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Families are often puzzled when a loved one suddenly begins avoiding the bathroom. A person 
who previously managed washing, toileting, and personal care without difficulty may become 
hesitant to enter the room. Some pause at the doorway and refuse to step inside. Others appear 
anxious or disoriented once they are in the space. 

This behaviour is frequently interpreted as resistance to care or reluctance to wash. In many 
cases the underlying reason is not behavioural at all. The bathroom environment itself may no 
longer make visual sense to the brain. 

Dementia can affect the brain systems responsible for visual processing and spatial 
interpretation. Areas in the parietal and occipital regions help the brain interpret edges, 
contrast, depth, and movement. When these systems become less reliable, the brain has more 
difficulty interpreting what the eyes are seeing. 

Bathrooms contain several features that can make visual interpretation particularly difficult. 

Many bathrooms are designed with white surfaces throughout the space. Toilets, sinks, baths, 
and tiles are often similar in colour and tone. For a brain struggling with contrast detection, the 



boundaries between objects can become difficult to distinguish. The toilet seat may blend into 
the toilet bowl. The edge of a bath may appear indistinct from the surrounding floor. When visual 
boundaries become unclear, the person may hesitate because the environment no longer feels 
predictable. 

Flooring can also create confusion. Shiny tiles and reflective surfaces can appear wet even 
when they are dry. The brain may interpret reflections as standing water or a slippery surface. 
From the person’s perspective the floor may look unsafe to step on. 

Changes in contrast can create additional visual illusions. Dark floor mats or darker tiles can 
appear as holes or sudden drops in the floor. Shadows created by lighting may look like steps or 
gaps. These distortions are not deliberate misinterpretations; they occur because the brain can 
no longer reliably process depth and contrast. 

Mirrors introduce another layer of complexity. If the brain begins to struggle with self-
recognition, the reflection in the mirror may not immediately be recognised as the person 
themselves. Instead, it may appear as another individual in the room. This can create anxiety, 
embarrassment, or a feeling that privacy has been lost. 

Water adds further sensory input. When the person steps into a shower, the brain must process 
temperature changes, water pressure on the skin, sound, reflections, and the sensation of 
standing on a wet surface. For a brain already working harder to interpret visual information, 
these additional sensations can quickly feel overwhelming. 

When all of these elements combine, the bathroom can become one of the most confusing 
environments in the home. 

Understanding this helps families approach the situation differently. Instead of assuming the 
person is refusing to cooperate, it becomes possible to consider whether the environment itself 
has become difficult for the brain to interpret. 

Small environmental adjustments can often reduce confusion significantly. Increasing contrast 
between objects helps the brain recognise boundaries more easily. A coloured toilet seat on a 
white toilet, for example, makes the seat easier to identify. Solid-coloured bath mats can define 
safe stepping areas more clearly than patterned flooring. 

Reducing glare and harsh reflections can also help. Softer lighting may reduce shadows that 
distort depth perception. In some situations covering or repositioning mirrors can prevent 
distress if the reflection becomes confusing. 

These changes do not alter the condition itself, but they can make the environment easier for 
the brain to interpret. 

Many behaviours in dementia are not simply changes in personality or willingness to cooperate. 
They are often signals that the environment no longer matches the brain’s ability to process 
information. 

When the environment is adjusted to support those changes, activities such as bathing, 
toileting, and personal care can become calmer and more manageable again. 



At Launex we focus on helping families understand how neurological changes influence 
everyday environments. When the brain mechanisms behind behaviour become clearer, it 
becomes easier to adapt the environment in ways that preserve both dignity and independence. 

You can explore more Launex Dementia Torch resources here: 
https://launexltd.com/resources 

#DementiaCare #LivingWithDementia #DementiaSupport #CaregiverSupport #PersonLedCare 
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