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Have you ever gone someplace and experienced the 
frustration of not being able to tell where you are or 
how to get to your destination? Have you witnessed 
visitors in your own community looking confused  
and bewildered in the parking lot or lobby? When 
people are able to navigate your community with 
ease—without feeling lost or asking for directions—  
you know you have good wayfinding. While many 
people look for signage to provide guidance, there are 
also several types of environmental cues that provide 
clear communication and intuitive wayfinding.

A sense of mystery is a powerful tool when exploring  
and experiencing a space for the first time—
experiences revealing and unfolding one after another. 

• What’s around the corner? 
• What will I see next? 
• Let’s wander around and explore this place! 

However, when that sense of mystery turns into 
confusion—the inability to find your way around  
a building—a once positive attribute turns into  
a very negative experience. As people encounter 
new places, they soak in their surroundings and 
environmental clues to form cognitive maps  
to help find their way around. If a cognitive map 
is formed, people can navigate successfully. If the 
process is difficult and not achievable—as is often  
the case with older adults—frustration sets in.

Wayfinding strategies are important design 
considerations that should be explored during  
the initial design stages of a project. The design  
of a building should consider a comprehensive 
approach to wayfinding and include the following  
four components of environmental communication  
to help individuals form cognitive maps.

PERCEPTUAL ACCESS

The ability to see your destination drastically  
reduces wayfinding confusion. This technique  
is often used in connection with key navigation  
points in a building, such as clear sight lines from  
the lobby to the dining venues. This may be the 
simplest form of environmental communication  
as it is easily achievable by everyone as long  
as they have visual ability. 
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ARCHITECTURAL DIFFERENTIATION 

This is often referred to as providing “Landmarks.” 
These items or spaces are visually prominent, 
memorable and occur at key decision points when 
navigating a building. If the landmark is a physical  
artifact, incorporating something with local 
significance can help make it memorable. Often the 
most successful landmarks are the unusual ones!  
It could be a full-size swordfish, a large bell that  
once hung in a local steeple or an antique printing 
press—the options are endless. 

“Duplicating environments within a community 
causes anxiety and stress for residents, so making 
each space unique in color, program and distinct 
architectural elements allow residents to easily 

navigate the community without feeling lost,” says 
Rachelle DeGeorge, principal of Studio 121. “Color, 
pattern and art also play an important role in subtle 
wayfinding for the highly cognitive person throughout 
a community, while landmarks are useful in key 
locations for everyone.”

PLAN CONFIGURATION 

Building plan configurations, especially ones that 
allow frequent views to the exterior and use right 
angles, can assist with navigation. Views to the 
exterior help orient people within a community.  
Right angles are familiar and impart a sense  
of direction. The use of curves in interior spaces 
are often seen as an architectural feature, however 
from a wayfinding perspective curves can cause 
disorientation and should be used with discretion.

The concierge with a view of the commons area
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SIGNAGE

Signage is always present in a building, often  
required by building codes. When necessary,  
signage should be used as a supplement to the  
other forms of environmental communication  
already discussed. Signage should be simple,  
legible and prominently located. 

“Signage can also be incorporated into large scale 
installations to brand dining venues, theaters, 
Memory Support neighborhoods and other high 
profile environments,” describes DeGeorge. 

Regardless of the number of environmental 
communication concepts utilized, sometimes  
a personal touch is necessary. Communities  
often incorporate either wayfinding kiosks,  
which print up physical directions for an intended 
destination, or a representative at a concierge  
desk to provide assistance. 

“The interior design and architectural teams who 
initiate design charettes on wayfinding opportunities 
early in projects create the best environments to 
minimize confusion and anxiety,” says DeGeorge.

If good wayfinding strategies are considered early 
and communicated in multiple ways, the result is an 
environment where Seniors are able to wander and 
have positive, memorable experiences.

Signage outside of the dining area

Wayfinding:
The process or activity of ascertaining one’s position and planning & following a route.

Entrance to the attached chapel

Signature art wall
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