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It is important for people to be able to leave their home and socialize in order to remain 

independent, active, and socially engaged. Individuals living with dementia have extra 

challenges in remaining safe (e.g., memory loss or reduced ability to solve problems can 

increase their risk of getting lost or make finding their way more difficult). Sometimes these 

issues can fluctuate, especially if they are fatigued. At other times, when rested and fully 

prepared, they are functioning optimally and wish to be on their way. It is important 

however, to have a number of well-developed plans, resources, and social supports in 

place in order to remain safe and to provide an increased sense of comfort to both the 

person living with dementia as well as the people around them. 

POTENTIAL FOR GETTING LOST 

While it is important for people living with dementia to remain independent and active 
outside of the home, it is also important to take precautions to avoid getting lost. There are 
many reasons why someone could potentially lose their way. The following are just a few: 

 Busy or unfamiliar environments can cause a person living with dementia to become 

disoriented.  

 Anxiety and overstimulation can affect concentration. Once concentration is 

reduced, those living with dementia can easily become distracted and unable to pay 

attention to potential safety hazards.  

 Poor communication between partners can result in confusion, anxiety, and 

preventable emergencies.  

 Keeping the diagnosis private can result in family members and neighbours being 

unaware that a person has dementia. They will not be attentive to the signs that a 

person is in trouble when they encounter each other out and about in the 

neighbourhood.  

 Not asking for help or acknowledging that help is needed can put a person living 

with dementia in a dangerous and potentially life-threatening situation.  

 Lack of awareness and understanding can result in family members, support 

workers, and volunteers not knowing what support is needed in order to help keep 

the person living with dementia as safe as possible.  

 Memories of a past job or a former home can cause a person living with dementia to 

leave the safety of their current home in search of a memory from the past. 
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Some other areas of particular concern with finding one’s way in the community are: 

 Travelling in new and less familiar places. 

 Travelling in rural areas where GPS and other mobile devices are not as reliable. 

 Using public washrooms.  

 Using public transit. 

 Navigating buildings with similar designs that are non-descript and without landmarks. 

 Going out after dark when tired, stressed, or in a hurry. 

Reducing the Risk of Becoming Lost 

A diagnosis of dementia should not automatically stop persons with dementia from being in 

and enjoying their community. They can still enjoy many hobbies, such as shopping, 

travelling, going for a walk, and so on. To support continued involvement in the community, 

develop strategies before leaving your home and adapt these strategies as needed. 

Consider the following strategies to stay safe in your community: 

Have your ID and important information with you at all times 

 In your wallet or purse, carry personal identification (e.g., MedicAlert® Safely Home® 

card), emergency contact information, home address, and any important medical 

information, such as prescriptions and medical conditions.  

 Carry your health card and add a sticker on it that says you have a form of dementia.  

 Consider wearing personal identification around your neck on a cord or lanyard.  

Carry memory aids for wayfinding  

 Small memo book (3 x 5 inches) to jot down information or reminders  

 Map of the area or neighbourhood; be sure to circle your home address, put a star 

beside your destination, or trace your bus route/ driving route.  

Stick to a regular route and maintain consistency  

 Leave a courtesy note to inform your family members about your planned route or 

schedule.  

Use visual reminders 

 Put a sign on your door to help you stop and think before stepping outside. Include 

reminders such as “Do you have keys, wallet, notebook etc.”  

Be aware of your surroundings 

 Pay attention to landmarks or other visual cues when out on your own.  
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If you become lost 

 Stay calm; remain where you are and do not panic.  

 Rely on familiar landmarks to get you back on track.  

 Refer to your small memo book or assistive device to help re-trace your steps.  

 Tell someone that you have lost your way, especially if you feel unsafe; accept that it 

happened and come up with strategies to prevent it from happening again.  

 If you are carrying a cell phone, call home or another trusted person.  

 Take a picture with your phone and send it to a family member to help find you.  

