JMIR AGING

Rai et al

Original Paper

An Individual Cognitive Stimulation Therapy App for People With
Dementia: Development and Usability Study of Thinkability
Harleen Kaur Rai1, BSc, MSc; Justine Schneider2, PhD, Prof Dr; Martin Orrell1, PhD, Prof Dr, FRCPsych
1

Division of Psychiatry and Applied Psychology, Institute of Mental Health, University of Nottingham, Nottingham, United Kingdom

2

School of Sociology and Social Policy, Law and Social Sciences Building, University of Nottingham, Nottingham, United Kingdom

Corresponding Author:
Harleen Kaur Rai, BSc, MSc
Division of Psychiatry and Applied Psychology
Institute of Mental Health
University of Nottingham
Triumph Road
Nottingham, NG7 2TU
United Kingdom
Phone: 44 0115 748 4252
Email: Harleen.Rai@nottingham.ac.uk

Abstract
Background: There is a lack of technological resources for the mental stimulation and communication of people with dementia,
which can be helpful in improving cognition and quality of life. Paper-based individual cognitive stimulation therapy (iCST) for
people with dementia has the potential to be adapted to a touchscreen format. This can improve accessibility and provide mental
stimulation using interactive features. There is a need for a rigorous and systematic approach toward development, leading to
improved suitability and implementation of the intervention, so that more people can benefit from its use.
Objective: This study aims to develop and investigate the usability of Thinkability, an iCST app that can be used by people
with dementia and carers on touchscreen tablets.
Methods: The Medical Research Council framework for evaluating complex interventions and the Centre for eHealth Research
roadmap served as frameworks for the stages of intervention and technology development. The development of the iCST app
itself adopted an agile approach with elements from action research. Hence, it was developed in 3 successive sprints and was
evaluated by relevant stakeholders at each sprint. Sprint 1 included 2 patient and public involvement (PPI) consultation meetings,
sprint 2 included 1 PPI consultation meeting, and 4 focus groups and 10 individual interviews were organized in sprint 3. A
feasibility trial is currently underway.
Results: The findings from each sprint were used to inform the development. Sprint 1 helped to identify the relevant evidence
base and explored the attitudes of people with dementia and carers toward a potential iCST app. In sprint 2, an initial prototype
was evaluated in a small PPI consultation meeting. In sprint 3, feedback was gathered through a qualitative study on the quality
and perceived effectiveness of the iCST app. It was well received by people with dementia and carers. A need for more updated
and personalized content was highlighted.
Conclusions: This study proves that an agile approach toward technology development involving all relevant stakeholders is
effective in creating suitable technology. Adding to our previous knowledge of noncomputerized cognitive stimulation therapy,
the release of the iCST app will make this psychosocial intervention accessible to more users worldwide.
(JMIR Aging 2020;3(2):e17105) doi: 10.2196/17105
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Introduction
Background
The anticipated rise in the prevalence of dementia requires the
development of more complex interventions to better manage
the challenges of the condition [1]. To successfully implement
effective interventions that are fit for purpose, there is a need
for a rigorous approach toward development with the help of
appropriate frameworks. The Medical Research Council (MRC)
framework offers such an approach for evaluating complex
interventions and describes the entire process from development
to implementation [2]. Cognitive stimulation therapy (CST) is
an evidence-based psychological intervention for people with
dementia, which consists of mentally stimulating activities
usually performed in a group setting. Previous research has
shown that it can lead to improvements in cognition and quality
of life (QoL) [3]. Individual cognitive stimulation therapy
(iCST) is an extension of CST and is usually delivered at home
by a carer. Its development using the MRC framework enabled
it to be relevant and suitable for people with dementia and their
carers, and iCST showed improvements in the quality of the
relationship within the dyad [4,5].
The need for more complex interventions has also led to the
development of a wide range of technologies, which consist of
assistive devices (eg, tracking or reminder tools), touchscreen
apps (eg, games, health, and fitness apps), and more [6], to better
support people with dementia. However, there is a lack in the
availability of apps for mental stimulation and communication
targeted toward people with dementia [7,8]. Therefore,
considering the evidence base behind CST and iCST, a
computerized version of iCST is needed to offer iCST on a more
novel and interactive platform and to increase its accessibility.
For the development of novel technology, in particular, van
Gemert-Pijnen et al [9] developed the Centre for eHealth
Research (CeHRes) roadmap, which includes distinct
development phases from contextual inquiry to
operationalization. Together with the MRC framework, this
enables a highly systematic approach toward the development
of a computerized version of iCST to ensure that the intervention
is both usable and useful for people with dementia.

Aims and Objectives
The aim of this study is to develop an iCST app that can be used
by people with dementia and carers on touchscreen tablets.
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Objective 1
The primary objective of this study is to develop a first prototype
based on an understanding of the theoretical mechanisms behind
CST, iCST, and use of technology; the attitudes of people with
dementia toward paper-based iCST and the iCST app; and a
selection of iCST activities suitable for a touchscreen app.

Objective 2
The secondary objective of this study is to evaluate the first
prototype in terms of clarity, suitability, and ease of use and to
expand on the selection of activities for the second prototype.

Objective 3
The third objective of this study is to bench test the second
prototype with people with dementia and carers to refine and
modify the prototype and improve its usability and to develop
a full list of 21 activities for the third prototype based on the
findings.

