
Internationale Tagung für Tanz und Therapie I Tanz.Spur.Leben. Bewegung als Ressource für 
Ausdruck, Begegnung und Resilienz 2027 

 

Richard Coaten  

Building Bridges of Understanding that help people feel real and that 
they matter: Dance Movement Therapy & Dementia Re-visited 

 

This offering is my journey from practice beginnings in the mid-1980s to now. It charts how I built 
“bridges of understanding” (Coaten, 2009) and how those bridges built me. I want to inspire 
more DMTs and others to work in a field that desperately needs more of you and now. It may not 
make you financially rich, but it will fundamentally change you and how you practice in other 
areas and make you physically, emotionally and psychologically enlivened. This talk 
demonstrates that in essence this work is not about you, it’s about how you’re able to get your 
own ‘ego’ out of the way in order that the people you work with can feel real and that they matter 
and are valued and can value themselves ( Verde cited in Greenblat, 2011:88). This 
fundamentally changes the practitioner and helps reveal a buried humanity or as mentor, friend 
& colleague Michael Verde from the U.S. and the Memory Bridge Foundation says: “We are deep 
in the dusk; it is a dementia of the spirit's memory of Being. What a ripe time for the dawning of a 
new awareness to live by” (2015), personal comms. 

 

Does use of the term dementia help people feel real? No, it does not. It is a stupid and 
meaningless word that brings stigma, isolation & loneliness in its wake. How can one be “De” or 
(out of) one’s “Mensis” (mind) when no philosopher in the history of that subject, to the best of 
my knowledge, has ever defined what it actually means to be, “In -Mensis” or in-mind? And why 
might helping people feel real & that they matter be the key to making a difference in the care 
and treatment of people living with dementia & their carers, both formal & informal? Because in 
addition to whatever climate crisis we have to contend with and going forward, global 
populations have to get to grips with demographic ageing regarding the increased proportion of 
older people, perhaps the most serious and enduring challenge for welfare systems, coping with 
rapidly rising demand and expenditure on health and social care for that population (Kolarić et 
al., 2020; Hinrichs, 2021).  

There will be more and more people living with neuro-degenerative conditions and up to press 
the pharmaceutical companies have failed in their quest to create a ‘magic pill’ that will cure the 
condition having spent millions trying over the past years to find one! Something has to be done 
that changes the ongoing negative narrative on the subject, that empowers and enables rather 
than disempowers, isolates and de-humanises whether openly or inadvertently.  
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This talk re-visits my own journey about how embodied & other arts-based practices such as 
DMT offer hope, meaningfulness & more by focusing on what can still be danced, re-membered, 
recalled, felt and celebrated. Re-visited, because after using movement & dance with seniors for 
the past 40 years it’s time to take a new and hopefully inspiring look at how my DMT journey 
helped me understand its power as a fundamental resource for expression, resilience and 
feeling ‘real’ in the context of all that might deliver the opposite (Coaten, 1993, 1994, 2000, 2001, 
2002, 2008, 2010, 2011a, 2011b, 2013a, 2013b, 2016, 2019, 2020, 2022, 2024, 2025a, 2025b). 

 

References: 

Coaten, R. & M.P. Parsons (2025b) ‘The Creative Dementia Practice Handbook: Arts for Health and Wellbeing’. 

Jessica Kingsley Publishers, London. 

Coaten, R. Pasiecznik Parsons, M. & Gill B. (2024) ‘The In-Cahoots Collective: towards inspirational practice’, 

Journal of Dementia Care, Vol.32 No.6 Nov/Dec, p.14. 

Coaten, R, M.P. Parsons & B. Gill (2025a)  Towards a continuum of care practice involving greater collaboration 

and alignment between Creative Practitioners’ (CPs) and Creative Arts Therapists 

(CATs) working in health, social care and other settings with a West Yorkshire example 

in Bailey, R (ed.) ‘Cultures of Creative Health (COCH), University of Huddersfield. 

Parker, I., Coaten, R., & Hopfenbeck, M. (eds.) (2022) The Practical Handbook of Living with Dementia, PCCS 

Books, Monmouth. www.pccs-books.co.uk   

Coaten, R. (2020) ‘Movement and Dance – Movement Matters!’ in Swift, R. (Curator) ‘Creative and 

Sensory Activities for People and Families affected by Dementia (Booklet 2)’, 

University of Worcester, p.6-7. Accessed online: 

https://www.worcester.ac.uk/about/academic-schools/school-of-allied-health-and-

community/allied-health-research/association-for-dementia-studies/ads-doctoral-

training/tandem-nottingham-worcester-training-centre/tandem-publications.aspx 

Tischler, V, S. Schneider, S. Morgner, P. Crawford, T. Dening, D. Brooker, C. Garabedian, T. Myers, F. Early, N. 

Shaughnessy, A. Innes, K. Duncan, A. Prashar, O. McDermott, R. Coaten, D. Eland, & K. Harvey (2019) 

“Stronger Together: learning from an interdisciplinary dementia, arts and well-being 

network (DA&WN)”, Arts & Health, International Journal for Research, Policy & 

Practice, Vol.11, Issue 3, 272-277. 

