1. Providing best care for older people
Best care for older people in hospital

What is it?
Best care for older people in hospital uses a personcentred approach and evidence-based tools and
resources to identify and respond to the risks
associated with hospital admission.
To provide best care we must consider how the
person’s medical treatment and healthcare may limit
their activity as well as impact on their level of
independence and ability to return to their pre-morbid
lifestyle. During their stay in hospital older people can:

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

• Frailty is estimated to effect a quarter to a half of all
older people. Being frail means that relatively minor
stressors can trigger significant changes in health
1
status.

• Dementia is highly prevalent in older people and
becomes more prevalent with increasing age. It is
estimated that between 21 and 24 per cent of those
2
aged 85 years and over have dementia.

• Having dementia puts patients at significantly higher
risk of adverse outcomes such as falls and
delirium.

experience falls
develop a delirium
become malnourished or dehydrated
develop depression
become incontinent
experience unidentified or poorly managed pain
develop pressure injuries.

Any of these issues can have a significant effect on a
patient’s ability to maintain a level of independence that
allows them to return home.

This factsheet will identify strategies you can use
to provide best care for older people in hospital.

How can you provide the best care
for older people in hospital?
Find out what matters to your patient. It is essential
to be person centred in every encounter you have with
older people, their families and carers.
This approach is the cornerstone of providing the best
care for older people in hospital. Consider your
patient’s treatment needs in the context of their
physical and mental health, their emotional and social
needs.
The following evidence-based strategies will play a
large role in improving your patient’s experience and
outcomes in hospital:

• Treat the person not the disease. With many older

Why is it important?
• As the population ages, older people are becoming
the major user of hospital services.

• Older people who present to hospital have a
significantly higher risk of experiencing functional
decline.

• Older people have diverse care needs. These
challenge the traditional care models of modern
hospitals that focus on single disease or conditions
at the expense of a holistic person-centred
approach.

people having multiple medical conditions you need
to identify what is important to the person.

• Monitor the older person for signs and
symptoms of clinical deterioration. Routine vital
signs on their own will not alert clinicians to changes
in an older person’s health status.

• Promote independence through encouraging your
patient to be dressed, to self-care, mobilise and
toilet themselves. Prolonged resting in bed must be
avoided.

• Ensure your patient is eating and drinking. A
high percentage of older people present to hospital
malnourished.

• Look out for changes in cognitive and functional
status, which may indicate that your patient is
developing a delirium.

• Always involve family and carers in all aspects of
care planning. Family and carers know the person
best and can provide an understanding of premorbid level of function.

• Screen the older person’s family or carer for
psychosocial and emotional wellbeing issues
and link them with appropriate supports during their
stay.

• Identify, respond and develop a plan to manage an

Want to know more?
Older people in hospital
www.health.vic.gov.au/older-people-in-hospital
National Safety and Quality Health Service Standards,
2011, Australian Commission on Safety and Quality in
Health Care. http://www.safetyandquality.gov.au/ourwork/patient-and-consumer-centred-care/

See Factsheet 11. References for references cited in
this factsheet.

older person’s pain. Pain is highly prevalent in
older people; it is commonly under-treated and can
affect an older person’s efforts to self-care.

• Review medications. Older people are more at risk
of experiencing problems related to medications.

• Recommend frail older people for a comprehensive
geriatric assessment. This should not be delayed
because of other medical issues.
The flowchart on the following page provides a
summary of all the approaches which will enable you to
provide the best care for older people in hospital. Each
topic relates to a corresponding factsheet.
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How to provide the best care for older people in hospital

2. Improving communication
Ensure appropriate communication with the older person and their family and carers in all interactions.

3. Conducting a comprehensive geriatric assessment
Conduct an initial screen of all patients over the age of 70 to see who would benefit from further in-depth
assessment.

4. Identifying and managing cognitive impairment
Screen patients for cognitive impairment and consider how dementia, delirium or depression may affect
an older person and their care.

5. Identifying and responding to multimorbidity
When a person has multiple diseases and conditions, use a holistic approach to ensure that the person is
at the centre of the care plan.

6. Preventing adverse events
Minimise the risk of adverse events for each patient, including: falls, medication errors, malnutrition,
incontinence, and hospital-acquired pressure injuries.

7. An interdisciplinary approach to caring
Work collaboratively with team members from different disciplines, the patient and their carer and make
decisions together.
See 7. An interdisciplinary approach to caring

8. Implementing evidence-based practice
When introducing new interventions and practices ensure they are supported by current evidence.
See 8. Implementing evidence-based practice
9. Advance care planning
Encourage discussion of an older person's wishes for care and treatment; including their beliefs, values
and preferences.

10. Minimising the risks of transitions
Consider an older person’s needs when they are transferring between treatment teams, units or wards, and
moving home or to another setting.

Always involve the patient and their family and carers in decisions about their care.
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