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8. Dissemination
Care-provider networks will be used to promote the initiative, as will regional dementia-care forums and NHS England’s Patient-Led Assessments of the Care Environment (PLACE) process, which already evaluates dementia-friendly design (NHS England Digital). Evidence of the learnings and before and after photos from the pilot unit will be disseminated to commissioners, care-home associations and family carer groups in order to develop further uptake of the unit.
6. Development and Regulations 
All redesign work should adhere to the fundamental standards set by the Care Quality Commission (CQC), especially the premises being safe, suitable and appropriate to the needs of the residents (Care Quality Commission, 2023). Fire safety, building regulations and accessibility standards do not change and continue to be addressed in parallel with dementia design guidance (Kirklees Council). Safety is of paramount importance during construction and the Health and Safety Executive (2020) guidelines are adhered to. Any resident monitoring technology added in to accompany the redesign should adhere to the UK GDPR and Data Protection Act 2018 (UK Government, 2018).
3. Target Audience and Impact
Most of the users will be residents with advanced dementia and high cognitive impairment in care homes and in day-care facilities throughout the UK, where currently over 850,000 people live with dementia (NHS England Digital). The redesign helps to diminish anxiety, agitation and loss of independence for residents. It also relieves the time and pressure on staff for crisis management, allowing them more time engaging in person centred interactions and contributing to the broader community good.
SENSORY HAVEN INITIATIVE 
From crisis management to therapeutic design for people living with dementia

1. Innovation Overview 
The Sensory Haven Initiative changes the normal care home and day care setting for those with advanced dementia and profound cognitive impairment. It has been developed to help change the care paradigm from a crisis management approach to a design approach that focuses on low cost, high impact changes to signage, lighting, acoustics and décor to prevent care crises. It is based on the British Design Council’s Double Diamond framework (Design Council, 2005).






[image: ]4. Implementation 
It is implemented by care-home managers and estates teams, with the support of occupational therapists, dementia-care specialists in the first instance in shared communal areas and corridors, and then in bedrooms and outdoor areas. The Dementia Services Development Centre’s design tools (Kirklees Council) are used to inform a phased retrofit: colour coded and eye level signage, acoustic materials to reduce noise and warmer, glare free lighting, instead of clinical décor, familiar and homely furnishings are used.

9. Conclusion 
The Sensory Haven Initiative demonstrates that safer and calmer dementia care does not need to be expensive, it simply needs to be evidence-based, and think creatively about the spaces currently being used. The focus on minimizing sensory overstimulation and promoting independent movement, helps to maintain wellbeing of residents, while also alleviating the operational and emotional burden on care staff, providing a person centred approach to care provision throughout the UK.
7. Technology Integration 
Where technology will help to minimize distress, it is: sensor-based, glare-free lighting that automatically changes colour towards evening to reduce the ‘sundowning’ effect, and simple, high-contrast digital signage where physical retrofit is not feasible. These are additions to the low-cost physical design changes, not a replacement but to keep the project affordable and scalable across all care providers of varying sizes.


2. The Issue / Gaps in Care
The institutional care setting creates a great level of inequality for individuals with dementia. The environment is disorientating and distressing with long, similar corridors, poor lighting and background noise, which disproportionately impacts on hearing (Social Care Institute for Excellence 2015). Moreover, the majority of standard settings largely depend on the use of anti-psychotic medication to control the behavioural distress and the Department of Health and Social Care (2019) states that this over-dependence is largely due to a lack of therapeutic settings. 








5. Timeline
· Months 1-3: Residents, families and care staff participate in environmental audit and co-design workshops (Discover phase).  
· Months 4-6: One Communal Unit retrofitted (Visual Signage, Acoustic Panels and Glare-free fixtures installed).  
· Months 7-9: Make design decisions, conduct structured observations to assess behavioural and wellbeing outcomes.
· Months 10-14: Roll-out in rest of communal areas and residential bedrooms.  
· Months 15-18: Outcomes of operations fully explained to health commissioners and other providers of alternative care.




Introduction 
The Sensory Haven Initiative is a design concept to purposefully create a more stimulating and enriching space for people with advanced dementia and severe cognitive impairment rather than an unintentional soothing and calming space. It shifts the care paradigm from crisis management towards therapeutic design and uses the Discover and Define stages of the British Design Council’s Double Diamond process to understand what it is in an institutional environment that causes distress, and then what the achievable, low cost design response might be (British Design Council, 2005). This pitch provides evidence for change, design response and the policy and professional environments which enable the adoption of this design at RTI across UK care settings.  