PHYSICAL SAFETY OUTSIDE THE HOME  

Extra emphasis should be placed on physical safety because this is where harm and 

injuries are most likely to occur. Staying well-rested is critical for preventing bodily harm 

because being tired affects a person’s concentration and the person may overlook some 

safety issues. Likewise, anxiety, frustration and over-stimulation affect concentration and 

can distract persons living with dementia from paying attention to safety concerns.  

To remind yourself of the importance of being well-rested, consider putting a sign on the 

exit door or at a visible place by the door that says “Are you too tired today to safely 

engage in the community?” Knowing your own mental or emotional state helps you decide 

whether you should go out or not that day. 

Weather-related issues  

Persons living with dementia may not be as aware of the external environment and as a 

result may dress inappropriately for the current temperature. Addressing issues such as 

the weather (e.g., rainy weather makes the ground slippery), temperature and seasonal 

concerns (e.g., heat in the summer, icy roads in the winter) is critical for safety and 

enjoyment in the community. Consider the following tips when dealing with weather-related 

issues.  

 Dress appropriately for the weather.  

 Apply sunscreen and bug spray in the summer.  

 Always use railings on stairs when available.  

 Call your city about snow removal or icy roads.  

 Use grippers on boots or cane. 
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Loud and busy environment can be distracting 

A loud, busy environment (e.g., shopping during the holidays) affects concentration and 

makes it more difficult to think clearly and make decisions. The following are strategies to 

help avoid or manage loud, busy environments.  

 Choose less busy times and stores to shop.  

 Make a shopping list 

 Avoid pushing limits – go home when things start to become overwhelming.  

 Take frequent breaks.  

 If shopping, bring clothes home from the store to try on, or shop online.  

Strategies to make your shopping trip safer 

 Plan out your trip, shopping time, and stores you will visit.  

 Plan your route making use of accessible intersections (e.g., curb cuts), crosswalk 

islands or using intersections where there is a crossing assistant (e.g., crossing 

guard). 

 Shop with company 

 Ask for directions or help 

 Use family washrooms whenever possible and where appropriate.  

 Use a Velcro strap to loop all bags together to avoid forgetting anything in the store or 

on the bus. 

 Keep your wallet in the same area of your purse.  

 Do not take your wallet out of your purse and only open it enough to take out money or 

card(s); this will minimize the risk for theft.  

 If you are out and getting tired, consider using mobility devices, such as a wheelchair. 

They prevent you from getting overtired, which reduce the risk of becoming confused 

and disoriented.  

 Get an accessible parking permit through Ministry of Transportation (a doctor’s 

signature is required).  

Precautions when travelling  

It is possible for persons living with dementia and their partners in care to continue 

travelling, with pre-planning. Pre-planning can help adjust to the changing needs of the 

person living with dementia and alleviate frustration. The following are strategies to 

consider when travelling. 
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Road trip  

 Carry a card with important information about your stay:  

o Hotel address and room number.  

o Phone number you can be reached at while you are away.  

o Policy numbers of medical travel insurance.  

o Dates of stay. 

 Plan travel routes ahead of time so you will be more prepared and have a better 

understanding of where you are going.  

 New bathrooms may be a problem. Use a family washroom or wait outside the 

washroom door in case your assistance is needed.  

 Travel with people who also has an understanding of living with dementia.  

 Allow lots of time for frequent rest stops.  

 Use a calendar and day planner to help stay on track.  

 Keep to a routine.  

 Stay hydrated; drink lots of water.  

 Alert staff at the resort or destination to special circumstances.  

 Allow plenty of time for orientation to new surroundings.  

 Avoid planning too many activities for one day.  

Airport travel 

 Customs can create problems because persons living with dementia may get 

separated from their partners in care. The following are tips for air travel.  

 Inform the airline of special circumstances.  

 Stay close to the people you are travelling with.  

 Get in the same Customs line as your partner(s) in care.  

