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ABSTRACT 

This paper describes the creation of a set of dementia friendly 
instruction cards for participants engaged in a technology 
research project. The cards were designed to provide support after 
the research project was completed, so that participants could 
maintain continued and independent use of the technologies left 
with them. A literature review of guidelines for creating text, 
instructions and graphics for people with dementia is almost 
nonexistent. The iterative process of designing and refining easy 
to understand instructions, given both a lack of guidelines and the 
significant cognitive challenges presented by dementia, is 
described. We conclude that the creation of the cards themselves, 
and the insights we discovered in creating them are of significant 
value to assisting people in the uptake of technology. With clear, 
colourful, easily accessible and visually stimulating instructions, 
these cards act as a bridge between the technologies and their use, 
greatly enhancing the ability to support people with dementia in 
technology use. 
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1 Instructions for Technology Users Living with 
Dementia 

Despite the incidence of dementia estimated to be 50 million 
globally [1], and around 450,000 in Australia [2], there is very little 
literature on designing graphics and instructions for this 
demographic [3]. This indicates a significant gap in available 
guidelines for preparing documentation, instructions or graphics 

for those with dementia. We suggest the situation would be 
greatly improved through co-design research [4], in order to 
better understand what types of design, layout, graphic and 
content elements would be best suited to those with cognitive 
challenges. Given that the prevalence of dementia is growing 
world-wide [1], there is also an uptake of technologies in the 
health care arena [5].  
The potential for technology to support independent activities for 
people with dementia has not fully exploited yet [6]. With an 
interest in supporting the day-to-day and leisure activities of 
people living with dementia through technologies [7], the demand 
for adequate technology instructions will increase. 
Given the lack of academic literature on printing guidelines for 
people with dementia, the only suitable guidelines were those 
published by Dementia Engagement and Empowerment Project 
[8]. We examined guidelines written for both “Writing dementia-
friendly information” and “Creating websites for people with 
dementia.” [9, 10]. From these two documents, we compiled the 
most relevant guidelines including: simple language use, avoiding 
jargon, clear and simple illustration, larger fonts and non-serif 
fonts to facilitate reading. These served as a starting point for the 
instructions we created, but they needed to be interpreted in a 
way that they were useful in the context of our technology 
project. We suggest the refined guidelines we developed, in an 
iterative design process with users, can help other researchers and 
designers to create instructions for people living with dementia. 

2 Study and Design Context 

During an 18-month research project, participants were provided 
with a personalised technology hub consisting of hardware and 
software components for independent living. Twenty-eight 
people (13 women and 15 men) living with mild to moderate 
dementia participated in this project. The implemented 
technologies for each participant was dependent on their 
individual daily goals, needs and capabilities. The aim was to 
support them in their everyday lives to remain independent for as 
long as possible in their own homes. The majority were located in 
metropolitan Melbourne, with one third of participants residing 
in rural Victoria. The age range was 56 to 87 years at the 
beginning of the study. 
It was anticipated that technologies could provide a means by 
which people might find support for activities of daily living, and 
we introduced a number of these during the study. For example, 
we created a dementia friendly social media app, which simplified 
the process by which participants kept in contact with family and 
friends. Through technologies such as Alexa and Google Home, 
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we helped participants set up digital calendars, with voice 
activated reminders for appointments. By integrating speech 
controlled technologies, participants could also access the 
internet, news, weather forecasts, control other smart home 
devices such as smart lights, or even engage in general 
conversation with the assistant itself. An easy to use music app 
with an individualised song list, was given to those participants 
who had enjoyed music pre-diagnosis. The introduction of digital 
calendars with large displays showing the day, date and time also 
provided significant support to participants. Blue tooth trackers 
were introduced early in the study, so that participants could track 
often displaced items like wallets and keys. Our iterative design 
process is based on user interviews and observation during home 
visits (a minimum of six per participant). We used prototyping as 
a way of refining participant requirements [11] and as a data 
collection tool to provide insight into the technology instructions. 
The design of screens and software interfaces, implemented in the 
homes, gave us some additional direction as to what kind of 
information design provision (e.g. font and language) was 
supportive. 
We implemented the technology with the objective that people 
with dementia were able to use the technologies themselves or 
with minimal help from their support network after an adoption 
phase of several months. Some technologies were quickly adopted 
and integrated into daily routines, while others needed adaptation 
or were not taken up at all. It took almost a year for each 
participant to settle on the home system they considered most 
useful to them. In this phase participants required, as anticipated, 
some training and information support from the research team. 
We planned for some instructions in order to build confidence and 
independence in technology use before the project was completed. 
However, the level of detail and repetition of continued support 
was unexpected. While many of these technologies became 
integral to the participant’s routines while living with dementia, 
and it was essential that this continue, small information gaps 
would disrupt independent use that usually could be fixed with 
minor prompts. Another challenge was the fact that the condition 
of participants would progress over the course of the project. The 
need to provide lasting technology support to participants and 
their carers, once the research project ended, had become evident. 
Hence, the objective was to create a set of simple but 
comprehensive instructions that participants and their carers 
could easily understand and use alongside the technology beyond 
the course of the project. The question was “how do we design 
instructions that are suitable for those with dementia and support 
them with their individual technology use?” We describe 
iterations in the creation of these technical support instructions 
and the challenges we faced in this process. The paper does not 
report on participant responses to final instructions, but focuses 
on the design process and its rationale.  