The Problem: Environmental Unfitness in Dementia Care
The design of everyday care environments is impacting a growing proportion of the population, with over 850,000 people in the UK living with dementia, and this number expected to reach over one million in the next 12 years (NHS England Digital). But there still are lots of basic care environments that are designed for clinical efficiency, not cognitive need. The corridors are long and straight, the doors are all the same, and there is poor lighting, leading to shadows which can be mistaken for obstacles or hazards, and background noise – which is particularly disorientating as, as the Social Care Institute for Excellence (2015) states, hearing is one of the senses most affected by an unsuitable care environment – from televisions, alarms and hard flooring. Despite this, physical space is still not meeting policy goals as called for in The Prime Minister’s Challenge on Dementia 2020 (Department of Health, 2015) which highlighted the need for supportive social spaces across the nation. In addition, NHS England Digital note that recognition of words and pictures varies from individual to individual with dementia, and signage using only text may not be accessible to all residents to navigate independently.  
The impact of this mismatch of the environment is not negligible. Agitation, sensory overload and/or walking out of the room are typical signs of disorientation and must be managed reactively by providing more supervision for the person or, in some instances, inappropriate chemical restraint. This is the ‘crisis’ dementia care model, and that is what the Sensory Haven Initiative is about – creating environments to prevent distress, before it even happens.  

The Solution: The Sensory Haven Initiative 
The Sensory Haven Initiative are based on three low cost and high impact design changes based on the technical design guidance put out by the Dementia Services Development Centre (Kirklees Council). The first is clear visual signals – easy-to-follow, colour-coded halls and signs that are easily read with both graphics and text placed at eye-height, catering to those with varying modes of cognitive impairment, to ensure self-directed wayfaring. One is sensory modification, with noise reduction acoustic treatments and warmer, glare-free lighting to reduce overstimulation and shadows that can create fear and confusion. The third is familiarity integration – fitting out shared spaces to make them feel more like home than hospital using furniture, colours and displays of personal memory, not institutional finishes.  
Each of the changes is, of course, deliberately small and easy to implement, and recognizes the fact that most care providers in the UK cannot afford to undertake large-scale capital rebuilding schemes. On the other hand, the initiative involves modifying the existing built environments rather than replacing them.  

Policy, Regulation and Professional Context
This redesign will be neither a step forward nor a step back when compared to current regulations. A Sensory Haven redesign provides robust, evidence-based reasons for meeting the Care Quality Commission’s fundamental standards for dementia care in an explicit manner, namely to ensure premises and equipment are safe, suitable and appropriate to the needs of those using them. NHS England already formally considers dementia-friendly design in their Patient-Led Assessments of the Care Environment (PLACE) programme, which is a benchmark and dissemination pathway for the outcomes of the programme (NHS England Digital). Additionally, the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE, 2018) dementia care guidelines recommend non-pharmacological methods to be first-line approaches to modify the environment. If any element of the redesign is related to connected lighting or monitoring technology, providers need to ensure that residents’ data collected is processed lawfully, transparently and only for the purpose of its care (UK Government, 2018).  

Public, Family and Professional Involvement 
The project is reliant on true co-design, not imposed on residents. Where possible, the redesign will be based on the experience of family carers and, of course, the residents themselves, who will be consulted from the beginning about familiar décor, colours and displays of personal memory. Technical aspects of signage and acoustic design will be led by care staff, OT and dementia specialists.  
The wider community is invited to join in, by taking part in local care-home consultations and helping with dementia-friendly community initiatives. Public participation is a critical component, since it is through the fluid exchange of responsibilities between institutional space and the surrounding community that an ecosystem of shared responsibility is created, in line with the values of social sustainability and public goodwill.  



Expected Impact and Evaluation
The potential benefits for residents are directly person-centred – lower levels of anxiety, lower levels of incidents of agitation, increased capacity for independent and dignified movement. From the care provider’s perspective, the program acts as a non-pharmacological, preventive intervention, which would generally decrease behavioral crises, and the staff time and emotional load that they currently require. Evaluation will be through the collection of incident data recorded by staff before and after each phase of retrofit, PLACE assessment scores and through structured observation of resident wellbeing, and will enable outcomes of the pilot unit to be recorded with sufficient confidence to inform expansion and to provide a credible evidence base for commissioners and other providers.  

Conclusion 
The Sensory Haven Initiative shows how effective and impactful dementia care is possible, without the need for expensive reconstruction, but through applying the existing evidence base upon which environments influence cognition. Instead of relying on a crisis-led institutional design, the low cost, evidence-based design of signage, sensory conditions and familiarity safeguard the wellbeing and dignity of the residents, reduces the burden of care staff and is designed to minimize pressure. It provides a realistic and scalable system for UK care providers to make everyday care settings sensory hot spots.
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