarians can do to lead the effort to make 

reading a nonpharmacological intervention for dementia. 

Conclusion & Call for Action



Q and A
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CONTACT US: l ibrarytrends@ill inois.edu

Thank you! 

https://muse.jhu.edu/issue/56013
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