
Good practice in the design of public spaces
for people living with dementia



In June 2019, 17 students from two North East 

schools worked with Community Interest 

Company, This is Creative Enterprise, on a project 

supported by Laura Rothwell and the team at 

Crystallised to help make Tyneside Cinema more 

dementia-friendly.

This report outlines how and why the students 

worked as they did – and presents resources to 

help support their findings. 

For more information, please contact:

Katherine Wildman – writing@tice-uk.com

Introduction



“North East England has over 30,000 people 

with dementia, which will rise to just over 40,000 by 2021.”

Alzheimer’s Society, 
August 2019



This is Creative Enterprise is a North East-based 

community interest company (CIC). 

TICE works with businesses, schools, colleges and 

universities across the North East to give young 

people a taste of the opportunities that exist 

within the commercial creative, design and digital 

industries.

Who?



In June 2019, 17 students from two North 

East schools – Berwick Academy and George 

Stephenson High School, worked on the 

TICE Creative Writing programme with 

Tyneside Cinema to a live brief, given by 

Crystallised.

What?



To develop a PR and marketing 

campaign to support the 

dementia-friendly cinema 

screenings at Tyneside Cinema 

– including an assessment of 

the wayfinding and signage in 

the cinema.

The brief



The students met Anneliese and Anthony, the 

Dementia Champions from Baltic – and they 

each committed to become a Dementia Friend.

Learning about 
dementia



Andrew Newman, Professor of Cultural 

Gerontology at Newcastle University, gave the 

students an insightful presentation which 

focused on the capabilities of those living with 

dementia. 

Andrew talked about the role cultural activity 

has to play in ageing well, drawing on his 

research, conducted via arts-based projects.

Dementia and 
culture

https://www.ncl.ac.uk/sacs/staff/profile/andrewnewman.html


Crystallised founder, 

Laura Rothwell, spoke to the students 

about marketing – and how to match 

audience need to marketing messages. 

How to 
spread the word



The students met Sarah Phillips, director of 

Picto, a specialist wayfinding and signage 

company.

Picto Signs is a design-led wayfinding and 

signage company, working across six 

sectors in the UK – education, healthcare, 

culture, living spaces, workplace, and 

community and sports facilities.

Why?



In 2018, Sarah attended the two-day 

design school, The Intersection of 

Dementia + Design, hosted by RIBA 

London and run by the Dementia 

Services Development Centre (DSDC) at 

Stirling University.

She presented her learnings from the 

Dementia + Design school to the 17 

students on the TICE programme.

Picto + TICE 



The Intersection of Dementia + Design

“When working on any wayfinding project, I 

always try and put myself in the shoes of 

the people who need to navigate that 

space. What the course showed me was 

that everyone who lives with dementia 

experiences his or her diagnosis differently.

Completing the course has made me think 

about projects in a new way. I have a better 

understanding of dementia and the issues 

that surround people who are living with a 

diagnosis – and a set of principles to be 

able to draw upon when I’m developing 

wayfinding schemes.”

