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After conducting interviews 
with 52 older adults, we 
concluded that misleading 
and aggressive practices 
undermined their ability to 
participate in a digital world. 

RECAA’s insights led us 
formulate these experiences 
as mistreatment.

Building bridges between 
community and policy 
engagement.

ACT came to study the 
interactions between 
older adults and 
telecommunication 
service providers.



”Mistreatment is a single or repeated act, or lack of 
appropriate action, occurring within any relationship 
where there is an expectation of trust, which causes 
harm or distress to an older adult, whether the 
person deliberately wants to cause harm or not”

Source: Leading Practice to Counter the Mistreatment of Older Adults, CIUSSS West-Central Montreal; Elder Mistreatment Helpline 
(LAAA); Research Chair on Mistreatment of Older Adults; Ministère de la Famille, Secrétariat aux aînés, Gouvernement du Québec, 2017. 
Inspired by the WHO (2002).



Why an escape room on older adult 
mistreatment?
Need for more visibility and awareness of issues related to older adult 
mistreatment to reduce social stigma. (Mastin et al., 2007). 

Need to include older adults and organizations of older adults in the elaboration 
of strategies to counter older adult mistreatment (Harbison, 1999). 

Need for intersectoral approaches to dealing with older adult mistreatment 
(Poedinek, 2008, p.126).

Need for innovative strategies to broach older adult mistreatment with the public.



Escape Rooms
Escape rooms are live-action team-based games where players 
discover clues, solve puzzles, and accomplish tasks in one or 
more rooms in order to accomplish a specific goal 
(usually escaping from the room) in a limited amount of time. 
(Nicholson, 2016)

An estimated 80% of customers of commercial escape rooms are 
young adult (Lama, 2018).

Since 2017, emergence of “educational escape rooms” especially 
used in the classroom



Intergenerational
Iterative Co-design
Co-design emerged as a means of engaging 
multiple actors (intergenerational and 
intersectoral) in an outreach project. 

Co-design is a means to blur boundaries 
between players and professional game 
designers (Romero & Ouellet, 2016).

Process that values each participant’s 
knowledge and experience.

For us, co-design is influenced by our 
commitment to participatory action research.



Intergenerational
Iterative Co-design

Iterative design (Zimmerman, 2003) entails a cyclical process of prototyping, 
testing, analyzing, and refining a work in progress.

Repeated interaction is used as a form of research for informing and evolving a 
project.

“Iterations” are implemented.



• We did not want a simulation of mistreatment.

• Concern about not trivializing the issue, or 
presenting mistreatment as something that can 
easily be ”escaped”.

• Potential difficulty of discussing a sensitive topic 
with individuals of various backgrounds, experiences 
and ages.

• “Debrief” by trained students supported by 
subject matter experts.

• Point to existing services (e.g., helpline and It’s 
Not Right!).

• Emphasize the potential role of the bystander 
who can accompany and support.

• Clearly identify the theme of the room to 
potential players in advance.

Foundational challenges



• Need to be realistic about the information that can 
be communicated in a game about a complex 
topic.

• Making a game that is accessible and engaging to a 
wide range of players (including diverse ages and 
expertise)

• Limit the informational scope of the game 
(focusing on psychological, physical and 
financial mistreatment and denial of rights and 
mistreatment in the home).

• Focus on environmental storytelling so that 
props and setting suggest a narrative.

• Build a “short” game that is not too difficult for 
novice players.

• Create diverse clues for diverse abilities, and 
make the space as accessible as possible (no 
need to lift or bend down, spots to sit and rest, 
good lighting).

Emerging conundrums and solutions 



Iteration 1: Play test
We invited testers for three weeks: co-design team, groups of older adults, 
students and game scholars.

Post-game discussions helped refine approaches, puzzles, themes and 
equipment.



Iteration 2: Pilot
• Deployment during a public conference at Concordia University “B/OLD: 

Aging in our city”
• 20 participants participate in the game and debrief session (but no data 

collection)
• Extensive outreach and some media coverage



The room



You are a good friend of Sandra’s. Sandra is locked out of her car, and 
she has asked you to enter her apartment and retrieve her spare set 
from her safe and to quickly bring it to her. 

She has asked her building’s janitor will let you in. You quickly go to her 
place, and the janitor opens the door for you.  As you walk in, you think 
to yourself, “how will I open the safe?”. 

Finding Sandra’s keys won’t be as easy as you thought, and you only 
have 30 minutes!



You begin by opening a drawer and you find a cassette…

On Sandra’s desk, you see an answering machine. 
Maybe there is useful information on the cassette? 



Sorry that I missed our last visit. I know that you 
enjoy seeing Mr. Plant, Mrs. Rose, and Mrs. 

Cardinal at bingo on Saturdays but I don’t want to 
drive you there anymore. It’s exhausting to get you 
into the car with your mobility issues. I’m not sure 
when it became my job to taxi you around. The bus 

stop is only a thirty minute walk from your 
apartment and the exercise would probably do you 

some good and if you’re not feeling up to getting 
yourself there, just stay home. Let’s try to see this 

as an opportunity to try some healthier habits. Oh –
look at the time – I gotta run. Love you! Bye!





Puzzle 1 Puzzle 2 Puzzle 3
Psychological 
mistreatment

Denial of 
rights

Physical 
mistreatment

Puzzle 4
Financial 

mistreatment
The players need to 
solve 4 puzzles, each 
pointing to a form of 

older adult 
mistreatment



Environmental storytelling
“the act of staging player-space with environmental properties that can be interpreted 
as a meaningful whole, furthering the narrative of the game (Smith & Worch, 2013)”



Environmental storytelling

We sought to build a space that did not replicate stereotypes about aging.

Items were chosen by the design team to convey a protagonist with a rich life not 
defined by mistreatment. 

Objects (or a lack of objects) tell us something about the protagonist. An empty fridge, 
hidden cans of food, and empty pill bottles were used as signs of mistreatment.



Debrief sessions

Facilitated by team members (ACT, RECAA and CREGÉS)
Approximately 30 minutes
Approximately 15 questions to instigate conversation. 

⦿ How do you feel?
⦿ What did you notice about the room during 

your experience?
⦿ Could you identify any signs of mistreatment in 

the room?  What sorts of mistreatment did you 
observe?

⦿ What did you learn (if anything) about 
mistreatment in the room?



Preliminary reflections
The escape room format provides a unique experience to broach conversations 
on complex and sensitive issues.

The format confounds generational expectations. 

Most participants in the public test were young adults eager to play an escape 
room and curious about the theme.



Preliminary reflections
The project explores the development of an innovative practice to 
raise awareness to a population of young adults, which have not been 
targeted specifically in existing awareness programs and who would 
not necessarily be attracted to more conventional outreach 
approaches.





Thank you!
Constance Lafontaine, Concordia University // constance.lafontaine@concordia.ca
Scott DeJong , Concordia University // scottbdejong@gmail.com
Sarita Israel, CREGÉS // sarita.israel.cvd@ssss.gouv.qc.ca
Kim Sawchuk, Concordia University // kim.sawchuk@concordia.ca