 Carry companion card and copy of Power of Attorney (POA) and ask to go through 

Customs together with partner(s) in care.  

o If you cannot go through Customs with your partner in care, go through the 

Customs line first.  

o If you are travelling with two partners in care, go through customs in between 

your partners in care.  

 Keep a list in your purse or wallet of medications, POA and any other medical 

problems you may have.  

 Stay calm if you get separated from your group and ask airport staff for assistance. 
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Be open to receiving support 

 Ask for directions if you become lost and need help finding your way.  

 Look for a trusted person, such as a police officer, postal worker, bus driver, business 

owner, etc.  

 If you are taking public transit, tell the bus driver where you would like to get off the 

bus and ask them to announce your stop.  

STRATEGIES FOR CARE PARTNERS 

There are many ways that family members can support people living with dementia to stay 

safe while maintaining their independence in the community.  

It is important for people living with dementia and partners in care to work together when 

planning for safety. People living with dementia should be involved in decision-making and 

care partners should listen to their concerns. Below are a few strategies that can be used 

together to help maintain safety when out and about. 

Below are some suggestions for the partner in care. 

Plan ahead  

 Have a conversation about safety early on to develop strategies that will help keep the 

person living with dementia safe; gradually adjust the strategies as needed.  

 Inform your neighbours that the person you are supporting is living with dementia. 

Bring a picture of your family member living with dementia and your contact 

information and share with them how they can recognize if your family member is 

possibly disoriented and needs support.  

 Keep a recent photo at home and in your wallet or purse so it is available in case the 

person you are supporting goes missing.  

 Help fill out important personal information on emergency cards and information 

sheets. 

 Post emergency contacts and other important information on your fridge or 

somewhere accessible in case of emergency. 

 Carry a “Carer Emergency Card” that states you are a partner in care and lists 

emergency contact information in the event of your illness. This provides first 

responders with information that there may be a person living with dementia that you 

are responsible for, that needs support at another location.  

 Make arrangements to return at an agreed upon time when going out.  

 Discuss alternate arrangements that could be made if you are running late.  
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Use safety measures  

 Encourage the person living with dementia to activate a GPS tracking feature on their 

cell phone so you can monitor their location in case they go missing.   

Involve the person with dementia in decision-making 

 Let the person living with dementia help plan the route or decide where to go.  

Pay attention to details 

 Notice what the person living with dementia is wearing (e.g., type of clothing and 

colour) and, if possible, take a picture before they go out on their own.  

Use family washrooms  

 Use family washrooms when in the community or wait outside public washrooms in 

case your partner living with dementia needs assistance. 

Explore transportation options 

 Contact your local public transit service provider to get information on bus routes in 

your area.  

 Plan routes and coordinate schedules ahead of time to ensure familiarity with the 

system.  

 Check with your local public transit service provider to see if they offer reduced fares 

for partners in care; some companies offer “companion cards” that provide a discount 

for the partner in care.  

 If the service is offered in your area, register for accessible transit for the person living 

with dementia.  

 Ensure that drivers (e.g., friends, family members, taxi drivers) know the correct 

address of where the person living with dementia is going.  

Take precautions when travelling 

 Give the person living with dementia time to familiarize themselves with their new 

surroundings.  

 Take extra care to stay close to the person living with dementia.  

 Inform the hospitality staff that the person you are travelling with has dementia.  

Stay close 

 Hold hands in large crowds if the person living with dementia is not feeling safe.  

 Let the person living with dementia lead the way when walking together in crowded or 

vast spaces. 
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Plan if person living with dementia gets lost 

 If he or she has not returned by a mutually agreed upon time, start searching. Make 

sure to start by looking inside and outside your home in case the person returned 

without saying anything (e.g., went directly to a basement workshop or to the garden).  

 Ask security staff for assistance if you are in a large building or ask if they could make 

an announcement over the PA system, if available.  

 Show an updated photo of the person living with dementia to those who are helping 

with the search.  