Methods
Approach to Development
In the development of the iCST app, a research team at the
University of Nottingham worked collaboratively with a
software development company (Eumedianet) in Maastricht,
the Netherlands. The teams adopted an agile approach during
which development takes place in an iterative and dynamic
manner while collaborating with all relevant stakeholders [10].
This approach is especially helpful because it encourages
meaningful involvement of end users throughout development.
There are different types of agile development approaches (eg,
Scrum, Extreme Programming, and Crystal methodologies),
but they share common key principles and characteristics [10].
These include individuals and interactions over processes and
tools, working software over comprehensive documentation,
customer collaboration over contract negotiation, and responding
to change over following a plan [11]. Scrum was chosen as the
agile development method for the iCST app. This method is
best suited because it focuses on efficient project management,
iterative development, and feedback loops [11]. This allowed
the research and software development teams, in collaboration
with end users, to monitor the development of the iCST app on
a regular basis and ensure that it met the necessary requirements.
In Scrum, each iterative stage of development is labeled as a
sprint. This led to the development of 3 prototypes over 3 sprints
within the development phase of the MRC framework and the
contextual inquiry, value specification, and design phases of
the CeHRes roadmap (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Agile development of the individual cognitive stimulation therapy app according to the Medical Research Council framework and Centre
for eHealth Research roadmap. CeHRes: Centre for eHealth Research; iCST: individual cognitive stimulation therapy; MRC: Medical Research Council;
PPI: patient and public involvement.

The development of the iCST app also adopted elements from
an action research–oriented approach. Action research seeks to
use action or intervention in a cyclical research process,
including the development, implementation, and evaluation of
plans for practice improvement [12]. Agile development focuses
on building software, whereas action research allows for a better
understanding of the problem to be solved together with active
participation from relevant stakeholders, including the
population group. For this study, these action research elements
were incorporated in the sprints to explore barriers and
facilitators toward the usability and feasibility of the iCST app
and identify possible solutions.

Sprint 1: Development of Prototype Version 1.0
The first sprint consisted of 3 research activities to develop the
first prototype of the iCST app: identification of the evidence
base and theory behind CST and technology, a patient and public
involvement (PPI) consultation meeting, and the review of
existing iCST materials (including a PPI consultation meeting
and activity selection). These activities reflect the
recommendations of both the MRC framework and the CeHRes
roadmap.
Within the development phase, the MRC framework
recommends exploring the evidence base and identifying the
theoretical mechanisms to better understand how an intervention
can bring about change before any development work takes
place [2]. Therefore, the research team reviewed the current
literature on the effectiveness of CST, iCST, and the use of
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technology for people with dementia to better understand the
mechanisms behind each component of the iCST app [13-15].

First PPI Consultation Meeting
To better understand the context, following the CeHRes
roadmap, a PPI consultation meeting was organized with people
with dementia and carers (n=5). We wanted to explore their
attitudes toward a potential iCST app and to identify facilitators
and barriers toward using (touchscreen) technology in general.
A brief presentation was given about CST and the aims of the
research project, followed by a short discussion. Topics included
willingness to use an iCST app, potential benefits and
limitations, and practicalities such as time investment. Notes
from the meeting were communicated with the software
development company.

Review of Paper-Based iCST Materials
The CeHRes roadmap indicates that contextual inquiry is
followed by value specification, which helps to determine the
most favorable solutions and features based on the values of
the intended users and other stakeholders [9]. The iCST manual
consists of 75 activities spread over 21 themes, leading to
approximately 3 or 4 activities per theme. To better understand
which features and activities should be included in the iCST
app, a second PPI consultation meeting with people with
dementia and carers (n=7) was organized at the Institute of
Mental Health (IMH). A researcher (HR) presented a short video
clip from the iCST DVD of different caregiving dyads using
paper-based iCST materials. Participants were given iCST
manuals and, in pairs, were asked to review the materials and
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discuss the qualities they liked or disliked. Participants were
also asked to discuss how the iCST manual could best be
adapted into a touchscreen version. A group discussion followed,
and key topics included the design, content, and feasibility of
a potential iCST app. The notes and contributions from the PPI
meeting were fed back to the software development company.
Value specification should involve all stakeholders; therefore,
both the research and software development teams also
evaluated the iCST materials. Each activity was evaluated for
its potential to be adapted to a touchscreen platform.
Considerations included the added level of interactivity and
novelty, promoting mental stimulation or the sharing of ideas
and opinions, and overall enjoyment. On the basis of these
considerations, all activities were first categorized per the iCST
theme and the type of activity (eg, a quiz, picture game, and
audio) and then ranked according to priority for development
separately by the research and software development teams.
After reaching a consensus in terms of priority, a small selection
of activities was made, and these were developed for the iCST
app prototype version 1.0.

Prototype Version 1.0
Following the principles of an agile approach toward
development, there was a need to develop a working prototype
rather than paper wireframes. This allows end users to operate
a device that resembles the final product and hence to obtain
more accurate feedback. In terms of design, Castilla et al [16]
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recommend a linear navigation over a hypertextual structure.
In a linear structure, the user makes his or her way through the
intervention in the order that is intended by the developer. He
or she does not make decisions that reorganize the content. In
a hypertextual structure, the content is rearranged based on the
user’s choices, leading to nonlinear pathways [16]. The
researchers assert that a linear navigation resembles an analog
format of books and magazines, for instance, which are more
familiar to older adults. Familiarity then further supports the
learning process with the technological intervention.
The first prototype consisted of several key features: a home
screen, welcome or introduction, 2 activities with 2 levels of
difficulty (Sounds and Past Events), and a timeline. When
opening the app, users were first presented with the home screen
(Figure 2). It included a welcome icon, which took the user to
an introduction section. This section explained the purpose of
the app and provided a few tips and aims derived from the CST
and iCST principles. Furthermore, users could select a new
activity on the home screen. Prototype version 1.0 included a
Sounds and Past Events activity (Figure 2). A short summary
preceded the actual activity to provide some instructions. Within
the activity itself, there was a timer, which counted down from
20 min to keep track of the amount of time spent, and some
buttons to move through the activity or finish it. Finally, each
completed activity was added to the timeline on the home screen.
This enabled users to keep track of their journey through the
app.