3. Iterative Process of Designing Instructions  

Researchers explained to participants how to use the technology 
system, and often revisited participants’ homes, or provided 
assistance over the phone when, for example, settings had been 
accidently changed or people got stuck. A significant factor in the 

successful uptake of these technologies was the participant’s 
ability to use them, or to resolve issues when they arose.  
 
 

3.1 Exploring Manufacturers’ Instructions 

At the beginning of the project we viewed manufacturer’s 
instructions in regards to their suitability for our participants. 
Originally our aim was not to replace the standard manufacturers’ 
instructions, but rather to supplement and support existing 
information in a way that was accessible to those in our study. 
However, our review showed that commercial instruction 
manuals provided by Apple, Amazon and Google covering some 
of the technology modules, were either only available as hardcopy 
with extremely small font sizes and standard black and white 
formatting, or as PDFs online whereby instructions were text-
heavy covering many more functions than our participants 
needed. Also, these available instructions were quite complicated 
and in some instruction manuals, readers were provided with a 
minimum or no diagrams at all. Based on the guidelines we had 
reviewed [9, 10], these supporting materials were judged to make 
access difficult for those with dementia and to pose challenges in 
usability due to readability, overload of information and implied 
prior technical know-how. An additional challenge became 
apparent after technology implementation when we realised there 
was a need for the most basic of steps (for example, where to find 
the ‘home’ button, volume controls, and/or ‘on/off’ button). Such 
information was often not included or hard to find in the 
commercial manuals. Hence, it was decided not to give these 
instructions to participants. 

3.2 Exploring the Individualised A4 Format 

In order to provide missing information on technology use to 
participants, the team decided to create A4 sized instruction 
sheets (refer to Figure 1 diagram on left), which were expected to 
be clearer and more easily understood than their commercial 
equivalents. We began with basic steps on how to use their 
particular technologies, but did not add visual elements in these 
instruction sheets. As this would differ for each participant, we 
started to create individualised instructions. Later to convey basic 
visual information that we found our participants were missing, 
we added step to step screenshots and photos of the devices. 
Because A4 is a generic size readily available through any office 
software and university printer, specialised printing services were 
not required, and could be mailed out to participants the next day. 
However, these A4 sheets were not permanent. While they could 
provide some clear, easy to follow content, they could also be 
misplaced, or removed from prominent areas of the home where 
the technologies might be located. Due to their size, and 
“business-like” look they were filed away or placed into drawers 
and not kept next to the equipment it related to and hence not 
available when needed or participants not even be aware of their 
existence. For example, one participant asked every visit whether 
we could provide her with some instructions having them in a box 
shelved away – another one living regionally was not able to 
remember whether she received any instructions via mail.  
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Making these instruction sheets was time consuming, as 
screenshots of individual devices for each participant were 
necessary. Also, as technologies were introduced in a staggered 
way, it was often unclear how different instructions related to 
each other and their respective technologies. This was particularly 
evident when devices needed to be turned on in a specific order 
(e.g. Bluetooth headphones connected to the music player). In 
earlier phases when technologies were taken away or modified, 
instructions on the A4 sheets might no longer correspond to the 
new set up, and such redundancies complicated any new 
instruction sheets that were sent to the participants. 

