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Reminiscence Cottage: A multisensory space for 

people living with dementia 
 

Sara Pearce 

Abstract 

The Reminiscence Cottage has been designed as a multisensory space for people living with 
dementia. It is designed to enhance the experience of a person with dementia, through 
quality of life indicators like humour and personal identity, and through encouraging a person 
living with dementia to interact in a public space. Support materials for carers and loved ones 
help to enhance and support the visitor’s experience. This paper explores the process the 
National Wool Museum went through to design and set-up the Cottage space and to 
introduce it to the community. Future research will explore design and implementation of an 
evaluation tool. 
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Our primary aim with this project was to develop a safe, accessible, and engaging gallery 

space specifically designed around the needs of an audience suffering from some forms of 

dementia. The Reminiscence Cottage was envisioned as an immersive space that a visitor with 

dementia would quickly feel safe and familiar in, a multisensory space that would prompt 

reminiscence through sight, sound, touch and smell, and a program that would support 

visitors through the reminiscence journey. Many institutions in Australia and overseas offer 

reminiscence materials as outreach kits. Our understanding is that this space is unique within 

museums in Australia. We have created an entire space that evokes a particular time period 

and life experience. It is a space that is supported by paid and volunteer staff and facilitated 

programs.  

This space, a replica millworker's cottage, had already been observed to engage visitors in 

some reminiscence activities; however, the space did not feature a coherent time period and 

had some access issues. Redevelopment had several phases including volunteer recruitment, 

working with Alzheimer’s Australia to identify access needs, and planning and development 

of the cottage space. We worked with community members to select and source relevant 

household items for the cottage. Finally, we implemented programming, again working with 

Alzheimer's Australia and other aged care groups, to design a relevant and accessible 

workshop structure and to train staff.  
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The National Wool Museum is currently maintained and managed by the City of Greater 

Geelong. As the National Wool Museum, it celebrates the story of wool from the sheep’s back 

to the clothes rack, with a regional focus on individuals involved in the industry. As a local 

government museum, it features two temporary galleries of exhibitions and programs that 

focus on local stories or bringing experiences to Geelong that residents might otherwise not 

access. Approximately half our annual visitation comes from Geelong and region - this is our 

target program audience. Part of our goal in supporting public engagement and lifelong 

learning is to identify, develop and deliver programs that work across a broad range of ages 

and abilities. As with many museums, a large portion of our audience are older adults and 

seniors. We get a number of seniors’ groups visiting, including from aged care facilities. Prior 

to the Cottage, we were not offering any targeted programming for this audience, particularly 

for the large and growing community of Victorians suffering from some form of dementia. 

In 2012, dementia was identified as a public health priority by the World Health Organization 

(WHO). In our local government role, we have a responsibility in delivering on Council 

priorities in community health and well-being. The four-year City Plan for the City of Greater 

Geelong notes that “As the closest level of government to the community, local Government 

is best placed to respond to community needs, concerns and aspirations”.1 The local 

government area of Geelong has the highest estimated prevalence of dementia cases in 

Victoria and these numbers will continue to increase over the coming years.2 This project 

directly supported the above-noted Council aims in engaging our community in positive social 

interactions and health outcomes.  

The Cottage has been an opportunity to publicly engage with a community living with 

dementia, and to acknowledge that dementia can be a long-term condition so it is important 

that public facilities and spaces include this growing audience in their access plans. The 

Reminiscence Cottage was created through the redevelopment of an existing and popular 

component of the Museum’s core exhibits – the replica Millworker’s Cottage.  The space is 

specifically designed for an audience with dementia; incorporating new lighting, ramps and 

furnishings in a multisensory environment of objects to use within their original context, 

prompting participants to share stories with others and explore the space. It is envisioned 

that all visitors that experience our Reminiscence Cottage will experience improved mood, 

positive interactions and engagement with fellow visitors, opportunities to share and 
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communicate with each other, and an overall sense of enjoyment and well-being. Pilot 

programs engaged residents from a number of regional facilities that had not previously 

visited the Museum nor seen it as an accessible space.  Feedback from participating groups 

has been positive. Anecdotally participants have been happier, there have been new 

interactions between participants, increased verbalisation from some participants, and return 

visits because of the positive impact. The evaluation phase of the project is currently in 

development which will involve the development of an ethics and interview framework to 

capture more robust, comparative data. This project supports the dementia community, 

activates engagement and interaction with existing Museum spaces, and adds a new 

dimension to our education programs. 

