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Abstract

Objectives: This work has developed a modified mental state assessment tool for impact analysis of therapeutic interventions
for patients with cognitive impairment. This work includes a pilot study to validate the proposed tool and assess the impact of
virtual reality-based interventions on patient well-being, which includes assessment of cognitive ability and mood.

Methods: The suggested tool’s robustness and reliability are assessed in care home facilities with elderly residents over the
age of 55. Because of the repetitive nature of the pilot study, test-retest strategy for Cronbach’s alpha coefficient is employed
to validate the internal consistency of the proposed tool over time. Qualitative and quantitative analyses are performed on the
collected data to draw inferences on the impact of virtual reality-based interventions on patients with cognitive impairments.

Results: The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient value shows that the proposed tool’s resilience is comparable to that of its pre-
intervention counterparts. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient values are determined for Pre-virtual reality and Post-virtual
reality interventions, which include 116 virtual reality sessions for 52-participant, and three cohorts of virtual reality sessions
for 21 participants. These values for a majority of the interventions remained within the acceptable range of 0.6-0.8.

Conclusions: The proposed modified mental state assessment tool is observed to be a reliable tool for investigating the
impact of virtual reality-based interventions on patients with cognitive impairments. One of the notable significance of
the proposed tool is that this allows for resource allocation for such interventions to be tailored to the needs of the patient,
leading to greater therapeutic efficacy and resource efficiency.
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Introduction

Cognitive impairment is a condition in which an individual
struggles with activities that involve remembering, learning
and focusing to make decisions in everyday life. In a study
involving more than 1.3 m adults within the age group 65—
99 years, it was observed that the number of new cases
demonstrating cognitive decline in the year 2009 was 1 in
1000, which increased to 3 in every 1000 adults by the
year 2018." The cost implications of cognitive impairment
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can be estimated from the fact that the care costs associated
with only dementia patients, who form a fraction of total
numbers with cognitive impairment, is as much as 5bn.?
Although the primary risk factor for cognitive impairment
is age, other risk factors such as brain injury, stroke, dia-
betes, heart disease, physical inactivity, family history and
chronic conditions like Parkinson’s, are also significant
contributors.’

It is a well-known fact that finding ways to relate can
have a significant impact on people demonstrating cogni-
tive decline, which is the reason why sensory stimulation
therapy is known to be extremely successful in such
cases.* One of the methods used for sensory stimulation
include the use of everyday sounds, objects and environ-
ments to awaken senses and generate a positive response.
Among emerging technologies, recent advances in multi-
sensory interventions are rapidly gaining traction in expos-
ure therapy, presenting an unprecedented opportunity to
support isolated population (due to frailty, social
exclusion and limited mobility). Technologies such as
virtual reality (VR) immerse the users into fascinating
virtual environments enabling multi-sensory stimulation.
However, in order to bridge the gap between technological
development and clinical adoption, robust assessment and
impact analysis tools are required. Moreover, reliable
impact assessment can assist in treatment planning and
enhance resource efficiency as it shall provide information
to the therapist about the current stage of impairment and
patient’s response to intervention.

Impact analysis of these technologies is restricted to
mood analysis and self-reporting tools.™® There are
evident limitations associated with the use of such assess-
ment tools, which include bias as a result of participant’s
recent experiences. For instance, a participant may have
had a doctor’s visit prior to coming for the intervention
session. In this case, the participant’s mood will be
skewed on the basis of his or her experience at the
medical facility. Therefore, there is a need for a comprehen-
sive assessment tool that takes into account the participant’s
mental state, which shall be assessed using a score deter-
mined from participant’s responses to a set of questions.
These questions must assess the participant’s mental state
in a multi-dimensional fashion taking into account cogni-
tive functions such as attention and recall. Such a tool,
named mini-mental state examination (MMSE), is conven-
tionally used for cognitive screening in elderly.

This work modifies the standard MMSE to provide ques-
tionnaires that can be used prior and post intervention.
Cumulatively, this set of questionnaires is referred to as
modified mental state assessment tool, which is a combin-
ation of pre and post-multi-sensory intervention question-
naires. Evaluation of the proposed tool is performed using
a pilot study, which uses Nature Treks VR for intervention.
The participant group chosen for the study are elderly in
care home settings. The data collected during the pilot

study is subject to multiple statistical instruments for valid-
ating the proposed tool. Therefore, the key contributions of
this paper are as follows:

e Proposed a Mental State Assessment Tool by making
appropriate modifications to the existing MMSE tool
to suit the context in terms of demographic location of
the study and its use for impact analysis of technology-
based therapeutic interventions in patients with cogni-
tive impairments.

e In order to analyse the impact of the proposed tool, a
pilot study was designed, where participants, chosen
from care homes based in Shropshire, West Midlands,
UK, were exposed to virtual environments from
Nature Treks VR. The proposed tool was used to
assess the impact of the exposure. Moreover, additional
observations from caregivers and researchers were also
recorded to cross-validate the results.

e An extensive experimental analysis was conducted and
the findings reveal that the tool is robust with the
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for both the pre- and post-
intervention questionnaires above the benchmark value
of 0.7. Moreover, quantitative and qualitative analyses
of the collected data validate the effectiveness of the pro-
posed tool.

This paper proposes a modified mental state assessment
tool, which is a combination of pre- and post-intervention
questionnaires. Both these questionnaires are modified ver-
sions of MMSE. Details of these modifications are provided
in Proposed Mental State Assessment Tool. In order to
evaluate the proposed tool, a pilot study was designed, as
illustrated in Design of Pilot Study. Quantitative and quali-
tative data collected from the pilot study was analysed to
prove the robustness, usability and effectiveness of the pro-
posed tool. The tools used in this study for this purpose are
elaborated in Measures for Evaluation of Proposed Mental
State Assessment Tool.

Quantitative analysis was performed to establish correl-
ation between VR sessions and participant well-being by
analyzing the changes in MMSE and mood scores prior
and after the VR sessions. The formulated null and alternate
hypotheses for analysis of changes in MMSE scores are as
follows -

Null Hypothesis (Hy): There is no difference in mean
pre- and post-intervention MMSE scores. Alternate
Hypothesis (H,): There is a difference in mean pre- and
post-intervention MMSE scores.

The formulated null and alternate hypotheses for ana-
lysis of changes in mood scores are as follows -

Null Hypothesis (Hy): There is no difference in mean
pre- and post-intervention mood scores. Alternate
Hypothesis (H,): There is a difference in mean pre- and
post-intervention mood scores.
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The organization of this paper is as follows: Literature
Review presents an in-depth analysis outlining the existing
state-of-the-art multi-sensory technologies used for thera-
peutic interventions in the elderly population. Moreover,
Literature Review discusses the assessment tool utilized
in the literature to measure the impact of such interventions,
particularly in care home settings. Research Design and
Methods provides details of the experimental methodology,
pilot study design and tools used for impact assessment of
interventions. Results and Discussion provides the experi-
mental results along with details of the analytical methods
used for quantitative and qualitative analysis performed
for cross-validation of results. Besides this, it also provides
a discussion on the limitations of the study. Finally,
Conclusion summarizes the key findings and discusses
the future direction.

