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 “Shift your senses into hyperdrive” 
 

In 100 words or less, briefly describe your Best Practice.  
For our Best Practice, 5-ALIVE, we created a sensory room for our residents. Sensory 
stimulation has been shown to decrease agitation and restlessness in those with dementia, and is 
also beneficial to those residents suffering from boredom, depression and withdrawal by 
invigorating their senses. Sensory stimulation can be anything that stimulates any one or more of 
our five senses. Besides being a calm, yet fun and energizing room, there are also several other 
advantages we have seen from the development of our room. We feel as though this sensory 
room translates as improved quality of life for our residents.  
 
What problem does your Best Practice address, and what is its primary purpose? 
Studies have shown that well over fifty percent of residents living in nursing homes suffer from 
dementia. Despite the cognitive changes a person may experience, many can still engage in 
numerous different activities that our sensory room has to offer. We are always looking for 
innovative ways to improve our residents’ quality of life, and the 5-ALIVE Sensory Room does 
just that! According to researchers, “simpler activities that stimulate the senses, known as 
multisensory activities, produce the same benefits as gardening,” which is well known for its 
therapeutic effects in dementia (Alzheimer’s Care Guide 2013). The primary purpose of our 
room is to provide an endless variety of stimulation to any and all of the senses, as well as create 
a feeling of comfort and safety, where the residents can relax, explore and enjoy the ambiance of 
the room. It is also a benefit to alert and oriented residents, providing a room that is stimulating, 
tranquil and private.  
 
What group(s) of residents and others are involved in your Best Practice and how does it 
work? (Who and how many are helped, what are the benefits to these people, and what 
methods or procedures/protocols are used to get results?) 
Possibly one of the greatest features of our sensory room is the fact that any resident in the entire 
facility is welcome to come to the room and benefit from all it has to offer. Our main target 
group and original focus were residents who suffer from dementia and have exhibited signs of 
needing either more stimulation or less stimulation. Surprisingly, the room works for both. A 
resident can enter the room and experience quiet time or they can look, touch, hear, smell and 
eat. After opening the room to residents with dementia, we expanded our target to any resident 
showing agitation or restlessness. We then broadened the scope once more to include all 
residents in our facility, regardless of mental status, to allow access for those who simply wanted 
to have a place to go for their enjoyment and entertainment.  
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There are numerous groups of employees that have been involved in the sensory room. It has 
been a multidisciplinary approach from its conception. The notion to create the room came from 
our Activities Director. She identified a need in our home, which was to increase variety in the 
surroundings and improve our residents’ quality of life, and decided to take her ideas to the next 
level. Then, we conducted several meetings to brainstorm with the Activities Director, Social 
Services Director, Business Office staff, Director of Nursing and Administrator to figure out our 
approach and how to get this unique room proposal off the ground. After we gathered our 
thoughts, it was only with the help of our Maintenance Department that the room came to life. 
From removing cabinets to new flooring, painting the room and creating the “sensory wall,” it 
could not have been done without their expertise! We even had several of our residents help out 
with the artwork on the wall. They “lent us a hand” by allowing us to use their handprints as part 
of our décor! 
 
After establishing our room, we had to figure out the best method of utilizing it for residents as 
well as employees. We decided to put a code lock system on the door to allow for open access to 
anyone needing to assist a resident to the room, while maintaining the security of the room. If an 
employee is with a resident who is agitated or merely wants to go explore in the room, they are 
allowed to take them there at any time. If the resident has dementia, the employee must remain in 
the room with the resident at all times. If the resident is cognitive, they can stay in the room 
alone. A call light system was established in the room for safety purposes. We also allow family 
members access to the room with their loved one. An employee will escort the family and 
resident to the sensory room, let them in and then leave to allow them personal time in the room. 
The door automatically locks every time the door shuts, but it can never be locked from the 
inside.  
 
What has your Best Practice accomplished and how have you been able to tell this? (You are 
permitted to give numbers and/or use specific “before and after” examples.) 
Since the initiation of our 5-Alive Sensory Room, we feel as though we have accomplished our 
main goal for this room, and that is to enhance the quality of life for our residents. Studies show 
that the average person touches around 300 surfaces every 30 minutes and a person with late 
stage dementia only touches one to five surfaces within the same timeframe. Being able to bring 
our elders into an environment that provides the stimulation that they would not normally receive 
on a daily basis is a triumph in itself. One of our residents that we used as a case study (male 
resident with dementia and agitated behaviors) has come out of the room saying “It is fabulous!” 
To us, hearing those words reassures us that we have truly accomplished something beneficial 
with this room. We have also received comments such as “I need to come in here every day. This 
would help me calm down,” from a resident who struggles with frustration and anger. 
 