As mentioned above the Cottage was an existing space within the Museum, but with some 

access issues and a confusing narrative. The opportunity arose to renovate the ramp and 

lighting in the cottage and with this came the chance to rethink how and why the cottage was 

being used. In considering different models for cottage redevelopment, I was drawn to two 

comments that were repeated again and again by visitors (of many ages and backgrounds): 

(1) “This reminds me of my [Abstract] house” and (2) “Look at that carpet, wow”. Our challenge 

was how to more actively capture ‘nan’s’ house and to think about how that experience of 

home could be both a really positive experience and a very relevant experience in our public 

museum setting.  Here was a space (cottage) and an object (carpet) that were really 

resonating, but stopping short of a complete experience. As the officer driving the project I 

had a couple of previous experiences working with Alzheimer’s communities that suggested 

that this was a chance to rethink how we work with our objects in our public space; a chance 

to open our doors in a new way to this community. 

Reminiscence therapy is an engagement activity that assists in evoking emotional responses 

and promoting communication. Many researchers have noted the importance of social 

sharing, positive and negative, in reminiscence; the deep-seated need that people have to 

want to tell their story and to re-experience particular memories or events. Woods et al 

(2009) highlight that the core of reminiscence therapy is its “respect for the person, as an 

individual, with a unique life history”.3 The act of reminiscing engages a sense of personal 

identity, creates an enjoyable social engagement, and improves mood and general well-being 

while stimulating memory.4 The act of reminiscing is familiar to us all. It is an important part 
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of identity-building and giving order to life experiences. In the Cottage a person with dementia 

engages in a facilitated activity and constructed space to stimulate their recollection of past 

life experiences. For this person the act of reminiscing enhances interpersonal skills and 

engages their attention more fully. It increases the participants’ mood, ability to interact 

socially, aids with depression, and is a positive creative and emotional practice. 

Communicating these experiences to the listener is highly beneficial for all parties, as it 

creates feelings of intimacy and gives special meaning to time spent with caregivers. Sharing 

the information discovered during the process means passing on wisdom and skills that may 

have been considered lost. It may also remind the person with dementia of past feelings of 

self-esteem and competence and reminds carers of a time when the person was flourishing. 

Reminiscence gives those struggling with verbal communication an opportunity to use other 

forms of communication. It engages the senses to enable the release of stored memories by 

using items of autobiographical meaning.  For the caregiver or caregivers we provide a few 

guidelines to ensure that the experience is rewarding for everyone involved. There are many 

sensory stimuli within the Cottage and it is important that the participant is not overwhelmed 

by the experience. We encourage discretion in the number of items that may be used to evoke 

memory. Our carer’s guide provides suggestions on asking questions and generating 

engagement. 

Over the years many researchers have been working in the space of reminiscence, 

personhood, and the relationship between memory, environment and communication.5  A 

key feature across memory and identity is the need to share: ‘personhood’ is developed in 

relation to others.6 The principle behind the Cottage project is to support communication and 

personal identity.  John Kunz (2007), founder, International Institute of Reminiscence and Life 

Review, says, “Each time an individual tells part of his/her life story, those who listen are like 

a mirror. … the listener’s reactions, questions, and comments then have a reciprocal impact 

on the storyteller…”.7 Hydén (2014) have shown how our activities are openly distributed, 

that in remembering, problem-solving, and communicating we are drawing on our physical 

environment - objects, people, culture - as much as our internal resources to think and 

respond. 8 For example, another study saw chefs distinguish specific spoons by placing them 

by ingredients or specific saucepans; objects were understood by grouping and placing in an 

environment.9 The importance of context in memory-access has been powerfully explored by 
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Bendien et al (2010) at the Reminiscence Museum, part of the Humanitas aged care facility in 

Rotterdam, which is grounded on the principles of the ‘art of living’ and ‘social technology’. 

The museum is a technology for transforming what can be made of the past in present 

circumstances…by affording a space where recollections can be articulated in 

conversation with others and via the mediation of the particular design of the space 

and the arrangement of the objects collected there.10 

The Cottage took this as its foundation, the importance of being able to interact with objects 

in a relevant context - like a wool carpet on the floor of a lounge room. Although a bit 

opportunistic in its evolution, there were a number of guiding principles that shaped the 

development of the Cottage space.   