Sarah Phillips



• Reduce confusion and agitation

• Improved wayfinding

• Better social interaction

• Reduced risk of falling

• Improved physical fitness

• Reduced incidence of depression

• Reduced reliance on medication

Benefits of 
good design

@sarahs_notebook



• Lighting

• Noise

• Spatial design

• Colour

• Signage

5 design considerations
for people living with
dementia



Consideration
One –
Lighting

1.
As much access to natural light as possible

4. 
Avoiding the creation of dark spaces, which 

can be hazardous

2. 
Use lighting products that simulate natural 

daylight

3. 
Create bright, engaging spaces



Consideration 
Two –
Noise

1. 
Awareness that noise can add to confusion 

for people living with dementia

4.
Simply turning the volume down in public 

spaces

2.
The use of specialist acoustic materials in 

public spaces to absorb excess noise

3.
The subdivision of large spaces into small 

clusters to reduce noise



Consideration
Three –
Spatial design 

1.
The use of visual clues to indicate function 

4.
Encouraging walking around 

2. 
The minimising of clutter

5.
The avoidance of dead ends

3. 
The use of furniture to aid recognition 



Consideration
Four –
Colour

1. 
Contrast is key

2. 
Use light reflectance value (LRV) to measure 

contrasting colours



Consideration 
Five –
Signage

1.
Use sentence case – upper and lower case 

letters and a sans serif typeface

4.
Focus on the things you want people to 

know – and align key messages to the left

2.
Use illustrations and pictograms 

5.
Ensure a clear colour contrast

3.
Fit signs at 1.2m height and use minimum 

type sizes 150mm, 50mm and 

15mm

6.
Avoid 2D scenes replicating 3D 

environments 



Sarah introduced the new Any Disability symbol, developed by Studio LR in 

Scotland, “to more accurately represent the full range of people with various 

disabilities who use accessible toilets and other facilities.”

The symbol was launched in the Commons on June 5th, 2019.

Hidden disabilities



Equipped with their notes and printed excerpts of the DSDC Guidelines, 

the students then gave their feedback on the wayfinding and signage on 

three areas of the cinema:

1. The toilets

2. The entrance and route to The Classic

3. The Tyneside Café Bar 

Assessing the cinema



“People with dementia experience impaired memory, learning and 

reasoning and become more reliant on their senses.”

University of Stirling



“Excuse me, 
where are the 
toilets?” 

Too high
“The toilet signs are 

1.75cm from the floor –

which is too high, 

especially for people in 

wheelchairs, who 

wouldn’t be able to reach 

the Braille if they needed 

it. And the pictograms 

are too small to be seen 

with ease.“

Callum Thomas, George 

Stephenson High School

Too small
“I’m on the second floor. 

Some large, clear signs 

would be really helpful to 

show what floor you’re 

on – and where the 

toilets and lifts are.“

Rebecca Adelson, 

Berwick Academy

Confusing taps
“Looking at the toilets I 

noticed that people living 

with dementia could find 

the taps – which are very 

modern – difficult to 

operate.”

Ethan Kellacher-Douglas, 

George Stephenson High 

School



“Why is that there? It should be at 

the bar, in the café or even in the 

menu – the person’s got to go all the 

way back to get the key – and they’re 

in a wheelchair.”

(In response the sign on the ground-

floor and third-floor disabled toilet 

doors for the location of the toilet 

access key.)

Becca Richardson, 

George Stephenson High School

Disabled toilets



Toilets Cleanliness
“The floor pattern’s 

confusing, the lighting’s 

bad and the doors and 

locks are confusing. A 

soap dish would be 

helpful – the soap 

dispensers just look like 

boxes on the wall. And 

taps that turn.”

Rebecca Adelson, 

Berwick Academy

Too similar
“The office door looks 

exactly like the toilet 

door? They both have 

tiny signs, which need to 

be lower and bigger.”

Emily Swinney,

Berwick Academy

Risk of confusion
“Automated taps – how 

would someone with 

dementia know how they 

worked? And the sensory 

flush?” 

Richard Gardner, George 

Stephenson High School





Toilets Grab rails
“It’s good that one of the 

cubicles on the ground 

floor had grab rails.“

Callum Thomas, George 

Stephenson High School

Overwhelm
“The signs at the moment 

are too high and the 

typeface is too small –

and there are too many 

signs on the toilets. “

Rebecca Adelson, 

Berwick Academy

Contrast
“The toilet seats could 

seem invisible. I wonder 

if there’s a way to cover 

up the mirrors – and 

make the doors less 

bland so there’s more 

contrast between them? 

The signs need to be 

lower, too. They’re too 

high.”

Ethan Kellacher-Douglas, 

George Stephenson High 

School



Working with guidance 
from Sarah Phillips and 
DSDC Guidelines from 
Stirling University



Contrast
Light Reflectance Values

Changing an image into black and white 

reveals where colour contrast is lacking.



Toilets Simplify
“What would it look like if 

all the unnecessary signs 

were removed – and it 

was made really simple?”

