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Guidelines for Better Bathing Experiences
Always consider physical environment AND
Whole person needs and abilities
Bathing in a long-term care environment
There are many positive attributes associated with having a relaxing bath or soothing shower. Bathing
should be a pleasant experience for everyone – regardless of where one lives. Unfortunately, in longterm care, bathing time can be quite a negative experience for some people. Why? It can be a
combination of the physical attributes of the space and/or the experience itself. Bathing areas often look
more like a storage area than a place to relax and enjoy. If you look at the bathing areas in your LTC home,
would you want to have a bath in this space? Does the bathing area look inviting and cozy and does it
smell fresh and clean, like home? It is important to connect the look of every room in LTC to the purpose
of the space. The bathing area needs to “LOOK” like a place where one would want to bathe! It is
important to create an experience that is familiar, calming and pleasurable, thereby stimulating the senses
in a most appealing and pleasant manner. The optimal bathing experience is respectful, dignified and
person-centred, which includes compassionate interactions between the person providing assistance with
the bath and the person who is there to enjoy the experience, in a space that looks like a bathing area. If
your bathing areas need a facelift and/or you need ideas for improve the bathing experience, read on and be sure to consider some of the recommendations that follow.

The Space
The entrance to the bathing area
•
•

•

The door to the bathing area has a sign that is inviting and clearly indicates the purpose of the
room (such as bath, shower or spa).
As you enter the bathing area it looks familiar, warm and inviting, not cold or filled with items
that are being stored where people have a bath (such as wheelchairs and lifts). As you look
around, ask yourself if the space is a nicely decorated, home-like area where people would enjoy
their bath.
If extra equipment has to be stored in the bathing area, consider how it can be covered to suit
the décor of the space (e.g. – cover the equipment with pleasant looking curtains or frame the
equipment in wood and paint it to fit in, rather than stand out, as per codes for building or fire).
The goal is to create a space that looks like a bathing area, rather than a storage room,
beginning with the first step into the space.
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The Bathing Room/Area
•

•

•

•

All signs that provide notifications for staff are removed from walls (such as instructions for
operating the bathtub or the importance of washing your hands). All notifications for staff are
put in a designated area (e.g. - in a binder placed in a cupboard) for staff reference. Residents do
not need to see these details.
All clutter is removed. Shelving units with doors are recommended, removing items such as
incontinence products and cleaning supplies from the line of sight. If you already have shelving
units, and no doors, consider using baskets to hold items such as incontinent products and other
items that need to be stored on the shelves.
If you are going to paint the walls, consider a bright coloured wall that would contrast with the
colour of the floor and the tub. Perhaps one wall could be the accent wall that would face the
person having the bath, and the other walls could be a different colour. Avoid dark colours like
gray, black or brown for walls. Since blue is the colour of water, consider whether a blue would
work in your bathing area(s).
Look at all the walls in the bathing area. What do they look like? Do they help reinforce the
message that this is a bathing area – a place to relax and enjoy a bath?

Look at all the walls in the bathing area.
• Do you need to tastefully decorate the walls with canvas art, a shelf/shelf unit that could hold
plants and/or baskets of bright coloured rolled towels (placed on their side so towels can be
clearly seen)? Refrain from using beige as the central theme for absolutely everything in the
room – as the goal is to provide contrast between the wall and the items on the wall and in the
room and on shelves, etc. Beige towels on beige walls will be difficult for aging eyes to clearly
see.
• Stand at the end of the bathtub and ask yourself what a person in the bathtub would
see while in the bathtub.
§ Place something interesting on the wall in front of the tub such as:
• A shelf unit with bright coloured pots and greens (real or fake) to add
colour and warmth.
• Consider adding baskets, filling them with bright coloured towels, and
placed on their side to face the person in the tub.
• Consider using pictures that would stimulate discussion – e.g. – with
words such as “Smile and the world smiles with you” or anything else
that would be familiar and add to the bath time discussion.
§

Cover the knobs/buttons on the industrial bathtub with something that is
bright and cheerful or white to match the colour of the tub, removing the focus
away from the buttons, which may be confusing or frightening to a person with
dementia. This cover could be attached with Velcro and easily removed for
cleaning purposes.

