
Housing 21 integrates dementia-friendly 
design into its new build schemes and into any 
work which involves refurbishing or retrofi tting 
existing properties.

Dementia-friendly
design

This is one in a series of fact sheets which aim 
to give some practical information and tips to 
support residents, friends and family affected 
by dementia.



 

 

Our courts have many residents living with sight 
impairment, dementia, and physical difficulties who rely on 
us to enable their independence and support their ability 
to navigate around the court and their home.

The use of colour and design in our makeovers 
and refurbishments is essential in our role to 
support residents independence and quality of life. 
There are a number of ways colour and contrast 
are used to enable our residents with sight 
impairment and / or dementia to identify different 
rooms and key features inside and outside. 

Generally speaking the red and yellow end of the 
colour spectrum is easier to identify for those 
with a visual impairment. Some older people with 
visual problems increasingly find blues, greens and 
purples harder to differentiate so limiting these in 
our design work is helpful.

Colour and contrast
Generally speaking the warmer tones of red, orange 
and yellow are easier to identify for those with visual 
impairment. Some older people with dementia 
increasingly find blue, green and purple harder to 
differentiate so limiting the use of those may be helpful. 

Light switches can be difficult to see on walls the same 
colour. Drawing a line around the light switch is a really 
simple way to highlight it. 

Having furniture in colours which contrasts with walls 
and flooring helps people with dementia and sight 
impairment to recognise where they are and to find their 
way around.



 

 

 

 

Lighting
As people age, they need more 
light to see clearly. Good lighting 
can reduce shadows and dark 
areas which can be confusing. 
Housing 21 seeks to maximise the 
amount of daylight entering our 
properties. This is also backed up 
with good artificial lighting. 

Contrasting key features
Using colour to highlight areas is 
the idea behind coloured grab rails 
and toilet seats. A normal white 
toilet without colour can all blend 
into one - picture on the far left. 

Good even lighting and glass 
doors can help people living with 
dementia locate things. A picture 
or label on the front of a door or 
drawer may also help. 

Walls
It is important to steer clear of wall 
coverings which look like objects, such 
as the spines of books on a bookcase 
as people living with dementia may think 
they are real and try and take them. 
This may cause distress. Avoid hanging 
mirrors if the person living with dementia 
shows distress. They may not recognise 
themselves and think there is someone 
else in their property.



External wayfinding 
Having well-defined paths 
helps our residents find their 
way around outdoor spaces. 
Research  suggests free-flowing 
looped designs are preferred. 
Well maintained paths within 
the garden help to minimise trip 
hazards.

Reminiscence and memories
People living with dementia may 
experience memory loss but long-
term memories are often the last to be 
affected. By including some history of 
the local area and artefacts from the 
past, we can reminisce with residents. 
This can bring a sense of belonging 
and help alleviate anxiety. 

Wayfinding
Local artwork can be used for both wayfinding and reminiscence. 
Placed near the exit of a lift artwork can help residents identify 
which floor they are on. Residents often see themselves or their 
family and friends in artwork from the local area. 

Corridors are often themed, either by colour or by industries or 
events which have an association with the local area e.g. xx in xx. 

Personalised front doors are encouraged and ‘milk shelves’ are 
incorporated into new schemes for this purpose pic of milk shelf.

Flooring
To some people, a black mat may look   
like a hole and cause distress 

Avoid blue floors which may look
like water 

Patterned carpets may appear like they   
are moving below a residents feet

Rugs and mats may present a tripping   
hazard, we avoid using these

Shiny floors may look like water or ice, a   
dull finish is best 

Step edges 
Step edges that are 
contrasted to stair 
treads and risers 
improve safety by 
helping to visually 
reinforce the change 
from flat surfaces to 
steps.