Figure 2. Screenshots of prototype version 1.0: home screen (left) and Past Events (right).
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Sprint 2: Evaluation of Prototype Version 1.0
Third PPI Consultation Meeting
Design is the third stage of the CeHRes roadmap and is used to
build prototypes that fit the user requirements. End users are
invited to give feedback and test prototypes to assess whether
they match their expectations in terms of system, content, and
service qualities [9]. The iCST app prototype version 1.0 was
taken forward in a small PPI consultation meeting with 2 people
with dementia and 1 carer at the IMH. The software
development team supplied the research team with a list of
questions relating to clarity and overall ease of use. The main
topics included the design, navigation, and content of the
prototype. After an introduction and general explanation about
the prototype, each participant was given a touchscreen tablet
to use the prototype for 15 to 20 min. A researcher (HR)
provided support and guidance in case of any difficulties and
answered questions throughout the trialing period. This was
followed by a group discussion of approximately 1 hour.

Rai et al
Another researcher (JS) made observations and took detailed
notes during the meeting, which were communicated with the
software development team through video conferencing.
Feedback from the consultation meeting was used to further
expand the prototype and build version 2.0 for bench testing.

Prototype Version 2.0
Following the feedback from the PPI consultation meeting, the
second prototype was expanded with an additional 5 activities,
making it a total of 7 (Textbox 1). These 5 activities (Garland,
Hangman, Odd One Out, The Price is Right, and Useful Tips)
were chosen based on the initial selection of activities during
sprint 1. The aim was to have a diverse selection and therefore
included several types of activities, such as a number game,
categorization activity, and a video. The introduction section
was simplified, and an image displaying 2 people interacting
with a tablet was added (Figure 3). Finally, some bugs in the
system were removed, such as incomplete captions within
activities.

Textbox 1. Overview of activities for each prototype version.
•

Prototype version 1.0: Sounds and Past Events

•

Prototype version 2.0: Sounds, Past Events, Garland, Hangman, Odd One Out, The Price is Right, and Useful Tips

•

Prototype version 3.0: Sounds, Past Events, Being Creative, Spaceman, Odd One Out, The Price is Right, Useful Tips, iSpy, Trivia Quiz, Word
Search, Sudoku, Globe Trotter, Sayings, My Life, Being Active, Food, Brainstorm, Arts, Old Wives’ Tales, Toys Are Us, and In Pairs

Figure 3. Screenshots of the introduction section of prototype version 1.0 (left) and prototype version 2.0 (right).
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Sprint 3: Evaluation of Prototype Version 2.0
Design
The evaluation of the second prototype also comprised the
design phase of the CeHRes roadmap. However, focus groups
and semistructured interviews were included in this sprint,
according to the recommendations of the MRC framework,
which enabled the gathering of more in-depth and rich
qualitative data. The second prototype was presented to people
with dementia and family carers for them to bench test it and
modify, refine, and improve its usability. Ethical approval for
the involvement of vulnerable adults with dementia and their
carers was obtained through the National Health Service (NHS)
Health
Research
Authority—Yorkshire
&
The
Humber—Bradford Leeds Research Ethics Committee
(Reference number 17/YH/0405).
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Participants were asked to trial the app in pairs for 10 to 15 min
before the discussion, while 2 researchers gathered observational
data as per the recommendations of the software development
team. Guidance from the researchers was kept at a minimum to
investigate whether the app was intuitive. However, the
researchers provided support when participants had any
questions. The feedback and contributions from this qualitative
study supported the development of the iCST prototype version
3.0.

Analysis
The data from the focus groups and interviews were audio
recorded and transcribed by the research team. The data were
coded by 2 researchers using inductive thematic analysis to
identify the key themes within the data [17]. The findings were
further supported by observational data.

Sample

Prototype Version 3.0

A total of 13 people with dementia and 13 family carers
participated in the focus groups and interviews (N=26).
Eligibility criteria were adapted from previous iCST research
[4]. Recruitment took place in primary and secondary care
settings, including memory clinics, voluntary sector
organizations, and support groups through the Nottinghamshire
Healthcare NHS Foundation Trust.

On the basis of these findings, the third prototype was expanded
with a full range of 21 activities to be taken forward in a
feasibility trial (Textbox 1). As participants were happy with
the diversity of the activities in prototype version 2.0, the teams
decided to continue building the remainder of the activities that
were selected in sprint 1. Some suggestions for new activities
given by the participants were incorporated into the prototype
version 3.0, such as a word search and a quiz. The majority of
the improvements were related to the design of the app and
activities (Figure 4). For instance, some participants felt rushed
while doing an activity because of the timer counting down the
amount of minutes. Therefore, the timer was changed to count
up to 20 min, with participants being able to spend more time
on it if they wanted to (Figure 4). Furthermore, the level of the
activity was added to the top-right corner. The activity Hangman
was changed to Spaceman, as the initial icon image included a
noose, which was too negative. The language was deemed
appropriate and free of jargon; however, more changes to the
discussion questions were necessary. Hence, the questions were
written to be more open and relatable. In addition, some
participants suggested adding a little prompt above the question
saying discuss to clarify the purpose of the questions. Finally,
some more context was provided to the Garland activity to
clarify that it is an activity that can be done without the tablet.