Coaten, R. and Williams, S. (2016),  ‘“Going far is returning”: Dance Movement Psychotherapists find 

resilience and learning and call for more collaboration and dialogue’, Dance, 

Movement & Spiritualities, 3: 1&2, pp. 161–75, doi: 10.1386/dmas.3.1-2.161_1 

Coaten R, Heeley, T, Spitzer N (2013b)  ‘Dancemind’s ‘Moving Memories’. Evaluation and analysis; a 

UK based dance and health project for people living with dementia and their care-

staff.’ UNESCO Observatory Multi-Disciplinary Journal in the Arts, Vol.3 Issue 3, 1-17 

Coaten, R, Newman-Bluestein D (2013a) Editorial:  ‘ Embodiment and dementia – Dance movement  

psychotherapists respond‘ Dementia: International Journal of Social Research & Care 

Practice’, Vol.12, No.6, 677-681. 

Coaten, R. (2011b)  'Dance Movement Psychotherapy in Dementia Care', in Lee, H. and Adams, T. (eds) 

Creative Approaches and Communication in Dementia Care, MacMillan, Basingstoke. 

Coaten, R. & Jacobson, N (2011a)  ‘Dance Movement Psychotherapy as a ‘Golden Thread of Remembrance’ 

and a key to communication’, Signpost, Journal of Dementia & Mental Health Care 

of     Older People, Vol.16, No1, 12-16 

http://www.pccs-books.co.uk/
https://www.worcester.ac.uk/about/academic-schools/school-of-allied-health-and-community/allied-health-research/association-for-dementia-studies/ads-doctoral-training/tandem-nottingham-worcester-training-centre/tandem-publications.aspx
https://www.worcester.ac.uk/about/academic-schools/school-of-allied-health-and-community/allied-health-research/association-for-dementia-studies/ads-doctoral-training/tandem-nottingham-worcester-training-centre/tandem-publications.aspx
https://www.worcester.ac.uk/about/academic-schools/school-of-allied-health-and-community/allied-health-research/association-for-dementia-studies/ads-doctoral-training/tandem-nottingham-worcester-training-centre/tandem-publications.aspx


Internationale Tagung für Tanz und Therapie I Tanz.Spur.Leben. Bewegung als Ressource für 
Ausdruck, Begegnung und Resilienz 2027 

 

Coaten, R. (2010)  'Case Study 5. Richard Coaten: working with older people with dementia' in Tufnell, M. 

(ed) 'Dance Health and Wellbeing: Pathway to practice for dance leaders working 

in  health and care settings', Foundation for Community Dance. 

Coaten, R. (2009)  'Building Bridges of Understanding: the use of embodied practices with older people 

with dementia and their care staff as mediated by Dance Movement Psychotherapy', 

Unpublished Doctoral Thesis, Research Repository, Roehampton University, London 

Coaten, R. and B. Warren (2008)   ‘Dance – Developing self-image and self-expression through movement’, in 

Warren, B., ed. Using the creative arts in therapy and healthcare – a practical 

introduction, London: Routledge (3rd Edition) 

Coaten, R. (2008)   ‘Movement Matters’, in Sharon & Jeff (eds.), The Family Arts Recipe Book – a recipe 

book of creative ideas to inspire ,Verd de Gris : Calderdale,UK (22-23) 

Coaten, R. (2002)  'Movement matters: revealing the hidden humanity within dementia through movement 

dance and the imagination', Dementia. International Journal of Social Research and 

Care Practice, 1, no.3, 386-392. 

Coaten, R. (2001)  'Exploring reminiscence through dance and movement', Journal of Dementia Care 9, 

no.5, 19-22. 

Coaten, R. (2000)  'Creating a little revolution - the patient as artist', in Greenland, P., (ed.) What dancers 

do that other health workers don’t, Leeds: Jabadao pp101-120 

Coaten, R. & McMorland A., (1994)   'Using dance and music to share the experience of dementia', 

Alzheimer's Disease International (Edinburgh) 

Coaten, R. & Warren, B. (1993)  'Dance -developing self-image and self-expression through movement', in 

Warren B (ed) 'Using the creative arts in therapy - a practical introduction' (2nd Edition), 

Routledge, London 

Greenblat, C. (2011) ‘Love, Loss, and Laughter: Seeing Alzheimer’s Differently’, Lyons Press, US 

Hinrichs, K. (2021)  Recent pension reforms in Europe: More challenges, new directions. An 

overview. Social policy & administration, 55(3), 409-422. 

Kolarić, B., Rukavina, T., Bilajac, L., Ćorić, T., & Tomasović Mrčela, N. (2020)  Commitment to Global Strategy 

and Action Plan on Ageing and Health. In Međunarodna znanstvena konferencija “Better 

Future of Healthy Ageing 2020” (BFHA 2020) (pp. 87-87). 


