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Core stories as identity preservers for older adults with dementia
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Background: People with dementia have difficulties in performing short-term memory tasks while their long-
term memory is preserved relatively well, even in moderate and advanced stages of the illness. Life stories,
therefore, have a double significance for older people with dementia. They provide them with a sense of
capability and success and at the same time, they promote opportunities to present their narrative identities.
This step helps them to reconstruct their self-identity in order to better cope with the challenges of dementia.

Methods: A qualitative research examined the narrative identity construction process of older adults with
dementia. Three creative reminiscence groups of older adults with mild dementia took part in different day care
centers in Israel. Each group met with the researcher for 10 weekly 45-minute sessions. Life stories of 21 people
with mild dementia were recorded and analyzed. The data analysis included literary methodology and content
analysis.

Findings: Four categories of narrative identities were found: Being a part of the big story; the high achievers and
the successful; the different and special; and life in the shadow of trauma. It was also found that the stories the
participants tended to repeat on were those stories that clustered a few narrative identities together. These life
stories are at the core of the identity definition and therefore they are termed 'core stories'.

Conclusions: 'Core stories' enable people with dementia to construct a positive self-identity and to effectively
achieve 'ego integrity'. In order to help people with mild dementia accomplish this process, it is recommended
to stimulate their long-term memory and to encourage them to take part in well-constructed reminiscence
processes.
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