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INTRODUCTION
What is (Virtual) Cognitive Activity Design?
In the briefest of terms, cognitive activity design (CAD) is the design and implementation of
activities that promote cognitive wellness. Effective cognitive activities stimulate positive plastic
changes that promote: 1) a healthy and well-functioning brain, and 2) a managed mind that
knows how to cultivate happiness, satisfaction and fulfillment.
Virtual cognitive activity design (VCAD) achieve the same benefits but delivers them through
remote interactions that make use of virtual communication mechanisms.
Virtual cognitive activity design (VCAD) extends regular cognitive activity design into the
virtual realm.
There is the old adage:
Give a person a fish and they will eat tonight.
Teach them to fish and they will eat for their lifetime.

We will take the same approach when it comes to Virtual Cognitive Activity Design. Rather than
prescribe activities for you to copy, we will give you the tools you need to invent (imagine,
design and implement) your own activities.
This approach is consistent with one of MINDRAMP’s basic principle, which is to “customize”
interventions. The best cognitive activities and interventions are precision designed to address
the unique needs of a specific person or group of people, who exist at a specific time and place.
The VIRTUAL Cognitive Activity Design recommendations found in this guidebook are
inspired by the principles of cognitive activity design that MINDRAMP first developed in 2014
with the publication of a textbook of the same name. The text has been used to support a collegelevel course taught by MINDRAMP co-founder Roger Anunsen since that time.
The first two sections of the Guidebook review the basic concepts of cognitive activity design.
These concepts and best practices apply to all activities whether they are delivered in person or
through some kind of virtual mechanism. We then offer creative thinking techniques to help you
generate your own ideas for potential virtual activities and then select the most viable ones to put
into action. We encourage you to assess needs and capabilities before moving on to the actual
design and implementation of fabulous and effective cognitively stimulating activities delivered
virtually.
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•

The INTRODUCTION – We start with an orientation of the approach we will explore in
the guidebook.

•

BASIC PRINCIPLES – This section will give you some background on MINDRAMP
and how we promote brain health and mental flourishing.

•

CREATIVE THINKING TECHNIQUES – Since we encourage you to take creative
responsibility for the design of your own virtual cognitive activities (VCA), we thought it
important to review a number of effective creative techniques you can use to generate
ideas.

•

ASSESSMENTS – The first step in creating virtual cognitive activities that effectively
address the needs of a specific individual or group is to know what those needs are. We
offer techniques on uncovering these needs and imagining interventions to address them.
You also need to know what virtual communication mechanisms are at your disposal and
are available to your target markets.

•

DESIGNING VIRTUAL ACTIVITIES – With basic principles in mind and an
assessment of needs and capabilities in hand, you can use your creative thinking skills to
design and implement your own, fabulous, virtual cognitive activities.

Podcasts – Many of the sections in the Guidebook have companion audio podcasts.

Who Can Make Use of the VCAD Guidebook?
Podcast #1: – VCAD Introduction
This Virtual Cognitive Activity Design Training, or VCAD Guidebook for short, is written for
anyone who is challenged with creating, scheduling, supporting and leading activities for older
adults during the coronavirus pandemic.
The basic premise of the original Cognitive Activity Design approach is that any deliberate
activity that is done with older adults can and should become an opportunity to combat cognitive
decline and mental stagnation. Better yet, every interaction with elders can and should stimulate
their mature minds in ways that promote brain health. Every activity should nurture a sense of
well-being and strengthen participants’ mental resilience. Every activity should ignite repeated
bursts of positive energy in the minds of elders.
During this extraordinary time of the coronavirus pandemic we are all faced with extraordinary
challenges. To lower the risk of contagion we are all being asked to avoid any unnecessary
contact with others. This constraint is particularly relevant to older adults who may be more
vulnerable to the virus because of weakened immune systems.
It is a creative challenge to provide cognitively stimulating activities for older adults in the best
of times. It is doubly challenging to provide such activities under emergency conditions in which
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we must enforce social distancing, social isolation and even quarantines. These extraordinary
conditions force us to interact and deliver services virtually.
How can we provide cognitively stimulating activities to older adults through virtual distribution
mechanisms? What are the challenges? What are the solutions? These are the challenge this
Guidebook tackles.
We ground our recommendations on the pioneering Cognitive Activity Design class and
textbook MINDRAMP designed for the award-winning Gerontology Program at Portland
Community College in Oregon. We take the basic principles of CAD and apply them to the
virtual world.
The challenge is daunting, but not impossible. And, frankly, what choice do we have. This is our
new reality for . . . we don’t know how long. Even in the most optimistic scenarios we are
looking at 3 to 4 months of isolation. We cannot allow the social isolation to erode the health of
our brains and the creative flexibility of our minds. We must use this giant challenge as a
stimulus to pull together, to make full use of our creative minds, to initiate innovative ways of
getting things done. We hope you will join us and find this VCAD Playbook inspirational,
stimulating and motivating – and even fun!
(To Table of Contents)

Qualongevity
Longevity + Quality-Of Life
The MINDRAMP mission is to make longevity worth living. We believe that long life need not
be a Faustian bargain in which we sacrifice health and happiness for a few extra years of
existence. A longer life should be spent without undue pain and suffering. Our extra years
should be brightened by love, happiness, fulfillment and meaning.
In the same vein, our efforts to protect ourselves and others from infection by the coronavirus
will be undermined if life becomes meaningless and intolerably lonely. Survival alone will be a
hollow victory if the effort makes us more vulnerable to infection by accelerating the aging
process and condemns more of us to depression, cognitive decline and dementia.
MINDRAMP created the term “Qualongevity” to capture the idea of living a long and healthy
life, coupled with the ability to achieve the kind of quality-of-life that makes life worth living.
Qualongevity means living longer and living well. Qualongevity means living long with health,
happiness and fulfillment.
To achieve Qualongevity for ourselves and for those we care for, we must take the medical
measures needed to protect the greater population, and we must adopt protection measures that:
•
•
•

Protect the health and resilience of our brains,
Optimize our mental capacities,
Strengthen our sense of community, unity and connection.
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This Guidebook offers virtual activity-design tools that will empower you to tap into your
deepest levels of passion, compassion and creativity. We are convinced that these tools, in the
right hands and minds -- your hands -- can and will transform lives. We can not only survive but
thrive in these challenging times. We will all be stronger and better people if we link the
remarkable creativity of our minds with the deep compassion in our hearts.
(To Table of Contents)

Confronting Coronavirus Cabin Fever
MINDRAMP conceived of The VCAD Project as a response to what we call Coronavirus
Induced Cabin Fever.
Cabin fever is a metaphor for the negative mental states brought about by the disruption to
normal life caused by the need for physical distancing. Cabin fever gives rise to negative mental
and emotional states in response to being confined to a single location for an extended period of
time.
These negative mental states tend to manifest themselves in three different ways. People become
stir-crazy, they become disoriented, or they become withdrawn.
•

Stir-Crazy – People become agitated and irritable and want to “escape” from the confines
of their home or room. This urge to escape can lead to dangerous exposures that can
prolong the spread of the coronavirus

•

Disorientation – The COVID-19 pandemic has forced a global departure from normal
living. We are all cast into a metaphorical wilderness in which we feel lost and
disoriented. This disorientation is counter-productive to our attempts to cope and adjust
to new norms.

•

Withdrawal – People distance themselves from others and pull deeper into themselves,
often leading to depression. If current conditions are experienced as trauma, people may
suffer symptoms similar to PTSD. Effective activities that counter withdrawal and
minimize the sense of trauma can prevent long-term emotional problems.