3.3 Creating the Final Instruction Cards 

We developed our final instruction cards based on what we 
learned in examining the existing documentation on how to use 
technology, and also the feedback we received from the A4 sheets 
we had provided. Importantly, we learnt from the iterations 
themselves that our previous solutions had not been flexible 
enough for us to make changes. It was evident that we needed to 
provide participants a solution that could quickly be changed 
according to their changing technology needs, which were often 
linked to changes in their dementia. Using modular style colourful 
cards, where we could adapt single pages and every set to 
individual requirements based on participant needs, was 
considered helpful in being able to provide targeted support. Our 
process of creating this had two advantages – adjusting 
instructions for individual needs, and the ability to do this through 
a more efficient way of designing and enabling such adjustments. 
We compiled simple step by step ‘instruction cards’ in supporting 
participants with getting stuck in the succession of steps for easy 
prompting. This meant the relevant section and technology (some 
participant had up to eight technology modules in their final 
solution) needed to be found easily with a logic on how they 
related to each other in use scenarios more so than in technical 
categories. Instructions themselves needed to be on hand, hence 
‘in the open’. That created another requirement that cards needed 
to be durable for repetitive handling, resistant towards collecting 
dust and fading easily from light. We tried to break down 
instructions into participant goals and distinct activities with one 
page per step or overview. For example, one page to show the icon 
to start the correct application. All the cards were then held 
together by a hinged ring to ensure that cards were kept in order 
with their succession of steps with single sided print (refer to 
Figure 1 diagram on right).  

4 The Instruction Cards (Design Solution)  

The cards had to be easy to hold and flexible, so that they could 
be individualised for each participant according to which 
technologies had been assigned to each participant. We chose 15-
centimetre square cards with rounded corners, as these could 
comfortably fit larger font and graphics, while also being easy to 
hold and transportable. Content, format, layout, colour and even 
font style needed to support the access of important information. 
We explain the rationale of each of these design elements in turn. 
The instruction cards were designed considering basic principles 
of good design and communication from our original review [9, 

10] as well as observations and feedback collected during our 
visits.  

4.1 Easy to Understand and Clear to See  

Each technology had its own cover page with the font size of 60-
point, 24-point for headings on subsequent pages and 18-point 
across all content with a san-serif font type such as Verdana [12]. 
As people get older, they generally find it difficult to differentiate 
between colours, especially blue, green and yellow [13]. In 
addition, ageing eyes may experience a loss in visual acuity, and 
an increased risk of eye disease, including glaucoma, diabetic 
retinopathy, and Age-Related Macular Degeneration (AMD) [14]. 
In order to facilitate easier reading, the background colours 
chosen for these instruction cards were dark to contrast with the 
white font. Illustrations that appeared on the cards showing 
various aspects of the technologies provided also had to be as 
large as possible, given the 15 cm square shape of the cards, with 
clear lines going from points on the illustrations to any text. With 
the consultation of a low vision researcher, it was also determined 
that the bold, large, font size in marked contrast to the background 
colour eases use and reading. Such consultation provided real life 
‘road testing’ on the accessibility for visually impaired 
participants, but there is potential for further research to 
determine whether creating graphics for visually impaired people 
may also assist those with dementia. In order to increase 
understanding, common language was used that referred rather 
to the activities and goals of the participants then to technically 
correct terms. 
 

  

Figure 1: A4 sized instructions (left) and instructions cards 
(right). 

4.2 Individualised and Adaptable 

The use of a card system enabled the specific allocation of 
instructions for each participant. For example, some participants 
used Alexa alone, while others used Alexa in conjunction with 
‘drop in’ Alexa to Alexa calls or with a calendar which needed a 
specific email and password. We could include instructions for 
these as needed, with the simple addition of one or two supporting 
cards inserted into the pack for updates. Added to this was the 
ability to insert or remove further instructions over time, as we 
followed the course of individual requirements. Specificity of 
instructions further ensured that only the amount of information 
that the participant really needed was provided to them. This 
avoided confusion and clutter, enhancing the simplification and 
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streamlining of both technology and written supporting material. 
It was anticipated that a colourful set of instruction cards could 
provide visual stimulation, thus catch the attention of participants 
and remind them to use the technology.  
 