Background

This section is divided into the following subsections, each
of which provides more information on different aspects,
such as the state-of-the-art in technological support in care
home settings, VR in a care home setting, tools for assessing
the impact of VR and MMSE tools for elderly care.

State-of-the-art technological support for elderly
care

Digital technologies have the ability to monitor and
promote mental health across all age groups, and this recog-
nition is growing.” For instance, adopting digital tools for
ecological momentary assessment or experience sampling
of mood®® as well as recording GPS data to track mental
health using technology'® are becoming more and more
common. Additionally, an increasing number of mobile
apps, such as Mood Mission,'' Happier,”> and
HeadSpace,'? advise and enable activities to maintain a
high mood. Digital technologies are also being used more
frequently by older persons, particularly for leisure activ-
ities and staying in touch with loved ones. Less research
has been done on their use of technology to support
mental health, though. Studies that have looked into this
subject have their limitations. For instance, Sauve et al.'™
evaluated just one game, created by the authors themselves,
limiting generalizability to other digital tools, but they did
find a significant improvement in participants’ self-reported
mood after playing an online educational game on the
theme of well-being. The results of a single case study
that looked at online cognitive behavioural therapy with a
therapist are also somewhat restricted, but they did show
user satisfaction and favourable reactions to the use of tech-
nology in this context.'” Given these insufficient findings,
additional study including bigger cohorts of senior citizens
is required to broaden the spectrum of opinions voiced.

Understanding potential obstacles to older individuals
using digital tools to improve mental health is also neces-
sary. For instance, many senior citizens view technology
as pricey'® and frequently favour the “old-fashioned”
methods of doing things. Older persons may find it difficult
to recall how to utilize new technologies, according to
earlier research.'” The opinions of senior citizens about
the employment of digital technologies for promoting
mental health, on the other hand, are not well understood.
Relating the use of technology for mental health, use of
virtual reality (VR) has been a common practice. With the
advantage of VR, researchers are trying to investigate the
level of cognitive development of the elderly patients
who suffer from dementia, mental impairment and other
psychological disorders.'®

VR at care home settings

In 2018, Rose et al.'” presented a scoping review on the
feasibility of VR exposure among people living with
dementia and observed mixed impact, especially in terms
of acceptability. VR technology has seen a great improve-
ment since then although it is constantly evolving.
Despite the popular belief of resistance towards the use of
new technology among elderly population, care home resi-
dences have shown a great interest in VR.?’ The reported
articles in the literature found improvement in mood
when older adults are exposed to VR experience.'

Thach et al.*' performed an in-depth systematic review
highlighting the impact of VR experience on elderly and
recommended personalized VR exposure according to the
attributes of the elderly. For instance, elderly living with
dementia can benefit from guidance and assistance pro-
vided by a trained care giver for an enhanced social experi-
ence.”*** In contrast, healthy elderly participants appreciate
more independence while using a VR headset.”'

Yeo et al.*® performed a comparative study using high
definition television, 360 video, and computer generated
VR, investigating the preferred mode of hardware compo-
nents in up-lifting mood. The study conducted in a lab-
based environment showed promising results in reducing
boredom through exposure to virtual nature. Although the
study reported equal effectiveness despite the difference
in the hardware settings, the findings may not be applicable
to elderly population.

There have been a very few randomized control trials
(RCTs) evaluating the impact of VR therapy. The doctoral
research by Sultana investigated the potential of VR for
mental stimulation to reduce behavioural and psychological
symptoms of dementia (BPSD) among elderly living in the
long-term care facility.?® Although Sultana designed a
cluster RCT protocol, the study did not perform a trial.
The pilot study proved to be feasible in reducing BPSD
among target population.
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The pilot RCT conducted by Oliveira et al.”’ indicated
VR experience to be effective for neurocognitive stimula-
tion among elderly with dementia associated with
Alzheimer’s Disease. The preliminary results suggested
an improvement in overall cognitive function for the experi-
mental group, with an effect size corresponding to a large
effect in global cognition, which suggests that this approach
is effective for neurocognitive stimulation in older adults
with dementia, contributing to maintaining cognitive func-
tion in AD.

The ease-of-use has been identified as one of the most
crucial aspects concerning acceptability and continuation
of usage of the technology.”® A number of studies recorded
complaints from the participants on weights of the
device.”* Dementia patients also expressed concerns
that they may look silly in the VR headsets.*® The overall
discomfort and usability requires improvement for a
wider acceptability among the target population, as empha-
sized by Thach et al.>' The systematic review conducted by
Dermody et al.>' emphasized on the importance of further
understanding of the design considerations, making it
more suitable for elderly demographics with auditory and
vision difficulties. All the studies who used VR for treating
mental health or investigating psychological condition of
the patients/participants, used some tools to measure the
improvement of the condition as pre- or post-intervention
approach. Measuring techniques and assessments of the
tool plays a crucial role to justify the studies and thereby
it is important on focus on the common practice of the
research tools on investigating the impact of VR on
mental well-being.

VR impact assessment tools

It is well-established that nature has a positive impact on
well-being.*? The reported articles mentioned in the previ-
ous section demonstrates potential of VR-based interven-
tions as well. However, it is imperative to understand
how to measure such outcomes for scientific validation,
which is carried out in this section.

Pre/Post-intervention surveys. Most studies carried out
surveys before and after interventions on different aspects
such as mood, memory, well-being etc.,6’5 however,
limited number of studies also reported their observations
during the experiment or intervention such as Appel
et al.’> collected information on participants’ comfort
while using the VR devices. Appel et al. performed both
observational and questionnaire-based evaluation on
several factors such as mood and engagement during the
VR exposure to older adults.

Qualitative assessments. Kalantari et al. conducted a semi-
structured interview and used Naturalistic Inquiry method

while analysing the data to understand participants’ experi-
ence with nature-based VR exposure.

Abeele et al.**> conducted short open-ended interviews
and performed Laddering analysis using Means-End
theory to explore accessibility, usability and user experi-
ence. As Abeele et al. provided more attention towards
the design considerations, the impact of VR exposure was
not analysed. However, there was an indication of elderly
participants enjoying the natural elements in the virtual
environment when they were exposed for the first time.

Appel et al.” recorded observations on verbal and non-
verbal expressions to understand participants’ interest and
enjoyment and analysed such observations using both struc-
tured and unstructured data and approach.

Measuring emotional states. A number of reported articles
explore the impact of VR exposure on mood, however,
the measuring techniques varied accross the board.

Kalantari et al.° performed elaborate measurements on
the psychological aspects such as technological acceptance
using a Likert scale-based tool, level of immersion by meas-
uring spatial presence, frustrations of using VR technology,
scored through NASA Task Load Index and cybersickness
using the Simulator Sickness Questionnaire. This back-
ground information can provide valuable insights while ana-
lysing the potential benefit such as impact on the mood,
which Kalantari et al. measured using Multidimensional
Mood State Questionnaire.

