
Designing Environments for People with
Dementia: Creating Supportive and Safe
Spaces

Dementia is a progressive neurological condition that affects memory,
thinking, and behavior, and can have a significant impact on a person's
ability to function independently. As dementia progresses, individuals may
experience changes in their cognitive abilities, sensory perception, and
physical mobility. This can make it difficult for them to navigate and interact
with their surroundings, leading to increased feelings of confusion, anxiety,
and agitation.

Creating supportive environments that meet the unique needs of people
with dementia is essential for promoting their well-being and maintaining
their quality of life. This article explores the principles of designing
environments for people with dementia, highlighting evidence-based
strategies and practical tips to create safe, accessible, and engaging
spaces that support their cognitive, sensory, and physical abilities.
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Dementia can affect different sensory modalities, including vision, hearing,
touch, smell, and taste. Understanding these changes is crucial for creating
environments that compensate for or minimize sensory challenges.

Vision: People with dementia may experience changes in vision, such as
impaired depth perception, reduced peripheral vision, and difficulty
distinguishing colors. Designing environments with adequate lighting,
avoiding glare, and using high-contrast color schemes can enhance
visibility and reduce confusion.

Hearing: Hearing loss is common in dementia, and it can affect the ability
to understand speech and navigate sound environments. Creating quiet
spaces, providing assistive listening devices, and reducing background
noise can improve communication and reduce anxiety.

Touch: Maintaining a comfortable physical environment is important for
people with dementia. Providing soft fabrics, comfortable seating, and
familiar objects can create a sense of security and well-being. Tactile
stimulation through activities like gardening or cooking can also be calming
and therapeutic.
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Smell: The sense of smell is closely linked to memory and emotion.
Pleasant scents can evoke positive memories and create a calming
atmosphere. Incorporating natural scents, such as flowers or essential oils,
into the environment can promote relaxation and reduce agitation.

Taste: Changes in taste can occur in dementia, affecting the ability to enjoy
food and maintain adequate nutrition. Offering familiar and flavorful meals,
avoiding strong flavors, and providing easy-to-eat finger foods can support
eating habits and reduce frustration.

Creating Accessible and Safe Environments

Creating accessible environments is essential for promoting independence
and safety for people with dementia. This includes ensuring that spaces are
free from obstacles, have wide doorways, and provide adequate lighting.

Clear Pathways: Design clear and well-defined pathways throughout the
environment, using visual cues such as contrasting colors or floor patterns.
This can help individuals navigate safely and reduce the risk of falls.

Wide Doorways: Install wide doorways, at least 36 inches in width, to
accommodate wheelchairs and assistive devices. Ensure that doorways
are well-lit and free from any obstacles.

Adequate Lighting: Provide adequate lighting throughout the
environment, especially in hallways, stairways, and bathrooms. Avoid using
harsh lighting or sudden glare, which can be disorienting for people with
dementia.



Sensory Gardens: Sensory gardens provide a safe and stimulating
outdoor space for people with dementia. Incorporate plants with different
textures, scents, and colors to engage the senses and promote relaxation.

Stimulating Environments

Providing stimulating environments can help maintain cognitive function
and reduce boredom for people with dementia. Engaging activities and
interactive elements can promote mental and physical activity, encouraging
independence and improving overall well-being.

Activity Areas: Dedicate spaces for activities that are meaningful and
enjoyable for people with dementia. This could include art studios, music
rooms, or gardening areas.

Interactive Displays: Install interactive displays that provide sensory
stimulation and cognitive challenges. This could include light boards,
bubble machines, or touch screens with interactive games.

Musical Therapy: Music can have a calming and stimulating effect on
people with dementia. Provide access to music players or live music
performances to promote relaxation and reduce anxiety.

Cognitive Stimulation: Engage individuals in activities that stimulate
cognitive abilities, such as reminiscence therapy, puzzles, or memory
games. This can help maintain cognitive function and improve overall well-
being.

Training and Support



Providing training and support to staff and family caregivers is essential for
creating effective dementia-friendly environments. Understanding the
needs of people with dementia and implementing evidence-based
strategies can enhance care provision and improve quality of life.

Staff Training: Train staff on the principles of dementia care, including the
impact of dementia on sensory perception, cognitive abilities, and behavior.
Provide practical guidance on designing accessible and stimulating
environments.

Family Caregiver Support: Offer support to family caregivers, providing
information on dementia-friendly design principles and strategies for
creating a safe and supportive home environment.

Designing environments for people with dementia involves understanding
their unique needs and challenges. By incorporating evidence-based
strategies and practical tips, we can create safe, accessible, and engaging
spaces that support their cognitive, sensory, and physical abilities. This not
only enhances their quality of life but also reduces caregiver burden and
promotes a more fulfilling experience for both individuals and their loved
ones.

Additional Resources

Alzheimer's Association: Dementia-Friendly Design

https://www.alz.org/help-support/caregiving/safety-at-home/dementia-friendly-design


National Institute on Aging: Designing Environments for People with
Dementia

Eden Alternative: Creating Dementia-Friendly Environments

Dementia UK: Designing Dementia-Friendly Environments
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