Research & Case study on benefits of touchscreen use
and the elderly
Dementia is a chronic, debilitating disease that causes loss of brain functions, targeting the old age population.
It majorly affects memory, problem-solving skills and doing daily life activities. People with dementia also
suffer behavioural problems and get frustrated, aggressive and restless, which is bothersome to other residents,
staff and family members (Joddrell & Astell, 2016).
Antipsychotic drugs have shown moderate effects in calming dementia caused behavioural and psychological
symptoms, but their potential adverse effects outweigh benefits (Tampi et al., 2016).
Maguire et al. (2013) found that dementia patients in nursing care are more on the prescribed antipsychotic
drugs than those living in a community.
Statistics:
At least 1 in 8 people aged over 80 have dementia. Besides, the most common disorder that causes dementia is
Alzheimer’s disease (Alzheimer's Society, 2019). As per recent statistics, there are nearly 900 thousand
dementia patients in the UK, which are expected to rise to 1.6 million over the next 20 years.
Thus, this research article aims to discuss how touch screen devices (touch screen activity tables/tablets) can be
advantageous for the elderly with dementia and how these devices would help make their lives easy, enjoyable
and less dependable on medications.
The use of touchscreen activity table digital devices has become more popular worldwide. The big enough
screen size, swift touch and latest applications have made these devices more engaging and user friendly.
Digital science and technology are now more focused on making these devices helpful in improving wellbeing.
The use of touchscreen devices in dementia care is not uncommon, and it has been even more grown in recent
years.
The research claimed that touchscreen devices would be ideal for old age people as they are more intuitive,
requiring less hand and eye coordination than using a desktop with a mouse and cursor (Wandke et al., 2012).
Additionally, studies found no potential side effects of using digital devices by dementia people. Instead, they
discovered a significant improvement in their cognitive functions and depressive symptoms (Barbosa Neves et
al., 2017; Lin et al., 2020).
Hung et al.(2020) analysed the dementia patient’s behaviours using touchscreen tablets and revealed three
positive impacts i.e, increased social interaction/participation, less disrupted behaviour and improved quality of
life. The study further encouraged the use of touchscreen digital devices in the care home and hospitals for
dementia patients, considering it a non-pharmacological intervention to cure and prevent responsive behaviour
in future.

Benefits of touch screen use by elderly
Navigation & wayfinding:
Spatial disorientation is one of the early symptoms in dementia patients, which is difficulty finding ways to even
familiar places. Consequently, caregivers impose restrictions on their outdoor activities due to the risk of
injuries (such as falling due to disorientation) hence, dementia patients get restricted, alone and socially isolated
(Kwan et al., 2018)
The latest touchscreen digital devices usually have built-in GPS and route-finding apps. With the help of these
devices, dementia people can safely walk, drive and take part in social and leisure activities outside their homes.
Additionally, caregivers can also locate their live location via tracker through GPS.

Connect & Socialise with their loved ones:
Socialising or being socially connected to loved ones is pertinent for wellbeing and maintaining cognitive
functions (Astell et al., 2019).
Unfortunately, the elderly at care homes feel lonely and miss their social interaction with their loved ones.
Garland et al. (2007) revealed that videotaped messages by loved ones calm aggression and relieve depression
in the residents.
Perhaps, the latest touch screen activity tables/tablets offer dozens of applications (such as WhatsApp, skype,
facetime), helping residents to do audio or video calls with their loved ones and feel connected even miles apart.
Communicating and connecting with loved ones via touchscreen devices exhibit more engagement, provoke
positive emotions, calm agitation and cause less reliance on the psychotropic drug in dementia patients (Van der
Ploeg et al., 2015; Garland et al.,2007).
Similarly, people with dementia can use social media (Facebook, Instagram) on their touch screen activity
tables/tablets, enabling them to see and engage with the online socialising activities of their loved ones. Perhaps,
they would not feel left out and feel more connected and updated about their loved ones, relieving their
depression and loneliness.
Play games:
Elderly with dementia can enjoy indoor, digital games on their touchscreen devices, helping them kill boredom,
remain active and improve cognitive performance with brain training.
Tablet games such as candy crush, spot the difference and puzzles, in short, all games that involve engaging
hands, would help improve dexterity whilst training their brains. (10 ways to use touch screen technology to
engage dementia patients, 2021)
Interestingly, digital devices also come with applications that offer virtual programmes. These activities can be
helpful for those who are bedridden or find it hard to get out-they can now take part in regular exercising such
as virtual cycling on touch screen activity tables, which can be an alternate source of activity and enjoyment to
them (Astell et al., 2019).