The doctoral research of Strong used visual analogue
sub-scales to reflect on participant’s mood, which was
further substantiated using Cronbach’s alphas.** Strong
analysed the change in mood from the baseline, as well as
with varying environment, i.e., 360° forest and beach, and
observed age-related impacts using linear regression. In
another 360° based study. Yu et al.>> measured the feelings
of restoration. Appel et al.” measured the level of enjoyment
and reduction in anxiety level using a modified version of
the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory questionnaire.

Chan et al.*® gathered insights on degree of presence in
the virtual natural world using igroup presence question-
naire, followed by measurement of degree of complexity
and sense of being enclosed as compared to the urban envir-
onments. Using the positive and negative effect schedule,
the study showed that connectivity with nature in a virtual
forest can reduce self-reported stress, which was further
supported by quantitative measurement of heart rate and
heart rate variability using portable electrocardiograms.

Memory and cognition tests. Several studies used VR tools
for cognitive training.*”**!'%** However, due to the differ-
ence in VR technology, this section focuses mostly on
measuring the impact on memory and cognition through
nature-based VR exposure.

Unlike task-based or reminiscence therapy, where a
range of instruments are used pre- and post-interventions,




Khan et al.

the impact on memory and cognition has not been well-
studied for nature-based VR studies on elderly residents
at long-term care facilities. While exploring the feasibility
of VR technology on elderly with memory and cognition
challenges, Appel et al.” considered patient history assessed
through standardized tests of cognition such as MMSE,
Montreal Cognitive Assessment (MoCA) and Cognitive
Performance Scale (CPS), however, have not carried out
any such tests post interventions. Similarly, Kalantari
et al.® used MoCA prior to the intervention just to distin-
guish the participants based on their cognition capabilities,
however, measuring changes in the cognition status was not
considered in their study.

VR is still an emerging technology and VR exposure to
older adults attract researchers from a range of disciplines.
This resulted in lack of a standardized tool to assess the
impact of the intervention as evident from the aforemen-
tioned articles. Moreover, further studies are required to
capture the immediate and long term effect on brain func-
tionality. Since MMSE is well established tool to measure
the levels or improvements in cognitive ability of the
elderly patients, in the following it is briefly mentioned
about the studies that adopted and adapted the tool in
various ways.

Use of MMSE tool in related studies

This sub-section highlights on studies that used MMSE
for measuring the cognitive development of different
age group of people, mostly on the elderly, and also
focuses on the impact of VR on dementia patients. This
section evaluates the range of use and compares MMSE
with other tools, analysing the impact of adaptation of
MMSE and other assessment tools on the findings as
well as the effectiveness of VR on patient’s cognitive
progress and stability.

Adoption of MMSE is evidenced in several studies that
utilized the tool for detecting mental or cognitive develop-
ment of elderly patients.**** These studies correlated
results from the modified version of MMSE with stages
of dementia identified by the clinical dementia rating, the
Functional Assessment Staging Test, modified MMSE
(3MS), MoCA and the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual
of Mental Disorders.*>? The goal of the studies was to
contrast two approaches to arriving at equivalent scores
across MMSE versions.

There are some studies that adapted or modified MMSE
questionnaire i.e.”>’ It is also evident that there are some
studies that focused on comparing MMSE with a modified
version of MMSE to test the feasibility of the questionnaire
on the outcome of cognition and health-related disabil-
ities.’®*! These changes aim to increase the validity and
reliability of the MMSE by sampling a wider range of cog-
nitive functions and covering a wider range of difficulty
levels.™’ Orientation, immediate memory, attention/

concentration, delayed recall, and language are the five
areas of cognitive functioning that are assessed using
MMSE. For the purpose of examining correlations
between these components in terms of factorial structure,
the component elements of the MMSE have been the
subject of numerous studies. In a study, the components/
scales to identify cognitive functioning were modified i.e.,
adding Visuospatial functions (1 point) and modifying the
language (8 point) were added in the questionnaire.>
Each subscale was included in the analysis as a variable
to determine the reliability of modified MMSE and
Cronbach alpha coefficient was determined. Moreover,
the study followed Spearman correlation analysis to inves-
tigate the correlation between each subscale of the MMSE.
The other studies that have compared MMSE with 3MS
have shown that 3MS has more psychometric properties
to identify and share more variance with neuropsycho-
logical tests than MMSE.*!~>

Research on dementia has also begun to use virtual
reality (VR), particularly in the field of cognitive training.
The explanation is that VR exercises a variety of psycho-
physical perception mechanisms, including visual, tactile,
and kinesthetic perceptual sensations. It has been applied
to cognitive training for patients with dementia, brain
injury, post-stroke intervention, and musculoskeletal
healing.

There is a study that utilized MMSE to measure
improvement in physical, memory, and brain stimulation.
The results demonstrate that the participants have a low
focus on decision-making. Twenty-one randomly selected
patients, aged between 59 and 70, participated in the
study. The study was designed using a mixed-methods
approach with pre- and post-assessment measures.*

In this study, it was investigated to examine the relation-
ship between virtual reality (VR) intervention programmes
and cognitive, and physical functions. In total, 68 (aged
between 65 and 85) people with mild cognitive impairment
were enrolled in a randomized controlled experiment
(MCI). Medical assessments through a clinical interview
conducted by a dementia specialist served as the basis for
the MCI diagnosis. Neuropsychologists used standardized
techniques to conduct cognitive evaluations, such as the
MMSE. The intervention group having (number = 34) dis-
played significantly enhanced executive function and brain
function than the control group (number = 34). The
outcome revealed that there was a noticeable improvement
in gait speed and mobility before and after the follow-up. In
comparison to controls, the VR-based training programme
helped MCI patients with their cognitive and physical
function.®!

To evaluate the feasibility of the system, Cognitive
Assessment by VIrtual REality for testing the cognitive
function of participants across different age groups from
35 to 84, using different questionnaires such as MoCA,
abbreviated mental test;, MMSE were used in a study.62
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Likewise, the previous study and many more studies used
the MMSE questionnaire to assess the effect of VR on
the condition of cognitive development of the partici-
pants.®*"°® Some of the studies focused on the effect size
to show the impact of VR on the patients.®’

Unlike the previous research works on VR for dementia
patients or measurement of different levels of cognitive
development using MMSE, this study focuses on the modi-
fication of MMSE for post-intervention assessment.
Moreover, to justify the validity of the questionnaire, pilot
study is conducted where correlation and cross validation
through participants comments and close observation
report is maintained.

Proposed mental state assessment tool

The proposed mental assessment tool is a combination of
pre- and post-intervention questionnaires, both of which
are modified versions of MMSE. The questionnaire used
for pre- and post-intervention assessments is an adaptation
of the standard MMSE questionnaire. Specific adjustments
made to the questionnaire are discussed in this section.
Besides this, minor changes to questions were made to
ensure that the pre- and post-intervention questionnaires
are not exactly same and repetitive for the participants.
For instance, the designs to be copied were changed.
Also, minor modifications such as changing the objects to
be identified and words to be spelled backwards, were
also made. However, it was ensured that the difficulty

level remained the same. The ordering of questions within
categories was changed to reduce repetitiveness.

