
Gardens provide us with a wealth of sensory 
experience, and when caring for people with 
dementia, gardens can be used in many 
other ways too. They act as ‘aide memoires’ 
and calendars to assist people in connecting 
with time and place. For carers, a garden is an 
essential tool to enhance the quality of life for 
someone with dementia. 

Plants 
Plants of all types provide clues to seasons and 
places, whether it’s the time of year they’re 
planted or in full bloom; when they have 
distinctive seeds and fruits; or if only grow in 
particular places. Using plants doesn’t always 
have to be about their colour, texture, sound, 
taste or smell.

When thinking about how the garden can 
help someone relate to a time period, look to 
see if it provides interest all year round. Does 
it look spectacular from April to July but is 
completely devoid of significant autumn and 
winter plants? In other words are there plants 
that say “Summer’s here!” and others that say 
“Oh look, it must be Autumn”? 

Engage people with dementia. Find out 
what plants they enjoy and associate with 
certain times of year or particular seasonal 
customs. Then involve them in a planting 
activity. The plants will need to be easily 
accessible from garden paths with some clearly 
viewed from indoors (on those days people 

are unable to get outdoors they can still be 
conversation starters and ‘memory joggers’). 

Include some outdoor plants that can be 
used indoors. For example Alliums provide 
wonderful seed heads in the winter which can 
be brought in, sprayed gold/silver and used as 
Christmas decorations. 

Activities
Outdoor activities can also be themed to link 
with a specific time of year or annual event and 
are an excellent way of using gardens to keep 
time for people with dementia.

The following examples are only meant to 
demonstrate a small selection of seasonal and 
cultural events and activities that help people 
with dementia connect with time and place.

Spring
Organise an egg hunt around the garden for 
people who like Easter

Have a picnic in an area where there are 
spring bulbs in bloom (see ‘Autumn‘) 

Summer
Many major sports events take place this time 
of year. If the person you know is a sports 
lover you can use an event and the garden to 
connect that person to the time of year. For 
example, listen to Wimbledon on the radio 
outside whilst sitting and eating strawberries 
and cream – even better if you have grown the 
strawberries yourself!

The garden time machine

Creative Spaces information sheet - Sensory Trust



In brief 

Don’t just think about seasonal 
plantings; think about other activities 
such as Christmas decorations in the 
garden and summer picnics or Easter 
Egg hunts

Use plants all year round, not just 
for Spring and Summer, think about 
berries and leaves that link people to 
autumn and winter

Get the family and/or neighbours 
involved and make it a social occasion

Allow the person with dementia to 
choose their own level of participation

Autumn
Make a ‘Guy Fawkes’ from old clothes bulked 
out with scrunched up newspaper; have a 

the ceremonial burning. 
From one activity can spring another: plant 

bulbs in October, either in the ground or in 
pots around the garden, and come spring you 
have the opportunity for another activity (see 
‘Spring’)

Winter
With good footwear and warm windproof coats 
anyone can spend some time outdoors this 
time of year. Hanging food out for the wildlife is 
a simple outdoor activity that most of us relate 
to as being a winter activity.

String berries together in garlands to feed 
the garden birds. 

Make outdoor Christmas decorations to 
hang outside your home or in the garden. 
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Sensory Trust promotes and supports the 
creation and management of outdoor 
spaces that can be used and enjoyed by 
everyone, regardless of age or ability.
www.sensorytrust.org.uk

Tel: +44 (0)1726 222900  
Email: enquiries@sensorytrust.org.uk