In the short-term, VCAD activities can be designed to specifically target these common
symptoms of Coronavirus Cabin Fever. Providing people with an engaging and distracting
activity can reduce feelings of agitation and reduce stir-craziness. Well-designed activities can
help people break out of the funk that keeps them withdrawn and facilitate reengagement with
the larger community. Well-crafted activities can also help people establish new norms and new
routines that can counter disorientation and point to a better future.
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Your Creative Responsibility
Podcast #2 – Your Creative Responsibility
This VCAD Playbook will not specify the activities you should do. It will not provide you with a
list of ready-made activities that you can plug-and-play. We don’t believe that cookie-cutter
activities are likely to do much good. We argue that the best cognitive activities are designed
specifically to address real situations experienced by real people.
Your activities will be designed to address concrete issues and concerns that arise within your
specific workplace or community. Effective cognitive activities are designed to address the needs
of specific people and are tailored to the unique character of the social environment in which
they take place. It is this very uniqueness and specificity that will stimulate your creativity and
suggest opportunities to create powerful virtual activities.
This Guidebook will expect you to be creative and innovative. We will ask you to explore your
full creative potential and to use that power to design unique and innovative activities. We will
give you advice and guidance based on our own experience and research. We will offer tips on
how to tap into your creative powers. We will ask creative “provocations” to help you think
outside of the box, generate lots of ideas and select innovative approaches to the design of
cognitively stimulating activities that can be delivered virtually.
Throughout the VCAD Guidebook we will share selected stories about innovative activities that
MINDRAMP co-founder Roger Anunsen devised when he worked as activity director at an
assisted living facility (ALF). These case studies are intended to be models of effective cognitive
activities. After each story we will “reverse-engineer” the activity and extract the key
mechanisms that we think made it a cognitively stimulating activity. And, we will discuss how
this principle can be applied in a virtual world. Make full use of these techniques but make them
your own. Be creative.

7

BASIC PRINCIPLES
The CAD and VCAD approaches are built around the core principles that inform all of our work
at MINDRAMP. We feel that a well-designed VCAD respects these principles. Integrate as
many of these principles as you can into the design of your VCAD activities.
Podcast #3: Basic Principles

MINDRAMP’s Mission, Goals & Strategies
Mission - The MINDRAMP Mission is to promote long lives worth living.
Primary Goal - Our Primary Goal is to help clients achieve Qualongevity, which is the
combination of a long and healthy life (longevity) accompanied by happiness, meaning and
fulfillment (quality of life).
Primary Objectives – MINDRAMP makes use of the best brain and mind research to develop
interventions that:
•
•
•

Slow the aging process, and
Protect and enhance the health of our brains, in order to
Fully develop the mental capacities needed to cultivate happiness, meaning and
fulfilment.

Strategies - MINDRAMP’s strategies to achieve Qualongevity include the following:
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•

The MINDRAMP Positive Plasticity Premise – We develop evidence-based strategies
and tactics to leverage the enduring plasticity of the human brain to promote positive
plastic growth and to minimize negative deterioration and decline. In other words, by
influencing the plastic changes in your brain, you can gradually make your brain healthier
and more powerful. By being deliberate and mindful about what you experience, feel, do
and think, you can shape your mind to be more flexible and creative.

•

“Risk-Management” – Researchers have identified clear risk factors that weaken brains
and minds. They have also identified protective factors that make brains and minds
stronger and more resilient. MINDRAMP uses this research to develop strategies and
tactics to minimize exposure to risk factors and to optimize protective factors.

•

Behavioral – Evaluations of scientific studies clearly show that behavioral approaches to
brain health have been more effective than other approaches, such as computerized
cognitive training or drug interventions. MINDRAMP helps people implement and

sustain behavior and lifestyle changes that minimize risks and optimize protections.
•

Causes – Effective brain health programs address the root causes of disease, debility and
depression, not just the symptoms. Strategies that identify and address the causes of
decline are more effective than strategies that treat the symptoms of decline once they
have appeared. Treating just symptoms while ignoring causes only perpetuates the
problem.

•

Combinatorial – There are multiple risk factors that contribute to premature aging and to
age-related neurodegenerative diseases. Scientific research suggests that all causative
factors must be addressed in combination with one another. Protective factors have a
synergistic effect, they amplify the benefit of each other.

•

The CogWheels of Brain Health – Scientific research has done a good job of identifying
the behaviors and lifestyles that either protect us or put or health and wellbeing at risk.
MINDRAMP has organized and categorized the research around eight behavioral areas
we call the “CogWheels.” There are both risk and protective factors associated with each
CogWheel (see below). Like cogs on gear, each behavioral area inter-connects with the
others. All must be working well together to keep our brains healthy and our minds sharp.

•

Customized - Each brain, mind and life is unique. Because our brains are plastic and
malleable, they are shaped differently by the different things we experience. Each brain is
shaped by the unique feelings, actions and thoughts we have across our lifetime. The
more years you have lived, the more unique your brain has become. Since no two brains
are exactly alike, one-size-fits-all interventions are less effective than are customized
interventions that take a precision approach.

•

Continual - Brain health programs that use behavior change to minimize risks and
optimize protections must, as a rule, be sustained over long periods of time. Research
shows that quick fixes rarely work. Positive behavior and lifestyle modifications must
become integrated into daily routines. They must be practiced for the rest of your life.

•

Playful – The best way to sustain brain health interventions over time is to make them fun
and enjoyable. When young we learn best through playing. The same holds true
throughout our lifetime. When we are fully engaged in a challenging activity, we enter a
state of “Flow.” We are fully present in the moment, totally engaged in the activity,
fascinated and energized by the challenge. We lose sense of time and place.

Keep these MINDRAMP Principles in mind as you design VCAD activities. Integrate as many
of them as possible – particularly the playfulness and fun.
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MINDRAMP’S M.A.P.S. METHOD
A Roadmap For Action
Good intentions are impotent without action. The MINDRAMP MAPS Method is a roadmap for
creating action plans, for turning ideas and intentions into strategies and tactics. It recognizes
four critical stages in the process. The acronym represents these four stages.
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•

Motivation – Without motivation, action lacks energy and emotional drive. To take
action, you must be motivated to do so. The MAPS Method helps you uncover high-level
motivations related to your life purpose and how you find fulfillment. It also analyzes
motivation for specific activities. That is, it identifies what gets people motivated about a
specific activity and what sustains their motivation over time.

•

Assessment – Effective actions are based on SMART goals that address well-defined
needs and wants. To take action to promote brain health, for example, you need to know
what is putting your brain at risk so that you can take action to minimize those risks. You
need to assess risk factors and assess your willingness and ability to take action to
confront your risky behaviors.

•

Planning - Without a plan you are flying blind. Without a plan your actions are random,
unfocused and inefficient. An effective plan starts with your high-level sources of
motivation and drills down, step-by-step to increasingly specific action steps. You move
from goals to objectives to strategies and then tactics, which are small, bite-sized action
steps that move you forward - in the right direction. The framework of a plan gives you
the security you need to improvise and explore efficiently. Plans are works-in-progress.
They are revised as you learn from the actions you have taken.

•

Skills for Sustainability - Action creates change. If you have assessed and planned well,
your actions will lead to positive changes that you want to sustain. More often than not,
maintaining positive change requires persistent energy and vigilance. To sustain
improvement, you need to develop mental skills that strengthen your grit and
perseverance. MINDRAMP MAPS Method, therefore, includes instruction on managing
mental frames of mind and mindsets and on developing your creative thinking skills.