MMSE is divided into five major components namely
Orientation, Registration, Attention and Calculation,
Recall and Language. The maximum score that can be
attained in MMSE is 30 points. Studies such as
Shigemori et al.°® performed factor analysis of MMSE
using promax rotation to determine 11 subsets, which are
divided into three factors namely immediate memory,
orientation and delayed recall, and working memory.
These three factors and the 11 subsets belonging to these
factors are detailed below. The mapping of the five
MMSE components to the 3 factors and 11 subsets identi-
fied by Shigemori et al.®® are illustrated in Figure 1.

The first factor deals with writing, immediate memory,
verbal repetition and naming. The second factor included
delayed recall and spatial and temporal orientation. The
third factor included verbal comprehension, attention and
concentration, sentence reading and constructional praxis.
The abilities that are evaluated in the first factor include
verbal skills. Thus, this factor is a reflection of consolidated
knowledge, which directly relates to implicit memory.
Existing literature®®’® on dementia population suggests
that linguistic abilities exhibit lower sensitivity to cognitive
deterioration.

The abilities included in second factor are related to
semantic and episodic memory, which possess strong asso-
ciation with deterioration of cognitive function, particularly
in early stages of dementia. Thus, Shigemori et al.®® states
that variations in these subsets are most reliable indicators

Orientation

Temporal Orientation

/

/

/
/| Registration

——— Spatial Orientation

Immediate Memory

/

/

Attention/Concentration

MMSE

Recall

Language

/ Attention & Calculation

Delayed Recall

Naming

Verbal Repetition
Verbal Comprehension
Writing

Reading a sentence

Constructional Praxis

Figure 1. Different components, functions and factors of mini-mental state examination (MMSE).
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for detection of cognitive deterioration. The third factor
includes abilities related to working memory such as the
individual’s ability to handle and learn new information.
This factor is also a reliable indicator for cognitive deterior-
ation. Since the scope of this work is limited to VR-based
therapeutic interventions that rely on the interaction of par-
ticipant with a virtual environment, out of factor two and
three, variations to factor two are only feasible. Within
this categorical factor, variations in questions related to
recall were made for the post-intervention questionnaire
because spatial and temporal orientation of the participant
can reliably be tested using the same questions. The struc-
ture of the modified mental state assessment tool is
described in Figure 2.

Orientation

Orientation deals with an individual’s sense of general
awareness. This component entails two functions namely
spatial and temporal orientation, which deal with the indivi-
dual’s sense of awareness with regard to space and time.
MMSE includes a question to test both these functions indi-
vidually. For the former, the corresponding question checks
if the participant knows the date, day and season. However,
for the latter, the corresponding question checks if the par-
ticipant knows the location of their current residence.

For the pre-intervention questionnaire, minor contextual
adaptations to the standard MMSE questionnaire were

made. For example, the second question for Orientation
asks for different components of the address. In the
United Kingdom, postcode and county are used for
pincode and state. Thus, appropriate adaptations of this
kind were made. It is noteworthy that most of the residents
were suffering from dementia and one of the objectives of
the study was to investigate the memorability of the resi-
dents. Thus, the same pre-intervention questionnaire was
used across cohorts. The post-intervention used questions
similar to those used in pre-intervention questionnaire.

Registration

This component of MMSE tests the functioning of the par-
ticipant’s immediate memory. Thus, registration constitutes
a short list of objects or prompts that the participant is
expected to repeat. For this purpose, simple lists of
objects such as clock, sofa and table were used. Similar
questions were used for both pre- and post-intervention
questionnaires.

Attention and calculation

The objective of keeping questions related to testing of
arithmetic ability in the questionnaire is to assess the atten-
tiveness and concentration levels of the participant. The
standard MMSE questionnaire requires the participant to
spell the word ‘world’ backwards. Both the pre- and post-

TASK

[

COMPONENT FUNCTION f SCORE
| { PRE-INTERVENTION | POST-INTERVENTION ||
JE— n l :
2 o) Temporal Orientation  ——— What is the (season), (day), (date), (month) and (year)? 1 5
3 ‘ L —H ( ). (day), (date), (month) and (year) } \
g Spatial Orientation '—ﬁ Where are we? Tell the (floor), (street), (city/town), (county), (postcode) T 5 ‘
: I \
§ mﬂ’ [ > ImmediateMemory { Repeat three objects mentioned by the interviewer — 3 ‘
- | |
z 8 A :
28 e : > Attention / Concentration Spell the word 'WORLD' backwards T 5
| B T
23 ( ‘
AV,

Q

Delayed Recall

Recall

)

Repeat the three objects mentioned
previously

Tell any three objects seen in the VR
experience

KN

b ==,

Naming

Name the two objects shown (for example, pen and watch)

2
|
: H

HH

Verbal Repetition

Repeat a sentence like: 'NO IFS ANDS OR BUTS'

FH—— 1

Language

Verbal Comprehension

1 { Follow a 3-stage command like: 'TAKE THE PAPER IN YOUR RIGHT HAND, FOLD IT
[

- 3

IN HALF, KEEP IT ON THE TABLE'

Writing

Read and obey an instruction like: 'CLOSE YOUR EYES'

Reading a Sentence

Write a sentence ‘ I 1

Constructional Praxis

P S

Copy design

H—+— 1

l

Figure 2. Structure of the modified mental state assessment tool.
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Table 1. Demographic information.

Sample 52
Gender
Male 19
Female 33
Age
Under 55 8
55-64 3
65-74 10
75-84 12
85+ 19

intervention questionnaires had questions similar to the
standard MMSE questionnaire. However, to reduce repeti-
tiveness in the pre- and post-intervention questionnaires,
different words with similar difficulty levels in terms of
number of alphabets were used.

Recall

Recall is a test of the participant’s ability to remember the list of
prompts or objects that they were told before. Thus, this com-
ponent corresponds to the function of delayed recall. The stand-
ard MMSE requires the participant to repeat or recall the list of
prompts or objects that they were told as part of the registration
question. For the pre-intervention questionnaire, this question
is kept unchanged. However, this question was replaced for
post-intervention questionnaire.

One of the core objectives of sensory stimulation therapy
is to improve engagement and recover memory threshold.
The latter is tested by the questionnaires as the participants
answer the same set of questions across cohorts. In order to
test participant engagement, modifications were made to
include elements from the VR experience. Thus, recall
was tested on the basis of any three elements that the partici-
pant remembers from the VR experience. The objective of
this modification is to test user engagement and direct
impact of VR on mental state.

Language

This component includes seven functions and cumulatively
tests language and cognitive skills of the participant. The

first of these functions is naming and requires the partici-
pant to identify an object and name it. For instance,
objects such as a pencil or watch is shown to the participant
and he or she is asked to name it. Verbal repetition requires
the participant to repeat the sentence spoken to them
as-it-is. The standard MMSE questionnaire suggests the
use of the sentence “No ifs, ands, or buts. On the other
hand, verbal comprehension requires the participant to
listen to verbal commands and follow the instructions.

