
Open Journal of Social Sciences, 2018, 6, 11-23 
http://www.scirp.org/journal/jss 

ISSN Online: 2327-5960 
ISSN Print: 2327-5952 

 

DOI: 10.4236/jss.2018.66002  May 23, 2018 11 Open Journal of Social Sciences 
 

 
 
 

The Active Role of Material Things: An 
Environment-Based Conceptual Framework  
to Understand the Well-Being of People with 
Dementia 

Hui Ren, Megan Strickfaden 

Department of Human Ecology, University of Alberta, Edmonton, Canada 

 
 
 

Abstract 
This study discusses the relationships of material things to people with de-
mentia and proposes the development of material environments to enhance 
their well-being. Integrating research on well-being from existential, ecologi-
cal, and place-based perspectives, this study develops a new understanding of 
the well-being of people with dementia when considering the active role of 
material things in the process of developing well-being. “Well-being of people 
with dementia” refers to the awareness of self-existence in a real-world envi-
ronment established by the interactions of people and material things. Based 
on this understanding, this study integrates four types of environmental em-
bodiments, including obliviousness, watching, noticing, and heightened con-
tact, providing specific guides to understand people’s associations with their 
material environments. An environment-based conceptual framework, based 
on the new understanding of the meanings of well-being and its association 
with material things, allows designers and professional/family caregivers to 
understand the lived experiences of people with dementia, in order to enhance 
the well-being of their clients and their families by using material things to 
create a more holistic environment. 
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1. Introduction 

Material environments, the material and tangible conditions in which we live, 
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have been increasingly recognized as significant to the well-being of people with 
dementia. Previous studies, however, have not holistically explored the meanings 
of material things for people with dementia, preferring instead to regard the en-
vironment as a supporting factor in dementia care. Many previous studies have 
focused on symptoms such as apathy (Jao, Algase, Specht& Williams, 2015) [1] 
and delirium (McCusker et al., 2013) [2]; behaviors such as wandering (Algase, 
Beattie, Antonakos, Beel-Bates, & Yao, 2010) [3], recognition of lunchtime (Ta-
naka & Hoshiyama, 2014) [4], the use and function of rooms (Hung & Chaud-
hury, 2011; Marsden, Meehan & Calkins, 2001) [5] [6], and residents’ social in-
teraction (Campo & Chaudhury, 2012) [7]; and abilities, such as activities of 
daily living (Marquardt et al., 2011) [8]. Others have focused on more general 
care outcomes such as quality of life (Edwards, McDonnell & Merl, 2013; Flem-
ing, Goodenough, Low, Chenoweth & Brodaty, 2016; Torrington, 2007) [9] [10] 
[11] and well-being (Smit, Willemse, de Lange & Pot, 2014) [12], and quality of 
care (Milte et al., 2016) [13]. Accordingly, many researchers have proposed de-
sign suggestions such as small-scale layouts to create more homelike environ-
ments, single bedrooms to respect residents’ privacy, and loops to allow resi-
dents to wander safely (Calkins, 2009; Day, Carreon & Stump, 2000) [14][15]. 
These suggestions are hard to apply in practice, because one may conflict with 
the other. For example, a specific design suggestion, such as a single-bed room, 
may aid a specific symptom, such as cross-infection, but may aggravate others, 
such as isolation and depression.  

Such approaches, in short, ignore the active roles of material things that set up 
association and have meanings with people in a concrete lived situation. Ac-
cording to Heidegger (1962), things in the world integrate to form a unique 
whole, in which specific material things have specific meanings to specific 
people [16]. Removing things from their contexts, therefore, leaves those things 
isolated and meaningless. In dementia care, material things are factors in care-
giving, so that depriving these things of their meaning negatively affects the goal 
of enhancing the well-being of people with dementia. The unique tangible ob-
jects comprising a material environment are means by which the meanings of 
lives can be studied. These objects are critical in the study of dementia because 
people with dementia usually have multiple symptoms, behaviours, and com-
pounding disabilities. These combinations of symptoms, behaviours, and per-
sonal lifestyles mean that each individual is unique. As such, there is a need for a 
new approach to the well-being of people with dementia by exploring the mean-
ings of the material environment to the individuals in that environment.  