Another accomplishment of this room was noted as providing a way to decrease boredom and 
reduce withdrawal by providing multi-sensory items in an environment vastly different from the 
rest of the facility. Some residents prefer private and individual activities over the larger group 
activities. Our sensory room is not humdrum or monotonous, but exciting with eye-catching 
colors, movements, sounds, smells and textures that all play a crucial role in getting these 
residents motivated. One resident who is limited in mobility due to developmental disabilities 
struggles with boredom. The sensory room has provided a place where she is able to manipulate 
hands-on objects and enjoy various experiences that she has not been capable of, until now. The 
laughter and delight in her expression validate the positive experiences of being in the 5-Alive 
Room.  
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What problems, obstacles, or challenges might other facilities face in replicating part or all of 
your innovation? Were there any adverse effects or any ways that things turned out differently 
than you had planned? Do you know of any other facilities which have tried this or a similar 
best practice idea? 
One of the first problems we faced when deciding to turn our vision into a reality was finding a 
space within our facility to create the room. Our Social Services team elected to sacrifice their 
office which allowed us to establish a home for our sensory room. We played a little “musical 
chairs” with employees desk spaces and made it work for everyone. The biggest challenge that 
we had to tackle was CNAs being able to find time away from their hall to take a resident to the 
room. We do have some CNAs not designated to a certain hall, such as the treatment nurse 
assistant and administrative assistant, who are able to help out as much as their time allows. But 
our ultimate resolution to this issue was to call on the assistance of our activities and nursing 
staff as well as others. We have a local mental health agency that visits residents in our facility 
on a daily basis, and they jumped at the opportunity to assist residents to the room. The mental 
health workers even started taking residents in the room as part of their therapy time. We have 
not seen any adverse effects that we did not anticipate. One thing we planned on before the room 
ever existed was knowing that not all residents who could benefit from what our room has to 
offer would be willing to go or allow us to take them there. This did happen on a few occasions 
and their personal preferences were honored. 
 
We do not know of any other facilities in our area who have tried this idea. After researching 
online, we were able to find out that one nursing facility in Fort Myers, Florida has a sensory 
room and we feel that these types of rooms will quickly become popular all over the United 
States in hospitals, rehab centers, nursing homes and hospices. At our facility, we always like to 
be on the cutting edge of innovation and we feel as though we have succeeded with that through 
the creation of our 5-Alive Sensory Room.  
 
What was the cost to implement your Best Practice (include dollars, staff, supplies, equipment, 
etc.)? How did you pay for it?  
The cost to implement our sensory room was relatively small. When we were initially 
researching a budget for our room, we noticed that some of the rooms we were seeing cost quite 
a significant amount. We knew that we needed to set and stay under our budget, so in addition to 
being crafty and creative, we also held a 5-Alive t-shirt fundraiser to help pay for a portion of the 
cost. We spent roughly $1,200 on supplies and equipment for the room. Some of the supplies and 
equipment in our room consist of a bubble tube, sensory wall (contains stimulating items such as 
bells, door knobs, light switches, chain locks, mirrors, push lights, and numerous other pieces of 
interest), fish tank with LED color changing bubbles, vortex glitter lamp, plasma ball, and many 
hand-held “finger fiddles” like slinky’s and light-up bouncy balls. One great thing about any 
other facility wishing to create a sensory room is the fact that you can make a room like ours 
with any budget! All you need are some creative minds and it is truly amazing what you can 
come up with to use as a stimulatory item, like using bubble wrap which is usually thrown away.  
  
A different kind of cost involved in this Best Practice was our time and effort. This program 
takes commitment, patience and supportiveness on behalf of the staff members, and recognizing 
that it can be a slow progression when the residents are first learning about the room and finding 
out how each resident individually benefits from the room. 
 
What are the reasons you consider this Best Practice to be excellent and innovative?  
Our Best Practice has been an enjoyable journey for our residents and staff, and truthfully it has 
accomplished more than what we originally set forth to achieve. Not only are our residents 
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stimulating their senses in ways that benefit them, but they are also using this room as a way of 
socialization and additionally, without even realizing it, they are getting some physical exercise. 
By using all of the tools and devices available to them through our sensory room, they can 
significantly improve their quality of life. When residents come into this room, they can leave 
their worries at the door and be amazed by what they can find and do. This room’s multi-focal 
purpose helps to stimulate the passive and calm the restless. We feel as though we have created 
the perfect balance to achieve the goals and mission of our 5-Alive Sensory Room.  
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