The participant is required to read and write a sentence
for testing the functionalities of “read a sentence and
“write. Finally, constructional praxis is a function that
requires participants to articulate different parts to create a
unified structure. To test this function, the participant is
required to copy a design. There were specific challenges
with regard to resident participation in this component as
many participants could not see, hear and write clearly
due to medical reasons. The modified tool uses the standard
testing procedure for pre- as well as post-intervention ques-
tionnaires. However, minor modifications were introduced
in the post-intervention questionnaire to reduce repetitive-
ness, keeping the complexity unchanged.

Methods

In order to evaluate the robustness, reliability and efficacy of
the proposed tool, a pilot study was designed. The different
aspects of pilot study design are discussed in this section.

Participants

For the purpose of the study, seven residential homes were
identified within Midlands, United Kingdom. The
inclusion-exclusion criteria for participant selection consid-
ered two factors namely age and the presence of cognitive
disorders. Therefore, residents aged over aged over 55
years with diverse medical conditions such as dementia,
mobility issues and vision or hearing impairments were
included in the study. Additionally, the study also includes
a proportion of normal participants from the staff and there
was no age or health condition requirement for the partici-
pants to qualify for participation in the study. The demo-
graphic information of the participants is summarized in
Table 1. Images from the care homes taken during the
study are provided in Figure 3. Participants have provided
their consent to use these images for publication.

Resident participants lie within the age group 55 to 85+
with 47.37% of the participants lying within age range of
55-74 and 52.63% of the participants being 75+. It is
worth mentioning that 11 out of 19 resident participants
were on regular anxiety medication. The study was
divided into two phases. As part of the first phase, taster ses-
sions were organized in the selected care-homes. On the
basis of the number of registered participants from each
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Figure 3. Screenshots of Nature Treks virtual reality (VR) environments.

care-home, four care-homes were shortlisted for the second
phase.

In the second phase, three cohorts were organized, which
are referred to as C1, C2, and C3. As part of the taster ses-
sions, residents as well as staff were registered to maintain a
healthy ratio between normal and abnormal participants.
Moreover, NHS quality burnout is a critical problem and
VR has demonstrated significant benefits for staff well-
being.”' The sample size used for analysis includes 116
VR sessions conducted for a total of 52 participants, out
of which 41 were residents (elderly participants with cogni-
tive disorders) and 11 were staff members (normal

participants). The number of sessions, participants and resi-
dents in the taster session and across three cohorts are
described in Table 2. For all analytical purposes, each
session is considered an independent session. However, to
analyse the impact of repeated VR exposure, three sets of
non-periodic data are used for each of the participants,
wherever available, to generate a Cohort-level analysis.

Virtual environment for intervention

As mentioned previously, sensory stimulation therapy is
one of the most effective therapeutic interventions used
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Table 2. Total sessions and participants.

Virtual reality (VR) sessions 35 25
All participants 35 25
Resident participants 27 22

28 28 116
28 28 52
25 24 41

Figure &. Orbs or Controls in Nature Treks virtual reality (VR) environments.

for cognitive decline and impairment. Virtual reality
enables multi-dimensional sensory stimulation and has
found applications in different clinical pathways such as
pain, disability and anxiety management. This study uses
Nature Treks VR, which is a fully immersive, interactive
VR product that has 15 different nature-themed environ-
ments with different highlights.”” The screenshots from
the different environments are shown in Figure 4. There
are several advanced elements within these environments,
which can be activated or deactivated using orbs. For
instance, the Green Meadows environment has orbs for
growing flowers, butterflies and changing day to night or
night to day. These orbs allow interactivity and facilitates
user engagement. Moreover, participants can use these
orbs to customize the environment according to their per-
sonal preferences and suit their relaxation needs.
Screenshots of these controls are illustrated in Figure 5.
Nature Treks VR-based intervention is chosen because
a majority of the patients suffer from memory-related dis-
orders including dementia. Although, products such as
Nature Treks VR might be repetitive for an average user,
they remain engaging for the chosen population across
multiple sessions. Moreover, this environment provides
them an opportunity to work on their memory-related
issues by repetitively exposing them to the same set of

information. Additionally, this allows therapists and care-
givers to identify the memory thresholds at individual
levels.

Study procedure

The major construct investigated in the study include well-
being, which is further divided into cognitive ability and
mood that are captured using the MMSE and modified
MMSE scores, and mood scores, respectively. In addition,
factors such as anxiety and mood swings are also consid-
ered in the study. The experimental methodology used for
the study is illustrated in Figure 6. For every participant,
a session is divided into four stages namely, registration,
pre-intervention questionnaire, VR session and post-
intervention questionnaire. As a rule, participant registra-
tion is performed the first time a resident registers to partici-
pate for the study. Thus, it includes seeking formal consent
to participate and collecting basic data from the participant
and the participant’s carer. The objective of this stage is to
inform the participant about the study so that he or she can
make an informed decision about their participation.
Secondly, it also involves collecting basic and background
information about the participant so that the rest of the
stages can be appropriately modified to suit the needs of
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Figure 5. Images taken during the study.

the participant. For instance, participants who wear glasses
can be provided additional insert for the headset to ensure a
comfortable experience.

The second stage of the session involves filling the
pre-intervention questionnaire for the participant. As

part of this stage, the researcher, with assistance from
the carer, asks the set out questions and on the basis of
responses, grades the participant. Additionally, the
researcher also documents any observations, both from
carer perspective and researcher perspective. In the next
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Study Design

Participant
Registration

Pre-VR
Questionnaire

Post-VR

VR
Session Questionnaire
Ry 5

Participant Engagement Data Collection (Pre)
Interaction with Participant Quantitative - MMSE Questionnaire (Pre)
Participant Consent Qualitative - Researcher

Carer Questionnaire Observations

VR Experience Data Collection (Post)
Session Briefing Q itative - MMSE Q jre (Post)
Setting up of headset Qualitative - Researcher

Nature Treks VR Experience Observations

Figure 6. Block diagram of pilot study design.

stage, the participant is briefed about the headset and VR
experience. The participant is free to choose any of the
available VR experiences, keeping the experience time
flexible between 10 and 20 minutes, in a normal scenario.
Finally, after the VR experience, post-intervention ques-
tionnaire is filled in the same manner as pre-intervention
questionnaire.