Reminding favours:
Due to potential memory loss, people with dementia often forget to take their medications on time or sometimes
take the wrong dosage, leading to frequent hospital admissions. The reminder apps on touch screen activity
tables/tablets can remind them about their medicines, helping them adhere to their treatment regimens
effectively.
Similarly, these apps can also remind them of special dates or events such as their marriage anniversary or their
son’s birthday.
Revive memories:
While dementia results in short- & long-term memory loss, the elderly often struggle to remember past events
and memories, provoking aggressive and disruptive behaviours.
Perhaps, memorable pictures and videos can trigger reminiscence, helping to calm their aggressive and
depressed behaviours.
Thus, caregivers can store or make a photo book on their digital devices, which they can go through any time
and revive their sweet memories.
Music can also similarly trigger memories. People with dementia can play their favourite music, which they
used to play in their youth. The latest applications have now simulated features that allow the elderly to play
their favourite instrument, helping them to remain engaged and relaxed.
However, a question would be, does the elderly forget to use their touch devices with time? The answer is NO.
If the elderly with dementia learn to use touchscreen phones/ tablets, they will retain this skill (Acosta, 2021).
However, it is imperative to note that people with mild dementia can use these digital devices and not those with
severe, progressive dementia.

Other Uses:
Digital devices can also monitor and analyse the elderly behaviours, favourite activities, disease progression,
which in turn help optimise treatment and prevent unnecessary hospital stays (Astell et al., 2019).
Serra-Añó et al. (2019), for instance, used sensors embedded in android devices to analyse postural control and
gait in dementia patients. It found both attributes worse in dementia people as compared to the control group.
Moreover, digital devices emit electromagnetic waves, which can provoke preventive or healing effects in
dementia.
It is believed that the magnetic field via smartphones could be an effective, non-invasive and nonpharmacologic (drug-free) way to prevent and reverse dementia disorders (Hendrick, 6 C.E.).
Conclusion:
Dementia is more a terminal illness that affects brain functions, causing loss of cognitive abilities, impaired
memory and disturbing behaviours. Elderly with dementia, living in a nursing home, often feel lonely, bored and
socially isolated, which worsen their condition, more reliance on drugs and frequent hospital stays. Touchscreen
devices are known to be intuitive, user friendly and proven to be beneficial if used by elderly with dementia.
They can use touchscreen devices to speak to their loved ones, play games, safely navigate outdoors, view old
memorable photos/videos, listen to their favourite music, remind themselves about medicine and special dates.
Research studies are optimistic about the positive effects of touchscreen devices on the elderly and consider
them a potential non-drug intervention to reverse and prevent dementia in future.

