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Objectives 

1

Recognize the impact of 
dementia-related cognitive 
and behavioral 
impairments on 
independence and safety in 
the home environment.

2

Explore environmental 
barriers in the home that 
can cause limitations to the 
function of an individual 
with cognitive and/or 
developmental disability.

3

Identify effective 
environmental 
modifications to improve or 
maintain safety and 
independence.



To help guide our 
discussion…. 

•What professions are 
represented in our 
audience today?



Developmental Disabilities: An 
Aging Population

• Increased life expectancy for those with DD 
• 1931: 22 years…. Now it is 70 years!
• Living in a variety of community settings
• At higher risk for dementia



Individuals with DD have higher risk for 
dementia
• Age
• Health conditions (heart, lung, diabetes, etc.)
• History of brain injury 
• Down syndrome

• Plaques & tangles of Alzheimer’s disease are present by age 40 
(Lott & Dierssen, 2010)

• 30% of those in their 50s have dementia (National Down Syndrome Society)

• More than 80% by age 65 (Hithersay, Hamburg, Knight, & Strydom, 2017)



What is 
dementia?



What does dementia look like in individuals 
with DD?  Changes in… 

Memory

Attention

Executive 
Function 

Body 
Movement

Sensory 

Mood



What does dementia look like individuals with 
DD?  Changes in… 

Memory

Attention

Executive 
Function 

Body 
Movement

Sensory 

Mood



Dementia Behaviors
Arguing, 

irritability, 
complaining

Resistant to 
receiving 

help
Refusing to bathe, 

change clothes, take 
meds

Trying to wander/ 
leave

Not following 
through with 
agreements

Confusion 
about 

time/place

Forgetting to 
eat 

“Sundowning”  = being 
more confused in late 

afternoon/evening



Some people 
are afraid of 
dementia…. 
But you don’t 
have to be! 

Rule out reversible causes first (UTI, blood 
sugar, medication errors, dehydration, 
etc.)

Say NO to the stigma of the “label” of 
dementia

You already have many 
of the TOOLS you 
need!!! 

Use the person’s interests 
and strengths
Find motivators
Help with care

You can’t change the person’s brain … but 
what can you change?



We can not change the person’s brain but we 
can change……

Our 
Approach

The Task at Hand

The 
Environment



Home Safety for Everyone

• Remove hazardous items, chemicals, medications
• Place unsafe items out of sight 
• Safety locks on cabinets or closet doors 
• Set water temp in the home to 120F or less
• Disable or unplug appliances

The 
Environment

e.g., Gitlin, Hodgson, & Choi, 2016, Struckmeyer & Pickens, 2016  



Kitchen Safety
• Remove stove knobs
• Place locks on cabinets with unsafe items 

inside (knives)
• Set Fridge up/ remove spoiled items and 

declutter and set up for success
• Smoke detectors

The 
Environment

e.g., Gitlin, Hodgson, & Choi, 2016, Struckmeyer & Pickens, 2016  



• Compensate for Visual/Sensory changes
• The visual system changes as we age and can be 
significantly impaired in those at risk or with dementia.
• Watch how they move

• Guarded walking and decreased balance                                            and falls 
can be from vision/perception changes.

• Add color contrast
• Decrease over stimulation (all senses)

The 
Environment

e.g., Jensen & Padilla, 2017; Marquart et al., 2011a; Struckmeyer & Pickens, 2016; etc 



Compensation for 
Memory

Use environmental cues
• Calendars
• Orientation 
• Simplify electronics
• “To do” checklist

 
 

The 
Environment



• Do not explain too much or ask if 
they want to

• Guide them to the steps that need to 
take place

• Use one step instructions, calm voice, 
keep simple, verbal, gestural and 
written cues

• It is not helpful to try to convince a 
person with dementia of reality.

Our 
Approach

What We Say Verbally and 
Physically Can Change Everything!



You Need to 
take a 

shower!

I Already 
Did!

