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In 2015 the Innovations & Development Team at 
Alzheimer Scotland was approached by our Chief 
Executive Henry Simmons to see how we could better 
support missing people with dementia in Scotland. We 
couldn’t have predicted that the outcome of that open 
brief led to the development of a pioneering, multifaceted  
project which has impacted communities across 
Scotland and it became a point of reference nationally 
and internationally, within missing persons organisations.  
Purple Alert is an app, but not just an app. It’s an 
interconnecting network of services, people, 
communities, tools, organisations with the common goal 
of making people with dementia safer when they’re out 
and about. Purple Alert continues to evolve according to 
new technologies, new policies, emerging community 
trends, but at its core it will always be a person centred 
service.  
I will illustrate the design process we went through from 
the beginning, how it helped shaping what Purple Alert is 
today and why the design tools and techniques we used 
made it a person-centred service. 

Introduction



When we were asked ‘How can we support missing 
people with dementia in Scotland?’ we purposely kept 
an open mind, without focussing on any specific 
outcome. We looked at what products or services were 
used in Scotland and the rest of the UK, but also in the 
rest of the world. There were well established services 
such as Herbert Protocol, Amber Alert or Silver Alert, but 
also the Internet Of Things started to become 
mainstream, connecting devices in and around the 
home. The cultural context is also relevant: the National 
Missing Persons Framework for Scotland was being 
drafted as well as the National Dementia strategy, where 
Commitment 11 pledged to enable People Living With 
Dementia (PLWD) to live safely and independently. We 
formed a multi disciplinary team of PLWD and their 
carers, Alzheimer Scotland staff, Emergency Services 
and practicing professionals from various organisations. 
The focus groups we ran in the first 6 months were 
aimed at discovering what was out there, how it was 
used, when and why. The focus groups were design-led 
(we used service design tools and techniques) but they 
were informal, fun and engaging. A vast amount of 
valuable information was recorded, but one recurrent 
theme was the tenements living in Glasgow in the 1950’s 
and 60’s. In the tenements there was a strong 
community spirit, everyone looked after each other and 
everyone knew what everyone else was up to (naughty 
kids would be caught within minutes!) If someone was 
missing, someone would have known something. That’s 
when we changed our brief: ‘How can we recreate 
1950’s tenements living in a 2017 digital Scotland?’

Tenements living

Photo by Nick Hedges
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When we set out to recreate a digital tenement ‘thing’ to 
make people with dementia safer when going out, we 
still didn’t know what it looked like. We kept an open 
mind as we didn’t want to be constrained by a specific 
outcome, e.g. a GPS device, an emergency call centre 
or an app. We had to evaluate all our research in a 
meaningful way, clustering common themes, highlighting 
insights, sorting positives/negatives/interesting into a 
comprehensible format. We collected hundreds of Post-
its during our workshops with the steering group and we 
arranged them in many ways until they evoked a 
compelling story. We took photos, then we rearrange 
them until we got another story. These varied from real 
personal stories of missing people, to futuristic scenarios 
in which digital tenements played a part to find the 
missing person. In the mean time, the service we were 
envisaging was naturally taking shape, excluding specific 
technologies (eg GPS was soon discarded as PLWD 
wouldn’t necessarily wear it and there were already 
plenty on the market) or favouring specific approaches 
(we wanted it to be digital, but very human too). When 
we concurred that an app would be the best tool to 
deliver the service, we then drilled down into all the 
aspects of the product (and service) design 
specifications.  
Creating the right conditions for development within the 
organisation was also paramount. We had to seek 
internal approval for an Alzheimer Scotland owned app, 
so considerable time was spent in building a ‘business 
case’ for the Board of Trustees, who indeed saw the 
value in it and supported us all along.

