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Researching the use of GPS for 

People with dementia –

2006 to present

• Background information

• Increase independence for people living 
with dementia

• Decrease carer burden



How Safe2Walk® works



Redefining the understanding of GPS  

technology and developing an ethical 

frame work

• From “managing wandering” to “supporting safe 
walking”

• Avoiding terminology such as tagging

• Obtaining consent

• Understanding implied refusal

• Considering the alternatives – person centered 
approach - Promoting discussion and agreement



Development of  

Safe2Walk® - 2009



Bridging the gap between 

complicated and comprehendible

• A device simplistic in design

• Customising web portal - use of language

• Streamlining processes

• Dementia care background  V  technicians



Features of the Safe2Walk® System
• Provides personal alert/mobile phone/GPS location service in one 

device

• Accurate to within 20 meters

• Able to approximate indoor location

• Secure and easy log in system

• Safe Boundary feature

• Locate through web or sms

• Low cost $10 per week inclusive hire fee 

• Minimum 6 month hire period

• One touch call operation

• Auto answer & hang up

• Vibrate and ring

• 3 pre programmed numbers

• 24 hour battery life

• “normal” phone appearance















Evaluation  - Centre for Research on 

Ageing– Curtin University

•

10 in–depth semi structured 

interviews

Increased independence 

/reduced carer stress

Increased independence  

PWD &reduced carer stress

Service Carer Person with 

Dementia

Family 

carer

Residential

Care WorkerDevice Website Support



Person with Dementia

• 3/10 able to respond directly to questions

• Most PWD were not aware of the purpose

of the mobile device

• Prior  use of mobile phone technology



PWD cont...
• Increased confidence about going out  and little resistance from 

participants in wearing the device.

• “Even though it’s a momentary thing....I can say to Dad when I 
have picked him up when he was lost and he asks how I knew 
that  and I say it was because of the device-so I can assure him 
not to worry if he gets lost. In that moment he was feeling that 
he was being looked after and there was some technology  
that’s keeping him safe, I believe in some ways those things go 
into the mind and there is some sense of I am being looked 
after and less anxiety” 

• “She knows where I am , really it’s more for her than for me, 
for her well being”



PWD cont...

• Remain living in the community

• Ageing in Place  - “he would really crumble in a secure 
environment; he doesn’t need it for any other reason he 
needs to know he can walk out the front door”

• “It’s brilliant because it really can be that buffer to 
allowing these people to have that freedom of choice 
and not be put in secure areas too soon.



Impact on Family Carers

• “any technology of that age is confronting”

• Positives - “greater peace of mind”, “we know that if he 
did wander we’d be able to find him”, “the device is a 
relief”, “it has allowed greater flexibility in how we 
spend our time”

• Frustrations – PWD not being able to use the device as 
intended,  not water or drop proof, device malfunction 
or limited satellite reception on occasions



Safe2walk device 
• Size/ appearance – acceptable – “stylish”

• Not one device will suit the needs of all people-

• “the call button doesn’t really make a lot of sense – it’s 
not clear what it is for”.........

• “The big button in the middle is a great idea; it’s simple-
if a person is thinking what to do it is the obvious thing 
to press.”



Safe2walk website

• “very very easy”

• Difficulties initially needed assistance from Safe2walk 
staff

Safe2walk Support
• Highly praised – “ I don’t know how I would have coped 

without that sympathetic, empathetic ear she was 
fabulous they have all been great”

• Hands on support – “something like a tutorial”



Residential Care Sector
• Systems and procedures 

• GPS Technology – a tool for change

• “a greater appreciation of his need for and right to

walk, to do this thing that he loves, that he is not 

in a  secure environment, he is allowed to go.... 

It’s an educational thing, they are starting to

look at dementia a bit differently.”



Conclusion

• Increasing independence  and social inclusion for 
people with dementia

• benefiting family carers through peace of mind 

and reducing anxiety

• Solution to the risk of walking and becoming lost 
for a PWD  and reducing a carers feelings of 
anxiety in such an event. McShane and Skelt 
(2009)



Into the future...

- Redefining  the “secure environment” which will extend 
well beyond the walls of a residential care unit

- Change of attitudes in policy makers and  those of us who 
care for people with dementia with a greater 
understanding of the PWD rights as a person.



To all of us who will have dementia,  
in the hope that we will be able to 
walk outside and feel the rain on our 
faces.

Mary 
Marshall and Kate Allen (2006)


