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Jean Béraud – After the Misdeed
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William Utermohlen: self-portraits
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On the creation of  his self  portraits

[Dementia] makes me anxious because I like to produce good work and I 

know good work, but it's just so sad when you feel you cannot do it ... It was 

in sense of  opportunity to have something so interesting to happen to you ... 

You have to approach something like this positively and throw yourself  into 

it ... It's not fighting back, you can't fight it. But I wanted to understand 

what was happening to me in the only way I can.

William Utermohlen, 2001 interview with Margaret Discroll (from Wikipedia)
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“Oh God”

“I as good as lost myself”

“I have lost myself” 

“I am lost”

Frau Auguste Deter, 1901



First research theme:

If  dementia represents an existential threat – one 

that threatens one’s being - then how does this 

affect people who are living with dementia?
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Lab based studies 
of  recall for 
threatening 
statements

• Terror Management Theory - conflict 
between the desire to live and the 
knowledge that we will die creates 
anxiety

• This distress triggers intra-psychic 
processes that minimize threat to self

• Does this occur for people living with 
dementia?

• If  so, what relationship does this have 
to clinical issues – e.g., adjustment and 
acceptance?



• Generated 12 highly threatening statements about 

dementia:

• “The illness may make you/Chris feel confused”

• “Your/Chris’ illness is a progressive disease”

• Plus 12 less threatening statements:

• “Your/Chris’ illness doesn't change who he is/you are”

• “In the illness, proteins can build up inside your/Chris’ 

brain”

• 70 participants with dementia (43 had Alzheimer’s, 

13 vascular and 12 mixed dementia) – average age 80 

with mild cognitive impairment

• Randomised to recall statements about Chris or Self



We hypothesised 
that:

For the most threatening information, recall 

will be better when it is about Chris than 

about self

For the least threatening information, there 

will be no difference in recall between Chris 

and self



Recall of  dementia statements by level of  threat
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Results 

Significant interaction between conditions 
(Self/Chris) and level of  threat (least/most 
threatening). 

No difference between recall of  least 
threatening items

Significantly more threatening descriptions of  
dementia being recalled in the Chris than the 
self  condition

Intrusion errors also protected self  against 
threat



TMT and 
dementia

• When information about dementia relates 

directly to the person, then this can threaten self  

– recall is protective

• An analogue study – overlap between recall of  

statements and adjustment? 

• Replicated with people without dementia - MNE 

present for older, but not younger, participants 

(Cheston et al., 2022)



Second research theme:

If  dementia represents an existential threat – one that 

threatens one’s being - then can we help people living 

with dementia to manage this terror more effectively?
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What is a nostalgic memory?

• Isn’t just any memory of  the past

• Or any autobiographical memory

• It’s a memory of  an atypical event with the important people in our lives 

that helps us to feel better about ourselves,  reminds us of  who we are 

and of  what life means 
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Importantly – my nostalgic, meaning 
giving memories with the important 
people in my life will be different to 

anyone else’s.
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Memories provoke different responses
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Regulatory Model: The Homeostatic 
Function of  Nostalgia
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Regulatory Model: The Homeostatic 
Function of  Nostalgia
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Inducing nostalgia for people with 
dementia

• Continued collaboration with Constantine Sedikides and Tim Wildschut

• According to the New Oxford English Dictionary, nostalgia is defined as a 

‘sentimental longing for the past.’ Please bring to mind a nostalgic event in your life. 

Specifically, try to think of  a past event that makes you feel most nostalgic. Bring this 

nostalgic experience to mind. Immerse yourself  in the nostalgic experience. How does it 

make you feel? Please spend a couple of  minutes thinking about how it makes you feel. 

Please describe this nostalgic event (i.e., describe the experience).” 

• Other triggers can include music, smells, photographs, places 
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Three research questions

1. What sorts of  memories are nostalgia for people living with dementia?

2. What impact does having a nostalgic memory (compared to another

memory) have on people with dementia?

3. Does this help people to remember more about their dementia?
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• Ismail et al. (2020) - compared the content of  nostalgic (n = 

36) and ordinary narratives (n = 31) of  participants living with 

dementia. 

• Blind rating: Compared to control narratives, nostalgic 

narratives described atypical events, expressed more positive 

affect and had more expressions of  self-esteem and self-

continuity. They were also rated higher on companionship, 

connectedness and the closeness of  relationships, and reflected 

life as being meaningful. 

• The content of  nostalgic memories of  people with dementia 

are the same as for those without dementia



Nostalgic memories have a different effect (Ismail et al., 2018, 
study 2)
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• Ismail et al - study 3: Recruited 50 people with mild levels of  

dementia 

• Randomised to either nostalgia or the ordinary memory 

condition

• They were then asked to recall statements about dementia that 

varied in levels of  threat

• Led to significant improvement in recall for both least and 

most threatening statements with no increase in negative affect



Recall of  information about dementia
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Nostalgia leads to increase in recall of  threatening 
statements without increasing anxiety
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Third research theme:

What would an intervention around nostalgia 

look like?
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• Three stage process of  public involvement/consultations

• Worked with eight people to cerate an intervention (focused on

nostalgic conversations between couples)

• Development study with six couples 

• five weekly sessions, planning nostalgic activities using a workbook

• Alternating home visits and phone calls

• Acceptability interviews

• Photos were the most common trigger used. Three couples used the 

intervention at least once a week. Two couples required more support in 

follow up sessions and one couple struggled to adopt the intervention

• All couples showed some evidence of  change across at least one domain 

of  self-functioning

• How would this fit into service provision?

• Memory clinics?

• Voluntary sector?

• Residential care?
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