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The home is an important place for everyone. For the person living with memory loss, a 

familiar environment can help them connect with the past and maintain a sense of who 

they are. However, some practical changes may be needed. In applying universal design 

principles, it is important to balance the needs for safety with the preservation of 

independence. 

General Principles to consider 

 Colour and contrast: The use of colour and contrast can help someone recognize 

and find items. Heavily patterned wallpaper and fabric should be avoided. 

 Lighting: Effective lighting can help people living with dementia see where they 

want to go and to identify spaces, rooms, equipment and signs. It helps them to see 

other people's faces and body language, to enjoy recreational activities, to join in 

everyday routines, and to enjoy the changing seasons. 

 Noise levels. Excess noise can be a distracting and interfere with communication 

and relaxation. Look for ways to reduce background or extra noise to help someone 

living with dementia focus on the task or conversation at hand.   

 Labels and pictures: The person’s ability to recognize or use appropriately 

common objects may be impaired. Using clear labels, contrasting colors, traditional 

designs and pictures can jog their memory and make it clear where things are. This 

may facilitate recognition and better function. 

 Focus on safety and minimizing risk: Look around and see potential hazards 

such as carpets that may cause a fall, poisonous household items that are easily 

accessible, a gas-fire stove top, small objects that could cause choking and doors 

that could lock accidentally and trap someone inside. 

 Simplify routines: personal care can become more challenging for someone living 

with dementia, so avoid accidents by breaking down complicated procedures into 

simpler, step-by-step processes. 

 Have an emergency plan: Be ready in case of emergency by keeping a working 

fire extinguisher nearby, a fully stocked first-aid kit on-hand and a list of emergency 

numbers by the phone. 

 Undertake regular reviews to ensure the environment remains dementia friendly 

as the needs of the person living with dementia will change. 
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Kitchen areas 

 Make things easy to find: consider using open shelving, use glass cabinets/jars or 

use labels or photographs to make it easier to find items. 

 Use cooking and baking smells, by regularly cooking and baking, to provide a 

unique identity for the kitchen and encourage a person living with dementia to eat.  

 Label sink taps. Label hot and cold-water functions on taps clearly, whether the 

taps are a traditional style (separate hot and cold taps) or mixer variety (both 

through one tap).  

 Consider flooring options. Ideally, floor coverings should be plain (without a 

pattern) and non-slip. Shiny surfaces on floors or tabletops can cause confusion by 

producing glare and shadows.  

 Safety considerations. For example, the oven: can the person still operate it? 

Could controls be labelled to allow the person to cook? Should cooking only take 

place when someone else is in the kitchen?  

Dining areas 

 Use contrasting colours for cutlery, crockery, tablecloths and plates.  

 Use heavier plates with a lip around the edge that are less likely to slip or spill.  

 Use dining furniture that is traditional and easily recognisable in style (e.g. dining 

table, upright chairs, a dresser and visible sideboard storage for cutlery and 

crockery).  

 Ensure there is clear leg space under the tables to make it easy to use.  

 Place chairs well apart to enable people to eat freely and without obstacles.  

 Use tables with rounded edges and corners to help to reduce injury through 

accidental collisions. 

Bedrooms 

 Paint the bedroom door in a contrasting colour to the surrounding wall to help 

someone living with dementia to find the bedroom.  

 Personalize the door by having a sign incorporating pictures or photographs.  

 Make the bed is easily identifiable.  
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o Ensure the bed is visible from the toilet area, so that when the person wakes 

up during the night, they can see where to go and where to return to. 

o Use contrasting bed linen and sheets to help define the sleeping area.  

 Use a bed frame with raised rounded edges to help prevent people falling out of 

bed, and provide psychological support for those who have shared a bed with a 

partner for many years.  

 Consider wardrobes that can be adapted to part-open to display only one day's 

clothing. Partially open-fronted drawers can indicate the contents.  

 Chairs should be comfortable and made with rounded timber or padded upholstery 

in a strongly contrasting colour. 

 Mirrors. People living with dementia can be anxious and frightened when they see 

their reflection in a mirror because they may not recognise the person who is 

looking back at them. If mirrors are the problem, cover or remove them. 

 Have personal items in a bedroom (e.g. photos, a hairbrush, a favourite blanket or a 

bottle of perfume). These can provide reassurance and remind the person living 

with dementia what room they are in.  

 Make sure there is an analog clock in the person’s field of view. Set it to the right 

time to help the person 

 Use night lights or lamps that are sensory activated by movement to help a person 

get around safely.  

