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ATTENTION

A set of small hand-held felt ‘Giggle Balls’ were 
developed in response to this theme. Each ball has 
a simple laughing face and contains embedded 
electronics that when activated produce the sound 
of a laughing child. Each ball has a different face and 
a different laugh. The balls are soft, warm to touch 
and rest easily in the palm of the hand. They can 
be washed and the electronics are contained in a 
small removable pouch attached to the inside of the 
Giggle Ball.

The balls were originally designed for a lady of 96 
who had enjoyed playing bowls; she had a large 
family and loved children. The three balls contained 
in a box were designed as a social activity to stimulate 
fun and laughter between people sitting together 
in a lounge. The box can be passed around and a 
Giggle Ball selected, held in the hand and shaken to 
activate the giggling.

The reaction to the Giggle Balls has been mixed. 
Some residents found them amusing but others 
were disturbed by them. The carers, however have 
found them very useful and use them to relieve 
moments of stress, change a difficult mood and 
stimulate laughter. 

Giggle Balls
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PURPOSEFUL

Having a purpose to life is another fundamental human need. Often ‘purpose’ is acquired as 
a result of a job, skill or profession and helps to define the identity of a person. As dementia 
progresses, a person’s sense of competency diminishes and activities that were once meaningful 
and engaging may become frustrating, reinforcing the sense of loss of self they may feel. To 
be purposeful an activity needs to motivate a person’s intrinsic desire – they have to want to 
engage in the activity for themselves and derive some pleasure in doing so. Any activity that is 
too complicated, or places a high cognitive load on the person living with dementia, is likely to 
reinforce their awareness of lost skills and undermine their self-confidence. Finding just the right 
level of interest and challenge is not always easy. Understanding the person, how the disease is 
affecting them at that moment in time and what motivates them is the key. 

Often, when people move into residential care or hospital, everything is done for them and this 
can result in a lack of purpose in life. They feel they can no longer contribute to their own care 
and give up doing some things they were quite capable of doing for themselves. Finding ways 
of providing opportunities for them to continue to engage in domestic activities or contributing 
their own care can help provide a purpose to keeping going with life. Simple yet meaningful 
activities such as helping to fold napkins and clothing, dusting, laying the table and washing 
up can deliver the rewards of social appreciation and sense of achievement. As dementia 
progresses, finding ways to reframe activities so that they can be achieved without a sense of 
failure and reinforce a practiced skill are important. One step activities, for example, sanding a 
piece of wood or untying knots on a length of string, can provide simple purposeful satisfaction.

The experts that helped inform this research noted that there are subtle gender differences in 
the kinds of purposeful activities that are found to be rewarding. They noted that men often like 
to take things apart whereas women are more likely to enjoy repetitive tasks. Although these are 
generalisations, cultural upbringing, employment roles and societal attitudes may contribute to 
very different perceptions and experience of what may be considered purposeful to a person 
living with advanced dementia.
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PURPOSEFUL

Luma is an interactive hand-held crafted wooden 
object. When activated, a central tube that is 
decorated with laser cut garden bird silhouettes is 
illuminated. As the outer turned wooden ring slides 
along the tube, the internal lights change colour 
and bird song sounds are activated. Small speakers 
are contained in the two wooden end pieces. The 
object is rechargeable.

LUMA combines digital and hand craft processes 
including laser cutting, CNC cutting and 3D printing. 
It was developed in collaboration with craftsmen 
from Squirrel’s Nest Men’s Shed Tondu who turned 
the wooden rings and the LAUGH design team who 
used digital fabrication technologies. 

The object was designed for a gentleman living 
with dementia who had become very withdrawn, 
apathetic and bored. LUMA was designed to be 
pleasing to hold and aimed to stimulate his interest 
via the potential to modify light, colour and sound 
with ease.  This object was developed in response 
to this resident’s lack of interest in objects for which 
there was no apparent purpose. The design concept 
was stimulated by the idea of feeding the birds in 
the garden and references the shape of a peanut 
bird feeder.

LUMA
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MOVEMENT

People living with dementia often have declining ability to perform purposive actions, to 
move and keep their balance. As the disease progresses they are likely to become increasingly 
sedentary and perhaps eventually bed-bound. Poor posture and unsteady movement can also be 
indicators of depression and finding ways to motivate a person to move can have multiple health 
benefits. Movement provides much needed exercise that oxygenates the blood, stimulates the 
brain, reduces agitation, improves sleep, boosts the immune system, decreases stress and so 
promotes well-being and self-confidence.

