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Abstract: Tactile stimulation for people in the later stages of dementia is 
known to be comforting. There are numerous ways of inducing this kind of 
stimulation. It is debated in literature whether the doll-therapy is in line with 
person-centered dementia care. In the described project, following the 
reflective transformative design process, a more dignified design for tactile 
stimulation is developed. Several iterations took place in close collaboration 
with a local care facility. Special attention was given to not only design the new 
object, but also to design an appropriate introduction strategy. Reflections on 
the process and the outcome are further described; identifying the value of 
adopting a beginners’ mind and emerging in the context as a designer. 
 
 

Introduction  
As in the rest of the world, aging is also one of the societal challenges in the 
Netherlands. Currently the country counts over 270,000 people with dementia 
of whom 70,000 living in care institutions (Alzheimer Nederland, 2017). Since 
the introduction of the Long-term Care Act (Wlz) in 2015, many residential care 
homes have closed or been transformed into nursing homes. Older adults with 
dementia are living independently for longer, resulting in fewer of them living 
in institutions (Gijzel et al., 2017). However, the care that people need when 
they start living in nursing homes is intensifying due to the more progressed 
levels of dementia at admission. Despite this challenge, the general purpose of 
Dutch nursing homes is to improve the quality of life of residents, according to 
the policy and the broadly supported ‘Dignity and pride’ (Waardigheid en 
trots) movement and the quality framework for nursing home care (Van 
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Campen & Verbeek-Oudijk, 2017). One of the core approaches to improve the 
quality of life is to offer person-centered dementia care. 

Person-centered dementia care relies on the person’s individual strengths and 
vulnerabilities and engaging the individual in activities of interest (Brooker & 
Latham, 2015). People with dementia in nursing homes benefit from engaging 
in all sorts of activities. Especially people in the middle to late stage of 
dementia can enjoy and be comforted by means of sensory stimulation. 
Sensory stimulation provides people with exposure to and interaction with 
stimuli presented via one or more sensory modalities (i.e., vision, audition, 
touch, movement, taste and/or smell) (e.g. Baker et al., 2001). In this paper I 
focus on tactile stimulation. In nursing homes this is often induced by means of 
a doll, teddy bear or other stuffed animal which is given to a person with 
dementia to ‘take care of’. It is believed that sensory stimulation from toys 
enhances basic cognitive abilities (e.g., environmental awareness, arousal or 
alertness), and decrease negative emotional states (e.g., anxiety) and is 
therefore expected to evoke improvement in a broad range of behavioral and 
cognitive abilities (Murray, 2003). Although the benefits of using toys is made 
clear in the abovementioned literature, doll therapy has also been criticized for 
opposing the person-centered approach by infantilizing the person with 
dementia (e.g. Kitwood. 1997). Toys are designed for children and might not 
be the most appropriate, and dignified, solution for people with dementia. The 
question for the design study in this paper was therefore to explore the 
possibilities for tactile stimulation in dementia care that would go beyond 
merely the sensorial aspects but also would include a respectful design. 

The project was performed in 2009 during a 3-months internship, back when 
the author was still a student at the Industrial Design faculty of the Technical 
University of Eindhoven, without any vast experience with dementia care. The 
project brief was set by an artist who worked as a part-time care professional 
and made some sketches for a new cat-shaped tactile stimulation object for 
older adults. The exploratory design research was performed at a local care 
facility. 

The reflective transformative design process 
The process used in this design study is based on the reflective transformative 
design process (Hummels & Frens, 2008). Hummels & Frens (2008) wanted to 
create flexibility and individuality in the design process, by leaving out the 
specific order of activities. Dependent on the person, context, or phase within 
the design process, the designer determines where he starts, how often he 
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swaps from one activity to another and the order of activities. Reflection 
between all activities is the fundamental aspect of the reflective transformative 
design process that helps novice designers to train reflective practice. The 
current design study included four phases with different activities, which are 
described below. 

Understanding the User 
After the design brief was presented, a small online survey was conducted in 
order to get insights from care professionals (N=10) into some preliminary 
requirements for the new object for fiddling. Participants were asked to rate 
different requirements about material, design and what user experiences the 
object needed to provoke. The survey gave the designer a broader view on 
the idea of the new object from the perspectives of dementia care 
professionals. Their expertise enriched the conceptual idea of the new tactile 
stimulation object. The hypothesis that it was valuable to design an object that 
would fit more into the environment of the care facility was therefore accepted. 

To further get acquainted with the user group, the designer conducted a 1-day 
participant observation (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998). Participant observation takes 
place in the natural environment where the users live their daily lives; the care 
facility in this case. It includes informal interviews, direct observation, while 
participating in regular activities. Participant observation is aimed to gain a 
close and intimate familiarity with a group of individuals and is used in several 
design projects in dementia care (e.g. Van Rijn, Van Hoof & Stappers, 2010). 
Care professionals showed the designer the currently used stuffed animals and 
confirmed that some of the inhabitants did not want to use them. Overall the 
open observation was a key element of understanding the design context and 
the eventual users of the new object (including people with dementia, family 
caregivers and professional carers). 

