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Literally meaning “loss of mind,” the vague and pejorative term dementia refers 
to a progressive course of mental and physical decline due to a variety of known 
and unknown causes. The standard medical model of care views dementia as 
pathological in nature and relies chiefly upon medication and dismissive 
behavioral interventions to ameliorate its symptoms. Although mainstream 
treatment approaches for dementia can help with symptom management, there is 
an urgent need to develop more effective interventions. ] 
 
The humanistic and transpersonal disciplines perspectives upon human 
development offer compelling lenses through which to view progressive 
“forgetfulness” and its accompanying symptoms. The term “humanistic” in this 
study refers to the conviction that each individual’s subjective experience of 
meaning-making has an intrinsic value. This core worth must be taken into 
consideration in the ethical and effective treatment of dementia so as to affirm 
the dignity and fullness of the human experience. The term “transpersonal” 
meanwhile refers to the validation of psychological categories that transcend the 
normal features of ego-functioning. Such altered, or non-ordinary, states of 

consciousness often accompany the experience of dementia, calling into question 
the hegemony of the dominant culture’s ‘consensus reality.’ Both of these 
perspectives allow for a view of advancing forgetfulness as potentially imbued 
with meaning and relevance to the human journey, a transitional experience that 
may entail novelty and benefit as well as loss. 
 
There has been little research to date analyzing the relevance of humanistic and 
transpersonal approaches to treating elderly clients experiencing dementia. 
These modalities call into question the central tenet of the medical model, which 
frames forgetfulness as a condition to be prevented or corrected. Indeed, the 
choice of diagnostic lens in large part determines whether a client is regressing or 
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working through, dissociating or revisiting, decompensating or integrating. 
What is typically diagnosed as a pathological condition may in fact be an 
individual’s need to process, prepare, rehearse, or repair, emphasizing healing 
and growth over maintenance or decay. 
 

Humanistic and Transpersonal “Ways of Doing" 
 when Working with Elders with Dementia 
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Humanistic and Transpersonal “Ways of Being” 
when Working with Elders with Dementia 
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Challenges and Impediments to this Work 
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