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The Door Before 

A Door is More than a Door - It is 
A Trigger - An Invitation to Leave 
In dementia care, a door is not just a door. A door 
can be a "trigger" to leave. When a door is 
disguised, with images that connect to the purpose 
of the room (as described below), many people 
living with dementia ignore the door and walk on 
by. This set of guidelines has been developed to 
help care partners to understand what works and 
what to avoid when "Designing Doors for 
Dementia". Our guidelines are based on research 
and practice. Please refer to the DementiAbility 
WOW Model when designing doors for 
dementia. 

Where Might You Use an Exit 
Diversion? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Door After 

When you cover a door to blend in with the 

environment it is called an exit diversion. The 
purpose of an exit diversion is to move the 
attention away from a door - an exit - thereby 
removing the "trigger" to leave. 
Exit diversions can be be used in: 

Long-Term Care Homes 
Retirement Homes 
Hospital Settings 
Day Programs 
Community programs 
Someone's home 
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Why is a door a trigger to leave 
(e.g. – contributing to exit seeking)? 

In dementia care, there are many reasons for "wanting to 
leave". This is often referred to as "exit seeking". Individuals 
living with dementia may forget where they are and may 
believe they need to get home (leave). Some may believe 
they must leave because they have things to do (which may 
be related to habits and routines from the past). Or, at an 
unconscious level, when they see the door it unconsciously 
"triggers" the action of trying to leave. Whatever the 
reason, many are not permitted leave, thus creating 
behavioural responses such as agitation, frustration and/or 
aggression. One can address these issues by: 

 disguising the door, as provided in the example below 
(which removes the trigger and creates the "look of 

home") and providing "things to do" that will fill 

vacant hours and add meaning, purpose, connection 
and joy to each day. When a person is engaged, the 
focus can be changed from leaving to something 
pleasurable and rewarding. 

Sometimes you would like people to leave, as per the 
example of the "screen door" on the right. In this case you 
could disguise the door to look "familiar" - to look like a 
door that would send the message: "This is an exit to the 
outdoors". This also helps to make this area of the long- 
term care home look more like "home". 
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What designs are best for "exit diversion" doors? 
 

DementiAbility focuses on creating care environments that look, feel and smell 
like home, according to "who" lives in the environment. (The DementiAbility WOW 
Model is used to guide this form of thinking.) When making decisions about what 
might go on a door, be sure to ask yourself, "What will make this space feel like 
home?" A bookcase or cabinet can work well on doors. Examples are provided on 
each page in this document. 

 
Try to avoid images on doors and walls that look like walking trails and fields. These 
images are well suited for framed pictures on a wall - but are not recommended 
for doors or full walls in indoor living spaces. For example, those who worked 
outdoors in the past may be "triggered" to urinate on the door or wall if it looks like 
a farmer's field. Moreover, a picture of a trail on a door or wall may trigger 
someone to try to walk through the trail. The best way to think about designs for 
doors and walls is to "see" through the eyes of a person with dementia - a person 
with altered perception and impaired memory and cognition. 

If you would more ideas about door designs, be sure to check out Creative Art Co. at 
info@creativeartco.com. 
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Is your exit diversion not working? Here's why! 
 

 
There are many reasons why an exit door is still causing behavioural responses, 
even after it has been disguised. One reason may be that the image on the wall is 
not connected to the purpose of the living space. In the example below, the wall 
was painted to look like the beach. Also, there was a glass window that attracted the 
attention of many of the residents in that home area. The door was painted to 
look like a bookcase, and then the home painted the surrounding areas and walls 
blue, which contrasted with the white bookcase. Note that part of the disguise 
covers the window. One can no longer "see" the door handle, and the glass fronts 
on the bookcase have not enticed people to "take a book". This space now "looks 
like home" and no longer entices people to come and see what is going on down 
the hall, beyond the glass. Moreover, the space to the left of the door now has 
shelving units filled with things to do. The home now "looks and feels" like home 
with things to do - and bookshelf makes the place look more like home. 
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Note:  Avoid painting beach scenes on bathing area walls.  Most people do not get undressed at the beach! 
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