Kirstin Blake, 

Berwick Academy

Noise Traditional sinks
“The floor in the café bar 

toilets is really confusing 

and the automatic taps 

might be confusing – and 

the hand dryer is really 

loud. The sinks are more 

traditional than the ones 

upstairs though.”

Rebecca Adelson,

Berwick Academy

“On the third floor, could 

we add paper towels, 

instead of the noisy hand 

dryers? 

And the toilet locks are 

confusing. The lighting 

is good and bright though.”

Amanda Smith,

Berwick Academy



“Paper towels would be good too –

the hand dryers are really noisy 

and could be frightening.”

Rebecca Adelson, Berwick Academy



Toilets Senses
“Dementia affects 

people’s senses – and the 

hand dryers are so loud, 

they’re scary! 

Paper towels would be 

better. And people would 

recognise what they are 

for.”

Carly Hindhaugh, Berwick 

Academy

Contrast
“There’s no contrast in 

colour between the walls 

and the floor, and there 

are no signs to tell you 

what the hand-dryers 

are. There is a clear 

(temporary) sign for the 

flush though.”

Rhiannon Pringle, 

Berwick Academy

Independence
“Contrasting toilet seats 

would help people living 

with dementia to find the 

actual toilet – that’s 

helpful for 

independence. 

And, the instructions for 

the lift could be a lot 

clearer.”

Amanda Smith, Berwick 

Academy



“Dark door mats – like 

entrance mats –

can appear like a black hole 

to people living with 

dementia. 

This means a person who’s 

living with dementia might 

hesitate to step forward into 

a venue.”

Anneliese, 
Dementia 

Friend, 
Baltic 

“In the café, 

the geometric floor 

pattern on the toilet 

floor is very confusing. 

Especially the black 

tiles – which could 

look like holes 

in the ground.”

Amanda Smith,

Berwick Academy



“Floor one: It should specify that the 

disabled toilet key is needed as soon as 

you enter the building – or perhaps on the 

menu in the bar? 

And wouldn’t it be good if they used the 

new disabled sign in the building – and told 

people about in in the menu, so people 

could see what to look for really easily?”

Rebecca Adelson, Berwick Academy

The new symbol?



Could you tell
me where..? 

Outside
“There aren’t many signs 

in the main street – so it’s 

easy not to notice the 

cinema from outside.”

Elise Cowe, Berwick 

Academy

Simplify
“The external sign is 

really high up – perhaps 

another one outside at 

the recommended 1.2m 

would help? And the 

displays at the reception 

are really confusing and 

cluttered. Also, the signs 

are the same colour as 

the background wall – so 

there’s little contrast.”

Kirstin Blake, 

Berwick Academy

Too dark
“The pattern on the floor 

in the foyer is confusing, 

isn’t it? 

And it’s dark on the way 

into the cinema.”

Richard Gardner, George 

Stephenson High School



Signage for people 
living with dementia 
should be 1.2m 
from the floor



Where? Height
“The flooring on the first 

floor looks like snakes. 

And the signage for the 

bathrooms is too high.”

Amanda Smith, Berwick 

Academy

Confusion
“The signs aren’t at the 

appropriate height –

they’re too high. 

The signs are also the 

same colour as the 

background wall – so 

there’s no contrast. And 

the entrance display is 

cluttered and confusing.”

Rhiannon Pringle, 

Berwick Academy

Size
“When it comes to 

directional signs, there’s 

just too much going on –

with only two small signs 

showing where each 

cinema is.”

Kaitlyn Mather, Berwick 

Academy





Where? Signage
“The floor and doormat 

combination? It’s really 

confusing in the foyer. 

The lift arrows are too 

dark, and they don’t 

match the symbols on 

the signage – they’re 

trying to say too much in 

a small space.”

Rebecca Adelson, 

Berwick Academy

Café
“I’m in a café – and I can’t 

see the signs to the 

toilets?”

Becca Richardson, 

George Stephenson High 

School

Toilets
“There’s nothing to tell 

you where the toilets 

are.”

