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Towards a digital intervention to support older adults with malnutrition: Findings from a design exploration
with home care professionals
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Purpose Maintaining a healthy diet is vital for overall well-being and quality of life. Older adults face unique
challenges in sustaining a nutritious diet, often leading to malnutrition (Leij-Halfwerk et al, 2019). Age-related health
conditions, medication interactions, limited mobility, and mental health challenges can contribute to inadequate
nutritional intake (Volkert et al, 2019). Older adults frequently receive support from dietitians, GP’s, nurses, and their
informal care network to improve and/or maintain adequate nutritional intake (Ziylan et al, 2015, Beelen et al.,
2017). However, due to for example a lack of time and a lack of insight into the client’s health status, inadequate
role division, and limited shared awareness within the care network, the support of older adults is often not optimal.
Digital intervention could help address these challenges (ten Cate 2021; Marshall et al., 2018). In this paper, we
explore the potential of digital tools to address these challenges, from the perspective of home care professionals.
Method This paper is part of a broader research in which the perspectives of dietitians, elderly, formal caregivers
and informal caregivers are collected through co-design as input for the design of a digital food companion. This
study focuses on the perspective of the home care professionals. Through semi-structured interviews, we aim to
gather their views and needs regarding the treatment of older adults with malnutrition, and the potential value of a
digital tool to support such treatment. The interviews address the challenges underlying the nutrition process, and
the opportunities to improve the process through a digital intervention A total of 7 participants were interviewed
(aged 31 to 60 years) based on saturation criteria. The transcribed interviews were analyzed using an inductive
thematic analysis We iteratively identified patterns in the data, allowing themes to emerge from the dataset through
a bottom-up approach, starting with specific categorizations and then moving to broader generalizations. Results
and Discussion Two challenges were identified by the home care professionals, which could be addressed by
digital tools: (1) Interdisciplinary collaboration within the care network is sub-optimal, influenced by missing
communication, unclear role division, and lack of shared responsibility. Home care professionals experience being
kept out of the loop by other professionals (such as dietitians), limiting their ability to support dietetic care. (2)
Instrumental nutritional care promoting eating moments care activities such as supporting with the groceries,
heating meals, or making a sandwich are not part of the insured care tasks, limiting their ability to step in. Home
care professionals improvise by combining nutritional care with other insured care activities, to be able to provide
the needed care. The results show that improving interdisciplinary collaboration amongst care network members is
considered highest priority. This need could guide development of digital interventions: home care professionals
may benefit from a digital intervention functioning as a mediator between network members, addressing the
communication gap and improving the shared awareness, mediating in expectations and role division within the
network. Further explorations are needed to define the balance between a digital intervention and a social
intervention. In addition a digital tool may support in the day to day care of older adults, by functioning as an
extension of the repetitive care tasks of home care professionals. Not all care tasks can be supported by a digital
tool. As explained by home care professionals, physical contact and a (human) conversation may be as important
as the care giving tasks.

References

Beelen, J., Vasse, E., Ziylan, C., Janssen, N., de Roos, N. M., & de Groot, L. C. (2017). Undernutrition: who cares? Perspectives
of dietitians and older adults on undernutrition. BMC nutrition, 3, 1-9.

Leij-Halfwerk, S., Verwijs, M. H., van Houdt, S., Borkent, J. W., Guaitoli, P. R., Pelgrim, T., ... & MaNuEL Consortium. (2019).
Prevalence of protein-energy malnutrition risk in European older adults in community, residential and hospital settings,
according to 22 malnutrition screening tools validated for use in adults> 65 years: a systematic review and meta-
analysis. Maturitas, 126, 80-89.

Marshall, S. (2018). Why is the skeleton still in the hospital closet? A look at the complex aetiology of protein-energy malnutrition
and its implications for the nutrition care team. The journal of nutrition, health & aging, 22(1), 26-29.

Ten Cate, D., Mellema, M., Ettema, R. G., Schuurmans, M. J., & Schoonhoven, L. (2021). Older Adults’ and Their Informal
Caregivers’ Experiences and Needs regarding Nutritional Care Provided in the Periods before, during and after
Hospitalization: A Qualitative Study. Journal of Nutrition in Gerontology and Geriatrics, 40(2-3), 80-107.

Volkert, D., Kiesswetter, E., Cederholm, T., Donini, L. M., Eglseer, D., Norman, K., ... & Visser, M. (2019). Development of a
model on determinants of malnutrition in aged persons: a MaNuEL project. Gerontology and Geriatric Medicine, 5,
2333721419858438.

Ziylan, C., Haveman-Nies, A., Van Dongen, E.J.l., Kremer, S., De Groot, L.C.P.G.M.: Dutch nutrition and care professionals’
experiences with undernutrition awareness, monitoring, and treatment among community dwelling older adults: A qualitative
study. BMC Nutrition 1(1) (2015).https://doi.org/10.1186/s40795-015-0034-6

Keywords: home care professionals, design approach, digital intervention, older adults, malnutrition, care network
Address: Human-Technology Interaction Group, Eindhoven University of Technology, Eindhoven, The Netherlands

Email: [.w.alberts@tue.nl

Acknowledgement: This research is funded by ZonMw IMDI project


mailto:j.w.alberts@tue.nl