This study develops an environment-based conceptual framework to help us 
understand the association between material environments and people with de-
mentia. The first aim is to discuss what well-being means to people with demen-
tia when this well-being is driven by their surrounding material environments. 
Heidegger (1971) criticizes the metaphysical tradition in which beings and 
things are sequentially located according to time as unreasonable, because bein-
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gis understood on the basis of different beings interacting with each other in a 
holistic context [17]. Based on Heidegger, Sarvimäki (2006) criticizes the tradi-
tion of separating well-being into physical, mental, social and spiritual aspects, 
seeking instead to establish a more holistic understanding of well-being [18]. As 
such, this study proposes a new understanding of well-being that is driven by the 
material environment, integrating previous research on well-being from ecolog-
ical, place-based and philosophical perspectives.  

Based on this new understanding of well-being, the second aim of this study is 
to explore in specific terms how material things resonate with people with de-
mentia in the real world. The meanings of things are determined in the specific 
situations in which they interact with people. These meanings, according to 
Merleau-Ponty (1962), are established by embodiment that explains people’s 
perceptions of their surrounding environments [19]. A meaningful material en-
vironment encourages people, especially those with dementia, to be embodied 
and engaged, and as such, to establish meanings for material things, because 
“qualities of the world directly resonate with the lived body and thereby covey 
immediate meanings and ambiences” (Seamon, 2014, p. 3) [20]. These embodi-
ment and engagement, in the study of Seamon (1979), have been classified into 
various types that cover different behaviours in people’s daily lives, satisfying 
their needs at particular moments [21]. This project integrates these specific 
types of embodiment in order to provide a concrete guide to using material 
things in order to understand the well-being of people with dementia. The envi-
ronment-based conceptual framework, based on the new understanding of 
meanings of well-being and its association with material things, can be used by 
designers and professional/family caregivers to explore the lived experiences of 
people with dementia, in order to enhance their clients or loved ones’ well-being 
by using material things to create a holistic living environment.  

2. The Meanings of Well-Being to People with Dementia 

What does well-being mean to people with dementia? This is a core question for 
dementia care experts that has been discussed over decades from various pers-
pectives, though there is no common agreement on its definition and dimen-
sions (Gillett-Swan & Sargeant, 2015) [22]. This section discusses previous stu-
dies of well-being, from three distinct perspectives that closely relate to material 
environments, and proposes a new understanding of the well-being of people 
with dementia that emphasizes the active role of material things in contributing 
to that well-being.  

2.1. Three Environment-Based Perspectives on Well-Being 

This study approaches well-being from existential, ecological, and place-based 
perspectives in order to develop an environment-based understanding of 
well-being. Existential understanding connects well-being directly to material 
environments on a philosophical level, while ecological and place-based under-
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standing establishes concrete connections between well-being and material en-
vironments. Existential well-being, from a philosophical perspective, is “a phe-
nomenological concept referring to a feeling or experience” (Sarvimäki, 2006, p. 
4) [18]. This is based on the ontological premise that people and their sur-
rounding environments interact to establish a concrete whole in which people 
conduct their lived experiences and build consciousness of self (Merleau-Ponty, 
1962; Wrathall, 2009) [19] [23]. The existential theory of dwelling-mobility of-
fers a structure of well-being that breaks down the ontological understanding of 
wholeness into different dimensions: mobility, meaning freedom and future 
possibility; dwelling, meaning acceptance of one’s present situation; and Gegnet, 
meaning the unity of dwelling and mobility (Todres & Galvin, 2010) [24]. In 
other words, when people feel both free and comfortable in a specific environ-
ment, they establish well-being by perceiving their own existence. 

Existential well-being, however, is not sufficient to explore the concrete rela-
tionships within people’s lived experiences; such gaps can be filled by taking 
ecological and place-based well-being into consideration. In the ecological 
theory of aging, well-being is created by the balance of people and their sur-
rounding environments. The ecological theory of aging regards the environment 
as one of the two significant domains in the process of creating well-being 
(Lawton, 1983) [25]. Fit, which is a key concept of the ecology theory of aging, is 
considered the ultimate criterion of compatibility between a person’s capacities 
and his/her environmental situations (Nahemow, 2000) [26]. Based on this con-
cept of fit, Lawton (1994) proposed a framework encompassing four determi-
nants of a good quality of life: behavioral competence, psychological well-being, 
perceived quality of life, and objective environment [27]. This framework indi-
cates a philosophy for a holistic or ecological scenario in which per-
son-environment relationships relate to an individual’s balance with his/her in-
ternal and objective environments.  