Isaac Smith, George 

Stephenson High School





Tyneside Café
Bar

Menus
“Dementia can affect 

people’s eyesight –

printing the menus in a 

larger typeface could be 

really helpful.”

Carly Hindhaugh, 

Berwick Academy

Toilets
“I can’t see the signs to 

the toilets?”

Becca Richardson, 

George Stephenson High 

School

Contrast
“The curtain in the café 

might be seen as a wall –

it’s such a similar colour 

to the floor. And the chair 

legs are a similar colour 

to the floor too, which 

means people could 

easily trip.”

Saskia Morton, Berwick 

Academy



“The café’s not an easy space to navigate. 

And the signs that are all in capitals? They 

are hard to read. 

The menus are printed in really small type 

– and the covers blend with the table-

tops, so they’re hard to see. 

There’s continuous noise too – and the 

toilet signs are small and hidden away –

with an extra unlabelled door when you 

get there.”

Lauren Birtles,

Berwick Academy



Tyneside Café
Bar

Lighting
“The lights are dim – and 

the food signs are too 

high.”

Richard Gardner, George 

Stephenson High School

Noise
“It’s very noisy for people 

living with dementia –

and I can’t see any signs 

for the menus. 

Also, there isn’t much 

contrast between the 

furniture and the walls 

and floors.”

Amanda Smith, Berwick 

Academy

Frustration
“It’s noisy – which adds 

confusion and causes 

frustration.”

Rhiannon Pringle, 

Berwick Academy





Tyneside Café
Bar

Size
“The signs contrast 

against the door, but 

they’re small – and the 

pictogram is 0.7cm. The 

pictograms on the actual 

toilet doors are 3.8cm, 

which is pretty good.”

Kaitlyn Mather, 

Berwick Academy

Furnishings
“The menus need to be 

clearer – with a better 

contrast. The furniture is 

good – in that it’s a café 

style – so matches the 

environment – but it’s a 

similar colour to the 

floor, which could lead to 

people tripping up.”

Rebecca Adelson, 

Berwick Academy

Light
“Lighting is 

important to 

people with 

dementia. It can 

help people find 

their way around 

both new and 

familiar spaces.”

Emily Swinney, 
Berwick Academy





Tyneside Café
Bar

Size
“There are about three 

different font sizes on 

one sign, which is 

distracting – and the fire 

exit signs are very high 

and small. And – there 

are no signs to the 

toilets, until you’re 

essentially next to them.”

Kaitlyn Mather, 

Berwick Academy

Trip hazard
“The lighting could be 

better – it’s really dark in 

places, which is a trip-

hazard. And if you could 

turn down the music, 

you’d create a nice, quiet 

space for people to talk.”

Rebecca Adelson, 

Berwick Academy

Contrast
“Good design in 

buildings reduces 

the risk of people 

living with 

dementia falling 

– and reduces 

confusion and 

frustration.”

Emily Swinney, 

Berwick Academy



Tyneside Café
Bar

Lighting
“Colour contrast is key –

it shows people how a 

room’s laid out so they 

can find their way.”

Rebecca Adelson, 

Berwick Academy

Noise
“When it comes to 

signage, using 

illustrations called 

pictograms helps people 

to focus on what you 

want them to know.”

Richard Gardner, George 

Stephenson High School

Frustration
“In the ground floor café 

bar, there are many signs 

behind and around the 

counter and on the 

windows. They’re too 

high – and they lack 

contrast. And the signs 

on the windows might 

not be easy to read.”

Lauren Birtles, Berwick 

Academy



The lighting is

very dark at the 

back of the café –

the natural daylight

doesn’t stretch 

that far.”

Saskia Morton, 

Berwick Academy



To understand what the dementia-friendly 

screenings mean to people living with 

dementia and their carers, we held a tea 

party at the cinema and invited the 

cinemagoers to give us their feedback.

• What did they like?

• What didn’t they like?

• What could we change?

What do
people living 
with dementia 
think?