Measurement tools

This study uses a modified version of MMSE with an aux-
iliary assessment of participant mood. For the purpose of
mood assessment, a self-reporting tool that quantifies
mood on a scale of 1-5, was used. This paper introduces
modifications to the standard MMSE questionnaire for
use as a tool to assess instantaneous cognitive function
before and after a VR experience. The pilot study was
designed to validate the modifications made to the question-
naires. Thus, this study uses several tools to get comprehen-
sive information about the participant’s medical history and
VR experience. Details about the tools used for this purpose
are described in this section.

e Consent to Participate: Before starting the experiment,
all the participants were asked to provide their written
consent for participation. In addition, the form also
included questions about personal information and
medical history. Additionally, the form also includes
information about data ownership, which lies solely
with Greener Games, and that the study complies with
GDPR guidelines. The form used for this purpose is pro-
vided as Supplementaal File 1 (Research Consent Form).

o Carer Questionnaire: In order to gain information about
the participant, the carer was provided with a question-
naire, which includes information about participant
background and medical condition. The form used for
this purpose is provided as Supplementaal File 2
(Carer Questionnaire).

e Pre-VR Questionnaire: The questionnaire used for pre-
intervention mental state assessment is provided as
Supplementaal File 3 (Pre-VR Questionnaire). It is
worth mentioning that some of the residents had specific
impairments; as a result of which they were unable to
read, write, see or recognize objects. Therefore, ques-
tions were omitted on need basis, giving the participant
a zero for the specific question. Besides this, a self-
reporting mood assessment tool that requires the partici-
pant to rate their mood on a scale of 1 to 5, 1 being sad
and 5 being happy, was used for mood assessment.

e Post-VR Questionnaire: As mentioned previously, the
post-intervention questionnaire changes the intra-
category ordering of questions to reduce repetitiveness.
Moreover, questions that test participant engagement
with VR are included. The questionnaire used for post-
intervention mental state assessment is provided as
Supplementaal File 4 (Post-VR Questionnaire). The
instructions for carrying out pre- and post-intervention
questionnaires are available as Supplementaal File 5
(Instructions). Moreover, the reading commands and
designs used for executing the questionnaire are avail-
able as Supplementaal Files 6 (Command I), 7
(Command II), 8 (Design I), 9 (Design II).

Measures for evaluation of proposed mental state
assessment tool

Questionnaire development is a well-established process
and involves several phases, which include expert advise
and pilot study.”> The proposed tool is evaluated on the
basis of analysis of the data collected during pilot study.
Firstly, the internal consistency and reliability of proposed
questionnaires need to be tested to prove the robustness
of the tool and its potential usage for impact analysis of
therapeutic interventions in patients with cognitive impair-
ment. Secondly, quantitative and qualitative analyses needs
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Table 3. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient values.

Overall 0.674 0.641
Cohort 1 0.642 0.625
Cohort 2 0.639 0.587
Cohort 3 0.588 0.692

to be performed to correlate and cross-validate the results
obtained using the tool.

This research paper modifies existing MMSE question-
naire to provide a tool for pre- and post-intervention instant-
aneous cognitive state testing. Since, this questionnaire is
adapted, only test to ensure internal consistency and reli-
ability of the questionnaire is performed. In order to evalu-
ate the internal consistency and reliability of the proposed
tool, Cronbach’s alpha coefficient’* was used.

Quantitative analysis was performed to establish correl-
ation between the use of VR-based intervention and partici-
pant well-being. Participant well-being was assessed on the
basis of MMSE and mood scores. Therefore, changes in
MMSE and mood scores are analysed by hypothesis test
using Paired T-test and Wilcoxon Signed Rank 7-test.
Finally, cohort-level analysis was performed by analysing
the mean MMSE and mood scores across the three
cohorts of VR sessions. Besides this, quantitative analysis
of the collected data was performed to determine the
trends for impact of VR-based therapeutic intervention.
Furthermore, qualitative analysis was performed using
Lincoln and Guba’s Naturalistic Inquiry method.”” The par-
ticipant comments received and researcher observations
with regard to participant response documented during the
study were analyzed. This method involves separating
content and categorizing them into segments to summarize
the results.

Dataset development

Data collected during the pilot study, in the form of a set of
four questionnaires filled for every first-time participant and
two questionnaires filled for repeat participants, was col-
lated and segregated into quantitative and qualitative data
for analytical purposes. Every participant was assigned a
registration ID to maintain data anonymity. The dataset
included the score obtained by a participant for every ques-
tion in the questionnaire along with the mood score. The
cumulative scores obtained in the pre- and post-intervention
MMSE questionnaire is referred to as pre- and post-
intervention MMSE score, respectively. Moreover, the

score obtained using the self-reporting mood assessment
tool is referred to as mood score.

This dataset was developed using data from participant
responses to pre and post-intervention questionnaires.
Since, independent as well as cohort-level analysis is per-
formed for the collected data, repeat participation was
also taken into account. Mood assessment was not per-
formed during the taster sessions and thus, the number of
records vary for MMSE and mood score analyses. For
cohort-level analysis, a few records from taster sessions
were used to satify the requirement of three VR sessions.
The mood scores, which were unavailable for such
records, were imputed with mean mood score value for
the participant from other two sessions.

Results

The pre-intervention and post-intervention questionnaires
are modified versions of MMSE, with slight adaptations
made to the standard MMSE to contextualize the question-
naire for use in VR trials. Therefore, in order to validate the
proposed tool, a pilot study was performed. Cronbach’s
alpha was calculated for the pre- and post-intervention
response data collected to prove the internal consistency
and reliability of the questionnaire. Additionally, the
results of the pilot study were analysed and counter-
validated with researcher and carer observations to conclu-
sively prove the efficacy of the proposed questionnaires.
This section provides a detailed account of the results
obtained from the study.

Internal consistency and reliability of the proposed
tool

This research paper modifies existing MMSE questionnaire
to provide a tool for pre- and post-intervention instantan-
eous cognitive state testing. Since, this questionnaire is
adapted, only test to ensure internal consistency and reli-
ability of the questionnaire is performed. For this purpose,
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was calculated for the ques-
tionnaire responses received during the pilot study. This
test is performed using the test-retest strategy to determine
the internal consistency of the questionnaire over multiple
instances of the test.

The study included 116 independent VR sessions for 52
participants. An overall Pre-VR and Post-VR Cronbach’s
alpha coefficient value is determined for these sessions.
This total number of VR sessions also included three
cohorts of VR sessions performed for the same set of 21 par-
ticipants. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for Pre-VR and
Post-VR sessions of these three cohorts are also determined.
These results are summarized in Table 3. The Cronbach’s
alpha coefficient for all the instances lie within the accept-
able range of 0.6—0.8,76 with the exception of one instance
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in the comparison of both Pre-VR and Post-VR tools, which
are 0.588 and 0.587, respectively. Thus, within the scope of
this pilot study, the questionnaires can be considered accept-
able. Improving these scores by modifying the question-
naires shall be attempted in future work.

Quantitative analysis for correlation

Changes in MMSE scores. In order to test the statistical sig-
nificance of collected data with respect to MMSE scores,
test for normal distribution, Paired-T test and Wilcoxon
Signed-Rank test were performed. The descriptive statistics
for the dataset are provided in Table 4. The range, mean,
standard deviation and negative values of skewness and
kurtosis indicate that the data is skewed to the left with
lighter tails than normal distribution, indicating that the
data is not normally distributed.

Shapiro-Wilk test was performed to test for normal dis-
tribution. The p-value for pre-intervention data, post-
intervention data and Change (difference between post-
intervention and pre-intervention data) are 0.006698,
0.000039, 0.000664, respectively. Since the p-values are
low, satisfying the requirement of p — value < 0.05, there
is sufficient evidence to state that none of the datasets
come from normal distribution.

The results of the Paired T-Test provide values of
Statistic = —5.43339885 and  p-value =
3.13373222x10~7. The value of statistic is negative
because the second dataset mean is greater than that of
first dataset. A low p-value, which satisfies the requirement
of p-value < 0.05, suggests that there is enough evidence to
reject the null hypothesis and accept the alternate hypoth-
esis. In other words, there is a statistically significant
change (or increase) in MMSE scores post-VR intervention.