Methods
In total, 4 focus groups were organized: one with people with
dementia (n=4), one with family carers (n=4), and 2 mixed
groups with both (n=8). In addition, 10 individual interviews
were conducted with people with dementia (n=5) and family
carers (n=5) in the homes of the participants. All interview
participants completed an additional usability questionnaire
[16]. The aim of combining these methods was to gather more
diverse data. Furthermore, where focus groups allow the sharing
of thoughts with others and coming to different ideas, individual
interviews are more useful to allow participants to voice their
opinions without the potential group influences. Discussion
guides were developed by the research team and included a
range of topics, such as the layout and content of the prototype,
using it as a dyad, and any practicalities and general points
related to the prototype (Multimedia Appendix 1).
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Figure 4. Screenshots of the Sounds activity in prototype version 2.0 (left) and prototype version 3.0 (right).

Results
Sprint 1: Development of Prototype Version 1.0
Identifying the Evidence Base and Theory Behind CST
and Technology
A recent book published by CST research members served as
the main resource for key evidence relating to CST and iCST.
Both group CST and iCST were developed following the MRC
framework, which helped to create a strong foundation for both
interventions [18]. For group CST, a large-scale randomized
controlled trial (RCT) demonstrated positive effects on the
cognitive functioning and QoL of people with dementia, which
were further supported by qualitative findings [3,19]. CST is
multifaceted, and its key principles reinforcing mental
stimulation, use of reminiscence, and enjoyment, contribute to
its effectiveness. Evidence suggests that stimulating activities
targeting certain neuropsychological domains, similar to those
in CST, can improve cognition [20]. Furthermore, CST provides
a social context for its participants, and previous research
suggests that social interaction between 2 or more individuals
can improve cognition [21]. The effects of CST on QoL may
be explained through the mediating role of improvements in
cognitive functioning [13].
The large-scale RCT with iCST did not have positive effects
on cognition and QoL for people with dementia, which could
perhaps be because of a low completion rate of the planned
activities. Instead, researchers found improvements in the quality
of the caregiving relationship between the person with dementia
http://aging.jmir.org/2020/2/e17105/

XSL• FO
RenderX

and the carer [4]. Although iCST is as multifaceted as group
CST, the trial results may be the result of a lack of adherence
to the intervention. Alternatively, the lack of a social setting in
iCST may have contributed to the results. Researchers
emphasize the need for more research, particularly with
experimenting with computerized platforms for providing iCST.
Novel cognitive stimulating activities that promote the learning
of a new skill can benefit the cognitive functioning of older
people [14]. For example, Chan et al [22] found that training
healthy older adults to use iPads (Apple Inc) could lead to
benefits in episodic memory and processing speeds. Increased
processing speeds are especially beneficial, as they are
associated with improved execution of various technological
tasks [23].
Computerized cognitive interventions for people with dementia
are becoming increasingly widespread. Garcia-Casal et al [15]
concluded that computerized cognitive interventions led to
significant improvements in cognition, depression, and anxiety
among people with dementia. Therefore, computerized cognitive
interventions may have even more of an impact on cognition
than noncomputerized cognitive interventions such as group
CST [15]. However, these interventions can vary greatly;
therefore, there is a need for more research, with computerized
cognitive stimulation in particular, to better understand the
effects. The platform on which an intervention is offered is also
important, for instance, a touchscreen device or a computer.
There is considerable evidence suggesting that touchscreen
tablets are highly intuitive for older people with dementia
[24,25]. Moreover, Tyack and Camic [26] found that
touchscreen interventions, which are simple, intuitive,
JMIR Aging 2020 | vol. 3 | iss. 2 | e17105 | p. 7
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aesthetically pleasant, and error free, can lead to several benefits
for people with dementia, including mood, mental health, and
social relationships. The intervention should include slightly
challenging content so that the user is invited to apply more
complex cognitive skills rather than simpler ones [26].
Despite the current evidence and available technological
resources, there is still a need for more technologies that provide
people with dementia with independent activities for mental
stimulation, enjoyment, and a meaningful way to spend time
[7,8]. An iCST app with appropriate content and design is well
placed to contribute to the current lack of technologies for
mental stimulation and enjoyment.

First PPI Consultation Meeting
Participants were particularly enthusiastic about CST and said
they would welcome it in any format, whether this was
computerized or paper based. They said that researchers would
have to keep a few things in mind when developing a
computerized version of CST, namely, that there would be a
need for personalization according to the person’s background
and a diverse selection of activities. Some participants
mentioned the need for a facilitator to provide support for the
activities. This could be an informal or a paid carer. Being able
to keep track of which activities were done and when was also
considered to be a useful feature.

Rai et al
on the app per day. One person with dementia was keen on
using the app for any amount of recommended time as long as
it could benefit her. Participants also emphasized some
challenges. For example, it might be difficult for some users to
maintain concentration for a certain period. In addition, their
physical condition might prevent them from using the app (eg,
pains).
After the PPI consultation meeting, the research and software
development teams reviewed each iCST activity in detail. All
75 activities were ranked according to the type of activity and
its potential for adaptation to a touchscreen platform. Following
the advice from the PPI group members, the researchers decided
to reduce the number of iCST activities from 75 to 21 for the
initial iCST app. This encompasses one activity per theme.

Sprint 2: Evaluation of Prototype Version 1.0
The design was evaluated positively with a minor suggestion
to increase the size of the text. The use of colors was deemed
appropriate as well. One example came from a person with
dementia who did not seem to have any problems with the color
scheme despite being color blind. The navigation was intuitive,
as participants were able to move through different parts of the
prototype with little difficulty. However, the purpose of the
timeline was not clear and needed additional explanation from
the researcher.