A powerful tool in articulating the project plan for the Cottage development was a document 

produced by the Alzheimer’s Society in the UK, My name is not dementia, a research project 

that worked directly with individuals living with dementia to capture their views on what is 

important in quality of life.11. Ten indicators came out of this study: (1) relationships or 

someone to talk to; (2) environment; (3) physical health; (4) sense of humour; (5) 

independence; (6) ability to communicate; (7) sense of personal identity; (8) ability or 

opportunity to engage in activities; (9) ability to practice faith or religion, and (10) experience 

of stigma. The Reminiscence Cottage particularly addresses the five indicators emphasised: 

someone to talk to; communication; personal identity; active engagement; and dealing with 

stigma. This was phase one of the project, identifying the target audience and end experience.  

It was important to this project that it was delivered in a public space, that objects were not 

borrowed and explored in private spaces (although this is a valuable tool).  Individuals with 

dementia could see and interact with objects like any other visitor with a feeling of security 

and familiarity and without being seen as someone with dementia. Everyday objects would 

be selected that connected to personal memories that would take a person back to a time 

when they were at their most vital (marriage, early work years, childhood) and help others 

engage with that part of their identity, and create an open, interactive space that provided 

many avenues to communication. 

The next phase of the project was working with experts like Alzheimers Australia and local 

aged care workers to identify physical features of the Cottage that needed to be changed or 

added to ensure safe, easy access for an audience with dementia. Curtains were changed and 
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recessed lighting was added to remove shadows and create bright, uniform light in all corners 

of the rooms.  The kitchen and lounge flooring could not be changed, both for safety reasons  

  

Fig. 1. Two views of the entry to Reminiscence Cottage, National Wool Museum, Geelong: - note 
ramp access, bright lighting, open spaces to move through cottage, strong contrast colours. Image 

by author. 

 

and, as noted above, because the carpet had a strong memory response already. However, it 

is understood that highly patterned surfaces can be difficult for a person with dementia to 

process and navigate.  All other features in the cottage needed to be kept unpatterned, in 

strong contrasting colours, so that furniture, doorways, and walls could all be easily navigated.  

For example, as can be seen in figure 2, the lounge is a solid, strong green colour. The lounge 

suite is original to the 1930-1950 period identified for the cottage, but most lounge suites of 

the time would have been highly patterned which would not have worked for this audience. 

The style and shape of the lounge have been enough to generate memories in visitors. The 

television was replaced by a wireless, both in keeping with the era and also to create a 

controlled soundscape. Visitors choose to turn on the radio and choose the soundbite to listen 

to from advertising jingles, big band music, a radio serial, and an interview with a resident of 

the house. Everything in the house had to be safe to touch and be able to engage an audience 

in different ways. 

This led to phase three of the project: dressing the Cottage. We needed to build a new 

collection of items specifically for the Cottage that were safe to handle and consumable. 
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These objects were intended to be on open display; visitors are encouraged to pick up, smell, 

turn, put on, and use the items as part of getting to know the object and accessing different 

memories and experiences. This means objects will be subject to regular wear and tear; they  

  

Fig. 2. Two images of the lounge room at Reminiscence Cottage, National Wool Museum, Geelong: 
note wide doorway, no mirrors, sturdy furniture, radio with buttons to stop/start sound, tactile 

flowers, bookcase with pictures, children’s stories, etc. Image by author. 

 

will not have the same life as an object in our core collection. This had to be articulated for all 

Cottage donations. Interestingly, rather than putting off donations, the idea that an old apron 

from the attic would be seen and handled by different generations, that wearing the apron 

might assist a person living with dementia has generated donations.  A community call out 

for object donations was circulated through social media, word of mouth, and community 

newsletters. The feedback from donors and the types of objects that the community offered 

as examples of “everyday” life helped to shape our Cottage interior.  Donations continue to 

come in specifically for the Cottage as a way for individuals to express their support for a 

community living with dementia and to celebrate their “ordinary” lives.  Visitors come to see 

the Cottage just to see their crocheted robe or tea tin on display and in other visitors’ hands. 

