
This fact sheet looks at walking with purpose and 
draws from research undertaken by the University 
of Worcester. The full report can be found on Wilma 
and the website. 

Walking with purpose
Previously know as ‘wandering’

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.



The Walking with Purpose research was undertaken to 
gather the perceptions and responses of staff and family 
carers, to better understand and support residents living 
with dementia in Extra Care and Retirement Housing 
and to develop recommendations on how to support 
residents who walk with purpose.

Language

When people living with dementia have a need 
to walk it is often seen as a ‘problem’. The 
terminology that is widely used reflects this, 
particularly when it is described as ‘wandering’ or 
a ‘behavioural problem’. 

‘Wandering’ has become a label with negative 
overtones in the context of dementia care, but it 
is considered by some, including the Alzheimer’s 
Society as a pleasurable activity. ‘Wandering’ also 
suggests aimlessness, but there is often a purpose 
or aim behind the activity. 

Summary of findings

Housing 21, faces particular challenges in 
understanding and responding to residents 
living with dementia who engage in walking with 
purpose. This can be due to the design of the 
building as well as responses from other residents. 

Each person’s walking with purpose story is 
unique. They also face different risks depending on 
their personality, mobility, where and for how long 
they walked and their ability to return from their 
starting point. 

Risks identified included: tripping, falling and 
resulting injuries; becoming lost; health impacts 
(dehydration, hypothermia); interactions with other 
people (e.g. stolen purse, being sold drugs). 

The more mobile the resident is, the greater the 
challenges, work and stress for staff in terms of 
the resident exiting the scheme. 

However, those with poor mobility, even if they 
only walk with purpose within the scheme, are at 
greater risk of falls and resulting injuries.

Successful ways of effectively supporting 
people who walk with purpose are 
connected with: 

• Improving staff understanding so that they 
can better support residents 

• Raising awareness of dementia amongst 
other residents 

• Use of technology 

• Improving activities provided 

• Working with families to improve their 
awareness and find solutions; greater 
understanding in wider community, e.g. local 
shopkeepers

• Providing a secure environment

In schemes with good dementia awareness 
among residents, other residents play a part in 
ensuring safe walking with purpose for those 
who engage by keeping an eye on them, alerting 
staff, distracting / redirecting the person and even 
returning them to their apartment. 

A risk adverse environment 

The lack of guidelines and consistency for staff 
on how to support people who walk with purpose 
has led to a risk adverse attitude. Also, it’s been 
noted that staff members are more anxious about 
residents who walk with purpose as opposed 
to their families. Staff also reported feeling 
responsible for residents and stressed as a result 
of this activity.  



Challenge the current ethos

1. Challenge the perception that walking 
with purpose is just a problem. Look at 
how the person can be supported 

2. Discourage a risk averse attitude 
and encourage positive risk taking 
approaches, this includes staff and 
residents

Increase understanding and support

3. Increase understanding and the required 
support for people who walk with 
purpose and emphasise the importance 
of communication with relatives and 
friends 

4. Try to identify the triggers and the most 
effective way of supporting the person 
walking with purpose

5. Adopt the Herbert Protocol 

6. Ensure that wayfinding is effective and 
provide seating / places to rest along the 
way

7. Can assistive technology help? GPS 
trackers, door sensors, alarm mats

Raise awareness 

8. Keep promoting the Dementia Friends 
initiative 

9. Encourage all staff to engage with 
and encourage dementia-friendly 
communities 

Top
tips

Safe indoor places and routes for walking

Features or activities to distract along indoor routes

Use of bright colours to draw residents into an area, pale colours in other areas

Places to sit and rest along indoor and outdoor routes

Clearly labelled important doors e.g. to toilets or residents’ apartments

Outdoor spaces enclosed

Design features to support safe walking
with purpose, include



Any feedback on this fact sheet should be sent to
research@housing21.org.uk

Sue (not her real name) lives in one of Housing 
21’s Extra Care Housing schemes. Sue has 
Parkinson’s disease and dementia and is very 
frail and prone to falls. 

Sue walks with purpose every day, several 
times a day. The scheme manager and her son 
describe her walking with purpose as excessive 
because she will not stay in one place for very 
long and is constantly getting up from her bed 
or chair to walk. She used to walk during the 
night but since getting a hospital bed she no 
longer does so.

Her son and the staff understand that she is 
trying to do the things that she used to be 
able to do such as wash up, put the laundry 
away, tidy up, feed the cat, catch a bus to go 
shopping. 

“There’s always something she wants to do, 
which obviously she used to do, but she can’t 
do it now.” (Son)

Whenever sue leaves her flat without her walking 
frame she has a high risk of falling and getting 
injured.

What has been done to help Sue? 

The care staff have been given extra time from 
the local council to care for Sue. They check on 
her every hour and other residents alert staff if 
they see that Sue is struggling. 

They have also got her a walker which they 
encourage her to use and she has recently had 
an assessment undertaken for an alarm mat 
that alerts staff when Sue has got out of bed or 
up from her chair. The mat is placed beside her 
bed at night and in front of her chair during the 
daytime.

Walking with purpose case study