Co-design session 
In close collaboration with the care facility a co-design session was set-up 
during a timeslot of a daytime group activity. A large table in the living room 
was filled with different loose fabrics, sacks with different fillings and some 
different shaped stuffed cushions with several types of fabrics sewed upon 
(Figure 1). The people with dementia were invited to sit at the table when they 
were willing to join. Some people participated the entire time while others only 
briefly joined the session. One care professional and one volunteer were 
present and talked with the people with dementia about the different materials 
and also handed the materials. The designer observed the responses and, if it 
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was possible, asked the participants why they liked or disliked a certain 
material. After the activity, the designer had a brief reflection on the 
observations together with the care professional and the volunteer. People 
were interested in the tapestry fabrics with noticeable tactile lining (Figure 2). 
One of the fabrics had a luxurious look and one of the participants told a story 
about the time that she used to make curtains from this type of fabric; showing 
a clear positive connection. The materials that were less soft, did not have any 
tapestry or did not induce any responses, were eliminated for the further 
design. 

 

Figure 1. Sample used in the session 

 

Figure 2. One of the participants trying out the fabrics 
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Two iterations of testing prototypes 
After the session, the designer made three prototypes with the fabrics and 
fillings that had induced positive responses. In order to get ideas on the actual 
shapes of the object; the three prototypes differed in abstraction (from a fully 
abstract shape, to a blanket with a cat shape part to an actual stuffed cat). The 
prototypes were introduced to the care professionals at the facility and they 
were asked to use these new objects in their interaction with the people with 
dementia for two weeks. The care professionals were asked to fill in short forms 
to capture the experiences during the two weeks of testing. After the testing 
period, the designer came to pick-up the prototypes and had some brief 
informal interviews with the care professionals and some family caregivers that 
were around. It was apparent that the people liked the stuffed cat the most, 
because people did not know what to do with the more abstract shapes. 
However, one of the family caregivers explained that his wife liked fiddling with 
the black cat but that she was constantly turning away from the head. He 
figured it was mostly because of the intense look of the eyes (Figure 3). 

 

Figure 3. Black cat with intense eyes 

In the second round of prototyping the designer tried to create objects that 
were recognizable as being a cat but had a subtler face expression, by means 
of lines instead of dominant eyes. Eventually two new designs were introduced 
to the care facility (Figure 4). The first round of testing gave more general 
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insights and therefore this second round of testing was more focused on 
experiences of single participants. The cats were introduced to a triad (a 
woman with dementia, her husband and a care professional). Unfortunately, 
the test was not successful, the woman chose one of the cats but wanted to 
get it out of her room after 1 week. Although we did not get insights for 
improvements of the design, it showed that the introduction of such objects 
should be well-considered (in terms of who would want to use it, and also how 
the object should be used). 

 

Figure 4. The final designs 

The introduction strategy 
Because the care facility was still interested in the design and also family carers 
were generally positive about the cats, attention was given to a new 
introduction strategy. One of the activities that was popular at the care facility 
was the performing of plays by an actor that was specialized in interacting with 
people with dementia. The care facility decided to let the actor introduce the 
cats in order to create a positive and vibrant introduction of these tactile 
stimulation objects. It showed that this was a successful strategy for the people 
with dementia, as well as the family caregivers and care professionals who were 
helped to frame the use of the cats in a more positive way. Eventually one of 
the cats was used in a one-on-one treatment intervention for a woman with 
anxiety issues. 
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Discussion 
Fiddling and fidgeting are playful activities that continue well into late stage 
dementia (Stephens, Cheston & Gleeson, 2013). The project described in this 
paper shows that tactile stimulation objects can be designed to engage and 
amuse people with dementia. Other inspiring work in this area underscores the 
design opportunities in this field (e.g. Treadaway & Kenning, 2016) 

The project described here is an example of a student project with some 
marginal replicable outcomes and sometimes some quickly drawn conclusions. 
However, it is valuable to share the results and the process to a larger audience 
working in (design for) dementia care. It stresses the importance of merging 
into a context as a designer, but also the power of adopting a beginners’ mind. 
Not the knowledge or expertise about dementia steered the process in this 
project, but the designer’s curiosity, willingness and motivation. This eventually 
leads to a higher achieved level of empathy (Van Rijn, 2012), which is needed 
to use appropriate design and research methods in this field. The project 
shows the challenges of balancing between open and flexible methods and 
more focused methods. By not specifically designing for one person at the care 
facility, but more to the entire group, might have been the reason that the 
eventual design was not directly fit. More recent research shows the benefits of 
more personalized participatory tactics (Branco, Quental, Ribeiro, 2017). 
Despite this, the exploration within tactile stimulation was shared among 
different people. Not only the designer but also family carers, care 
professionals and other staff learned more about specific needs and wishes in 
tactile stimulation of different inhabitants of the facility. Especially the 
introduction strategy clearly illustrated the importance of handing a tactile 
stimulation object in the right way. Being part of this process might have 
created more impact than the final designs. 

A personal note by the author; “It is remarkable how much this project affected 
my career choices afterwards, creating the eager to discover more about this 
user group and the possibilities of design in long-term care. I am happy to be 
part of the DementiaLab community and learn more about the design projects 
in this field. My own current research focusses on adding more value to the 
users (people with dementia living at home and their carers) during the design 
process of new technology”. 
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