Donors expressed their feeling that the objects continued to be useful, they were being given 

a new home not a display case. Conversations with donors also highlighted the vast 

community linked to dementia as many had personal experiences of friends and family 

members living with dementia.  
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Over the course of the Cottage’s physical evolution we also engaged with expert groups in 

providing some training to our staff and volunteers. All training sessions were also open to 

interested members of the aged care community and the general public.  Training sessions 

on  

 

Fig. 3. Two images of the kitchen at Reminiscence Cottage, National Wool Museum, Geelong: note 
bright lighting, open spaces to move around in, cupboards and drawers to open and explore, 

appliances to handle, clothing to touch and try on. Image by author. 

 

understanding dementia, life story writing, and public screenings of I Remember Better When 

I Paint were offered.  New volunteers, with a background in drama and stage setting and early 

childcare activity principles, were recruited to assist with the design and dressing of the 

Cottage. Existing volunteers engaged through donations and through a series of reminiscence 

focus groups that we ran. In the focus sessions, participants were exposed to a random 

assortment of potential objects for the cottage with a single question “Tell me a story…” 

Participants came from a range of cultural backgrounds and most were hesitant about having 

any knowledge to share; however, inevitably all sessions lasted several hours and everyone 

had stories and memories to share relating to the objects. A volunteer took notes of the 

stories told and organized responses in categories like work, men/women, and childhood to 

help identify where these objects fit into life stories for future use in the Cottage. 

Pilot programs have been running in the Cottage for twelve months with a variety of groups 

- both residential aged care and day therapy programs.  The program is very gentle and fluid 

in its structure. With what is known of the visiting group, the Cottage is dressed with 
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additional objects that try to evoke a particular experience (eg. afterschool, Christmas, Race 

Day, etc) or some that may require care or supervision in their use (for example, marbles). 

When participants are ready for a rest, they are encouraged to make themselves comfortable 

in the lounge and objects are passed around in the context of an individual’s story.  As an 

example, “a gentleman named --- donated this dressing kit. It was a twenty-first birthday 

present. Inside there is a brush and a …” The story continues until a member of the group 

adds their own memory, often quite quickly. Questions are kept to a minimum, and 

subsequent objects are circulated in relation to the conversation. If other memories start to 

centre on ‘becoming a man’ an Akubra hat and Gladstone bag might feature next; 

alternatively, if birthdays become the focus conversation might shift to toys, games, and 

homemade items and the gentleman’s tops and marbles are circulated. The facilitator is there 

to encourage engagement in the manner of a person hosting visitors in their own home, 

rather than as an ‘expert’.   

Feedback has been qualitative on the pilot programs, repeat visitation and carer comments 

support the ongoing development of the program. One lifestyle coordinator commented “I 

just wanted to touch base after … Residents have stated they have a great time, and enjoyed 

handling and talking about many things, and staff have reported some great interactions from 

residents.”12 On another outing a carer was concerned about the potential interaction of 

three residents, two of whom resided in the same care facility and were well-known to each 

other and a third that resided in a different area and was less well-known. By the end of the 

session, these three participants were interacting more with each other than the facilitators 

in sharing stories and prompting each other. The Cottage is a long-term display and project 

for the Museum, so the next phase of the project will be to implement a more formal 

evaluation process to feed back into the Cottage’s continued evolution. Moving forward the 

hope is to develop an evaluation tool with some of our local partners, including Deakin 

University, which will help us to track and grow the program effectively. 

We have created a public space that evokes an Australian household between the years 1930 

and 1950. All aspects of home life from within this period are evoked through the furnishings, 

household implements, clothing and representation of daily, domestic activities. Memories 

evoked in a reminiscence program often relate to childhood experiences; therefore, the decor 

of the Reminiscence Cottage reflects life within a twenty year time span. Depending upon the 
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participant’s age, household items may stimulate memories of a parent’s or grandparent’s 

home, if not their own home. The Cottage has been designed for a person with dementia and 

their family to experience a sensory journey that encourages the process of reminiscence. 

Central to the project was the idea of creating a public space, outside the home, where a 

person with dementia could come and interact with companions and other visitors in a 

meaningful way. The key achievements of this project have been in creating new 

partnerships, engaging a new visitor audience, and developing a new style of program 

delivery for our program team. Through this project we have welcomed a number of visitors 

who would not otherwise have visited the National Wool Museum; carers have learned more 

about their residents and residents have learned more about each other.  
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