MINDRAMP’s Essential CogWheels of Brain Health
Podcast #4 – The CogWheels of Brain Health
As mentioned above, the science investigating how to prevent cognitive decline and promote
brain health is encouraging. The evidence shows that we can slow the aging process and prevent
cognitive decline and dementia by lowering risks and by amplifying protections. In fact, there is
so much research in this arena, some of it contradictory, that it is challenging for anyone to keep
track.
To help organize the research and to develop a coherent narrative about effective brain health
interventions, MINDRAMP has categorized the research around a few broad behavioral areas.
We find that most new research falls within one of these categories and helps us to deepen our
understanding of what works and why it works?
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Physical Exercise and Movement
Mental Stimulation and Training
Social Engagement
Stress Management
Diet & Nutrition
Sleep
Medical Factors
Environmental Conditions

There are two important points to stress about the CogWheels
1. Protections and Risks – Evidence shows that these eight behavioral areas have a strong
impact on brain plasticity, both positive and negative. The way you engage with the
CogWheel behaviors matters. They can be protective, or they can be risky.
Take physical exercise, for example. Engaging in physical exercise (aerobics, strength
training, balance and flexibility) promotes general health and strengthens your brain.
That’s the protective side. Failing to exercise – leading a sedentary life that minimizes
movement – is bad for the health of your body and brain. That is the risk side.
So, you need to design activities that engage the protective aspects of each CogWheel
and/or discourage risky behaviors.
2. Combinatorial – No single CogWheel can protect you from cognitive decline and
dementia. Just doing aerobic exercise alone, for example, will not provide the kind of
brain health benefits you are looking for. You need to do different kinds of exercise
(aerobics, strength training, flexibility and balance) in order to get the full benefit of
movement. And, you need to make sure you are doing well in all of the other CogWheels.
Eating blueberries for their antioxidant benefit is a good step in the right direction. But,
more importantly, you have to eat a balanced diet that provides you a range of nutrients.
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Further, you need to get enough sleep, learn to manage your stress levels and have
positive social engagements, and so on.
Their real power in the CogWheels derives from their synergistic affect. They all work
together like cogs that drive a complex set of gears. All must be working properly for the
holistic mechanism of your body/brain to stay healthy and to perform at optimal levels.
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COGWHEEL RISK AND PROTECTIVE FACTORS
Podcast #5 – CogWheel Risks & Protections
PHYSICAL EXERCISE & MOVEMENT
Risks: A sedentary life, sitting, excessive comfort
Sarcopenia, osteoporosis, poor balance, poor circulation & respiration, limited mobility
Protections: An active life, aerobic and strength exercise, stretching, balancing, good posture.
MENTAL STIMULATION
Risks: Boredom, illiteracy, negative thinking, mindlessness and closed-mindedness.
Poor cognitive skills, limited imagination, limited reserve, brain atrophy.
Protections: Mental activities that are: novel, challenging, meaningful and creative.
SOCIAL ENGAGEMENT
Risks: Isolation, loneliness, rejection, abuse, absence of support.
Stress, pain, depression, anxiety, vulnerability.
Protections: Social skills, engagement, cooperation, forgiveness, friendship, love.
STRESS MANAGEMENT
Risks: Chronic, unrelieved stress, perceived low status, rumination, anxiety, PTSD.
High blood pressure, hypertension, high cortisol levels.
Protections: Strategic breathing, reframing stress as challenge (hormesis), slow thinking.
DIET & NUTRITION
Risks: Starvation or obesity. Processed foods, toxins, excess carbohydrates and sugar.
Leaky gut syndrome, insulin resistance, poor metabolism.
Protections: Clean water & air, real food, a balanced plant-based diet, fiber.
SLEEP & MENTAL REST
Risks: Insomnia, sleep deprivation, sleep apnea, low levels of deep and REM sleep.
Poor waste removal, poor memory consolidation, fatigue, and cognitive impairment.
Protections: 6-8 hours of sleep, a regular sleep schedule, good sleep hygiene.
MEDICAL FACTORS
Risks: Chronic illness, infection and inflammation. Injuries. Over-medication.
Cardiovascular disease, metabolic syndrome, obesity, diabetes and insulin resistance.
Protections: Good medical care and management of chronic conditions.
ENVIRONMENTAL FACTOR
Risks: Pollution, toxins, over-crowding, lack of facilities, lack of green space.
Noise, garbage, unsanitary conditions, heavy industry and traffic, mold, disease.
Protections: An enriched environment, safety & security, green space.
Try to design activities that make use of as many of the CogWheels as possible. As you develop
new VCAD activities, consider which CogWheels you have addressed in the past and try to
focus on engaging CogWheels that have not yet been exercised.
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Case Study Insights and Guiding Principles
Podcast #6 – Case Study Insights
The original Cognitive Activity Design (CAD) class and textbook were inspired by the creative
and innovative activities that Roger Anunsen designed for an Assisted Living Facility near
Salem, Oregon. While working with the ALF, Roger invented MemAerobics, which is a series of
a mental stimulation techniques that exercise the senses (TasteAerobics, ScentAerobics,
SoundAerobics).
MemAerobics was clinically tested during 18 months of rigorous scientific scrutiny. The
results of the clinical trials were subjected to extensive peer review and the findings were
published in the prestigious Journal of Mental Health & Aging, Vol. 9, No. 3 pp. 183-192. The
author of the report described as "stunning." Those who participated in only 90 days of
exercises improved their cognitive abilities as well as their overall well-being when
compared to the "control" group.
The article concludes with this prescient prediction: "MemAerobics and future programs
designed to stimulate cognitive activity have the potential to radically change the nature of
ALF care.”
To create the CAD class and textbook, MINDRAMP reverse-engineered Roger’s innovative and
effective cognitive activities to identify their underlying principles. The original MemAerobics
plus the more recently developed CAD principles can serve as useful guidelines to help you
develop your own virtual creative activities.
In this Guidebook, you will learn how to apply creative thinking techniques to the CAD
principles to generate ideas for designing and implementing cognitive activities that you can
deliver through virtual technologies.

MemAerobics – Core Principles
1. MemAerobics focused on human sensory functions (vision, smell, taste, hearing, touch,
proprioception) and, therefore, on the body and brain structures that support them.
2. MemAerobics resists the assumption that our sensory functions become diminished with age.
It assumes, instead, that perceived loss of sensory acuity is attributable to:
a. Not paying sufficient attention to sensory stimulation and
b. Not exercising the sensory mechanisms sufficiently.
3. Building on point #2, MemAerobics designs a range of activities that:
a. Focus attention on one specific sense, or two if they interact with each other.
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i. Activities built around food and eating, for example, focus attention on taste
and smell and exercise body and brain parts that support these senses.
ii. MemAerobics helps people understand the basic science. The important point
is that our sense of hearing, for example, is function of the brain. The ear
collects data from differences in air pressure, but it is the brain turns that data
into sound. The eyes collect photons of light, but it is the brain turns that data
into color, shape and texture – into vision.
b. MemAerobics encourages people to pay close attention to the sensory input and how
they are using their mind to interpreting it. They are trained, in other words, to be
mindful about what they tastes, smell, hear and see. Take time smell the roses.
In the Case Study ebook, we discuss a couple of cognitive activities inspired by TasteAerobics
that focus on creative activities using food.
TasteAerobic - For years, MINDRAMP has offered TasteAerobic sessions at Life Care
Communities, often as part of promotional presentations for prospects. One popular version is
called THIS IS YOUR BRAIN ON CHOCOLATE, which explores the brain health benefits of
cacao. Everyone loves chocolate! A centerpiece of the session is the mindful savoring of a small
piece of dark chocolate. In another version, the chef at the community prepares a sampling of
brain healthy food. As participants savor the foods, they hear about the brain health benefits of
what they are eating.
Mystery Dish – This is a virtual activity that we are testing with Executive Chef Darin
Leonardson. Along with in-room service of meals, residents of Life Care Communities receive a
mystery dish along with a printed contest checklist. (Note: paper is a virtual communication
technology, not to be overlooked.) The challenge for residents is to identify all of the ingredients
used to prepare the mystery dish. Correct answers will be delivered in a subsequent meal.

CAD INSIGHTS
CAD Guiding Principles
As mentioned above, the VCAD Case Study document provides descriptions of a number of
effective activities designed by Roger Anunsen. Each case study is reverse engineered to extract
the guiding principles that made it work. Note that we are using the Idea/Concept Ladder
technique described in the section on creativity. The great idea (an effective activity) was
analyzed to identify the higher-level concept, or concepts, that informed the design and made it
an effective activity. Below, we share these concepts and encourage you to use them to generate
your own set of ideas.