Having said that, in order for the paired sample ¢-test
results to be trusted, the dependent variable should be
approximately distributed. Moreover, there should not be
any significant outliers. Both the variables and their differ-
ence violate the assumption of normality. However, there
are no outliers in data. The data distribution histograms
and box plots are provided in Figure 7 and Figure 8,
respectively. Thus, the results of the Paired T-test cannot
be completely trusted. As a result, an appropriate alternative
in the form of the Wilcoxon signed-rank Test was
performed.

The results obtained for the Wilcoxon Signed-Rank Test
provide the values of Statistic = 989.5 and p-value =
3.218679891914893x10~7. A low p-value, which satisfies
the requirement of p — value < 0.05, suggests that there is
enough evidence to reject the null hypothesis and accept
the alternate hypothesis. In other words, there is a statistic-
ally significant change (or increase) in MMSE scores
post-VR intervention.

Changes in mood scores. In order to test the statistical sig-
nificance of collected data with respect to mood scores,
test for normal distribution, Paired-T test and Wilcoxon
Signed-Rank test was performed. The descriptive statistics
for the dataset are provided in Table 5. The range, mean,
standard deviation and negative values of skewness and
kurtosis indicate that the data is skewed to the left with
lighter tails than normal distribution for pre-intervention
mood scores and more data around the tails for post-
intervention mood scores. These values cumulatively indi-
cate that the data is not normally distributed.

Please note that the data points for mood scores are
lower (79) as against 116 data points for MMSE scores
because mood score data was not collected during taster
sessions and for two data points, the mood scores were
unavailable (unsure/no data).

Shapiro-Wilk test was performed to test for normal dis-
tribution. The p-value for pre-intervention data, post-
intervention data and Change (difference between post-
intervention and pre-intervention data) are 3.73x1077,
2.78x10~19, 5.77x1077, respectively. Since the p-values
are low, satisfying the requirement of p — value < 0.05,
there is sufficient evidence to state that none of the datasets
come from normal distribution.

The results of the Paired 7-Test provide the values of Statistic
= —5.63 and p-value = 2.73x1077. The value of statistic is
negative because the second dataset mean is greater than that
of first dataset. A low p-value, which satisfies the requirement
of p — value < 0.05, suggests that there is enough evidence to
reject the null hypothesis and accept the alternate hypothesis.
In other words, there is a statistically significant change (or
increase) in Mood scores post-VR intervention.

Having said that, in order for the paired sample 7-test results
to be trusted, the dependent variable should be approximately
normally distributed and should not contain any significant out-
liers. Both the variables and their difference violate the assump-
tion of normality. Moreover, box plots show outliers in data. The

Table &. Statistics for paired samples—mini-mental state examination (MMSE) scores.

Pre-intervention MMSE score 116 [4,30]

Post VR MMSE score 116 [6,30]

20.71 5.79 —0.15 —0.56

22.45 5.92 —0.45 —0.45
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Figure 7. Data distribution of mini-mental state examination (MMSE) scores. (a) Pre-intervention score; (b) Post-intervention scores; (c)
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Figure 8. Box plots for mini-mental state examination (MMSE) scores. (a) Pre-intervention score; (b) post-intervention scores; (c) change

in scores.

Table 5. Statistics for paired samples - mood scores.

Pre-intervention mood score 79 [2,5]

Post virtual reality (VR) mood score 79 [2,5]

data distribution histograms and box plots are provided in
Figures 9 and 10, respectively. Thus, the results of the Paired
T-test cannot be completely trusted. Therefore, an appropriate
alternative in the form of Wilcoxon signed-rank test was
performed.

The results obtained for the Wilcoxon Signed-Rank Test
provide the values of Statistic 100.5 and p-value
1.97x107°. A low p-value, which satisfies the requirement
of p — value < 0.05, suggests that there is enough evidence
to reject the null hypothesis and accept the alternate hypoth-
esis. In other words, there is a statistically significant
change (or increase) in Mood scores post VR intervention.

Independent sessions and Cohort-level analysis. Data ana-
lysis was performed for a dataset with 116 data points.
The mean total pre- and post-intervention MMSE scores

3.88 0.89 —0.19 —0.94

4.42 0.76 —1.26 0.99

are 20.72 and 22.45, respectively. Thus, the percentage
increase in mean MMSE score is 8.35%. Out of the total
52 participants, 21 participants were present for at least
three VR sessions, out of which 19 were residents. For
cohort-level analysis, set of three VR sessions attended by
a resident were considered. The mood scores for some ses-
sions, which were part of the taster sessions cohort) were
not available. Any such sessions that were included in the
analysis were imputed with mean value mood scores to
maintain data consistency. The changes in MMSE and
mood scores across three cohorts are illustrated in Figure 12.

Qualitative analysis for cross validation

The general consensus on the VR experience indicated that
the experience was relaxing and a majority of the
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Figure 10. Box plots for mood scores. (a) Pre-intervention score; (b) post-intervention scores; (c) change in scores.

participants liked the experience. There were initial appre-
hensions among participants on the use of this technology
and its impact on their health. To counter these apprehen-
sions, the participants were briefed about the technology
and objective of the experience. Besides this, they were
briefed on a one-to-one basis about the use of the headset.
Written instructions were additionally provided. Having
said that, some participants still found it difficult to
operate the headset and navigate through the experience.
To help them, the experience was expert-assisted who con-
tinuously interacted with them throughout the experience
and navigated them as per their preferences.

Most of the participants acknowledged the realism of the
VR experience with a few participants commenting, “It
feels like to be back in Africa,” “Feels like I’'m abroad,”
and “It is amazing how they fit all this into these
goggles.” Most participants expressed a sense of full
immersion and detachment from the physical world.
Some of the comments received in this regard include
“Makes me want to go there.” “Takes you away for a
little while,” and “It’s a different world.” To ensure that
there were no known obstacles to immersion such as phys-
ical reminders of the physical world in the form of connect-
ing cables brushing up against the participant’s body,
wireless headsets were used. Moreover, all participants
were provided a stationary experience because of mobility
issues and their lack of experience with this technology.

With that said, the negative comments around the VR
experience focused on it being complicated for participants
who wished to take control and tiring for participants who
had a sore neck because of wearing the headset for a stipu-
lated amount of time. These comments indicated that
technological design of the interface and hardware should
be adapted for use by vulnerable population segments
such as differently abled, elderly and children.
Interestingly, a common complaint from the participants
was that the experience was not long enough and they
wished they could stay in the experience for a longer time.

A majority of the participants appreciated the experience
and showed willingness to try it again. Observations
reported by researchers before, during and after the VR ses-
sions indicate an overall improvement in activity levels
post-VR sessions and enhanced willingness to participate
across the three cohorts of VR sessions. In fact, positive
comments and recommendations from residents who tried
the experience before their fellow residents attracted atten-
tion and interest from others, leading to many first-time par-
ticipants across the different cohorts as well. For many
participants, the VR experience was all about revisiting
times they spent with loved ones with one participant
saying, “This reminds me of so many travel memories
with my husband.” Interestingly, one of the participants
remembered a holiday she spent with her brother who
passed away the previous year and saw her brother in the
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experience. She called the experience “weird” and
“creepy.” A few participants also posited that this experi-
ence is good for people with mobility issues stating that,
“Good for somebody who doesn’t go out.”

