
Locating technologies 
and dementia: tips for 
selecting a device

Noelannah Neubauer, PhD
Postdoctoral Fellow 
(University of Waterloo)
MScOT Student (University of Alberta)

Alzheimer Society of London & 
Middlesex
June 19, 2020



Learning objectives
During this webinar presentation you will:

1) Learn about existing technologies you can use to mitigate 
the risks associated with someone with dementia getting lost

2) Identify different components of locating technologies that 
will help you make an informed decision when choosing a 
device

3) Learn about the past, present, and future direction of 
research in this field
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Approaches to addressing the issue

• Risk 
reduction 
strategies

• Awareness 
and 
education

• Dementia 
friendly 
communities

• Locator 
devices

E.g., GPS 

E.g., Alert 
systems, 

Community 
ASAP, Rapid 

Response 
Project

E.g., Guidelines 
to manage risk

E.g., Consumer 
Guidelines 

study,  
Consortium on 
Dementia and 

Wayfinding



Main types of  locating devices

Global positioning 
system (GPS)

Radio frequency 
identification 

(RFID)
Bluetooth



Global positioning system (GPS)
Commercial 



Dyads’ expectations about GPS device met?

Clients: 
YES

Caregivers: 
YES

Usability summative score scale (Min=0, Max: 39)
0

39
36.36 SD 3.22

32.86 SD 5.62

19.5

Before (Expectations)

After (Actual use)

(Z=1.34, p<0.180*)

* Wilcoxon signed-rank pairs test statistics

(Z=-1.38, p<0.167*)

34.04 SD 4.23

33.27 SD 5.56

Locator device study



Approaches to Address the Issue

Peace of mind that if he got mixed up 
or lost that we would have a way of 
locating him
Provided a sense of security

Gave me comfort to know where he 
was at all the time

It gave freedom and peace of mind

Participant feedback



Global positioning system (GPS)
Phone



Blue tooth
Indoor location



RFID
Radio frequency identification



Elements of  locating devices
What to look out for

• Cost: device cost, monthly fee
• Contracts and warranties
• Product size and weight
• How the device is worn
• Durability
• Communications, range and accuracy



Elements of  locating devices
What to look out for

• Battery and charging
• Alarms: geofencing, device removal, water, etc.
• Where does it work?
• Ease of use
• Customer care
• Required equipment: computer, phone, internet 

connection, training, etc.



Technology Products Repository
tech.findingyourwayontario.ca



What does the research tell us?



Review results

Technology Type
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Figure 2a. Number of technologies per 
technology type included from grey literature 
(n = 64)

Figure 2b. Number of technologies per 
technology type included from scholarly 
literature (n = 19)
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Figure 2a. Number of technologies per 
technology type included from grey literature 
(n = 64)

Figure 2b. Number of technologies per 
technology type included from scholarly 
literature (n = 19)



Review results

Technology Type

Mobile Locator Alarm/ Sensor Way-Finding Belt
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Figure 3. Technology readiness level (DOE, 
2009) of included articles from scholarly 
literature (n = 12)



Review results
	

Device Type Barriers to use of technology 

Mobile Locator Cost of equipment (2); device is uncomfortable (2); concerns of 
damaging device (1); difficulties using device (1); remembering 
to charge device (1); movements inside room not detected (1); 
low user acceptance (1);  inconvenient (1); fear of being 
labelled (1); data leakage (1); N/A (4) 

Sensor and 
Alarm/ Locks 

Force measurements too sensitive (1); need monitoring ranges 
that work in variety of distances (1); other hazards caused by 
device must be considered (1); N/A (3) 

Way-finding 
belt 

Errors due to responding to cue in wrong direction (1); errors 
due to distractions to perceptual focus (1) 

Table 2. Barriers to use of wander-management technologies



Implications

1. There is general acceptance that wander-
management technologies can reduce risks of 
wandering

2. Ethical issues need to be addressed
3. Technologies should be affordable and 

available
4. Further research is needed to identify 

technologies with high levels of evidence for 
effectiveness and usability



Key take-home messages

• There are many locating devices to choose from to 
reduce the risks associated with dementia-related 
wandering

• One size does not fit all
• Need other proactive strategies in place in the event 

that the device fails
• More research is needed to determine if there is a 

locating devices that is more effective than others
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