Attitudes toward technology were diverse, with some more
willing to use technology than others. A person with dementia
mentioned that she would not want to be pushed to use
technology, which might happen through the involvement of a
carer. However, there was consensus among the group that
people with dementia need to be empowered and to be made
aware of how to handle technology. An example was given on
how some people with dementia with a lack of experience with
technology may think a piece of technology could break easily
by pressing the wrong button. People would need an explanation
on how to use the actual technology before using any kind of
app on it. Finally, for technology to be useful for people with
dementia, it should be free of jargon and difficult terminology
as much as possible.

In terms of content, the participants were positive about the type
of activities and found them relevant and enjoyable. To
encourage discussion based on the questions, it was suggested
to simplify the questions by directing them to the person with
dementia rather than a general question. Participants also looked
at the introduction section and suggested adding an image of a
person with dementia and a carer using the app together to
clarify how it is meant to be used (Figure 3). Some changes
were suggested to the language to make it more suitable.
Suggestions included shortening the sentences and improving
the overall sentence structure. Some words were discussed in
more detail, for example, using finish activity rather than stop
activity. Finally, participants were keen on seeing more levels
included in the future.

Review of Paper-Based iCST Materials (PPI
Consultation and Activity Selection)

All but few suggestions were included in the next iteration of
the prototype. For instance, there was a need to add buttons on
the screen to adjust for the sounds and brightness; however,
there was a potential that this would have made the interface
more crowded and therefore less intuitive. We decided to further
investigate this in the next sprint.

All participants liked the iCST manual in terms of content and
usefulness, and the comments for improvements were mostly
related to practicalities and some layout issues for a potential
iCST app. For instance, participants agreed that there was too
much text on one page and that this would have to be minimized
significantly for an app. Keeping with this, although the content
was perceived to be useful, participants felt that there were too
many activities and that researchers would need to consider
which activities could be better for online adaptation onto an
app than others.
In terms of feasibility, flexibility was considered to be one of
the most important needs for an iCST app. The amount of time
needed to complete one activity, and to make their way through
the entire app would differ between people with dementia.
Therefore, people should be able to use it according to their
own pace and decide how much time they would like to spend
http://aging.jmir.org/2020/2/e17105/
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Sprint 3: Evaluation of Prototype Version 2.0
In total, 13 people with dementia and 13 carers participated in
the qualitative study. The majority of the people with dementia
were male (n=8), and the majority of carers were female (n=9).
The mean age of people with dementia was 74.23 (SD 6.06)
years, and the mean age of the cares was 69.15 (SD 9.32) years.
Most people with dementia (n=10) and all carers (n=13) had
some experience with using technology. A total of 4 main
themes emerged from the analysis: approaches to technology,
quality of the iCST app, perceived benefits of the iCST app,
and involvement of a relative or friend.
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The majority of the participants were enthusiastic about the app
and found it to be useful. Some participants also appreciated
the novelty of the intervention:
I think it’s nice to have something different every so
often. Yeah it’s something different because it’s not
something that crept up before shall I say. [Person
with dementia, interview 5]
Observations indicated that the app was intuitive for most
participants, which was confirmed through discussions and
usability questionnaires. There were some cases where
researchers needed to provide some assistance, and although
the navigation was generally considered to be appropriate, there
was a need for better signposting and clearer button placement:
For navigation purposes I found it difficult if I wanted
to go back and start another one. [...] I thought that
one [button] could be bigger...or more obvious.
[Carer, interview 2]
Participants noted that the images and text could both be slightly
bigger, but overall they were rated well in terms of clarity:

I understand what each one is showing and that’s all
that’s necessary for it to do. So long as the image is
clear I don’t see a problem, and generally speaking
they are clear. [Person with dementia, interview 7]
Finally, there was no general consensus on the color scheme,
with some participants opting for the inclusion of more colors
and others preferring the current scheme with fewer colors to
avoid distractions.
Table 1 describes the usability and acceptability of the iCST
app according to people with dementia (n=5) and carers (n=5)
who participated in the individual interviews. Item 5 includes
1 missing response from a person with dementia. Overall, the
iCST app was rated well in multiple areas, namely, its ease of
use, usefulness, and suitability of the letter or button size for
both people with dementia and carers, suggesting that the overall
design was appropriate. Although most participants indicated
that they knew what to do at any given time, carers felt more
confident while using the app than people with dementia and
were also more willing to use it frequently. This suggests that
the navigation of the iCST app might not be as intuitive for
people with dementia as it is for carers.

Table 1. Results from the usability questionnaire with the individual cognitive stimulation therapy app prototype version 2.0.
Questionnaire item

Person with dementia (n=5), individual responses, Carer (n=5), individual responses, n (%)
n (%)
Positive

Do not know or negative

Positive

Do not know or negative

Ease of use

5 (100)

0 (0)

5 (100)

0 (0)

Usefulness

5 (100)

0 (0)

5 (100)

0 (0)

Knew what to do at any time

4 (80)

1 (20)

5 (100)

0 (0)

Felt confident while using the app

3 (60)

2 (40)

5 (100)

0 (0)

Feeling while using the app

3 (60)

1 (20)

5 (100)

0 (0)

Suitability letter or button size

5 (100)

0 (0)

4 (80)

1 (20)

Willingness to use the app often

3 (60)

2 (40)

5 (100)

0 (0)

The majority of the suggestions for improvements and additions
to the app were made, and these were taken forward in the next
iteration for the feasibility trial, which has been registered on
the Clinical Trials website (registration number NCT0328277).