From the caregiver’s perspective, there were some inter-
esting observations. Caregivers in one of the residential
homes shared their observation that they had noticed con-
siderable reduction in mood swings among residents with
a persistent anxiety problem. This observation was also
noted for bedridden residents. An intriguing observation
made during the study was that people with vision issues
confirmed by the caregiver and initial cognitive assessment
test, could see specific environments and objects inside the
VR experience. This observation is under consideration for
future study and investigation.

Discussion

A paired sample #-test was used to analyze the MMSE and
mood scores, before and after the VR session, to test if the

intervention had a significant effect on the MMSE total
scores and mood scores. However, due to violation of nor-
mality assumption, an alternative Wilcoxon signed-rank
Test was also performed to gain reliable evidence for statis-
tical significance of the results.

Therefore, it can conclusively stated that the MMSE
score before the intervention was lower (20.71 £5.79
units) compared to the MMSE score post-intervention
(22.45 +5.92 units) and there was a statistically significant
increase in MMSE score after VR session. The impact of
intervention on normalized MMSE components namely,
Registration, Orientation, Language, Recall and Attention
& Calculation are provided in the spider diagrams
(Figure 11).

Moreover, it can be conclusively stated that the
mood score before the intervention was lower
(3.88 +£0.89 units) compared to the Mood score post
intervention (4.42 + 0.76 units) and there was a statis-
tically significant increase in Mood score after VR
session.

Registration
Attention & Calculation
Orientation
1
Recall
eca == Pre-VR
== Post-VR
Language
(a) Results for C1
Registration
Attention & Calculation
Orientation
ik
Recall wam Pre-VR
=== Post-VR
Language
(¢) Results for C3
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== Post-VR
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Recall wam Pre-VR
=== Post-VR
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(d) Overall Results

Figure 11. Spider diagrams for normalized mini-mental state examination (MMSE) components. (a) Results for C1; (b) results for C2; (c)

results for C3; (d) overall results.
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Figure 12. Comparison of results for C1-C2-C3 session cohorts. (a) Average mini-mental state examination (MMSE) scores; (b) average

mood scores.

With respect to the cohort-level analysis, MMSE scores
demonstrate improvement. Moreover, similar improve-
ments in mood scores are indicative of the demonstrable
impact of the intervention. Therefore, trends in mood
scores validate the results obtained using the proposed
tool, in the form of MMSE scores.

The results of qualitative analysis indicate that the parti-
cipants and caregivers were convinced about the impact of
VR on cognitive function and mood, with some specific
benefits to people with anxiety-related issues. Therefore,
caregiver comments and participant responses validate
that nature-based VR has a positive impact on the wellbeing
of the participant with short-term as well as long-term
benefits.

Although, the tool is evaluated for a VR-based interven-
tion in the care home setting, it is expected to be applicable
for impact assessment of therapeutic interventions for any
form of cognitive decline across different age groups. For
instance, cognitive impairment due to accidental damage,
congenital disability, learning disability and geriatric
issues, are potential cases where this tool can be adopted.
Having said that, minor adjustments to the questionnaires
may be required to fit the context. It is important to state
that this study suffers from some inherent limitations,
which are listed below.

e Limitations of data collection phase: One of the most
significant challenges of this study was to maintain
repeat participation. Similar challenges have been iden-
tified by other researches that have conducted similar
studies.””’® As is evident from the results, there was
reduced repeated presence with reasons such as variable
duty shifts for staff, hospital appointments of residents,
scheduling of other care home activities such as
outdoor visits for residents and personal reasons such

as visitors or unwell health, being most prominent. In
addition, there are some limitations related to data
entry and compilation and associated human error that
may be introduced in the process.

Weaknesses of MMSE as a tool: The use of MMSE
introduces inherent bias against participants with poor
education with many questions based on testing of lan-
guage and mathematical elements. Besides this, there
is also an inherent bias against people who possess
any form of visual impairment. Having said that, the
impact analysis method used in the study compares the
MMSE scores of the same participant pre- and post-
intervention, thus tackling biases and offsets that may
appear because of the participant’s limited ability or cap-
acity. Other limitations of this tool include its inability to
translate across cultures and dependence on language
proficiency.”®

Lack of content: The most critical limitation of any
VR-based intervention is lack of personalization and
diversity in content.*® Every participant has different
preferences, which are dependent on the participant’s
past experiences and personality. Therefore, catering to
a group of participants with varied backgrounds is chal-
lenging. Development of automated personality assess-
ment and Al-based content personalization shall be
attempted in the future to address this limitation.
Hardware limitations of VR headsets: The chosen popu-
lation of participants have more physical vulnerabilities
than the average population. Therefore, wearing the
headset for a session was a challenge for many partici-
pants because of headset size and usability of the inter-
face. Moreover, people with acute hearing issues and
implanted hearing aids with high frequency settings
could not tolerate the sounds within the headset and
the volume had to be muted. Similar challenges and
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need for adaptation were also identified in another
study.®! This opens opportunities for development of
user-friendly headsets and VR applications that can be
independently used and managed by vulnerable popula-
tions such as children, diabled and elderly.

Conclusion

The work presented in this paper has successfully proposed
a Modified Mental State Assessment Tool that can be used
to assess the pre- and post-intervention of technology-based
therapeutic interventions for elderly people that has been
developed by modifying the standard MMSE. The pilot
study conducted and the extensive experimental analysis
that followed, validate the effectiveness of the proposed
assessment tool in care home settings, using Nature Treks
VR environment as intervention tool. The pilot study con-
ducted and the extensive experimental analysis that fol-
lowed, validate the effectiveness of the proposed tool.
The results of the study indicate that the Cronbach’s
alpha coefficient for Pre-VR and Post-VR interventions,
which include 116 VR sessions for 52-participant, and
three cohorts of VR sessions for 21 participants, remained
within the acceptable range of 0.6-0.8. Additionally, both
quantitative and qualitative observations from the care-
givers and researchers provided further evidence of the
tool’s efficacy.

This work provides a strong foundation for further
research in the area of therapeutic interventions with
variety of digital technology-based interventions for
elderly people, especially those with cognitive impair-
ments, and will help improve their quality of life. The pro-
posed tool can also be used as a baseline for designing more
effective therapeutic interventions for elderly people in
similar care home settings. This tool will additionally facili-
tate treatment planning and optimization, which in turn will
aid planning and resource efficiency.

In conclusion, this work has successfully demonstrated
the effectiveness of the proposed Mental State
Assessment Tool in assessing the impact of technology-
based therapeutic interventions for elderly people in care
home settings. The results of the study provide a strong
foundation for further research in this direction and the pro-
posed tool can be used as a baseline for designing more
effective therapeutic interventions for elderly people.
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