If well-being from an ecological perspective is realized by the balance between 
people and environments, this balance, in the discussion of place-based 
well-being, should be driven by meaningful material things, because place and 
space are the sources of embodiment and, accordingly, of well-being (Nord-
bakke & Schwanen, 2014) [28]. For example, Andrews and colleagues (2014) 
studied the non-representational theory of embodied engagement with lived ex-
perience, demonstrating the active role of the environment in the creation of 
well-being [29]. The therapeutic landscape theory from Gesler (1992) suggested 
that both the natural environment and the human-made landscape can enhance 
people’s physical and psychological capabilities [30]. Williams (1998) builds 
upon this by considering the therapeutic landscape from a holistic and ecological 
perspective, in which physical, mental, emotional, spiritual, social, and environ-
mental factors all interact with one another to create an overall sense of 
well-being [31]. Furthermore, the therapeutic landscape is used not just for 
healing and recovery, but also to maintain the health and well-being of people in 
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their daily lives (Milligan, Gatrell & Bingley, 2004; Williams, 2002; Willis, 2009) 
[32] [33] [34]. 

Existential well-being has not been applied to the study of dementia care as 
much as ecological (Diaz-Ponce & Cahill, 2013; Jonker, Gerritsen, Bosboom& 
Van der Stehen, 2004; Lawton, 1994; Lawton & Rubinstein, 2000) [35] [36] [37] 
and place-based well-being (Chalfont, 2007; Gonzalez & Kirkevold, 2014) [38] 
[39]. However, existential well-being addresses the original questions of why and 
how human beings, including people with dementia, exist in the world of ma-
terial things. From this perspective, people’s well-being is established by their 
consciousness of the surrounding world. Unlike the medical perspective, which 
evaluates people’s consciousness according to their arousal and responsiveness 
(Block, Flanagan & Güzeldere, 1997) [40], existential philosophers define con-
sciousness as awareness of the world that uniquely allows human beings to real-
ize and perceive their existence. From a medical perspective, the WHO (2017) 
has stated that dementia does not result in a decrease of consciousness [41]. 
However, from an existential perspective, the most common symptom of de-
mentia, cognitive impairment, disengages people from their daily activities. This 
accordingly reduces people’s awareness of their surrounding world, and deprives 
things of their meanings. Therefore, because of the direct connections between 
material things and the well-being of people with dementia, meaningful envi-
ronments may engage people with dementia and enhance their well-being. As 
such, incorporating the ecological principle of balance and the place-based prin-
ciple of the active role of material environments helps us develop a more con-
crete understanding of the well-being of people with dementia.  

2.2. Toward a New Understanding 

Well-being for people with dementia, integrating knowledge from existential, 
ecological, and place-based perspectives, means the awareness of self-existence 
in a real-world environment that is established by the integration of material 
things, people, and their embodiment, through which people perceive the 
meanings of their lives. The core of this understanding is the active role of the 
material environment in developing a more holistic model of well-being in 
which meaningful material things help people build up cognition and balance 
their needs for dwelling and freedom.  

First, the material environment is part of the cognitive system. Previous stu-
dies have demonstrated that cognitive impairment, a common symptom of de-
mentia, disengages people from their daily lives and reduces their awareness of 
the world. In this case, are these people still able to perceive their existence and 
relevant well-being? This question relates to cognition study, the perspective 
taken in this project. Unlike some previous cognitive studies that define cogni-
tion as an abstracting process of information (Wilson, 2002) [42], this study 
stands from the perspective considering the material environment as part of a 
cognitive system in which the physical body’s perception, action, and introspec-
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tion largely influence the cognitive process (Wilson, 2002) [42]. This emphasis 
of the material environment and its interaction with the body in constructing 
cognition has been developed as embodied cognition, a process by which people 
experience and perceive things unconsciously in their everyday lives (Barsalou, 
1999) [43]. During this process, recurring experiences accumulate and are trans-
ferred into long-term memory as symbols with particular meanings (Barsalou, 
1999; Johnson, 1987) [43] [44]. Accordingly, the material environments that 
connect with such symbols may serve as cues in the case of impaired cognitive 
functions (Hampson& Morris, 1996) [45]. 

In addition, the well-being of people, including those with dementia, is estab-
lished when they accept their current situations while simultaneously looking 
forward to future possibilities. The existential theory of dwelling-mobility is the 
theory that is based on balancing these needs (Todres & Galvin, 2010) [24]. 
Dwelling refers to the acceptance of one’s specific situation and moment (Galvin 
& Todres, 2011) [46]. For example, people who are seriously ill perceive 
well-being during the process of suffering illness when they are able to accept 
their illness and related disabilities. Mobility, on the other hand, refers to the 
possibility of changes in the future (Galvin & Todres, 2011) [46]. Though these 
changes could be positive or negative, the potential for positive changes provides 
hope for people to move forward when their current living conditions are no 
longer satisfactory. The combination of dwelling and mobility sets up a reci-
procal relationship that Todres and Galvin (2010) call “rooted flow”, in which 
one accepts one’s existing situation but is still able to look forward to future 
changes [24].  

