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Dementia gets dolled up

Leah Bisiani
Uplifting Dementia and Allity, Australia

Aim: The aim of this research was to examine the therapeutic impact of the provision of a lifelike baby doll as a therapeutic tool,
on the behaviour of a person living with dementia. Specifically, the research assessed the potential benefits, if any, of the use of doll
therapy in reducing behaviours of concern such as anxiety and agitation that may be associated with observed past attachment
needs of a person with dementia.

Method: A single, female participant, with moderately advanced Alzheimer’s disease was the subject of this research to examine
the therapeutic impact of the use of a doll on behaviours of concern, attachment needs and social interaction. The study used both
qualitative and quantitative research designs and methodologies in data collection and analysis.

Results: Results demonstrate that doll therapy was a positive intervention for the person living with dementia who was the
participant in this research. The findings indicate significant reduction in behaviours of concern related to the need for attachment
and a considerable decline in levels of anxiety and agitation. There was extensive ongoing improvement in social interaction, self-
worth and communication.

Conclusion: Crucially, this study advances an understanding of a) the use of a doll as a therapeutic tool on the behaviour of a
person living with dementia; b) the long term attachment needs of the participant to reduce or prevent behaviours reflective of
other needs; c) the effect therapeutic interventions on the well-being of the participant. It also extends an understanding of the
use of complementary therapy to inform professional practice; to promote opportunities for the exchange of knowledge; and to
stimulate research and promote best practice. This study will also contribute to the general body of knowledge about the use of
complementary therapy to meet past attachments needs and to improve the continuity of an uplifting life experience for people
living with dementia. Further, the benefits of this research will encourage a change in attitude to one of the many alternative
therapeutic ways of meeting the specific requirements of a person living with dementia. The outcome also provides further
evidence of an improved quality of life, growth and fulfilment in the maintenance of self to assist other people with similar needs.
As professionals, we need to build upon this evidence to promote therapeutic interventions that demonstrate another valuable
way forward in the provision of person-centred dementia care. This single case study may also provide the impetus for aged care
providers to develop an increased sensitivity to contribute to, and promote, therapeutic interventions that encourage positive
ageing and wellbeing of people living with dementia.
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