From birth we have an instinctive desire to move and often this is stimulated by music and rhythm. 
Dance has been found to improve mood and body awareness, increase social interactions and 
physical capability for people living with dementia. When people living with the advanced stages 
of the disease are no longer able to walk or dance, they may be still capable of moving their 
upper body, arms and hands. Movement can bring them sensory pleasure and help keep them 
connected to others through gesture and body language that can convey deeper emotional 
information than simple words. Research has shown that music accompanying movement is able 
to arouse emotional memories and can sometimes stimulate lucid moments of reawakening in 
people considered unable to communicate.

Movement, however small can stimulate ‘in the moment’ sensory pleasure. Repetitive motions 
such as rocking can be very comforting and soothing, especially as a response to music. Hand 
movement, which might include finger tapping, folding, picking, fiddling and fidgeting can 
provide important sensory stimulation for someone living with advanced dementia who is no 
longer capable of moving around themselves.

Design can be used to rekindle the sense of movement and the associated pleasurable feelings. 
When a person is confined to a bed or chair for many hours each day, finding ways to stimulate 
the sensation of being outside, walking in nature, or to be able to re-experience the joy of driving 
a car or bicycle can be really important. The sensory pleasures derived from these activities are 
not just visual; haptic and auditory cues, such as vibration and sound help to stimulate positive 
emotional memories of movement.
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MOVEMENT

Steering Wheel is a hand-held object designed to replicate 
the sensory activity of driving a car. It has embedded 
electronics that provide vibration, flashing indicator 
lights and a simulated retro tune-in radio (complete with 
white noise) that plays a pre-programmed playlist of 
favourite songs. The dashboard has a speedometer and 
fuel gauge. Once activated, the steering wheel provides 
haptic stimulation via the hands through small vibration 
motors. These are embedded in the leather casing of the 
steering wheel to give the sensation of a running engine 
and feel of a quality motor car. 

The steering wheel is highly personalised through the 
favourite music play list. It provides opportunities for 
a person living with dementia to connect with carers 
and family by encouraging reminiscence about road 
trips, holidays or types of vehicles that the person has 
owned or driven. It helps stimulate hand-use and upper 
body exercise and can rekindle emotional memories 
of movement for a person who might be chair or bed 
bound.

The loss of permission and opportunity to drive has been 
shown in our research to be particularly distressing for 
men living with dementia. This object was designed 
for a man who missed being able to drive his car and 
who had worked as a motor mechanic for a road-side 
assistance organisation. When given the steering wheel, 
he was visibly delighted. He ‘drove’ his wheelchair into 
the lounge and then took an imaginary a road trip to the 
seaside. His carers encouraged him to experience the 
sensation of going around bends and parking the car by 
moving in tandem with him. 

Steering Wheel
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COMPASSIONATE DESIGN MANIFESTO

Together we can design a better world for people living with dementia

We believe that compassion helps us to see the person and not the disease and that moments 
of positive connection can inspire loving relationships

We are committed to designing products, places and services that stimulate the senses, bring 
pleasure and reconnect people living with dementia with carers and loved ones

We believe that there is no simple solution, no one size fits all, no single answer to the problem 
of living with the disease but that we can design for positive experiences, moment-by-moment 
and day-by-day.

Our aim is to design with compassion, share with joy, communicate with sincerity and make a 
contribution to building a dementia friendly world.

www.compassionatedesign.org
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People living with advanced dementia become increasingly withdrawn, isolated and 
‘locked-in’.  Since there is currently no cure for the devastating disease, finding new ways 
to improve a person’s quality of life and help them live well with the disease are urgently 
needed.  

This book aims to help designers understand how to design for advanced dementia 
by using a Compassionate Design approach.  The book provides examples of design 
solutions that have been designed for people living with dementia using the three key 
themes of Compassionate Design: Personalised, Sensory and Connecting.  Using this 
approach, the book shows designers how they can begin to design a better world in which 
individuals living with severe cognitive impairment feel valued, retain their dignity and can 
experience loving connections with others.
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www.laughproject.info
www.compassionatedesign.org
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