Discussion
Principal Findings
This is the first study to create an interactive, touchscreen iCST
app for people with dementia and carers based on the principles
of CST and iCST. The systematic approach to development
included an agile methodology, principles from action research,
and guidance from the MRC framework and CeHRes roadmap
[2,9]. To the best of our knowledge, this is also the first study
to combine these elements in the development of a
technology-based intervention for people with dementia and
carers. Within this approach lie the strengths of this study. For
instance, the agile methodology helped to create and regularly
review prototypes of the app in an iterative manner. This was
necessary not only to monitor the overall progress and direction
of development but also to find and resolve any faults on a
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continuous basis. Both the MRC framework and the CeHRes
roadmap helped to better define the development process and
determine which research activities were necessary at each
stage. In lieu of this, there were various diverse research
activities ranging from PPI consultations to a qualitative study
and questionnaires, leading to the collection of in-depth and
rich data. Finally, the involvement of end users at each stage,
as per the principles of action research, was beneficial as their
consistent and useful feedback helped to refine the iCST app
prototypes.
The MRC framework recommends using the best available
evidence and appropriate theory in the development of a new
intervention [2]. Sprint 1 supported this and pinpointed several
mechanisms behind the use of CST and technology, such as
mental stimulation of neuropsychological domains, providing
a social context, and learning a new skill [14,20,21]. The
combination of these elements might be able to demonstrate
how an iCST app can benefit cognition compared with
paper-based iCST, which did not find such benefits for the
person with dementia. An iCST app would also allow for
improved monitoring of adherence to the intervention through
JMIR Aging 2020 | vol. 3 | iss. 2 | e17105 | p. 9
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analytical data, which was a challenge in previous iCST research
[4]. This would provide further insights into the potential
benefits of an iCST-based approach. Furthermore, as part of
contextual inquiry, researchers explored the attitudes of people
with dementia and carers toward technology. Attitudes were
varied, but most participants were willing to use technology as
part of their daily lives. The most important conclusion was that
people with dementia would need individually tailored support
on how to use the technology. This is in accordance with
previous research showing that technology can be helpful for
people with dementia, but some might require continuous
support and education to maximize the benefits [27]. This
support could be provided through the involvement of skilled
practitioners or informal carers. In 2018, it was estimated that
42% of people aged ≥65 years in the United Kingdom use a
touchscreen tablet compared with any other device to access
the internet, making it the most popular choice among the age
group [28]. However, there is a need to increase education and
awareness regarding the use of technology, such as touchscreen
tablets to support the empowerment of people with dementia,
which was another prerequisite mentioned in the first PPI
consultation meeting. However, some people may be unable to
access technology and thus the iCST app, and the availability
of other CST resources such as group CST and paper-based
iCST will help them access a form of CST.
Through value specification, people with dementia and carers
were asked to identify their most important needs for an iCST
app. The identification of needs is a common process in the
development of technology, as it helps to define and prioritize
user requirements. In PPI consultation meetings, people with
dementia and carers stressed the need to minimize the current
paper-based iCST content, flexibility in using the iCST app,
and a diverse range of activities to appeal to personal interests.
These requirements are supported by Tyack and Camic [26],
who found that touchscreen interventions should be tailored
where possible in terms of content but should also include a
simple and intuitive interface. This can facilitate the uptake of
the intervention. Minimizing the iCST content would make the
interface less crowded and easier to use. Value specification
was continued by both the research and the software
development teams to assess which paper-based iCST activities
should be taken forward in the iCST app. On the basis of priority
ranking of each team, a small first prototype was developed.
In sprint 2, the development moved toward the design aspect
of the CeHRes roadmap during which the first version of the
digital health intervention is communicated with end users to
collect feedback. It is recommended to initially present a
prototype that does not fully resemble the final product but does
include the essential features and then build on successive
prototypes [9]. Therefore, the iCST app prototype version 1.0
only included 2 activities in addition to the main features (eg,
the timeline). Participants in a PPI consultation meeting rated
the format of the iCST app prototype version 1.0 positively,
particularly the design was deemed appropriate. However, there
was a need to simplify the content. For instance, the introduction
contained some jargon, and the discussion questions needed to
be clearer. This feedback informed the expansion of the next
prototype, which better resembled the final product.
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Sprint 3 was an extension of the design stage of the CeHRes
roadmap and included more formal usability testing through
focus groups, interviews, and questionnaires. These activities
are also recommended by the MRC framework to assess the
acceptability of the intervention [2]. The iCST app prototype
version 2.0 was evaluated positively, and participants gave some
suggestions for improving the design, including an increase in
the size of the text and images.

Limitations
Working agile requires a quick turnaround for prototypes in
terms of development and evaluation. The latter proved more
challenging, as research activities with end users require a
sufficient amount of time for recruitment and organization. For
instance, the lack of time caused the evaluation of prototype
version 1.0 in sprint 2 to be less in depth. An additional
challenge in recruitment was that the PPI consultation meeting
contained a small sample size, potentially leading to insufficient
data and feedback. To better cope with these challenges and
add more value to development, it is recommended to involve
1 or 2 people with dementia as co-researchers throughout the
development process to receive consistent feedback.

Future Research
Future studies involving new technology-based interventions
for people with dementia will need to establish a strong
collaboration with researchers, software developers, and end
users from the beginning stages of development. Furthermore,
new interventions and their development will need to be
supported by appropriate frameworks and methodologies. These
recommendations will help to create an intervention, which is
fit for purpose and has better potential to be successfully
implemented in practice.
This study did not include the last development phases of
piloting, evaluation, and implementation. Therefore, the next
iCST app prototype (version 3.0) will now be taken forward in
a feasibility trial to better understand its acceptability,
usefulness, and any potential signs of the effectiveness of the
iCST app in daily life. Additional future activities could support
the promotion and dissemination of the iCST app. Some
examples include collaborations with international Alzheimer
associations, visits to local memory cafes and dementia support
groups in the community, and media exposure through the
newspaper or radio.