4.3 Colour Grouping for Cognitive Enhancement 

The use of colours in developing these instruction cards was 
significant and the researchers believe that this is an important 
element of the design. The use of colours in the instruction set 
enabled the classification of different hardware and software 
modules, and the ability to locate information in the pack through 
chunking. Colour coding could enable participants to quickly find 
what they were looking for in the pack of cards, simply by using 
this colour system as a ‘way finder’ much like edge indices used 
in books for marking different topics, or recipe cards, and may be 
something people are familiar with. We also put the cards in a 
logical order, with the iPad instructions at the top of the deck, as 
this was most often the first point of contact in the technology 
hub in accessing various apps and technologies. This was then 
followed by the Alexa pack or the Google Home pack, and so 
forth, with hardware and then software instructions included as 
per participant profiles. Each set of instructions also had several 
blank ‘notes’ pages (Figure 2), where participants and carers could 
add helpful notes to remind them of important points giving 
handwritten notes that were taken during the visits a space within 
the instructions. These were also colour coded around their edges 
for easy identification in a deck of more than 30 cards.  

 

Figure 2: Card on music player (left) and notes pages (right). 

4.4 Ready at Hand as Part of the User Routine  

Data pointed to the fact that routines in everyday life are relevant 
which is consistent with research of [15]. Specifically, we learnt 
from our visits that keeping objects in one location, visible and 
readily available is important as it promotes in dependent use (see 
also [16]. In order to further promote to keep the instruction cards 
together with the technology hub the ring enables to attach the 
card set close by that they would not end up not hidden by doors 
or drawers.  

4.5 Fridge Magnets for Visual Prompting 

In addition to the cards we created, ‘fridge magnets’ with a simple 
picture depicting an item of technology (for example an Alexa 
Echo Dot) or an app (for example the Music Player), provided 
another prompt for participants to keep using the technologies 
they had been given. These magnets could be placed on a fridge 

door or any other suitable surface where the magnets could 
attach, enabling a visual cue to use them, as during the study it 
had also become apparent that sometimes participants simply 
forgot that they had an Alexa or a digital calendar if it was not 
clearly visible to them. This way, the magnets with their simple 
visual icons, became ‘boundary objects’ [17], serving as constant 
reminders for the participant and carer to use the technology. We 
also encouraged some participants and their families to use Alexa 
to remind them to use Alexa on a regular basis, so that a voice 
prompt could encourage use in addition to the fridge magnets. 
The fridge magnets were of a six-centimetre square size, in thick 
cardboard, with a simple illustration that corresponded to any 
equipment given. It was important for the sake of consistency and 
clarity for participants that the illustrations also matched the 
illustrations in the instruction cards (Figure 3).  
 

 

Figure 3: Fridge magnets designed (left) and fridge magnet 
used by participant (right).  

5 Conclusion and Future Work 

We wanted our participants to continue using the equipment they 
had adopted, and we wanted them to continue reaping the many 
benefits and support these technologies had given them during 
the project. In order to achieve this, it was imperative that the 
participants and their families be able to use both the hardware 
and software provided easily with adequate prompts building on 
their technical understanding, and be able to address any technical 
issues should they arise. As we could not find sufficient guidance 
on how best to produce written and graphic content for people 
with dementia we opted for iterative development with the 
participants during home visits. The instruction cards provided a 
method of support that was easy to access, and independent of the 
research team. The system enabled us to have flexibility in 
providing relevant information to our participants as their needs 
changed over the course of the study. Adding or subtracting 
information in a pack of instruction cards paralleled the 
movement of our research in providing the best technology 
solutions for our participants. In designing these cards, we 
considered how dementia might affect a person’s ability to read 
instructions, and understand them, providing only essential 
content in a clear and direct way in our cards. It was important 
that the cards be visually and cognitively accessible, as these 
would be the only remaining means of technical support at the 
project’s end. Although there may be further refinements to be 
made in the way we design material and content for people with 
dementia, we suggest our card system can provide a simple, 
effective and low-cost solution to assisting those who are aiming 
to integrate technologies into their daily lives through the prism 
of personal challenges such as that posed by dementia. While the 
instruction cards are yet to be evaluated, after the project has been 
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completed, in their objective to give ongoing support, we have 
received positive feedback in regards to their usefulness by the 
participants over the last month of the project.  
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