15

Milk the Activity – An overarching principle is to squeeze all of the benefit you can out of any
activity you design. One way to help insure you get the biggest bang from your buck is to
recognize that every activity has three main phases. Use your creative imagination to fully utilize
the potential for engagement inherent in each one of the phases:
•
•
•

Preparation Phase
The Event/Activity Phase
The AfterGlow Phase

Milk The Preparation Phase - A number of these “preparation” ideas are designed to help you
generate ideas for activities that will be highly relevant to one participant.
One for All - Center your activity around a single individual and search for ways to extend the
benefits to a larger group. If you recognize that one of your residents is suffering from C-19
Cabin Fever, design an activity that targets that one person and their specific symptom. Then use
your creative skills to imagine how the targeted intervention can have benefits that ripple out to
the larger community.
Stop, Look & Listen - When looking for ideas for activities, it is always valuable to stop to
spend time with people. Ask questions. Look for symptoms of C-19 Cabin Fever. Pay attention
to how they spend their time. Recognize the things they treasure and find out why they are so
valued. Listen to people’s stories and keep your ears tuned for emotional notes that reverberate.
Memory Mining - The stop, look, and listen approach can often reveal memories that are
important and moving to people. Listen to the stories people tell. Ask them to expand upon
memories that trigger emotional responses. Powerful memories can inspire a range of activities
that enable the participant to relive past triumphs and to share treasured memories with their
current community.
Linking Past & Present - Use your activity to bring the past into the present. The transition
from adulthood to elderhood is often perceived as one of loss. By using techniques like memory
mining, you may be able to design activities that link past lives and communities with current
ones through shared experiences.
The Treasure Map Theory - Look for people’s prized possessions and engage them in
conversation about the objects that have survived downsizing and de-cluttering. They are likely
to have special meaning.
Jump-Start - At times, you will feel the need to coax people out the doldrums of lethargy and
isolation. Jump-start activities are designed to retool brains that have begun to sputter and
withdraw. The goal is to reengage minds that have stalled. When people are suffering or are
languishing, your goal is to create a jump-start activity that gets them back in touch with positive
aspect of their life.
Enlisting Support - Be sure to recruit help from residents, family and staff who may have
insights about your target participant. To milk the preparation state, engage others in your
research and planning. Once engage in the design of an activity, your helpers will be more
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invested in the actual activity and will also bask more deeply in the afterglow created by your
activity.
A Time & A Place - Be mindful about the venue you use for your event. Remember that
enriched environments stimulate brains. Use your creative imagination to take full advantage of
your physical locations, both real and virtual. People often have emotional connections to
calendar events including holidays and changes of season. Be aware of dates that are important
to your participants.

Milk the Event – Generate ideas about how you can expand and enrich your activity.
Adult Play – Have fun. Be prepared to be silly when necessary. Make it all right for adults to
play with each other and to learn through experience and experiment. I think of art and sports as
wonderful forms of adult play. Both have rules and regulations that give structure to the play and
make it challenging. At the same time, both provide ample room for improvisation, surprise,
experimentation, adventure, mastery and friendly competition.
Sensory Stimulation – Create events and activities that stimulate and exercise all of the senses.
Be creative about integrating sensory stimulation into your activity.
Awe – Exercise people’s sense of awe. We often awed through stimulation of the sense. We are
awed by grand vistas and magnificent visual images. We are awed by the sound of thunder and
are thrilled by dramatic music. We are awed by incredible talent and performance skills. We are
awed by brilliant thinking.
A Common Conversation – Provide your community, and the larger social network, with a
common experience – a common conversation - that focuses discussion and investigation. Give
people an excuse to gather and unify around a shared purpose.
Making Special – A good event or activity manages to make mundane activities seem novel,
special and awesome.
Mindfulness – Making special is often achieved by being mindful. Help participants to really
pay attention to what is going on. Point out the small wonders that we often take for granted and
ignore. Note that MemAerobics techniques encourage mindfulness about our senses.
Social Networking – If you have built a Ripple Effect into the activity, you initiate the growth of
a social network that uses your activity or event and the common bond. Energize the social
network with your activity then make use of the network during the Afterglow Phase.
The Peanut Gallery (Spectator Sports) – Participation in activities can be both active and
passive. We have art-makers and art-takers. We have doers and we have watchers. There are
benefits to be found in simply observing others who are engaged in cognitively stimulating
activities. Allow people to watch from the sidelines if they are reluctant to fully participate. They
will benefit by association and more than likely will decide to join in as they become more
comfortable.
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Multilayered Activities - Use one good idea to generate a number of interconnected activities.
In one of Roger’s activities, for example, a passion for Grandma Moses paintings generated the
ideas to do research, to conduct discussion groups and to schedule an outing to a museum. The
activity had multiple layers, Each layer adding benefit and serving as a a booster shot.
Mystery and Surprise – Yes, people dislike uncertainty, but they are stimulated and intrigued
by a little mystery. Brain cells get a positive jolt from elements of surprise. Mystery Trips are a
familiar example. These are standard field trips that are made special by keeping the location
secret until arrival. They require a reserve of trust and a successful track record but can add
cognitively stimulating surprise and uncertainty -- along with a heavy dose of fun -- to your
schedule of outings.

Milk the AfterGlow – Don’t let the end of the activity be the end of the activity. Keep the
energy and positivity resonating for as long as you can.
Record and Share the Event – Smart Phones now have excellent cameras and even video
recorders built into them. It is easy to take photographs, create videos and to share them on social
media. An event can be relived months later by making creative use of your photographs or
videos.
The Ripple Effect - You can make the benefits of your activity ripple out to larger circles of
people and extend beyond the time frame of the actual event. Be sure that you create
anticipation for the event through advance promotion and that you take advantage of free media
to get coverage in newsletters, community newspapers, radio and television.
Booster Shots - Booster shots are specific support activities that are designed to sustain the
energy and benefit of your primary activity. Once you have found a hot-button memory or a
passion that energizes a person, find opportunities to push that button again at regular intervals.
Free Publicity – Use free publicity to promote the event/activity, but just as important, to record
it in the public record. Participants will enjoy reliving the event through newspaper clippings,
recordings of radio shows and television news coverage.
Regular Meetings - Regular, weekly meetings (classes, discussion groups, social hours, etc.)
can provide a variety of benefits, including the opportunity to develop individual relationships, to
forge a group identity and further personal development. Roger’s MemAerobics classes and
MINDRAMP’s brain health classes strengthen cognitive skills and teach people how to care for
their most valuable assets, their brains and minds.
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CREATIVE THINKING TECHNIQUES
As we said in the introductory podcast, this training is not going to provide you with plug and
play activities that you can copy. What we hope to do it to give you a framework, some
guidelines and some creative provocations to stimulate your creative thinking. It is up to you to
come up with your own, unique creative virtual activities.
You will have to work the creative process yourself.
This section provides you with explanations of a few effective methods of ramping up your
creative thinking.
•
•
•
•
•

The MINDRAMP Creative Cycle
Provocations (Po)
A Brainstorming Technique
The Idea/Concept Ladder
An Approach to Decision-Making

The MINDRAMP Creative Cycleã
Podcast #7: The MINDRAMP Creative Cycle
MINDRAMP has analyzed the creative process and identified four main phases and nine discrete
creative activities that creative people generally work through to produce a novel and useful
creative product. We call it - not too creatively - The MINDRAMP CREATIVE CYCLE.