Conclusions
This study demonstrates that an agile approach toward
technology development involving all relevant stakeholders can
be effective in creating suitable technology for people with
dementia. This process can be further supported by using
appropriate frameworks to better understand the development
process and determine the necessary research activities.
Furthermore, this study demonstrated that there is an interest
and willingness to use an iCST app among people with dementia
and carers. Therefore, these results have been added to our
previous knowledge of paper-based CST, and a commercial
release of the iCST app will strengthen CST’s current
international impact by making it more accessible to users
around the world.
JMIR Aging 2020 | vol. 3 | iss. 2 | e17105 | p. 10
(page number not for citation purposes)

JMIR AGING

Rai et al

Acknowledgments
The authors would like to thank the participants of their PPI consultation meetings and their qualitative study for providing them
with honest and useful contributions. The authors acknowledge the support of the Nottinghamshire Healthcare NHS Foundation
Trust in the recruitment for the qualitative study. The research presented in this paper was carried out as part of the Marie Curie
Innovative Training Network action, H2020-MSCA-ITN-2015, under grant agreement number 676265.

Authors' Contributions
HR collaboratively developed the app with Eumedianet, conducted the 3 sprints, and drafted the paper. JS provided additional
support in sprint 2, including the PPI consultation. MO and JS provided supervision and guidance throughout the development
process of Thinkability and commented on drafts of the paper.

Conflicts of Interest
Royalties from the sales of Thinkability go to Eumedianet and the University of Nottingham for ongoing support and maintenance
of the app, including future updates. Additional information can be found on the Thinkability website.

Multimedia Appendix 1
Interview discussion guide for sprint 3.
[DOCX File , 19 KB-Multimedia Appendix 1]

References
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
6.

7.

8.
9.

10.
11.
12.
13.
14.

Patterson C. World Alzheimer Report 2018 The State of the Art of Dementia Research: New Frontiers. Alzheimer's Disease
International. 2018. URL: https://www.alz.co.uk/research/WorldAlzheimerReport2018.pdf [accessed 2019-07-12] [WebCite
Cache ID https://www.alz.co.uk/research/WorldAlzheimerReport2018.pdf]
Craig P, Dieppe P, Macintyre S, Michie S, Nazareth I, Petticrew M. Developing and evaluating complex interventions: the
new medical research council guidance. Br Med J 2008 Sep 29;337:a1655 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1136/bmj.a1655]
[Medline: 18824488]
Spector A, Thorgrimsen L, Woods B, Royan L, Davies S, Butterworth M, et al. Efficacy of an evidence-based cognitive
stimulation therapy programme for people with dementia: randomised controlled trial. Br J Psychiatry 2003 Sep;183:248-254.
[doi: 10.1192/bjp.183.3.248] [Medline: 12948999]
Orrell M, Yates L, Leung P, Kang S, Hoare Z, Whitaker C, et al. The impact of individual cognitive stimulation therapy
(iCST) on cognition, quality of life, caregiver health, and family relationships in dementia: a randomised controlled trial.
PLoS Med 2017 Mar;14(3):e1002269 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1371/journal.pmed.1002269] [Medline: 28350796]
Yates LA, Leung P, Orgeta V, Spector A, Orrell M. The development of individual cognitive stimulation therapy (iCST)
for dementia. Clin Interv Aging 2015;10:95-104 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.2147/CIA.S73844] [Medline: 25565792]
Gibson G, Newton L, Pritchard G, Finch T, Brittain K, Robinson L. The provision of assistive technology products and
services for people with dementia in the United Kingdom. Dementia (London) 2016 Jul;15(4):681-701. [doi:
10.1177/1471301214532643] [Medline: 24803646]
Smith SK, Mountain GA. New forms of information and communication technology (ICT) and the potential to facilitate
social and leisure activity for people living with dementia. Int J Comput Healthc 2012;1(4):332. [doi:
10.1504/IJCIH.2012.051810]
Joddrell P, Astell AJ. Studies involving people with dementia and touchscreen technology: a literature review. JMIR Rehabil
Assist Technol 2016 Nov 4;3(2):e10 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.2196/rehab.5788] [Medline: 28582254]
van Gemert-Pijnen JE, Nijland N, van Limburg M, Ossebaard HC, Kelders SM, Eysenbach G, et al. A holistic framework
to improve the uptake and impact of eHealth technologies. J Med Internet Res 2011 Dec 5;13(4):e111 [FREE Full text]
[doi: 10.2196/jmir.1672] [Medline: 22155738]
Larman C, Basili V. Iterative and incremental developments: a brief history. Computer 2003 Jun;36(6):47-56. [doi:
10.1109/mc.2003.1204375]
Dybå T, Dingsøyr T. Empirical studies of agile software development: a systematic review. Info Softw Technol 2008
Aug;50(9-10):833-859. [doi: 10.1016/j.infsof.2008.01.006]
Kemmis S, McTaggart R, Nixon R. The Action Research Planner: Doing Critical Participatory Action Research. New York,
USA: Springer; 2014.
Woods B, Aguirre E, Spector AE, Orrell M. Cognitive stimulation to improve cognitive functioning in people with dementia.
Cochrane Database Syst Rev 2012 Feb 15(2):CD005562. [doi: 10.1002/14651858.CD005562.pub2] [Medline: 22336813]
Quinn K. Cognitive effects of social media use: a case of older adults. Soc Media Soc 2018 Jul 19;4(3):1-8. [doi:
10.1177/2056305118787203]

http://aging.jmir.org/2020/2/e17105/

XSL• FO
RenderX

JMIR Aging 2020 | vol. 3 | iss. 2 | e17105 | p. 11
(page number not for citation purposes)

JMIR AGING
15.