The briefs Writing the brief 

Writing a clear brief is pivotal in keeping the work on track. 
Developing a new product/service will take at least 12 to 18 
months and having a brief you can refer back to over time 
prevents the service to mutate into something else over time.  
The ‘5 W’s and H’ are a good starting point for breaking down 
the brief: What is it and what does it do? Who uses it? Where is 
it used? When is it used? Why is used? How is it used? 
It’s good practice referring back to the brief, but it’s not 
sacrilegious tweaking it if you realise some parts are irrelevant/
outdated/ need changing over the design process. It’s always 
good practice prioritising brief items in clusters: what it must do, 
what it should do and what to could do. Then if you have to 
compromise, you know where to look.  
There are many ‘product design specifications’ templates 
online, pick the relevant specifications to your service and 
customise it to your requirements. 
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Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, ligula suspendisse nulla 
pretium, rhoncus tempor fermentum, enim integer ad 
vestibulum volutpat. Nisl rhoncus turpis est, vel elit, 
congue wisi enim nunc. 

Maecenas aliquam maecenas ligula nostra, accumsan 
taciti. Sociis mauris in integer, a dolor netus non dui 
aliquet, sagittis felis sodales, dolor sociis mauris, vel eu 
libero cras.

Etiam Sit Amet Est

Rapid Prototyping 

Prototyping a product or a service is fundamental to 
immediately understand if it’s going to work or not. It 
doesn’t have to be complicated. In fact, the quicker and 
more inexpensive it is, the better. We used Lego figures to 
recreate scenarios, buildings, people and services. We 
used a colleague’s “PlyPhone” (a phone made of 
Plywood) with a till roll to sketch the app interface. We 
used role-play in the office to work out whether people 
would behave in a certain way or not. These simple 
exercises were fun and saved us lots of time (and 
resources) but made us understand what was realistic 
and what wasn’t, what worked and what didn’t. 

Inclusiveness was a priority: we ran some of the workshops in the Highlands, where 
requirements and infrastructures are different from the central belt. 

The ‘PlyPhone’ in action. (Design by 
Nils Asksnes)

Prototype, test, break. 
Repeat.
When we concurred that an app would have been the 
most obvious product to develop, we wrote the brief in 
much more details, to understand what the app should 
do, why, how, when and for who. We ‘rapid prototyped’ 
everything, systematically, for months. We always 
involved our original steering group in executive 
decisions to make sure we wouldn’t lose our user 
centred approach. Most importantly, we weren’t afraid to 
‘break’ prototypes. In fact we were actively sabotaging 
them, to reveal weak spots at an early stage. 

We used plain english written forms 
to gather data and feedback.



Only after several mockups of the app and having 
gathered enough feedback from our steering group we 
were ready for the app development. We consolidated 
the brief, broke it down into sections, prioritise them and 
detailed meticulously the important features. 
Coincidentally, in the same period we were approached 
by an app developer who had already developed a similar 
app, so we started working together to develop Purple 
Alert. With the help of the steering group, we evaluated 
the existing app, but the feedback indicated that it would 
have made more sense starting from scratch. Developing 
an app (or any product)  from scratch is a lengthy 
process, especially if it’s ‘one of a kind’. At the time, there 
wasn’t anything similar we could get ‘off the shelves’ or 
anything we could learn from, so it was very much a 
discovery exercise. Within a year however we had our 
first working prototype. In a similar fashion to rapid 
prototyping, we tested our first prototype app in three 
specific settings: in Glasgow with more than 100 testers, 
in Edinburgh, a touristy city and in Tain, rural Scotland. 
These took much more organisation and resources than 
rapid prototyping, but it was a fundamental learning 
experience to which we still refer to today.  
In total, it took us 32 months of service design and 
product development, 3 live tests and 26 app reiterations 
before general release. We were confident the product 
was solid and it would work, but we now had to focus on 
the ‘buy-in’ from the community: without community, 
Purple Alert would be pointless, and we didn’t want to 
run the risk of someone raising an alert, and no one 
responding. 