Dr. Farah Naz (Dr.Naz)
Medical Doctor & Medical Writer

References:
1. Joddrell, P., & Astell, A. J. (2016). Studies Involving People With Dementia and Touchscreen
Technology: A Literature Review. JMIR Rehabilitation and Assistive Technologies, 3(2), e10. https://
doi.org/10.2196/rehab.5788
2. Alzheimer's Society. (2019). Facts for the media. Alzheimer’s Society. https://www.alzheimers.org.uk/
about-us/news-and-media/facts-media
3. Wandke, H., Sengpiel, M., & Sönksen, M. (2012). Myths About Older Peopl s Use of Information and
Communication Technology. Gerontology, 58(6), 564–570. https://doi.org/10.1159/000339104
4. Astell, Arlene J., Bouranis, N., Hoey, J., Lindauer, A., Mihailidis, A., Nugent, C., & Robillard, Julie M.
(2019). Technology and Dementia: The Future is Now. Dementia and Geriatric Cognitive Disorders,
47(3), 131–139. https://doi.org/10.1159/000497800
Kwan, R. Y. C., Cheung, D. S. K., & Kor, P. P.-K. (2018). The use of smartphones for wayfinding by
people with mild dementia. Dementia, 147130121878546. https://doi.org/10.1177/1471301218785461

6.

Van der Ploeg, E. S., Eppingstall, B., & O’Connor, D. W. (2015). Internet video chat (Skype) family
conversations as a treatment of agitation in nursing home residents with dementia. International
Psychogeriatrics, 28(4), 697–698. https://doi.org/10.1017/s1041610215001854
Garland, K., Beer, E., Eppingstall, B., & O’Connor, D. W. (2007). A Comparison of Two Treatments of
Agitated Behavior in Nursing Home Residents With Dementia: Simulated Family Presence and
Preferred Music. The American Journal of Geriatric Psychiatry, 15(6), 514–521. https://doi.org/
10.1097/01.jgp.0000249388.37080.b4
Hung, L., Chow, B., Shadarevian, J., O’Neill, R., Berndt, A., Wallsworth, C., Horne, N., Gregorio, M.,
Mann, J., Son, C., & Chaudhury, H. (2020). Using touchscreen tablets to support social connections

7.

8.

e

5.

9.
10.

11.

12.

13.
14.

15.
16.

and reduce responsive behaviours among people with dementia in care settings: A scoping review.
Dementia, 20(3), 147130122092274. https://doi.org/10.1177/1471301220922745
Acosta, K. (2021, July 12). A Guide To The Best Cell Phones For Seniors With Dementia. Forbes
Health. https://www.forbes.com/health/healthy-aging/best-cell-phone-for-seniors-with-dementia/
Barbosa Neves, B., Franz, R., Judges, R., Beermann, C., & Baecker, R. (2017). Can Digital Technology
Enhance Social Connectedness Among Older Adults? A Feasibility Study. Journal of Applied
Gerontology, 38(1), 49–72. https://doi.org/10.1177/0733464817741369
Lin, L., Jing, X.-C., Lv, S.-J., Liang, J.-H., Tian, L., Li, H.-L., Puts, M., & Xu, Y. (2020). Mobile
device use and the cognitive function and depressive symptoms of older adults living in residential care
homes. BMC Geriatrics, 20(1). https://doi.org/10.1186/s12877-020-1427-1
Tampi, R. R., Tampi, D. J., Balachandran, S., & Srinivasan, S. (2016). Antipsychotic use in dementia: a
systematic review of benefits and risks from meta-analyses. Therapeutic Advances in Chronic Disease,
7(5), 229–245. https://doi.org/10.1177/2040622316658463
(10 ways to use touch screen technology to engage dementia patients, 2021)
Maguire, A., Hughes, C., Cardwell, C., & O’Reilly, D. (2013). Psychotropic Medications and the
Transition Into Care: A National Data Linkage Study. Journal of the American Geriatrics Society,
61(2), 215–221. https://doi.org/10.1111/jgs.12101
Hendrick, B. (6 C.E., January). Can Cell Phones Help Fight Alzheimer’s? WebMD. https://
www.webmd.com/alzheimers/news/20100106/can-cell-phones-help-fight-alzheimers
Serra-Añó, P., Pedrero-Sánchez, J. F., Hurtado-Abellán, J., Inglés, M., Espí-López, G. V., & LópezPascual, J. (2019). Mobility assessment in people with Alzheimer disease using smartphone sensors.
Journal of NeuroEngineering and Rehabilitation, 16(1). https://doi.org/10.1186/s12984-019-0576-y

