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Overview

• Dementia and cognitive impairment

• Walking with a purpose

• Pilots of tracking in dementia



Dementia and Cognitive Impairment

• Dementia – Umbrella term for group of diseases causing impairment 
of thinking (cognitive impairment) due to death of brain cells 
(neurons)

• Commonest form is Alzheimer's disease

• Also Vascular dementia, Parkinson's dementia, frontotemporal
dementia, etc.

• Type of cognitive impairment dependent on where neurons are lost 
from in brain





Getting Lost in Dementia
• Lots of different brain processes involved in finding 

your way

• Hippocampus - long-term memory storage, 
recognition of new surroundings and creation of 
cognitive maps

• Entorhinal cortex – north, south, east and west. 
Near hippocampus

• Right parietal lobe - where objects are in relation to 
each other and ourselves

• Common problem in Lewy Body dementia, 
Alzheimer's disease and some forms of vascular 
dementia 



Prognosis in 
Dementia

• Progressive 

deterioration

• Life expectancy at 

stages 5-7 less than 

4 years

• Getting lost may 

appear as early as 

Stage 4



Walking in Dementia

• Often people living with dementia walk a lot for reasons that their 
carers cannot understand

• Sometimes this results in conflict or people getting lost

• Used to be called "wandering"

• Better term is "purposeful walking" or walking with a purpose

• Why is the person is walking?



Reasons for Walking with a Purpose
• https://www.alzheimers.org.uk/site/scripts/documents_info.php?doc

umentID=152

• continuing a habit or interest 

• relieving boredom

• lack of physical activity

• relieving pain and discomfort

• responding to anxiety and relieving stress

https://www.alzheimers.org.uk/site/scripts/documents_info.php?documentID=152


Reasons for Purposeful Walking

• feeling lost (especially in a new environment)

• restlessness (as a symptom of dementia or a side effect of 
medication)

• memory loss

• searching for the past or seeking a

sense of fulfilment

• confusion about the time



Preventing Harm from Walking with a 
Purpose
Most Restrictive

Lock doors

Use medication to sedate person

Restriction just to make life easier for carer

Least Restrictive

Distract with activities involving interaction

Arrange supervised activity

Place curtains across doors

Set up a circular route within house and garden



Tagging in Dementia Projects

• Sussex police 2013 – 15 tags available. Wearable GPS and person 
wearing it could push button on device to speak to a call centre.

• At least two people found quickly using device when they got lost.

• 4050 logged calls to the system Sept-Nov 2013

• Dr Frank Miskelly 2002 Charing Cross hospital. 6 month pilot of 
tagging 4 care home residents with dementia. Two episodes of 
leaving building alone prevented.

• More recent studies of views of caregivers. Little on views of people 
with dementia.



• “They may have dementia but would they actually wish to be tracked 
in this way? It’s about getting the balance between a person’s wishes 
and imposing a technological solution on them that they may or may 
not wish to have happened.”

• Bill Bentley, an East Sussex councillor, 2013

• 'In some circumstances and when appropriate consent is given, GPS 
tracking can enable a person with dementia to remain independent 
for longer, providing them and their carer with peace of mind. But any 
tracking system must support and never replace good quality care'

• Alzheimer's Society, 2013
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