Live testing Service Level Agreement (SLA)  

When you work with a contractor, no matter how small or big, 
you must ensure that you’re both clear on what it’s being done, 
by who, how much it’s being charged, etc. There are many 
templates online, but they tend to be written in legalese. Work 
together with your legal team (and your contractor!) to ensure 
every party agrees and understands the small print, but equally, 
make sure your SLA is written in plain english, outlining 
deliverables, costs and deadlines. It’s good practice to include 
penalty clauses too. This might seem a little over the top, but it 
ensures plain sailing from the outset and if anything goes 
wrong, responsibilities are written in stone. 

Live testing the prototype app in Glasgow, where we recreated a missing 
person scenario, the community, the police and even malicious users. 



Undoubtedly one of the most useful tools we found from 
the outset is mapping the user journey of a missing 
incident from various perspectives. The initial user 
journeys were drawn on a relatively small timeline, around 
the moment the PLWD goes missing. With the help of the 
steering group we mapped the series of events which 
occur before, during and after a person is reported 
missing, the products and services involved and the 
people who take part in the missing occurrence. Due to 
the nature of the project, we also mapped the emotions 
involved in an incident, which helped us to keep the 
service “human”, as specified in the brief. By 2017 the 
initial user journey (right) had become a birds eye view of 
missing persons services in Scotland (below).

User Journeys
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Purple Alert Phase 3, Workshop 1. 
Mapping the missing occurrence of 
Mary C. on the 7th January 2020 
in Kilmarnock, Ayrshire, Scotland.  

Purple
Alert

User Journeys were so helpful that we adopted them several 
times during the years, in preparation to redevelop the app, to 
debrief after an incident, or to reassess our services.  

The user journey below is an accurate representation of a real 
Purple Alert we received in 2020.  
The names have been altered to preserve anonymity. 
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Purple
Alert

✦Mary - Person Living With Dementia ✦Hannah - Daughter 
lives in Aberdeen ✦Tessa - Daughter lives in Dumfries ✦Trevor - 
Son lives in Kilmarnock ✦Susan - Daughter lives in Kilmarnock
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On the 21st September 2017, on World Alzheimer’s Day, 
we launched Purple Alert. It was a major milestone, but 
we had to tread carefully in advertising a service which 
only had about 300 users. We decided to ‘soft launch’ it, 
and we focused entirely on getting people on board and 
strengthen the community of users. We called this 
‘Phase 2’ and it was as demanding as the initial phase. 
We coordinated a massive comms campaign all over 
Scotland over a period of 12 months, with the aim of 
reaching at least 4.000 users. We travelled all over 
Scotland as part of a wider project called ‘Confident 
Conversations about Technology’ and Purple Alert was 
integral part of the conversations. We quickly gathered 
momentum, receiving overwhelmingly positive feedback. 
The first Purple Alert was raised in April 2018 and in 
October 2018 it was the first time someone was found 
thanks to the app. When we saw that the app was used 
the way we intended and a missing person was reunited 
with their family, we felt on top of the world. That 
moment alone was worth all the hard work we put in. 

Soft Launch

Purple Alert - 10th October 2018 
This was the first time since its launch in 
September 2017 that a missing person was found 
thanks to Purple Alert. 

13.02 pm - Alert raised 
An alert was raised in the Glasgow area. 

14.06 pm - Found safe and well 
The search was called off at 14.06 pm when the 
person was found. 

1 hour 04 minutes Active alert 
The amount of time the community was engaged 
in the search. The search involved family, friends, 
local services and Police Scotland. 

36 people actively engaged 
36 people signed up to receive updates 
using the ‘receive updates’ feature within the app. 

25 comments 
The carer and several users actively used the 
‘comments’ feature within the app to communicate 
relevant information to each other.

Case Study

“I can’t praise you and any others enough 
for creating the Purple Alert app as this was 
an example of how vital it 
is and I have been advising friends and 
relatives to download it too.”  