MINDRAMP’S
ALTERATION

CreativeCycle©

IMAGINATION

INITIATION
SATURATION

VERIFICATION

IDEA
GENERATION

EVALUATION

MANIPULATION
IMPLEMENTATION
INCUBATION
MANIFESTATION

IMPLEMENTATION

ILLUMINATION
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In the IMAGINATION Phase you use your imagination to visualize a future condition and
motivate yourself to initiate the creative process. Once you brain is primed with this desire for a
future state, you then saturate your mind with information and theories that might help you
figure out how to make that better future come to pass.
The IDEA GENERATION Phase is when you play with the information and ideas you have
collected and imagined. You generate a broad range of options for yourself. You develop a large
and diverse collection of potential strategies for achieving your desired future. You consciously
manipulate ideas using techniques like the one’s described later in this section (see Idea
Generation Techniques). These conscious manipulations prime your unconscious mind to ponder
the challenge. The ideas incubate outside of conscious awareness or interference. Insight, in
terms of clarity about how you want to proceed, may arise from unconscious incubation or from
conscious deliberation. However, your insight is gained, it helps you select a single idea to
pursue.
A good idea, however, is useless until put into action and tested. This is the work of the
IMPLEMENTATION Phase. First you convert the idea from a vague notion in your mind into a
concrete manifestation. You describe it out loud. You write it down as a proposal or plan. You
draw a picture of the idea. You turn the idea into strategies and tactics. Once made manifest and
public, you set to work making it real. You implement your strategy. You do it, build it, sing it,
play it and so on.
The power of a manifest idea that has been implemented is that it can be tested and evaluated.
Your idea is an hypothesis. During the EVALUATION Phase you test the idea to see if it works.
You learn whether or not your sequence of tactics provides the results you hoped for. It’s great if
your ideas work. You can analyze what contributed to the success. It’s also great if the ideas fail
or fall short of expectations. You now have data to help you figure out how to modify and
improve the ideas or how to shift to a more productive strategy. Your decision to make the
required adjustments initiates a new creative cycle.
In this way, creativity begets creativity.
The Creative Cycle can serve a number of useful purposes.
•

First, it reminds us that everyone is creative. You may not think of yourself as a
particularly creative person, but all human brains are endowed with the capacity to think
creatively. Creativity is a set of mental skills, which can be developed and improved. Socalled “creative people” are simply more skilled at working the stages of the creative
process.

•

By delineating the phases and stages of creativity, it becomes clear that creativity is a
multi-faceted activity. It requires a range of different cognitive skills. You can develop
you creative ability by honing these skills and by becoming adept at switching from one
cognitive process to another.

•

The creative process gives you a road map that guides you through the process. You start
at the beginning of the cycle and work your way through each step. The creative cycle is
fluid and flexible. At times you skip quickly from one stage to another or circle back to
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spend more time in an earlier phase.
•

If you find yourself stuck, check where you are in the process. You may have skipped an
important step or failed to explore it as deeply as needed. Or, you may realize that you
are using the wrong thinking tools for the stage you are working.

Consider your current creative challenge. The coronavirus pandemic has thrust you into a largely
unanticipated situation. You have to protect your residents by isolating them in their own rooms
or apartments while, at the same time, needing to provide them with basic services to keep them
alive and well. Once basic survival needs are met, you want to provide your people with
engaging activities that keep their brains and minds healthy and vibrant.
How do you decide what to do? You know, vaguely, what you want to do. You have initiated the
creative process. Good. But you might find yourself stuck, unable to come up with an idea about
how to proceed. To get unstuck, work the creative cycle. Spend more time imaging a better
future condition. Use the creative techniques described below to generate ideas. Implement and
test an idea and get the cycle moving and working for you.
Chances are, however, that you have given short shrift to the next stages of the creative cycle.
Understandably, you have been hustling to get survival systems into place and are panicking a bit
about how you are going to function in this challenging new environment. You have probably
not taken time to saturate your brain with all of the information you need, nor have you taken the
time to generate the full range of creative ideas you will need to create workable and effective
solutions. This is entirely understandable given these extraordinary circumstances.
You are probably implementing, and possibly evaluating, stop-gap measures. These efforts will
not represent your best work. Nor your most creative thinking. You have probably not had the
luxury of time, energy and resources, to put together truly creative plans. This is hardly
surprising. This isn’t a criticism, just an observation of what tends to happen during a time of
crisis. You are thinking fast and off the cuff to deal with an emergency situation.
Unfortunately, this crisis is likely to last longer than we want it to. We are not likely to be able to
return to the way things were for a long time – if ever. At some point – the sooner the better –
you will need to step back, take a breath and start thinking slowly and creatively. You need to
put together well thought out creative plans that will be effective not only in the near term, but
for the long haul.

Idea Generation Techniques
One of the keys to creative success is the ability to generate lots and lots of ideas. The more ideas
you generate, the greater your chances of finding a really good idea that can then be tested and
refined. Great photographers, for example, don’t just take one picture of their subject. They take
a gazillion pictures from all different angles, testing different lighting schemes and different
camera settings. They then select the one image out of the gazillion they took that worked the
best. That’s the photo they show us.
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The temptation is to use the first good idea that pops into our brains. But, more often than not,
that first good idea turns out to be not so great after all.
For one thing, these quick ideas are likely to be the most obvious, and therefore commonplace,
solutions. Creativity is the search for novelty and innovation. Simply doing more of the same
thing will result in the same disappointing outcomes. You have a vision of a better, improved
future. To achieve that future you often have to break free from the rut you have dug for yourself
through habit and routine. To get out of the rut you have to search for the less obvious ideas, the
ideas that don’t occur to you right away.
The creative idea generation techniques described below will help you find these more
innovative ideas. They will help you think “outside the box.” They stimulate “lateral thinking”
that gives you access to remote ideas and remote associations. Take the time to generate a broad
and diverse range of ideas. You will benefit by discovering ideas that are really good and have a
much better chance of being successfully implemented.

PO – Provocations
Podcast #8 - Provocations

My favorite book on the process of idea generation is Serious Creativity by Edward DeBono.
One of the creative thinking devices invented by DeBono is the use of creative provocations.
Debono invented the word “Po” in 1968 to symbolize the process of engaging in a creative
provocation.
He complains that many people have borrowed the word without either acknowledgment or
proper understanding of what the word is about. I can deal with his first complaint. DeBono gets
all the credit for developing the concept of Po and is the inspiration for the Idea/Concept Ladder
described below. I’ll do my best on the second complaint and hope that my use of the concept is
what DeBono had in mind.
A provocation is a “forward use” statement. It is designed to propel your creative thinking
forward towards further creative exploration. DeBono points out the words like hy(po)thesis,
sup(po)se and (po)ssible all indicate this aspect of a present activity that prepares us for insights
in the future.
The word “suppose” and the phrase “what if” are mild provocations that nudge our creative
thinking in the right direction. These techniques can help us think in slightly different ways than
normal. DoBono’s “Po,” however, is intended to be more radical and disruptive to our normal
ways of thinking. Real creativity and innovation comes about when the track of our thinking is
knocked entirely off course, landing us in previously unexplored territory. DeBono’s
provocations involve things “we know to be impossible, contradictory, or logical nonsense.”
Po. Cars have square wheels. (The challenge is to innovate new means of transportation.)
Po. Ice cream is served hot. (The challenge is to find new ways of using ice cream.)
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Po. Meals are to be eaten with our eyes not our mouths. (The challenge is to help people regain
lost appetites.)
DeBono describes a number of Po methods. When using these methods, or any Po technique, be
careful not to create a provocation that fits with an existing way of thinking. In a sense, the “ice
cream is served hot” is an example of a provocation that leads down a familiar path because I
already know that deep fried ice cream exists. My provocation took my mind down a familiar
path. A better provocation would take my mind to an entirely new place. Po – Ice cream is used
in the manufacture of cars. What? This provocation forces me to think about in entirely new
ways.
Us these Po methods to break away from your current modes of thought and set you mind to
exploring new and unexplored territories. The exercise alone strengthens your creative thinking
skills. Whatever ideas you generate may not prove practical, but they may lead you to new ways
of thinking that ultimately do produce truly innovative ideas.
•

The Escape Method – Identify something your take for granted about an activity and
escape from it. We take for granted that shoes are worn on your feet. Escape Po = Shoes
aren’t worn on your feet.

•

The Reversal Method – Planes land upside down. Residents make food for the kitchen
staff.

•

The Stepping-Stone Method – One Po often generates an idea that leads to another idea
and so on, in stepping-stone fashion. In the updside down plan example, DeBono
wonders about the pilot’s position in the cockpit. This led me to the idea that the cockpit
is a free-floating ball that keeps the pilots in an upright position. Which would mean that
it was fitted with a gyroscope. Which led me to wonder about the passengers and the
cargo and how they were secured.