§

Consider adding colour to the bottom of a bathtub, to address perceptual
deficits. If painting the bottom of the bathtub is not possible, consider placing a
bright coloured hand towel or a bright matt in the bottom of the tub, and tell
the person it is there to add colour to their bathing experience. (Note: Towels
would have to be washed after each bath and anything that sticks to the bottom
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of the bathtub will need to be able to meet infection control standards.) The
bright colour, that contrasts with the tub, will help them to see the bottom of
the bathtub, thus addressing the fears related to being lowered into a
bottomless tub of water.

•
•
•
•

•

•

If you are in the shower area, what would the person see when getting ready for the
shower and then when seated. Do they look at clutter – tattered pieces of paper – or
décor that helps to reassure them that they are about to enjoy a shower?

•

If you look to the left or right of the bathtub and/or shower, what do you see? Bright
coloured towels and/or a housecoat might be a nice addition to these walls. If you have
ceramic tiles on the walls, and you are afraid of cracking the tiles when drilling nail
holes, purchase hooks that will firmly stick to tiles (such as ones that stick or suction to
the walls).

Pictures on walls should connect to the purpose of the room (e.g. – water jug and bowl from
days gone by; soaps; photos of a baby or animal with a towel, etc.).
Make sure there is an appealing, safe and sturdy chair (that can be easily cleaned) for the
resident to use when dressing and undressing, adding to the beauty of the décor in the room.
If you have windows, consider hanging curtains that add colour and keep them open to let in
natural light. Slotted blinds or opaque coverings could be placed directly on windows to prevent
people from being able to see into the bathroom.
If the toilet is in the space with the shower and/or tub, assess the space to determine whether a
curtain could be hung to separate the toilet from the rest of the area, adding privacy for those
who need to use the toilet. If there is money in the budget, could a half wall be inserted, adding
privacy for private moments.
If the shower is in the same space as the bathtub, create a privacy barrier that adds to the
dignity of the bathing experience. Always ensure the shower head is close to the person who is
receiving the shower, to ensure they stay warm throughout the shower.

A Soothing Environment
• The environment is quiet – and away from “busy” noise.
• Equipment is available to play music that would suit individuals while they bathe. Use the
‘Bathing Sheet’ (presented below) to discover whether the person would enjoy listening to
music and the type that would be best. While calming music is often recommended, some
people do not enjoy this type of music – or any type of music when they are bathing.
• A warm room is important. If the room is constantly cold, or chilled, how can this be addressed?
Do you need a heater? If yes, ensure it meets all safety and fire code requirements?

Creating (Conditioning) Positive Experiences
It is possible to create a positive bathing experience even if a person has begun to associate
negative outcomes with the bath time. You may need to de-condition negative experiences,
and replace them with positive experiences. Use the bathing form to learn about what
would make the bathing experience enjoyable. Examples of positive bathing tips follow.
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•
•
•

•

Remember that the environment must look like its purpose. The space must look like a
bathing area and not a storage room. Signs on the door to the bathing area provide the first
indication that the person is about to have a bath and enter a bathing area.
Always introduce yourself and help the person to understand what you will be/are doing and
why.
Consider inviting those in your care to the “spa” and offer a “spa basket” (as shown
below). For men, you could invite them to the “tub room”. The term you use for this
invitation and “basket” should connect to what the person with dementia would
understand.
Some people respond better to the bathing experience when the person providing
assistance looks like a health care professional. A white uniform will help some
people with dementia to understand who this person is and what they are doing.
Use the WOW model to help explore further. If a white uniform is not an option,
consider asking all staff who provide baths to wear the same colour of uniform.
Teach those in your care that people in this colour of uniform are part of the nursing
team and are there to provide assistance if they need it.

