
Finding the Light
in Dementia

Creating a Calm Safe Place – “Wandering” is Walking

1



(Photos courtesy of Pexels)Finding the Light in Dementia Training

Wandering – Words!

The term “wandering” is frequently 
used in dementia care and is negative 
as it implies that a person shouldn’t 
be wandering or walking. Can you 

imagine if someone kept stopping you 
from going where you sensed that you 

wanted to go or kept making you sit 
down when you don’t want to!!!

We need to stop using the word for a 
start!

When we look at similar words they all appear 
more positive – the language we use is so 

important and reflects our values
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“Wandering” is Walking

Maybe they were used to walking their 
dog or just loved walking

“Wandering” is Walking

Walking can relieve anxiety or 
tension

Walking is good to keep mobile & 
help prevent problems like pain, 

stiffness and constipation

Maybe the person needs to burn off some excess calories, being sedentary leads to many health 
problems

The person may feel lost, especially in a new place or may 
not recognise their own home, as they may believe they 

still live in a house they moved away from when younger

Maybe the person used to work 
shifts, they may be disorientated 

between day and night

Sometimes people who have 
dementia believe they are younger 

than they 
are and continue to carry out 

routines from their past roles e.g. 
going to work, shopping, picking 

children up from school
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“
Wandering” is Walking

Often people are encouraged to sit all 
day, as they may be at risk of falling.

Try to imagine what you would do if you 
had to sit in a chair all of the time, 

wouldn’t you want to get up and have a 
walk around, you may want to stretch 

your legs and take the pressure off your 
bottom, you may be in pain and need to 

relieve any discomfort. You may be 
bored. Remember what Dr. Sarah 

Campbell says about time when she 
describes her research in care homes. 

Our time when we are busy is very 
different to a resident’s sense of time. 

Time is long
The person may have a sense 
of waiting for something or 
someone but not sure what, 
who or when and they may 

not be able to read a clock or 
understand what time 

means, but the feeling is 
there.

Or if the person is in hospital it can 
be a frightening place to be and the 

person will rightly want to take 
themselves out of what they feel is a 

threatening place.
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Familiarity

As with most people, those who have dementia often fare better in 
familiar surroundings. This, however, becomes difficult when moving into 

residential care. But there are some things we can do – listen to Suzy’s 
story and complete Activity Six

Surrounding the person with familiar things that hold a positive meaning 
can help with a sense of belonging and safety, which may help them from 

searching for something or someone
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Wandering” is Walking

A person may wake up in the middle of the night if their sleep-wake pattern is affected 
and they may be disorientated and feel the need to go somewhere, it may be the toilet.

But they may have lost the ability to understand what they need but may still be sensing something to make them 
want to move
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“Wandering” – Importance of life story

Ask yourself did the person work shift patterns? What roles and 
responsibilities did they have?

Maybe they walked to work. Did they have a daily walk to pick up 
their newspaper – remember MUSCLE MEMORY

They may think they are back in a time when they had to get their 
children to school or go and pick them up  

Remember Evelyn and her chickens? She couldn’t settle in the 
evening until she had gone outside, her body remembered the 

need to go out as dusk set in, as she always went out to feed the 
chickens and lock them in for the night to save them from the fox. 
This was linked to survival, as she needed their eggs to feed her 

family.

We need to get rid of the term “wandering” as it tends to be viewed negatively, lets call it “walking,” just as we all do! 

Even though the walking may seem 
aimless, there may very well be a

purpose behind this

The person may be feeling lost and
in an unfamiliar place or not 

recognise their own home
– what would you do if this was you? Where would you go?
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“Wandering” is Walking

Remember what Dory said in her film
about needing to be outdoors.

Dory would not want to be shut inside, 
So she would be looking to walk outdoors
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“Wandering” is Walking

If a person wants to go out for a walk and 
they have only just returned, or the 

weather is very bad and they cannot 
judge that they need to wear appropriate 

clothing, there may be a number of 
reasons they will do this such as wanting 

to carry out old regular routines  - that 
muscle memory again!