 Call 911 immediately and report that the person living with dementia is missing. Let 

them know if they are registered with MedicAlert Safely Home or other programs. 

POTENTIAL TECHNOLOGY AND ASSISTIVE DEVICES TO CONSIDER 

Technology and assistive devices are being used more and more to support the continued 

independence of people living with dementia. Making use of such things as Global 

Positioning Satellite (GPS) and other locating device technology, and medical/personal 

identification programs are beneficial for both those living with dementia and their family 

care partners. Consider the following benefits of technology and assistive devices:  

 Prevent or reduce the chances of becoming lost. 

 Give peace of mind to family members, knowing there are safeguards in place that 

will allow a person living with dementia to maintain their freedom and independence. 

 Like insurance, it is there when you need it. 

 Can be customized to ensure that the device works for your family. 

 Can locate an individual, connect to first responders, or help people find their way. 

Tips for staying safe using technology and assistive devices  

Assistive devices  

 MedicAlert® Safely Home® bracelet (See Resources section below for more 

information about this program) 

 Wearable sensors that can be worn on the foot can help detect movement and alert a 

designated partner in care.  

o GPS sensors that can be attached to keychains, carried in wallets, or placed in 

shoes. 

o Posture sensors to detect if someone has fallen and is not getting up. 
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 Door or window chimes can be installed to alert family members if a window or door 

has been opened.  

Locating device technology 

 Cell phone:  

o Pre-program phone numbers of family members/friends/caretakers as 

emergency contacts into your phone to be used when lost/during emergencies . 

o If safe, use a lanyard to hang a cell phone around your neck as a visual cue to 

use it in case of an emergency.  

o If you have a smartphone, use it to take notes, make voice memos, or take 

pictures of landmarks.  

 Global Positioning Satellite (GPS) technology:  

o Attach a personal GPS locator to a key chain or wear it on the wrist to assist in 

locating an individual in the case a missing incident occurs.  

o Program a destination into a hand-held or car-mounted GPS to get audio and 

visual instruction and help you get to the location. 

 Walkie-talkies:  

o Use to keep in touch with you partner in care in large buildings that are non-

descript, like grocery stores.   

Although technology and other assistive devices are very useful, cost may be a concern for 

some. It is important to talk with others, such as the Alzheimer Society or possibly a 

pharmacist, about other possible strategies for staying safe when out and about.  

BUILDING SAFER, DEMENTIA FRIENDLY COMMUNITIES  

In order to ensure the safety of people living with dementia, we need to work together to 

create a broader awareness about what living with dementia is like. We can all be 

advocates by sharing our experiences and encouraging others to share theirs as well. 

Through public awareness and educating others about the disease, the stigma associated 

with it will start to fade.  

Once our communities realize that people living with dementia can continue to live well, 

they can become more supportive. The more support in the community, the more 

dementia-friendly it will become. Do not be afraid to open up - the more we talk about what 

we need to live safely with dementia, the wider our circle of support becomes. 



Handout for Individuals & Caregivers: Living Safely Outside the 
Home 

 
 

 Page 10 of  10 

 

 

 

 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 

 Alzheimer Society of Canada - alzheimer.ca/en 

 By Us for Us Guide – Living Safely - the-ria.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/BUFU-

Guide-Living-Safely_AODA.pdf 

 By Us for Us Guide – Safety When Out and About - the-ria.ca/wp-

content/uploads/2018/11/BUFU-Guide-Safety-When-Out-and-About_AODA.pdf 

 MedicAlert Safety Home Program - www.medicalert.ca/safely-home 

 Finding Your Way - findingyourwayontario.ca/ 

 The Carer Emergency Card template - the-ria.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Carer-

Emergency-Card-Template.pdf 

 Living Well with Dementia resources - uwaterloo.ca/living-well-with-dementia/ 

 Ontario 211 24/7 hotline - 211ontario.ca/ 
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