James, Carer 
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By September 2019, we reached 10K users and we had 
developed a range of services around the app. We 
designed toolkits for PLWD and their carers about what 
to do before, during and after a missing occurrence. We 
produced comms toolkits for communities who wanted 
to turn their area ‘purple’. We joined the conversation 
around ‘missing’ with other organisations worldwide, 
including Academia, Emergency Services, Private, Public 
and Third Sector. In Scotland, we participated in steering 
groups evaluating the National Missing Persons 
Framework and we joined other teams to shape policies 
and services around missing and dementia. 
However, the app we had launched 2 years before still 
felt like a working prototype. Some features worked very 
well, some others turned out to be irrelevant and others 
unexpectedly revealed themselves to be majorly 
important. The backend of the app was also inflexible 
and didn’t allow us to measure some key data.  

We therefore decided to redesign the app completely, 
taking into account all we had learned in the previous 
years. In 2020, in the middle of the re-design process 
Covid 19 threw in some unexpected challenges which 
we included in the development process. We very much 
used the same design tools and the same user centred 
approach, but with much more experience and know-
how.  
We relaunched the app on 21st September 2020, 
exactly 3 years from the original soft launch. 

Learn, redesign, 
relaunch.
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When we launched Purple Alert in 2017, we were sure 
that there was demand for it, but we weren’t sure how 
much. We were also keen to know how people used the 
app, when they interacted with it, and if it made people 
feel safer. Although we could gather qualitative data from 
our staff, the communities and the families we support, it 
was difficult to monitor any quantitative data, since the 
developers were effectively gatekeepers. When we 
redeveloped the app, data analysis became high priority 
in the new brief, and we now have a much better control 
over both qualitative and quantitative data. We also 
started collaborating with academic institutions who have 
all the right tools to analyse our data. By understanding it 
better, we can focus our work much more efficiently. 

Measuring impact

In house vs. outsourced research 

Measuring the impact of every project is important to proof 
your concept and gather evidence for future development. 
If you have an in-house research team, you should take full 
advantage from the start, as they will help you shaping the 
project with an analytical mindset, setting all the 
parameters for an accurate evaluation at each stage. If you 
don’t have that type of asset in-house, you can partner 
with Universities, Colleges or independent researchers, but 
you will have to account for some extra budget. This might 
be off-putting, but in fact it works in your favour in the long 
term: a project must be evaluated to be successful, and a 
successful project will attract continuous funding. 

Ann and Hugh at the Purple Alert launch in Silverburn Shopping 
Centre, Glasgow, 21st September 2017. 
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We always thought about Purple Alert as an agile service 
that should adapt to current cultural, social and political 
changes. The scenario we live in today is completely 
different to what it was in 2017. In a post pandemic 
Scotland, communities are more digitally fluent than ever 
before, and Purple Alert reflects this context. We strengthen 
our partnership with Police Scotland, who supported us 
from day one, but now are actively aligning their services to 
ours (and viceversa). We’re piloting ‘Return Discussions’ in 
Edinburgh, a streamlined way of referring missing PLWD to 
us, so that we can follow up each missing occurrence and 
provide adequate support. Together with  West 
Dumbartonshire Police we’re piloting a ‘Dementia 
Safeguarding Scheme’ in Argyle & Bute, using an NFC 
keyring to help missing people. We’re looking to collaborate 
with organisations in the private sector to integrate GPS 
technology in the next reiteration of Purple Alert and we’re 
planning awareness interventions in the Pre Diagnostic user 
journey. Watch this space!

Going forward

Photo by Vishnu Prasad

Short term and long term vision 

What will your project look like in 3 days? And in 3 months? 
What about 3 years? Make a list of goals, be ambitious, but 
realistic: there’s nothing better than scoring something off a 
list and nothing worse than having the same impossible 
target staring at you for 3 years! The long term goals will 
inevitably change every few months, but it’s a good exercise 
recording the changes, as they’re also part of the process. 



Thank you

If you think you can contribute to the 
development of Purple Alert please 
get in touch with  Tommy Petillo 
tpetillo@alzscot.org 

Tommy Petillo 14th December 2022

Prevent. 
Care. 
Cure.
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