•

The Exaggeration Method – Take a characteristic of a thing or event and exaggerate it in
either a positive or negative way. Each apartment in your community has 100
telephones. The dinners you serve have only one item that is the size of a quarter. Every
activity lasts for 24 hours. Or, every one of your activities is only one minute in length.

•

The Wishful Thinking Method – “Wouldn’t it be nice if . . .” Wouldn’t it be nice if
everyone of our residents had Apple computers with built-in cameras and knew how to
use them.

•

Random Input Method – As DeBobo describe it, “There is a creative focus where we
need new ideas. So, we obtain a word which has no connection whatsoever with the
situation and hold the two together. – Office copier po nose.” Office copiers and noses
have no apparent connection.
The random input that popped into my head was “food delivery po pogo stick.” I have
no idea what pogo sticks have to do with food delivery. The Po led me to imagine food
servers jumping down the halls of a residential community on pogo sticks to keep their
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feet off contaminated floors. Then I imagined servers wearing bouncy shoes with springs
on the bottom. This led to thoughts of delivery trucks with pogo sticks for wheels, then
cargo boxes being bounced from the delivery truck up onto the loading dock on pogo
stick platforms. The technique leads to “lateral thinking” in which our mind sets off in
one direction and suddenly ends up somewhere else.
Provocations are designed to knock our thinking off track, to jar us out of our routine ways of
thinking, to force us to explore bizarre associations rather than expected ones. The ideas we
generate using Po are not the end of the creative process. Idea generation is but one step in the
Creative Cycle. The bizarre, impossible and implausible ideas generated through the use of Po
are intended to burst open the restraints of our usual modes of thinking and to stimulate further
idea generation.

A Brainstorming Technique
Podcast #9 – Idea Generation
There are numerous ways to approach the process of brainstorming. This is an approach that I
have found to be more productive than others.
What is the objective of brainstorming?
•
•

•

Brainstorming is an initial step in your creative idea generation process.
As such, you need to give yourself the freedom and leeway to come up with a broad
range of ideas, including wacky and impractical ideas as well as more plausible ideas.
The goal is to generate as many ideas as possible and to stimulate your creative
imagination.
Brainstorming is best done with a small group of people, say four to six people. You get
the benefit of different ways of thinking and different perspectives. Another person’s idea
might send your imagination off in a new and fruitful direction.

How To Brainstorm
•

Step One – Define the task and consider offering a provocation
o The group leader selects a very specific problem to be solved. The more specific,
the better. You can do multiple rounds of brainstorming and change the problem
with each round so that you stimulate different types of thinking.
o Provocations – What is a provocation? As discussed above, Edward DeBono in
his book Serious Creativity describes a creative thinking technique he calls
provocations or Po for short. In a creative exercise to come up with ideas for new
forms of transportation he presented a provocation – what if the wheels on trucks
and trains were square rather than round. What kind of transportation solutions
could we come up with?
This provocation generated ideas about magnetized tracks and square wheels that
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were the opposite polarity so that the trains, floated along the tracks. Another idea
involved trains suspended on jets of air. These ideas might prove impractical in
the long run, but they serve the purpose of jarring us out of our normal ways of
thinking and expanding the range of our creative imaginations.
o So, think of a specific problem to be solved and, if possible, a provocation that
forces everyone to think outside their normal creative territory. Present it to the
group. For example, you say, “All communications with residents must to be done
virtually, using only paper.” How many different ways can you think of to use
paper to communicate virtually with residents?”
•

Step Two – Generate Ideas
o Take two or three minutes and have group members – on their own - think up all
of the solutions that occur to them and ask them to jot down a word or two on
note paper to capture their idea. Give brainstormers the freedom to write down
whatever comes into your mind. There are no bad ideas. Encourage people not to
censor themselves. Let their mind do the thinking for them, without control.
o For example, the paper only provocation got me thinking about paper airplanes
and wadded balls of paper and then origami, the Japanese art of paper folding.
My ideas are:
§ Paper airplane – Send daily messages on paper airplanes
§ Wadded Balls – Play basketball with wads of paper
§ Origami – Fold daily affirmations in the shape of a swan

•

Step Three – Collect all of the ideas.
o There are two ways to do this.

•

§

Option One - If the group is relatively small, simply go around the table
and ask people to describe their idea in one sentence. The group leader can
jot these ideas down on a white board for all to see.

§

Option Two – You can ask each individual to look at their list and pick the
top three ideas they want to present to the group. Once they are done
circling the top three ideas, as them to circle the wackiest and most
implausible idea they came up with. Then go around the group, one by
one, and collect not only the top three ideas from each person, but also
their wacky ideas. Who knows? A wacky idea might stimulate someone’s
imagination.

Step Four – Rate the Ideas
o Have each member of the group review the list on the white board and decide
which three ideas they like the best. You could make a rule that no one can vote
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for their own ideas. Go around the group and one-by-one say which idea they like
the best. Put a check mark next to that idea. Do two more rounds.
o Count up the check marks. The ideas with the most check marks are the winners.
o Ask everyone if they are comfortable going to the next step with these three
winning ideas. Are there any ideas they really, really liked that didn’t get on the
list?
•

Step Five – Take your ideas and move on to the Idea/Concept Ladder.

The Idea/Concept Ladder
This idea generation technique is also taken from Michael DeBono’s book Serious Creativity.
Like brainstorming, the objective is to generate lots of ideas and to stimulate creative thinking.
You are not looking for actionable strategies at this point, you are expanding your creative
playing field.
To start, it is important to understand the relationship between an idea and a concept. DeBono
describes the difference this way. “An ‘idea’ is a practical way of doing something. The concept
is the ‘general method’ involved.”
An idea is a subset of a larger concept. An idea is a more specific manifestation of a larger
concept. The concept is a more generalized notion that can spawn a variety of more specific
ideas.
Giving someone a ribbon to reward good performance is an idea. Rewarding good performance
is the concept. There are multiple ways, beyond offering a ribbon, to provide rewards.
So, you make use of the idea/concept ladder as follows:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Take an idea, perhaps one generated by a brainstorming activity.
Figure out a larger, more generalized, concept suggested by that idea.
Use the larger concept to generate new and different ideas in addition to the original one.
Compare and evaluate the new ideas. Select one and see if it suggests an alternative
concept, which in turn can suggest a new set of ideas.

I might have gotten this example from DeBono as well.
1. The initial idea was to pick up plastic bottles on the beach and recycle them.
2. The generalized concept is cleaning up the beach, so
3. What are other ways to clean up the beach?
These ideas may be impractical or unworkable, but again, the point of brainstorming and the
idea/concept ladder is to generate lots of ideas and to expand the scope of your creative
imagination.
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At some point, of course, you and your creative team will settle on one idea that you want to put
into action.

Brainstorming and the Idea/Concept Ladder explained below are additional techniques for
generating creative ideas. All three of the creative techniques can work in concert with each
other.
•
•

Take the Po, “Meals are delivered through teleportation idea.” You could brainstorm
around different ways to deliver meals to residents practicing social distancing.
You could figure out the concept behind the idea of “teleportation,” which might be
something like “delivering food without actually touching the plates.” Then use that
concept to generate additional ideas. How could we deliver food without touching the
plates?