Always consider the needs and preferences of the bather and create the best bathing experience
possible. Enjoy!
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The Bathing Experience: Person-Centred and a Dignified Space that is Familiar – and Looks like Home
Fill in a “Bathing Preferences” form for each person.

Bathing Preferences Form
Name: _______________________________________________________________________________
This person would like to be called (Note: Some would prefer staff to use their surname):
Important information about this person: ___________________________________________________

Conversation prompts that help with the bathing experience (such as facts about this person and
subjects that are of interest and will generate conversation): ___________________________________

What do you know about this person’s bathing routines prior to admission to LTC?
For example, this person would only bathe in the evening, showered every day,
bathed only once a year, hates to have a bath, etc.

Would this person benefit from being invited to have a bath or shower
using a “Spa Basket” and possibly a written invitation/gift card inviting
them to the spa?

Yes

No

Yes

No

Yes
Yes

No
No

Does this person prefer to have a shower?

Yes

No

Does this person like to have his/her hair washed?
Note:
( ). Wants to do independently

Yes

No

Notes:
Does this person like to have a bath?
•
•

Would this person like to have bubble bath?
Does this person require special products for bathing and
moisturizing skin? If yes, what are they and where are these
products kept?
Elaborate:

www.dementiability.com

Bathing Guidelines ©2019

6

( ). Needs assistance
Elaborate:
Can you offer an option to sit under a hair dryer after the bath/shower?
This person can wash his/her body:
( ) Independently
( ) With assistance
( ) Requires full assistance
( ) Other: Elaborate
This person can wash his/her hair:
( ) Independently
( ) With assistance
( ) Requires full assistance
( ) Other: Elaborate
Is there a time of the day and/or day of the week that works best for this
person?
If yes, elaborate:

Yes

No

This person would benefit from using the “dignity cover” when bathing.
Elaborate as needed:

Yes

No

Would this person like to listen to music during their bath time/shower?
If yes, what type?

Yes

No

Would this person benefit from having the staff (who provides the bath)
wearing a uniform?
Notes:
Does this person complain about being cold before, during or after the
shower?
What strategies will be put into practice?
) Heated towel
) Dry hair completely when finished
) Put the person under a hairdryer when done
) Wrap the person in a warm blanket after a bath

Yes

No

Yes

No

Bathing Likes:
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Bathing Dislikes:

Creating Positive Bathing Experiences for Dementia

Tips, Tools & Resources
Uniforms

Spa Basket

Options:
• A white uniform
• A white uniform and a
nursing cap ( with
perhaps a black stripe
for RN, blue stripe for
RPN and pink stripe
for personal care
workers)
• A standardized colour
of uniform for all
health related tasks
(such as personal care,
toileting, bathing and
medications).

Options:
Fill the basket with
items that would make
the person in your care
happy. A woman may
enjoy a pink fluffy
robe, and a man may
like a red plaid flannel
housecoat. The items
in the basket could
include soaps and
lotions and shampoo
and a razor for men.

www.dementiability.com

Dignity
cover for
bashful
bathers!

This cover is made of a hand
towel, sturdy clips that are
strong enough to hold a wet
towel and thick washable
ribbon (such as a bra strap or
other sturdy ribbon). It is easy
to wash – and easy for the
person with dementia to
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navigate when engaging in self
-care.

Doors are clearly marked. Bathing areas look
like a place to
bathe.

The décor is connected to
the purpose of the room.

Note: Top door painted by Creative Art
Co. – available at
www.creativeartco.com
Bottom image available in Memory Aids
for Dementia at
www.dementiability.com

Note: DementiAbility Enterprises works closely with Creative Art Co. when creating art for longterm care environments.

Resources
Elliot, G., & Romeril, K., Memory Aids for Dementia, DementiAbility Enterprises Inc., Burlington,
ON. (Book available for purchase at www.dementiability.com)
www.dementiability.com
www.creativeartco.com
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