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Making communities friendlier 
for people with dementia

Dementia is the second top leading 

cause of death in Western Australia 

after heart disease. 

It is set to become the number one 

cause of stress for carers.

The number of people with dementia 

is expected to treble by 2050. 

70% of people with dementia live at 

home.

Alzheimer’s Australia is developing tools to help local governments 

improve access to services for people with dementia and their carers, and 

help to reduce stigma and social isolation.

Local governments can listen to what people need and incorporate dementia-
friendly design into public spaces, says Jason Burton, General Manager of 
Alzheimer’s Australia WA’s Education, Research and Consultancy services.

Alzheimer’s Australia WA has been running community cafés across Western 
Australia, consulting with more than 300 people about what it’s like to live with 
dementia in their community.

The cafés are part of the organisation’s Dementia Friendly WA project and they 
are happy to share the model and questions with local government community 
development teams to run in their area.

Alzheimer’s Australia’s report of their consultations is due out at the end of April. 
They will send copies to all local governments and post it on their website at www.
fightdementia.org.au/wa

Dementia-friendly design
Alzheimer’s Australia WA is developing resources to help local governments 
incorporate dementia-friendly design into public spaces and public buildings.

“Some useful design elements that can help people with dementia are not included 
in the Australian Standards for Accessibility or Universal Guidelines, because the 
physical access implications of cognitive impairment haven’t been looked at 
before,” Jason remarks. 

“We are working with the University of Wollongong to develop a 

public space audit tool. We intend to launch the resources, including 

the audit tool, during Dementia Awareness Month in September. 

“They will be available on our Dementia Enabling Environment website, which will 
include a section showing good practice for physical design and accessibility for 
public buildings.”

Dementia-friendly training
The organisation offers training and online resources for local governments to help 
staff respond appropriately to people with dementia. 

“We can partner with local governments that have services like museums, libraries 
and art galleries to make them more accessible,” Jason says. “For example, we 
have trained staff and volunteer guides at the Art Gallery of WA to make them 
aware of dementia and special communication needs. The intention is to help to 
make visits to the gallery a positive experience for people with memory problems.

“We are supporting local governments that are starting to develop plans for a 
dementia-friendly community. We are also establishing pilot sites—one metro and 
one regional local government—to develop a more systemic approach. We will look 
at what resources they need for a sustainable dementia-friendly community and 
how the work fits into the disability access and inclusion plans.

“By the end of the year, we plan to have a resource kit for local governments to 
start the journey.”HELPFUL: Strong colour contrast is used to define the 

important areas and facilities.
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How visuals can help or hinder 
people with dementia
Our brains interpret information that the senses gather from the world around us. 
A brain affected by dementia can have difficulty detecting and interpreting signals. 
Here are some examples.

Signage 
People with dementia find it more difficult to read signage if the colour contrast 
is not strong enough. Toilet signs using black figures on a silver background are 
very difficult to read. A white figure on black background works better. This simple 
choice can make a big difference without affecting the budget. 

Tactile sensors for people with vision disability
Building standards require tactile markers on the ground where paths and roads 
intersect or to mark the beginnings of steps or hazards. People with dementia see 
black squares on a light background as holes in the ground and will walk around 
them. Lighter-coloured sensors with less contrast against the background don’t 
create the hole-in-the ground effect, so they don’t trigger the avoidance behaviour.

Walls
A toilet door is easier to find if it is in a colour that contrasts with the wall.

Vertical stripes on corridor walls disturb spatial perception in peripheral vision. 
The walls look like they are moving and a person with dementia will have trouble 
making sense of what they are seeing.

Key principles to consider 
for a dementia-friendly 
community
• Involve people with dementia in a 

conversation about what they need.

• Focus on raising awareness and reducing 
stigma.

• Design buildings and spaces that 
improve accessibility for a person with 
dementia.

• Ensure services meet the needs of 
people with dementia and their carers.

• Train staff to have a better awareness of 
the impact of dementia.

Links
More information about responding to the 

needs of people with dementia is available 

from these Alzheimer’s Australia websites:

>  WA Dementia-Friendly Project: tools, 

training and information to help build 

dementia-friendly communities in Western 

Australia.

https://wa.fightdementia.org.au/support-

and-services/creating-a-dementia-friendly-

western-australia

>  Community Consultation Cafés: 

https://wa.fightdementia.org.au/node/6216

>  Dementia-Enabling Environment Project 
(DEEP): tools and resources to help create 

physical designs that enable people with 

dementia to maintain independence, well-

being and quality of life. 

http://www.enablingenvironments.com.au 

>  Dementia Friendly Community and 
Business Kits: www.dementiafriendly.org.au 

>  Is it dementia?: training videos 

http://isitdementia.com.au

To contact the Alzheimer’s Australia WA 

Dementia Friendly WA project team, email 

dfcwa@alzheimers.org.au

HINDRANCE: ‘Camouflaged’ toilet doors like 
these are difficult for people with dementia 
to interpret.  

HINDRANCE: The urinals are difficult to 
resolve from their background as there is 
little visual contrast. 

HINDRANCE: Strong patterns such as this 
carpet make walking very difficult for people 
with spatial perception problems.

HELPFUL: Strong contrast make these urinals 
easier to perceive.