Again, the point at this stage is not necessarily to come up with one viable and actionable idea.
You are expanding the scope of your thinking and giving your mind the space it needs to be
more creative.
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ASSESS AND RAMP UP YOUR
VIRTUAL COMMUNICATION SKILLS
Assessment Recommendations.
Remember the MAPS Method described above on page 10. The Acronym suggest an order of
activity, starting with Motivation. The next step, before getting into Planning and deploying
Skills for Sustainability, is Assessment. In order to design viable action plans you first need to
know what you want to do and what resources you will need to support you.
Before you can develop viable action plans to create virtual activities for residents you first need
to assess the virtual resources that are, or can be, available to you and your residents.
Here is a quick outline of assessments you should conduct before charging ahead with the design
process.
1. Equipment Audits
a. Your Organization - Conduct a virtual equipment audit of your organization.
What virtual communication equipment is available to your staff?
b. Your Residents/Prospects - Conduct a virtual equipment audit of your residents.
What virtual communication equipment is available to each resident? Are they
capable of taking advantage of the communication mechanisms of your
organization?
2. Skill Assessments
a. Staff - Survey the virtual communication skills of your staff. What
communication skills do they have? What equipment (hardware and software) do
they know how to use well? What skills could they teach to others?
b. Residents - Survey the virtual communication skills of your residents. What
virtual communication mechanisms are they comfortable using? What skills are
they eager to learn?
3. Group Residents According to Virtual Capabilities
a. How can you communicate with the entire group?
b. Which subsets of residents can only communicate with a certain type of virtual
mechanism? Which residents, for example, only have a phone? Which residents
have smart phones? Which residents have computers and know how to use
Facetime or Zoom? Is there a subset of residents with visual impairments?
4. Use your assessments to guide development of learning and implementation plans.
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Assessing Virtual Capabilities
Podcast #10: Assessing Virtual Capabilities

Before you design a virtual cognitive activity, you need to assess the virtual capabilities of your
organization or community and of your members or residents.
Assess your residents’ virtual capabilities:
Let’s focus first on assessing the virtual communication capabilities of your members/residents,
particularly your target participant. There are three basic questions:
1) What kind of virtual communication mechanisms are available to them?
2) What kind of virtual communication equipment do they know how to use comfortably?
3) What is the easiest and most accessible kind of new equipment that they (or you) could
acquire and learn how to use?
Different people, no doubt, will have different levels of ability to communicate virtually. Some
will be fluent with the latest technologies, while others will have little access to anything more
than a standard telephone.
How will you handle the diversity of virtual capabilities? Here are some options.
•

You can create activities for everyone that make use of the lowest common capabilities of
your group. Everyone is likely to be able to read a handout slipped under their door, for
example. [Perhaps the paper is protected in a plastic sleeve that can be sanitized.]
Everyone is likely to have a standard phone.

•

You can divide your entire group into sub-groups based on their virtual capabilities.
There might be, for example, a group of Smart Phone Users who are comfortable texting
messages to each other or know how to use Facetime calls.

•

You can develop training activities to get people up to speed on the virtual technologies
they want to be able to use. Many people, for example, are learning how to use Zoom
virtual meetings.

Assess your organization’s virtual capabilities
Next, you need to ask the same questions about yourself and your organization’s virtual
capabilities.
•

What equipment do you have? - What kind of virtual equipment do you already have
within your organization or at your facility?

•

Group or Individual - Does your communication equipment enable you to communicate
with your entire group at the same time, or does it involve one-to-one communication?
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•

Synchronous or Non-Synchronous – Do your communications mechanisms enable you to
communicate synchronously, that is at a specific scheduled time, live, and usually one
time only. Or does it allow for non-synchronous communication, meaning people would
have the ability to access, for example, a recording of a lesson or lecture any time that is
convenient for them?

•

New Equipment – What new virtual communication equipment are you in a position to
purchase? What kind of new virtual technology could you provide for all of your
residents to ramp up their communication capabilities? Providing all residents with
Internet access, for example, opens up a new world of capabilities for residents. Could
you get virtual equipment donated or provided at a discounted price?

Clearly, you want to create virtual activities that you are able to produce and that your residents
have the ability to receive.
Assessments become Activities
The assessment process itself could turn into a creative cognitive activity. Make the audits,
surveys and assessments special community-wide events.
•

You might, for example, include a paper survey on the meal tray that is delivered for inroom service. You can ask people if they have expertise in things like texting, using
Facetime of Zoom. Some people might we interested in teaching those skills to others.

•

Develop a phone-chain in which a group of volunteers talk with fellow residents to
collect data on their virtual equipment capabilities and their preferences.

•

Conduct group brainstorming sessions or focus groups about preferred communication
mechanisms via Facetime or Zoom.

Sensory Capabilities
Another set of important constraints on your virtual designs will be the sensory capabilities of
the people receiving your communications. You already know how to tailor activities for people
with impairments, so this is just a reminder to include limitations on your VCAD Activity
Design Checklist (see below).
•

Visual impairment
o How can you make visual information available to people with visual
impairment? Use your creative skills to generate ideas.

•

Hearing impairment
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o How can you take auditory information and creatively make it available to people
with hearing impairments?
•

Physical limitations
o How can you creatively customize physical activities for people with physical
limitations?

Develop a Virtual Communications Learning Plan
Podcast #11 – Develop a Virtual Learning Plan

You and/or members of your staff will need to broaden and deepen your virtual communication
skills to meet the growing need to communicate virtually with clients and prospects. You will
also need to ramp up the virtual skill levels of your residents.
Remember the M.A.P.S. Method Described Above.
•
•
•
•

Motivate – Tap into the motivation to help and to grow among both staff and residents.
Assess – As above, match residents’ needs and capabilities with organizational needs and
capabilities.
Plan – Develop a training plan for residents and staff based on the categories uncovered
by your assessment.
Skills for Sustainability – Help your staff and residents develop the skill sets they will
need to thrive both now and in the future.

Develop S.M.A.R.T. Goals for Your Training.
•
•
•
•
•

Specific – Set goals that are as specific as possible.
Measurable – Set measurable outcomes. How many will be trained? What skills will
they be able to perform? Etc.
Achievable – Set goals that are challenging, yet achievable.
Relevant – What are you most pressing and relevant needs? What activities will have the
biggest impact?
Timebound – Set a timeline for completion that includes benchmarks for incremental
progress towards the larger goal.

Identify Existing Expertise – What skills do you and your staff already possess? What are the
current skills possessed by your residents? You might find, for example, that a member of your
cleaning staff creates podcasts in her spare time. A sous-chef in your kitchen might be fluent in
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creating videos and posting them on YouTube. For that matter, Maud in apartment #17 might be
a Facetime pro. Charley in apartment #27 was a videographer.
Put them to work. Provide them an opportunity to contribute in a meaningful way.
•

Figure out what virtual skills your staff (and residents) already have.

•

Get creative about expanding people’s responsibilities in this time of crisis. Ask you staff
to be creative about how they could make use of their passions and skills to better serve
your residents. Ask residents to volunteer to help design and run virtual activities.

•

All hands on deck.

Identify Virtual Learning Opportunities – Identify members of your current staff who are in the
best position to learn new virtual skills and to efficiently leverage them in a timely manner. For
that matter, do the same with your residents. Give them the time and resources they need to get
up to speed on the virtual technologies that will give you the biggest bang for your buck.
What is the baseline virtual capability of the residents of your community? Do they all have
smart phones? Do they all know how to text each other. Does every room have an intercom that
allows you to talk with every resident, either individually or collectively? Does everyone in your
community have Wi-Fi access? Do they all have computers or iPads?
Prioritize – What training programs for residents will provide the biggest results for the largest
group of people? Teaching everyone to text on their smart phones? Teaching everyone to use
email and attachments? Teaching everyone how to download podcasts or YouTube videos.
As you ramp up the baseline capabilities of your residents, you will then need to make sure you
have the equipment to communicate with residents and staff who know how to use the
communications mediums effectively.