NO, You 
Didn’t

Anger 
Frustration 
Depression

Increased 
Agitation 

Restlessness

Our 
Approach



Task at Hand

Can they 
participate?

Yes

Is it still 
safe

Yes

Monitor

No

No

Can task 
be broken 

down

Train 
Caregiver



Bathing/Dressing
Approach
• Do not explain too much or ask “Do you want to?”
• Guide them to the steps that need to take place
• Use one step instructions, calm voice, keep simple 
• Verbal, gestural and written cues



Bathing/Dressing
Environment

• Color contrast
• Rug
• Lighting
• Hand held shower head
• Shower chair/bench
• Grab bars
• Reduce clutter/options
• Set water temp to 120 degrees
• Lock up chemicals and cleaners





Bathing/Dressing
Task at Hand
• Sensory problems:  water feels like PAIN! 

• Try a towel over their skin instead of 
putting water directly on skin

• Wraparound bath towels
• Fear

• Put on gentle or pleasant music
• Everyone remain calm!

• Simplify, just do step by step
• Minimize verbal directions (make sure you give 

time to process)



Bathing /Dressing



Fall Prevention
Environment

• Reducing clutter
• Clear paths
• Increase lighting, motion lighting
• Color contrast transitions in 

flooring and steps



Fall Prevention
Approach
• Safety

• Motion detection *also 
helps for wandering 
prevention 

• Prevention
• Adequate hydration, 

nutrition, and prevent UTIs
• Use restroom before bed
• Maintain scheduled 

sleep/wake times
• Distract with activities if 

anxious and pacing



Fall Prevention
Task at Hand

• Exercise and skilled therapy can help 
to prevent falls

• Integrating regular activity into daily 
routine

• Limit sitting for extended periods of 
time



Nutrition and Hydration 

• Do NOT ask “Did you eat?” or “Do you want to 
eat?” or “Are you hungry?”

• Eat together
• Leave out food in sight
• Remove from sight depending on the problem



Medications versus 
Activities
• Activities are better than medicines 

for reducing dementia behaviors! 
• Tailored Activity Program (Gitlin et 

al., 2009)
• Prescribed set of activities for 

client to perform daily
• Incorporates caregiver education 

and training
• Teach how to simplify, set up 

environment, and provide 
appropriate cuing 



Activity Engagement

• Make the person feel needed and useful
• Ideally familiar, repetitive in nature
• Try to find activities that are simple and only need 

caregiver to initiate
• Find activities that bring pleasure = caregiver 

stress relief
• It is the doing that counts, not the end result

e.g., Tailored Activity Program,  Gitlin et al., 2009



Activity Engagement



Dress up, try on Jewelry

Do familiar household tasks 
that have meaning



Case Study: Gilbert 
• 60 years old, has a DD, lives in a group home.
• Primary caregiver, Jamie
• ‘Released’ from several day programs because of 

agitation and aggression. 
• Jamie notices shuffling more and arguing more, at 

night going through his drawers 
• No longer seems to want to do the things he used to 

enjoy helping with 
• Jamie’s concerns:  Home safety (especially steps) and 

behavior incentives (Cardinals)

What are your 
thoughts about 
these behaviors? 

Any ideas for 
Jamie about what 
might help with 
these problems? 



Gilbert Revealed 
• In & out of hospital several times due to falls and other 

problems
•Gilbert was diagnosed with:  dementia
• The dementia diagnosis helped Jamie decide to try to 

get more help to learn more about strategies for people 
with dementia
• Jamie was referred to us at Memory Care Home 

Solutions



Memory Care Home Solutions & Gilbert 
•Home safety 
• Steps: main level versus bilateral rails
• Motion detectors 

• Behavior management 
• Incentives don’t work anymore 
• Connection to motivators in the moment instead 

•Activities 
• Made laundry simpler – “sock game”
• Connection to motivators – planning ‘dinner’ and 

shelling peanuts, etc.! 



Questions?
• Call us! We can help!
• (314) 645-6247 or go to our website: http://www.memorycarehs.org   

http://www.memorycarehs.org/
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