 Commodes may be useful if a person cannot reach the bathroom, but if the person 

has dementia, they may forget what it is for or not recognise it.  

Bathrooms 

The bathroom can present a number of challenges for a person living with dementia 

 Hang a sign on the door at eye-level to help people to find the bathroom 

 Use contrasting colours to assist a person living with dementia to use bathroom 

facilities and easily identify toilet seats, handrails and towels.  

 Toilet flushing should be traditional in appearance. You can put simple 'push to 

flush' signs on concealed cisterns.  

 Use traditional taps (separate hot and cold taps) that are simple to operate, with 

clear indications of hot and cold water.  
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 Use open shelving to display toothpaste, brushes, shampoo and other toiletries. 

 If mirrors cause confusion for someone living with dementia, cover or remove them.  

 Provide handrails, bath seats and non-slip bathmats in contrasting colours so that 

people can see them, even if their eyesight is poor.  

 Make sure that the thermostat for hot water is not set too high to help prevent 

scalding.  

 Use a special bath plug that allows the water to drain away if the bath gets too full. 

Although flood detectors are available, by the time there is a flood this situation is 

already dangerous, with a risk of slipping. 

 Showers should be level to access and have controls that are easy to use.  

o Place towels over glass shower doors to eliminate reflections that could cause 

distress or confusion to a person living with dementia.  

o If you have a shower curtain, make it a contrasting colour with everything else in 

the bathroom.  

 En suite bathrooms should have low-level lighting overnight to improve visibility 

without disturbing sleep or a mechanism such as a movement sensor which 

automatically switches the light on when the person gets out of bed. 

Gardens 

A garden or outdoor space provides a place for familiar activities such as digging, cutting 

grass, hanging out the washing or a place for exercise. It also exposes the person to 

natural light. For people living with dementia who walk a lot, time spent in gardens can help 

them relax and feel calm. People living with dementia will generally be less likely to 

become agitated and distressed if they can have regular access to fresh air and exercise 

and a quiet space away from others. 

Layout 

 The garden should be easy to find from inside. Furniture shouldn’t block the view of 

the garden or the pathway to it.  

 Ensure a garden is safe and secure with barrier-free access and no steep levels. It 

needs to be a space that takes account of a range of sensory and mobility problems 

but does not make people feel imprisoned.  
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 Paths should lead back to the point where they began and avoid sudden changes of 

direction or dead ends. They should be wide enough for two people to walk along 

together.  

 Ensure the path avoids patterns and significant contrasts that the person might 

perceive as an obstacle to step over. 

 Do not use loose gravel and bark on paths as these can be difficult to navigate. 

Seating and resting area 

 Provide seating both close to and away from the building to encourage movement 

and to offer a place for conversation, quiet reflection and enjoyment of the changing 

seasons. 

 Provide resting and sitting areas along the path for people living with limited 

mobility. These should have enough space for a solid bench and wheelchair and be 

sheltered from the sun and wind. A patio can provide a sheltered sitting area.  

A garden also offers a unique opportunity to provide stimulation to the senses. Fragrant 

and vibrant coloured plants and shrubs can provide excellent sensory stimulation. 
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Home safety checklist  

Take a few minutes to complete the following checklist on home safety. Keep in mind that, 

as the disease progresses, you may need to update your responses. 

 

  

    Yes     No   

Do I need to store the scatter rugs and secure the carpet to prevent 

falls?  
    

Are the stairways safe for the person I am caring for?     

Is the person living with dementia able to use the electrical 

appliances in the kitchen and bathroom safely? 
    

Should the hot water heater temperature be lowered?      

Are there any medications, cleaning substances or gardening 

chemicals that should be locked away? 
    

Do I need to be there when the person living with dementia has a 

cigarette or should I hide the lighter and matches? 
    

Should I lock some of the doors or do I need to change where on the 

doors the locks are?  
    

Should I consider installing some safety equipment in the bathroom 

(e.g. grab bars, elevated toilet seat and non-slip mat)?  
    

Does the lighting sufficiently eliminate shadows that may cause 

confusion? 
    

Are there items that confuse the person living with dementia  

(e.g. pictures and mirrors)? 
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 

 Making your environment safe alzheimer.ca/en/help-support/im-caring-person-

living-dementia/ensuring-safety-security/making-your-environment-safe 

 Dementia-friendly environments www.scie.org.uk/dementia/supporting-people-with-

dementia/dementia-friendly-environments/ 
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