Are assessments worth your investment of time and energy?
The answer is Yes! if you want to serve your residents efficiently and comprehensively in the
short-term; and, if you want to remain relevant and competitive in the long run.
The answer is Yes! if you want to ramp up the scope and effectiveness of your engagement with
your residents during the coronavirus pandemic. You can’t engage with residents in person, so
your only option is to figure out how to engage them virtually.
The answer is Yes! if the pandemic - when it is over – establishes new norms and expectations
about how we interact with each other and how we conduct business. We may find that the threat
of contagion remains with us for a long time and that physical distancing becomes the new
normal.
The pandemic lock-down is forcing people to discover the power of virtual communications and
work-from-home options via platforms like Zoom. Families who live in different parts of the
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country will demand better virtual access to their relatives in your community. Residents with
mobility issues will expect more opportunities to stay engaged through virtual participation.
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Types of Virtual Communication Mechanisms
Letters
Magazines
Newsletters
Flyers
Newspapers
Email
Blogs
eBooks
Audio books
Voice messages
Phone (standard), Conference calls
iPhones with texting, voice messaging, audio recording, voice commands, photos and video
Tablets (iPad, GrandPad, INVU, iN2l)
Computers (with built in microphones and video cameras) or ways to attach external microphones and video.
Skype, Zoom, Facetime
Cloud-based voice services like Alexa and Echo
Facebook, LinkedIn
Go-To-Meeting
Radio
Television, programs, advertising, PSAs
Cable
Podcasts
Spotify, Apple Podcasts, iHeart Radio,
Web Meetings & Webinars
YouTube
Twitter, Instagram
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Designing Virtual Cognitive Activities
Basic Design Phases
Podcast #12 – Basic Design Phases

Here is a suggested approach to designing a Virtual Cognitive Activity Design that is based on
the phases of the MINDRAMP Creative Cycle (See Page 23). Following this approach ensures
that you will deploy the full scope of your creative skills in the design of your activity.
Imagination
1. Assess your virtual capabilities and those of your target audience.
2. Select a Target Participant, or Target Audience. and an objective for the activity.
3. Set a Qualongevity objective for your activity. Use memory mining and related
techniques to uncover areas of passion in your target audience.
Idea Generation
1. Use creative thinking techniques to generate ideas about activities/events that could fulfill
the objectives established above.
2. Generate multiple ideas about possible activities and also about how you might
effectively use virtual means to make it available to your target audience.
3. Select one idea to pursue and move to the implementation phase.
Implementation
•
•
•
•

Outline the proposed activity. Make it manifest. Use the VCAD Checklist and
implementation plan as a starting point.
You might want to pre-test your idea before moving to full implementation. Use a on a
small group of residents as a focus group. Describe the idea and see what kind of reaction
you get.
When you have an idea that looks like a winner, map out an implementation plan for each
stage, that is, The Preparation stage, for the event/activity, and for the Afterglow stage.
(As discussed in the Case Study document.)
Implement the activity/event.

Evaluation
•
•
•
•

Evaluate the activity/event.
Use short-term, in-the-moment evaluations, to adjust on the fly. Make course directions
to your initial plan to adjust to changing circumstances and unforeseen contingencies.
Also evaluate each phase of the full event once it has been completed. What have you
learned from the experience? How can you apply these lessons to future projects?
Use what you have learned to adjust how you design and implement future activities.
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A Virtual Cognitive Activity Design Checklist
This is a simple checklist of items that you will need to address as you design your virtual
cognitive activity. It is designed to remind you to give creative thought to a range of areas that
will contribute to the success of your activity. Make it a working document that is updated and
revised as necessary. Cut & paste the form into your own word processing document and add
your own thoughts and ideas for each component.
[ ] Who is the target Participant?
[ ] What problem or need of the target Participant do you want to address? What is the
objective of the activity?
[ ] What kind of virtual communications are available and useable to this Participant?
[ ] What kind of virtual communications are available to your organization and your
community?
[ ] Describe the proposed activity.
[ ] How can the activity be extended to others in the community?
[ ] Timeline. How long will it take to get the activity up and running? How long will it last?
[ ] Benchmarks – Divide the full timeline into smaller benchmark segments with deadlines.
[ ] Cost – What materials and resources will you need to make this activity happen?
[ ] Funding – What resources and materials are available to you?
[ ] Delivery – How will the activity be delivered? What virtual mechanisms will be used?
[ ] Promotion - How will the activity be promoted?
[ ] Administrative/Legal – Are there any legal and administrative hurdles that must be
overcome?
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Convert Existing Activities into Virtual Activities
Podcast #13 - Convert & Create Virtual Activities

Identify the Core Concepts - Strip down an old activity to its bare essentials, its skeleton. Identify
its core concept and use creative techniques to generate ideas about how to deliver the essential
benefits virtually.
•

Objective: What was the core objective of the established activity? Is it still relevant?

•

Target Participants: Who was the target audience for the activity? (See the One for All
suggestion in Case Studies). Did it reach its target audience?

•

Core Components: What were the core components of the activity?

•

Sensory Requirements: Does the activity require visual contact with the facilitator? Does
the activity require hear what the facilitator is saying?

•

Synchronous or non-synchronous: Can the visual or auditory components be delivered
non-synchronously?

Use Creative Thinking To Generate Virtual Delivery Options
Use Provocations (Po) – Use the Po Escape Method, for example. [What do you “take for
granted” about how the activity must be conducted and delivered? Create a Po that removes
those assumptions and see where it leads you.]
•
•
•
•

Po - Exercise classes cannot involve physical movement
Po - Music lessons or concerts without sound
Po - Happy hour without drinks.
Po - Spectator sports without tvs, teams or actual play.

Brainstorm Ideas – Make brainstorming an activity in and of itself.
•
•
•

Schedule a (virtual) brainstorming session with a diverse group of staff members or
residents.
Recruit participants of the current activity to brainstorm idea.
Recruit a random group of residents to brainstorm.

Concept/Idea Ladder
•
•
•

Identify the basic concept of the existing activity. What is its purpose? What is the
concept of the core objective?
Generate ideas for achieving the same purpose in different ways.
Which of these alternatives could be achieved virtually?
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Creating New Virtual Activities
Identify the Core Concept – What is it that you are trying to achieve?
•

Objective: What is the core objective you want to achieve with this new activity? How is
it relevant to residents’ needs and wants at this point in time?

•

Target Participants: Who is your target audience? Is it an individual with specific needs?
Is it a target group with unique characteristics?

Use Creative Thinking To Generate Ideas for Activities and Virtual Delivery Options
Brainstorm Ideas
•

Establish a clear objective for the brainstorming. For example,
o “I want to generate ideas about how we can improve resident’s balance and
prevent falls.”
o “How can we help residents stay on regular sleep schedules?”
o “How can we get Mary interested in eating her meals?”

•

Use a provocation (Po) to impose a creative restraint. In a sense, the need to conduct the
activity virtually is itself a provocation.
o “How can we conduct social dancing classes when people are in different rooms
and can’t touch?”
o “How could we dance without moving – without music - without sound?”
o “How can we eat without food?”

Concept/Idea Ladder
•
•
•

Focus on one of the good ideas from the brainstorming session.
What is the larger concept?
Generate more ideas that flow from this concept.

Decide Which Idea to Pursue
•
•
•

Narrow your list
Evaluate the pros and cons
Select one idea and commit to it.
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Idea Selection Process
Podcast #14 – Idea-Selection
1. You have generated lots of ideas.
2. Narrow the list to three top options and an outlier. At this point, don’t give too much
weight to the practicality of the idea. That comes in step #4.
o You can do the selection on your own - if you must.
o Or, you can use a creative team (residents, staff) to participate in the selection.
The team approach has the advantages of providing multiple perspectives. And,
people who participate in the decision-making are more likely to support and
promote the idea. I’ll assume you are using a group decision-making process
3. Evaluate the four top options.
o Ask members of your creative team to speak in favor of each idea. What do they
like about it? Ask your team to identify weaknesses and short-comings for each
idea?
o Facilitate an evaluation discussion among your creative team.
§ Does the idea have the potential to achieve your core objective?
§ What target audience does it reach?
§ Can it be delivered and received virtually?
§ How difficult will it be to implement?
§ Do you have the resources needed to implement the idea?
§ Perhaps use a SWOT approach
• Strengths
• Weaknesses
• Opportunities
• Threats
§ What other criteria are important to your organization and your residents?
4.

Vote again
o Ask each member to vote for their top choice.
o Collect and tally the votes from each member of your team.
o Which option got the top votes? Which idea came in second?
o These are your top recommendations.

Have fun. Get out there and create great (virtual) activities that strengthen brains and promote
positivity and flourishing.

THE END
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