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Dementia Friendly Art Gallery Tours at UHW 
(Pilot Programme managed by Waterford Healing Arts Trust) 

Photos courtesy Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), New York 

So… how does it work? 

The UHW Art Collection comprises almost 600 artworks and includes loans from both Waterford Municipal  

Collection and the Arts Council Collection.   

For each Open Gallery session, 3 artworks from the collection are brought to a safe and welcoming space for  

a seated “art gallery tour”.  Each “tour” has a theme e.g. landscapes, portraits, artwork by Waterford based artists, 

colour etc.  Artist Caroline Schofield, who has trained in facilitating these special art collection tours, leads each 

session.  Caroline was the WHAT Artist-in-Residence in 2016 and collaborated with patients with dementia during her 

residency.  She is supported by artist Jill Bouchier, who Caroline is mentoring in the delivery of the programme, 

Maeve Butler, Acting Assistant Arts Director at WHAT and Amy Power, Assistant Art Curator at WHAT, who 

sources appropriate artworks from the vast UHW collection. 
  

Open Gallery is funded by Waterford City and County Council and receives invaluable support from  

consultants Professor Riona Mulcahy, Dr George Pope and Dr John Cooke, and OT Stephanie 

Ryan of the Age Related Care Unit at UHW, in addition to the nurse managers and staff on Medical Wards 

3 and 5.  WHAT is also a member of - and receives great encouragement from - the UHW Dementia Interest 

Group and seeks creative ways to enhance the quality of life of people living with dementia.   

Evaluation...? 

This programme is in its pilot phase, so it has not yet been formally evaluated.  However, the three facilitators 

engage in reflective practice and evaluate each session in order to assess its impact and effective-

ness and make improvements for the following session.  Anecdotal evidence from medical staff indicates that 

the programme has had the following positive impacts to date: 

- Lifted the mood of patients who participated; 

- Enhanced relationships between patients and family members by creating new memories and looking 

forward instead of always looking to the past; 

- Staff realised that a particular patient had greater cognitive function than they had previously thought 

as a result of his determination to participate in the project.  

Good practice tips 

- We take care to select appropriate artworks for each session, focusing on their potential to provide 

rich material for observation and conversation; 

- We maintain close links with nurse managers on the ward in the two weeks prior to each session in 

order to identify patients who are most likely to benefit from participation; 

- We encourage staff to link in with family members to encourage them to attend with their loved 

one.   

- We ask patients for feedback with some very simple questions, eg. Did you enjoy today?  Would you 

come again?  What did you like?  Is there anything else you’d like to say? 

- We engage in reflective practice and evaluate each session. 

What can colleagues learn 

from your experience? 

As articulated by a nurse manager, this project reminds staff to consider the whole 

person – including their social needs – and not just view the “patient” and their condition. 

I didn’t think I’d know what 

to say, but it was easy.   

I’d come again.  
 

 

(Patient) 

The pictures themselves 

are lovely.  All of us are 

here, surrounded with 

them.  It’s lovely.  
 
 

(Patient) 

It’s a great idea…  

making new memories 

instead of always  

looking back.  
 
 

(Family Member) 

Thank you for asking  

us to look  
 
 

(Patient) 

- combat loneliness and isolation for people living with dementia by offering these patients, and 

their family members/carers, the opportunity to create new memories through a shared art viewing 

experience;  

- offer opportunities to change the conversation between patients, family members and staff away 

from the person’s condition and into a new area;   

- create opportunities for patients to discover a new interest and/or re-ignite a previous interest in art, 

and for staff to deepen their knowledge/understanding of each participating patient. 

Aims... 

Setting up the project... 

We adapted “Meet Me at MoMA”, an internationally-renowned and evaluated programme by the 

Museum of Modern Art, New York - which was introduced to Ireland as the “Azure Programme” through 

a collaboration between IMMA (Irish Museum of Modern Art), the Butler Gallery in Kilkenny, Age &  

Opportunity and the Alzheimer Society of Ireland - to the acute hospital setting at UHW.  Following a 

meeting with the consultants and staff in the Age Related Care Unit at UHW, we linked in with the 

CNMs and OTs on Medical Wards 3 and 5 to determine a protocol for identifying patients who could be 

encouraged to participate in the project and a timetable which would fit in with the ward schedule.  

These sessions take place in the Family Room off Medical 5.  We also linked in with the Community OT for the  

second strand of the programme, people living in the community with dementia.  These sessions take 

place at the WHAT Centre for Arts and Health at UHW. 

Open Gallery invites people living with dementia, and their carers, to look at and chat 

about paintings from the UHW art collection in a safe and welcoming space, in a 

workshop-type setting, facilitated by a professional artist trained to work in this area. 

Waterford Healing Arts Trust (WHAT) is Ireland’s leading arts and health organisation.  Established in 1993, WHAT brings arts experiences to the  

bedsides of patients at University Hospital Waterford and other healthcare settings.  These experiences include Healing Sounds, a live music  

programme on the wards and in UHW foyer; Artist on Call, responding to individual patient needs; the mobile Art Kart; the Arts Programme in  

the Renal Dialysis Unit; the Staff Art Wall and the extensive UHW Art Collection.  Through these programmes, WHAT seeks to soften the clinical  

environment and alleviate stress and anxiety for patients, family members and staff.  WHAT also supports the development of arts and health  

in Ireland and manages the national website www.artsandhealth.ie  Further info: www.waterfordhealingarts.com | 051 842664  |  what@hse.ie 

I find it cooling,  

it’s relaxing.  
 
 

(Patient) 