16.
17.
18.
19.

20.
21.
22.
23.
24.

25.
26.
27.

28.

Rai et al

García-Casal JA, Loizeau A, Csipke E, Franco-Martín M, Perea-Bartolomé MV, Orrell M. Computer-based cognitive
interventions for people living with dementia: a systematic literature review and meta-analysis. Aging Ment Health 2017
May;21(5):454-467. [doi: 10.1080/13607863.2015.1132677] [Medline: 26806365]
Castilla D, Garcia-Palacios A, Miralles I, Breton-Lopez J, Parra E, Rodriguez-Berges S, et al. Effect of web navigation
style in elderly users. Comput Hum Behav 2016 Feb;55:909-920. [doi: 10.1016/j.chb.2015.10.034]
Thomas DR. A general inductive approach for analyzing qualitative evaluation data. Am J Eval 2016 Jun 30;27(2):237-246.
[doi: 10.1177/1098214005283748]
Yates L, Yates J, Orrell M, Spector A, Woods B. Cognitive Stimulation Therapy for Dementia: History, Evolution and
Internationalism. 1st ed. Abingdon, UK: Routledge; 2018.
Spector A, Gardner C, Orrell M. The impact of cognitive stimulation therapy groups on people with dementia: views from
participants, their carers and group facilitators. Aging Ment Health 2011 Nov;15(8):945-949. [doi:
10.1080/13607863.2011.586622] [Medline: 21722044]
Hall L, Orrell M, Stott J, Spector A. Cognitive stimulation therapy (CST): neuropsychological mechanisms of change. Int
Psychogeriatr 2013 Mar;25(3):479-489. [doi: 10.1017/S1041610212001822] [Medline: 23146408]
Yeh SJ, Liu Y. Influence of social support on cognitive function in the elderly. BMC Health Serv Res 2003 May 30;3(1):9
[FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1186/1472-6963-3-9] [Medline: 12775218]
Chan MY, Haber S, Drew LM, Park DC. Training older adults to use tablet computers: does it enhance cognitive function?
Gerontologist 2016 Jun;56(3):475-484 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1093/geront/gnu057] [Medline: 24928557]
Slegers K, van Boxtel M, Jolles J. Effects of computer training and internet usage on cognitive abilities in older adults: a
randomized controlled study. Aging Clin Exp Res 2009 Feb;21(1):43-54. [doi: 10.1007/BF03324898] [Medline: 19225269]
Orpwood R, Chadd J, Howcroft D, Sixsmith A, Torrington J, Gibson G, et al. Designing technology to improve quality of
life for people with dementia: user-led approaches. Univ Access Inf Soc 2009 Oct 27;9(3):249-259. [doi:
10.1007/s10209-009-0172-1]
Lim FS, Wallace T, Luszcz MA, Reynolds KJ. Usability of tablet computers by people with early-stage dementia. Gerontology
2013;59(2):174-182. [doi: 10.1159/000343986] [Medline: 23257664]
Tyack C, Camic PM. Touchscreen interventions and the well-being of people with dementia and caregivers: a systematic
review. Int Psychogeriatr 2017 Aug;29(8):1261-1280. [doi: 10.1017/S1041610217000667] [Medline: 28446258]
Hanson E, Magnusson L, Arvidsson H, Claesson A, Keady J, Nolan M. Working together with persons with early stage
dementia and their family members to design a user-friendly technology-based support service. Dementia 2016 Jul
26;6(3):411-434. [doi: 10.1177/1471301207081572]
Internet Access – Households and Individuals, Great Britain. Office for National Statistics. 2018. URL: https://www.
ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/householdcharacteristics/homeinternetandsocialmediausage/bulletins/
internetaccesshouseholdsandindividuals/2018 [accessed 2020-04-13]

Abbreviations
CeHRes: Centre for eHealth Research
CST: cognitive stimulation therapy
iCST: individual cognitive stimulation therapy
IMH: Institute of Mental Health
MRC: Medical Research Council
NHS: National Health Service
PPI: patient and public involvement
QoL: quality of life
RCT: randomized controlled trial

Edited by J Wang; submitted 20.11.19; peer-reviewed by E Laird, S Bartels; comments to author 04.04.20; revised version received
17.04.20; accepted 19.04.20; published 16.11.20
Please cite as:
Rai HK, Schneider J, Orrell M
An Individual Cognitive Stimulation Therapy App for People With Dementia: Development and Usability Study of Thinkability
JMIR Aging 2020;3(2):e17105
URL: http://aging.jmir.org/2020/2/e17105/
doi: 10.2196/17105
PMID: 33196451

http://aging.jmir.org/2020/2/e17105/

XSL• FO
RenderX

JMIR Aging 2020 | vol. 3 | iss. 2 | e17105 | p. 12
(page number not for citation purposes)

JMIR AGING

Rai et al

©Harleen Kaur Rai, Justine Schneider, Martin Orrell. Originally published in JMIR Aging (http://aging.jmir.org), 16.11.2020.
This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium,
provided the original work, first published in JMIR Aging, is properly cited. The complete bibliographic information, a link to
the original publication on http://aging.jmir.org, as well as this copyright and license information must be included.

http://aging.jmir.org/2020/2/e17105/

XSL• FO
RenderX

JMIR Aging 2020 | vol. 3 | iss. 2 | e17105 | p. 13
(page number not for citation purposes)

