
Background 
Computer games for health assessment and improvement 
are gaining in popularity. They are cost-effective and provide 
a pleasant alternative to paper-and-pencil tests that have 
been known to increase patient stress. Computer games also 
provide continuous versus episodic monitoring offering more 
robust and meaningful information to improve care. 
However, few games have been developed to date to treat 
people with moderate dementia and there is a rising need to 
‘prove out’ suitable applications in real-life settings.    

 
Overview 
This project will refine and test a whack-a-mole game to 
address these issues. The game has been designed for 
people with moderate dementia with few rules and a simple 
interface. Despite its simplicity, it has been developed to 
measure processing speed and inhibition – two areas often 
affected by dementia. It has the potential to help people 
with moderate dementia improve their gaming ability. This 
game is also part of UniCog, a software platform developed 
at the University of Alberta, consisting of a family of several 
apps and games.  
  

Project Objectives 
• Design an enhanced version of the whack-a-mole game 

that progresses in difficulty to assess individuals of 
varying cognitive status over time 

• Compare game-play activity to cognitive ability as 
captured through standard clinical tools 

• Conduct game-play observations, in particular the ability 
of the game to engage people with dementia (in a 
reasonable duration of play time) 

• Collect, collate and report user feedback 

Anticipated Outcomes 
• Confirm computer games as an enjoyable assessment 

mechanism that potentially enhance care 
• Contribute to improved health monitoring outside of 

clinical settings to reduce costs  
• Provide a new tool for physicians and caregivers to 

support people with moderate dementia  
• Meet market demand through innovation 
• Contribute to a national gaming platform, UniCog: 

http://ssrg.cs.ualberta.ca/UniCog/  
 

Current Partners 
• Bruyère Research Institute – project leadership and clinical 

expertise; Dr. Frank Knoefel, lead 
• University of Alberta – model-driven game development 

and interaction design; Dr. Eleni Stroulia, lead 
• Carleton University –  advanced data processing, 

communication, secure storage;  Dr. Rafik Goubran, lead 
• Western Ottawa Community Resource Centre  (WOCRC) – 

current field site; Cristina DiTomaso, lead  
• Garbarino Girard Centre for Innovation in Seniors Care 

(Algonquin College) – future field site, managed by 
WOCRC 

 

AGE-WELL NCE 
The AGE-WELL NCE is a federally-funded Canadian network of 
industry, non-profit organizations, government, care 
providers, end-users and academic partners working to drive 
innovation and create technologies and services that benefit 
older adults and caregivers. 
 

For More Information 
AGE-WELL: http://agewell-nce.ca or twitter.com/agewell_nce 
WOW Pilot Project: AGE-WELL Work Package 5 Coordinator  
Jodie Taylor,  jtaylor@bruyere.org 613-355-9905   
UniCog: AGE-WELL Work Package 6 Coordinator  
Christine Daum, cdaum@ualberta.ca 780-466-1424 

A Simple Cost-Effective Computer Game to Assess Cognition 

The Western Ottawa Whack-a-Mole (WOW) Pilot Project is an AGE-WELL NCE-funded initiative that aims to design and 
field-test a custom whack-a-mole computer game for people with moderate cognitive impairment.  

The technology will be deployed at adult day programs to assess its role in improving care. 
  Results will inform future applications and contribute to a national gaming infrastructure.  

Western Ottawa Whack-a-Mole  

WOW Pilot Project 
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