This dwelling-mobility model of well-being is realized when the environment 
incorporates the functions of place and space. According to Tuan (1977), 
space/spaciousness is associated with the sense of being free, which “means hav-
ing the power and enough room in which to act” (p. 52) [47]. Place, in contrast, 
is the pause of the specific moment that “makes it possible for a locality to be-
come center of felt value” (Tuan, 1977, p. 138) [47]. This means that, both space 
and place constitute a healthy existence because people need shelter and attach-
ment, as well as autonomy and freedom. In terms of dementia care, this balance 
of space and place should allow people with dementia to feel secure and mobile 
within a material environment that has meaning to them. This process of en-
gaging with the material environment and setting up meanings to the material 
things is called environmental embodiment.  

3. Environmental Embodiment 

Previous studies have proposed a new understanding of well-being of people 
with dementia, demonstrating the active role of material environments in the 
process of establishing well-being by providing potential cues to people with 
dementia and encouraging them to become engaged with the world around 
them. In order to explore people’s engaging process, this section introduces the 
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definition and different types of environmental embodiment, discussing specific 
ways in which material things resonate with people with dementia in the real 
world. 

3.1. Definition of Environmental Embodiment 

Environmental embodiment is defined as “the various lived ways, sensorily and 
motility–wise, that the body in its pre-reflective perceptual presence engages and 
synchronizes with the world at hand, especially its architectural and environ-
mental aspects” (Seamon, 2014, p. 2) [20]. In this definition, perception, the use 
of the lived body to perceive the world, is the foundation of human-world inte-
gration. The perception of the surrounding environment comes naturally and is 
unique to each individual. According to Merleau-Ponty (1962), people, using 
their lived bodies, engage in the world and create an immediate awareness when 
entering an environment, which is a direct interaction aside from intelligence or 
consciousness [19]. He criticized the approach of separating different senses, 
arguing that the embodied experience is complete and not fragmented. For ex-
ample, a lived body in the street should immediately and holistically perceives 
the rain with all five senses, with no sequence or separation of those senses 
(Merleau-Ponty, 1962) [19]. 

The experience of the world, such as the example of the rain above, is a holis-
tic process in which people connect with the material things around them. For 
Heidegger (1962), the whole is greater than the sum of its parts [16]. Similarly, 
for Merleau-Ponty (1962), holistic perception of the world results from the inte-
gration of the various senses: “It remains a familiar domain round about me on-
ly as long as I still have ‘in my hands’ or ‘in my legs’ the main distances and di-
rections involved, and as long as from my body intentional threads run out to-
wards it” (P.130) [19]. This example is a meshing of his hands, legs, and whole 
body with his environment that creates a sense of familiarity. Such an experience 
is unique to each person as each individual uses his/her own body to experience 
his/her material environment, further influenced by the individual’s past and the 
values established in the culture from which the person comes. This unique per-
ception, according to Merleau-Ponty (1962), is realized by the movement of the 
body [19]. Seamon (2007) further explains this phenomenon as a dynamic 
process of communication between the flesh of the moving body and the materi-
al of the lived world: “through the moving, the body will get to where it needs to 
go” (p. 7) [48]. This interplay between the movement of the body and the ma-
terial environment produces a unique whole, within which four types of embo-
diment have been identified: obliviousness, watching, noticing, and heightened 
contact (Seamon, 1979) [21].  

3.2. Four Types of Environmental Embodiment 

Obliviousness refers to the situation in which an individual is engaged in his/her 
feelings or imagination and as such has no awareness of the surrounding world. 
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Watching is a passive method of connecting with the surrounding world, in-
volving paying attention to a specific activity for a definite period of time. No-
ticing is a sudden attraction to objects that connect with the individual’s cogni-
tion. Heightened contact is an experience in which an individual fully connects, 
and feels harmonious, with his/her surrounding environment (Seamon, 1979) 
[21]. These four types of environmental embodiment describe individuals’ four 
levels of engagement with the material environment. According to Seamon 
(1979), obliviousness and watching involve the separation of the person from the 
environment, and are less encouraged, where noticing and heightened contact 
involve a merging of the person with the environment, and are more encouraged 
with the goal of creating a place of dwelling [21]. Differently, this study argues 
that all four types of embodiment are important for people with dementia. Obli-
viousness and watching are conducted in a space that makes people to feel free, 
while noticing and heightened contact are conducted in a place where people 
have the feeling of being protected and dwelled. As what has been discussed pre-
viously in this study, the balance of place and space that encourages both dwel-
ling and mobility is a precondition for an environment that resonates with 
people.  