We invited Admiral Nurse, Judy Mattison, to 

help support the event. Judy helped the 

students understand the wider impact that 

the dementia-friendly screenings have in 

the region. 

Safeguarding



“Judy, the Admiral Nurse who was there, 

talked about how the screenings help 

people to live well – and that the fact that 

Tyneside Cinema is creating awareness 

with music and films, which are therapeutic 

treatments (for people living with 

dementia) as they cover the time periods 

that people can remember.” 

Emily Swinney, Berwick Academy

Creating
awareness



“Alex said, I like it. It’s really, really good! You can sing along. 

I like the musicals. It’s relaxed and I like to meet new people.

It’s not as busy as some of the other cinemas. 

There could be a dance afterwards. 

When I asked the carers what things could be better, they said, 

perhaps people could be picked up – and there could be trollies with food? 

The signs are alright – but they could be more dementia-friendly.”

Callum Thomas, George Stephenson High School

Singalongs



“When I spoke to Alex, he said he liked the 

socialising he can do at the cinema. He 

doesn’t really mind which genre of film he 

sees – but really likes that he can sing along 

to the musicals. He’d like there to be more 

dance classes – and trollies with food too.”

Rebecca Adelson, Berwick Academy

Dance classes?



“Cynthia likes the screenings because they 

keep her occupied, she feels joyful – and 

there’s lots of coffee. She’d love there to be 

more musicals, so the audience can all 

singalong.”

Becca Richardson, 

George Stephenson High School

Joyful





It’s relaxed
“The carers said, it’s not busy,

it’s reasonably priced – and it’s relaxed.

And there are free cups of tea.

Cynthia said, ‘It’s lovely to see you.

The visits here are good with the ladies

(carers, Janice and Lauren).’

When I asked her if there was

anything that could be improved,

Cynthia said, ‘No, I love it.’

Emily Swinney, Berwick Academy



“Cynthia said that it’s nice and relaxed, 

but some of the films go on a long time.”

Lauren Birtles, Berwick Academy

“It’s not busy. It’s reasonably priced. 

It’s relaxed. And there are free drinks –

and some of the films are a bit long.”

Emily Cruikshanks, Berwick Academy

The films



“Cynthia loves to sing The Young Ones 

and do The Twist, which she showed us. 

She said it was lovely to see all of us at the tea party 

and that they (the staff) were good. 

She said that everyone at the cinema was nice.

Kirstin Blake, Berwick Academy

Friendly staff



“The carers said that there’s a lovely, 

friendly atmosphere. It’s not too busy – and 

the drinks are free.”

Elise Cowe, Berwick Academy

.

Not too busy



“Cynthia said: The people are lovely. It’s 

friendly and entertaining and I like the 

musicals. Sometimes the films are a bit 

long, though – so shorter ones would be 

good.”

Amanda Smith, Berwick Academy

.

Friendly



“Alex liked meeting other people. And that 

the cinema is relaxed and a place to meet 

people. There’s a good selection of films 

and you can get to know the staff. He’d like 

to have a dance after the film – and food 

trollies too. Lauren, one of the carers we 

met, suggested more posters and better 

advertising of the events so more people 

are made aware and more people come.”

Kaitlyn Mather, Berwick Academy

Tell more people



“Cynthia said, she very much likes the trips 

and talking about them too. She loves Nat 

King Cole songs and she sat and sang Cliff 

Richard’s The Young Ones to us all. 

She doesn’t like going up and down the 

stairs at the cinema – and would like fewer 

stairs and more The Sound of Music.”

Isaac Smith, 

George Stephenson High School

Fewer stairs
– more songs



Judy, the Admiral Nurse, is a specialist in dementia and helps families and 

communities to learn more about living with dementia. The cinema showings help 

people living with dementia to be involved in local events – and she can signpost 

more people to come along. Dementia-friendly events like this are important 

because it creates an awareness and encourages understanding. 

The music and the films spark memories and heighten sensory awareness. 