One thing that may help would be to 
engage them in a meaningful pursuit e.g. 

ask them to help you sort out the laundry, 
lay the table, etc, try and be creative and 
bear in mind their life story as you could 
bring their hobbies or interests into this
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“
Wandering” is Walking

Arranging outings may help the person, so 
that they do not go out on their own

Introduce some gentle 
exercise classes

If the person is steady on their feet and 
the concern is more about them getting 

lost, there are tracking devices that 
would help locate the person, such as 
watches, or on their phone. There are 

some ethical dilemmas here in terms of 
a person’s privacy, it would be 

advisable to discuss this with the 
person early on in the diagnosis, so that 
they can make decisions while they are 

still able

Make sure they carry some 
identification and details of 
home with a phone number 

Try and get them to wear 
highly visible colours

If the person has gone missing think 
about:

• Their usual route
• Where did they use to live, maybe 
they are trying to return home to that 

place or did they frequent a pub or 
social place

• Find out are they Right or Left 
handed, often people will walk in the 

direction of their dominant hand
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Risk Factors for Falls

Andy’s film

One of the major worries about people walking is that they may get lost or they may fall, 
however, we have to weigh up their quality of life here and not restrict their movements but 

find creative ways to help them. Listen to Andy, imagine if you stopped him walking 
anywhere, how would he feel
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Risk Factors for Falls

There are different risk factors that cause people to fall, however, people with dementia are at 
greater risk because they:

May experience problems 
with mobility, balance and 

muscle weakness

May have difficulties with their memory which 
may make it hard finding their way around

May be slower and have 
difficulty processing what 

they see and reacting to 
situations

May be taking medicines that make them dizzy, 
drowsy or lower their blood pressure
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8 considerations for walking 

2 Provide Visual Cues
People may have difficulty separating similar 

colours (such as the same carpet on the 
stairs as on the hall, landing or other rooms) 

and setting objects and their background 
apart. Use contrasting colours to 

differentiate the top and bottom of the stairs. 
Add signage to help orientate.

1Clear paths indoors & outdoors
Remove trip hazards and rugs and keep 

pathways clear to help prevent falls. 
Creating circular paths where a person can 

continue to walk and come back to the 
beginning of their walk naturally can be 

very helpful.

Pathways outdoors need to be clear of 
clutter (inc. slippery leaves, stones, etc.). 
Make sure pathways don’t have uneven 

surfaces or dips in walkways

3 And then there was light!
Dementia can affect how and what a person sees. Make sure the home has enough 

lighting in each room to reduce the risk of the person falling when walking
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8 considerations for walking cont… 

4 Make sure help is close by
When someone is at risk of falling, assistive 

technology can help e.g. fall alert bracelets or 
detectors which can be used in case of an 

emergency

5 Keep Important Things at bedside
People can become more disorientated at 

night , keep important objects 
on the bedside table, e.g. spectacles, hearing 

aid, glass of water, a light source, tissues. 
Use a small nightlight

6 Make sure footwear is supportive and cannot slip off.  Shoes with Velcro fastenings may help 
(make sure that Velcro is stuck together when being washed). 

14



Finding the Light in Dementia Training

8 considerations for walking cont… 

7 Ask Why?
Does the person have unmet needs? The 

person may be looking for someone, need 
the toilet, muscle memory

8 Reduce noise level – too much noise can
disorientate someone and make them more 

unsteady
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Conclusion

• Why we need to stop using the word “Wandering”
• Why a person who has dementia may justifiably want to walk inside and outdoors

• Why a person who has dementia may be searching for something, a sense of place, people, 
connection with their younger selves

• Why a person who has dementia is at risk of falling
• How to reduce the risk of a person getting lost
• How to reduce the risk of a person falling
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