For example, Shaw and colleagues (2016) refer to the case of a woman who 
appreciated the cruise-ship-inspired design of the common dining room of her 
senior housing facility because it reminded her of holidays she had taken on a 
real cruise ship with her husband. The design also created the impression of fu-
ture cruises and possible adventures, even though the woman was no longer able 
to travel [49].This case is an example of all four types of embodiment. When she 
first entered this dining room, the cruise-ship style environment connected with 
her cognition, attracting her attention, and inspiring her to spend time in this 
environment (noticing). While seated in this dining room, she observes the ac-
tivities of others (watching). The material environment and the behaviour of 
watching both encourage her to visit the dining room each day so that it be-
comes a routine (heightened contact). While she is in the dining room, she 
dreams of travelling with her loved one on a real cruise ship in the future (obli-
viousness). These four types of embodiment work together to create a complete 
process by which the material environment resonates with the individual. The 
cruise-ship style dining room provides a concrete built environment in which 
this woman can enjoy the moment of making a dream of being together with her 
loved one.  

4. The Environment-Based Conceptual Framework 

Based on previous research and discussion of this subject, Figure 1 illustrates a 
conceptual framework for the association of material environments and people 
with dementia. Unlike previous frameworks and models that consider the indi-
vidual as the engine that drives the process of establishing well-being, the 
framework of this study emphasizes the active role of material environments and  
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Figure 1. Environment-based Conceptual Framework for the Well-being 
of People with Dementia. 

 
shows how material things endow people’s lives with meaning and contribute to 
overall well-being.  

This conceptual framework includes the following components:  
• Material environment, as a part of the cognitive system, critically affects the 

well-being of people with dementia. An environment incorporating material 
things that are familiar to the individuals with dementia will cue their mem-
ories and engage them. Through their engagements with their environment, 
people perceive their existence and relevant well-being.  

• An environment to support the well-being of people with dementia should 
balance place and space so that people are able to dwell and be mobile. This 
balancing environment should allow people to conduct different types of en-
vironmental embodiment including obliviousness, watching, noticing, and 
heightened contact.  

• Material environment is a whole in which material things integrate with 
people and derive meanings from this integration. Rather than simply adding 
different material things together, a more holistic environment is established 
when these things set up different types of embodiment and become mea-
ningful to the people. 

5. Conclusions 

This study develops a conceptual framework for a material environment that can 
enhance the well-being of people with dementia. This framework can be used by 
various participants in the dementia care process, helping them improve the 
quality of the living environments of people with dementia. Designers, including 
architectural designers, interior designers, and landscape designers, can use this 
framework to explore the lived experiences of people with dementia before con-
ducting design practices. Design is a creative and subjective work in which the 
designers’ understandings of their clients’ lives strongly affect whether the de-
sign outcomes successfully address the clients’ expectations when the design 
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project is intended for people with special needs in caregiving. As such, in the 
environmental design for people with dementia, rather than simply creating de-
signs according to fragmentary and isolated guidelines, designers should under-
stand the continuous lived experiences of people with dementia that are affected 
by their material environments, and use this understanding to inspire their de-
sign practice.  

In addition, caregivers, including professional caregivers and family caregiv-
ers, can use this conceptual framework to understand their clients/loved ones’ 
lived experiences that are affected by their material environments, in order to 
use material things to support caregiving. For example, the caregiver can learn 
about the favorite songs of his/her client with dementia and understand the 
meanings of the music to him/her. The caregiver can then play that specific mu-
sic to create an environment that may remind the specific individual with de-
mentia of his/her past experience with his/her family and friends. The room in 
which the music is playing engages the individual at that specific moment and 
helps to establish his/her sense of well-being.  

In conclusion, material things play significant roles in engaging people with 
dementia and helping to establish the meanings of their environment and their 
world. As unique tangible objects, material things reflect the lives of the people 
around them, and understanding the lived experience that is influenced by the 
material environment helps designers, caregivers, and families gain a greater 
understanding of the lives of people with dementia.  
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