The light and sound are important – sometimes loud volumes can be frightening 

for people living with dementia (Tyneside Cinema keeps the lights up and the 

sound down for the dementia-friendly screenings). 

And we need to remember – that the carers are important too.”

Kirstin Blake, Berwick Academy

Carers count too



“Janice, who brought Alex to the cinema, said ‘It’s nice – it caters for 

people living with dementia, and it’s budget-friendly for carers, who 

receive free admission. Alex and Cynthia love it. It’s relaxing because the 

volume isn’t too loud, the staff aren’t strict at all – and so we can chat. 

There are endless cups of tea  – and they talk about it in the taxi all the 

way home. It’s a real mood-lifter.’’ 

Alex, who told me he’s 84, said that his favourite film stars are John 

Wayne and Doris Day. Sometimes the films are a bit long, as he needs to 

concentrate and it’s quite a walk to the cinema. He’d like more 

singalongs too.”

Rhiannon Pringle, Berwick Academy

.

Mood-lifting



• Shorter films would be appreciated

• Guests would like more musicals

• The cinema showings help people 

living with dementia to be involved in 

local events

• The screenings raise awareness and 

create understanding

• The stairs can be a problem

• The light and sound are important –

sometimes loud volumes can be 

frightening for people living with 

dementia 

In brief



Additional resources
Good practice in Design for 
Dementia and Sight Loss | Guidelines

Link to guidelines: https://dementia.stir.ac.uk/design/good-practice-design-dementia-and-sight-loss

https://dementia.stir.ac.uk/design/good-practice-design-dementia-and-sight-loss


“Many of us love going to the theatre and the arts, but what 

happens when people who may have enjoyed theatre all their 

lives find themselves living with dementia? Our staff at the 

King’s and Festival Theatres in Edinburgh started to notice this 

happening.”

Read more about how King’s and Festival Theatres in Edinburgh 

worked to make their venue dementia-friendly

https://dementia.stir.ac.uk/blogs/dementia-centred/2016-03-

01/dementia-friendly-theater-0

Creating enabling environments in historic buildings -
the challenges and the benefits

https://dementia.stir.ac.uk/blogs/dementia-centred/2016-03-01/dementia-friendly-theater-0


“North East England has over 30,000 people 

with dementia, which will rise to just over 40,000 by 2021.”

Alzheimer’s Society, 
August 2019



Website and helpful blogposts

https://pictosign.co.uk/

https://pictosign.co.uk/what-i-learned-at-the-intersection-of-dementia-design/

https://pictosign.co.uk/imdda19-overview/

For more information on wayfinding and signage
Contact Sarah Phillips at Picto

Sarah Phillips

Picto Sign Solutions Ltd.
Toffee Factory
Lower Steenburgs Yard
Quayside
Newcastle Upon Tyne
NE1 2DF

Tel 0191 375 9036
email info@pictosign.co.uk

https://pictosign.co.uk/
https://pictosign.co.uk/what-i-learned-at-the-intersection-of-dementia-design/
https://pictosign.co.uk/imdda19-overview/
mailto:info@pictosign.co.uk


Students 

Rebecca Adelson
Lauren Birtles
Kirstin Blake
Emily Cruickshanks
Elise Cowe
Carly Hindhaugh
Kaitlyn Mather
Saskia Morton
Rhiannon Pringle
Amanda Smith
Emily Swinney
Nicole Fuller
Becca Richardson
Richard Gardner
Ethan Kellacher-Douglas
Callum Thomas
Isaac Smith

• Laura, Hannah and Lauren at Crystallised

• Jenny Barrett at This is Creative Enterprise

• Sarah Phillips at Picto

• Dave Black at Pitch Black Productions

• Helen and Andy from Berwick Academy and 

George Stephenson High School

• Sharon Thomas and Angela Lynch

• Alex Wright at Woemen

• Professor Andrew Newman at Newcastle University

• Anneliese and Anthony at Baltic

• The Tyneside Cinema team

• Alex and Cynthia with Lauren and Janice

• Judy Mattison at Dementia Matter

With thanks to

#TICECreate2019


