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Abstract: During the training process, nurse students acquire knowledge, skills and competencies to work with different 

groups of patients. Working with elderly people has its difficulties and specificities. The acquisition of practical skills by 

students for planning and documenting individual health care for the elderly people is a process in which teachers and 

mentors have a leading role. 

Objectives: To identify the factors which make it difficult for nurse students to work with elderly people. 

Methods: The study involved 52 3rd year nurse students – from the Faculty of Medicine of Trakia University in Bulgaria. 

A questionnaire was used, including open-ended and closed-ended questions, allowing more than one answer. The data was 

processed mathematically and graphically.  

Results: The main difficulties for students in working with the elderly people are as follows: the process of communication 

(92.16%), difficult perception of new information (80.64%) and memory impairment in the elderly patient (61.44%); The 

main difficulties related to the organization of activity - insufficient experience in working with geriatric patients (92.16%); 

insufficient time for communication with patients (94.08%); lack of comfort in the patient's home (57.60%); a "Diary for 

tracking and self-monitoring of the condition" of an elderly person - it is very useful for 90.24% of students so that they can 

monitor the condition of the elderly person; It was found that 65.28% of students do not want to work with elderly people, as 

46.09% of them indicate the motive for this as mental strain. 

Conclusion: The teacher and the mentor are leading figures in preparing students to work with elderly people. The practical 

preparation for planning and documenting individual health care for elderly people is very important in the training process 

of nurse students. 
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Introduction 

The increase in the elderly population in recent decades has become a challenge for the health systems 

of EU Member States. At the end of 2019 the population of the Republic of Bulgaria was 6,951,482 

people; the Catholic population, aged 65 and over were 1,504,088, or 21.6 % of the country's 

population (NSI, 2019). 

Providing health care to elderly people requires an increase in financial resources, as well as providing 

trained medical professionals to work with them. 

It is necessary to create and implement an integrated model for providing affordable, continuous, 

sustainable quality health and social care for elderly people (Popova et al., 2017). 

Nurses have the knowledge, skills and competence to provide health care for people with different 

needs, including elderly ones.1 

During their training, nurses have profiling disciplines where they study the specifics of working with 

elderly people. During their academic practice and undergraduate internship, students have the 

opportunity to apply practically the theoretical knowledge acquired during their training. The 

academic practice of students is managed by teachers and mentors with nursing specialties. 

The teacher and the mentor have leading roles in practical training of nurses for the successful 

application of theoretical knowledge in the work environment and for successful professional 

preparation (Dragusheva et al., 2019; Santa De et al., 2016; Terzieva et al., 2019). 

Assimilating the rules of professional ethics, communication with the patient, and cooperation 

between staff and the student in planning patient care motivates students and is coordinated by 

teachers and mentors (Sadeghianetal, 2016; Pedersenetal, 2012). 
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Mentors sometimes do not devote enough time to students, and this affects students’ practical 

preparation (Karadağet al., 2013). 

Nurse teachers have an important role in encouraging students to work with elderly people after 

graduation and to change their negative attitudes towards working with elderly people (Mattosetal, 

2015). 

Providing qualified health care for elderly people is a fundamental goal of health systems. It is very 

important students be encouraged during their training process to work with elderly people and to 

conduct research, in order to increase the motivation of nurses to work with geriatric patients (Abreu, 

et al., 2015). 

The negative attitude of students towards working with this group of patients is a reality. Therefore, 

programs should be developed to stimulate the interest of future nurses to work with elderly people. 

(Celik et al., 2015; Rodgers et al., 2011; Suikkala et al., 2016). 

Objectives 

To identify the factors which make it difficult for nurse students to work with elderly people. 

Methods 

The study involved 52 3rd year nurse students from the Medical Faculty of Thracian University in 

Bulgaria. 

The questionnaire that was used included open-ended and closed-ended questions, allowing more than 

one answer. The data was processed mathematically and graphically.  

The research project № 13/2018 at the Trakia University - Stara Zagora, Bulgaria, entitled: 

"Optimizing the care of the elderly people at home by introducing a ‘Diary for tracking and self-

monitoring of the condition’ aims to increase students' preparation for working with elderly people. 

The diary contains forms for daily registration of blood pressure, pulse, glucose, medical therapy, diet 

(number of meals, type of food, water intake), physical activity, sleep, relaxing and social contacts.  

The practical training of the students was conducted by 4 teachers and 8 mentor-nurses working in 

outpatient care. 

The data was processed mathematically and graphically. The project aims to increase the preparation 

of students for working with elderly people. 

Results 

The study found that during academic practice, students collide with a number of difficulties in 

working with elderly people. The respondents indicate that their main difficulties are related to 

communication with the elderly people and that they feel mentally burdened after working with 

elderly patients. The students say that they often encounter difficulties when they are explaining to 

elderly patients how to take their medications, what changes they need to make in their diet (reduction, 

increase or prohibition of certain foods and beverages) and in their physical activity (duration of 

walking, gymnastics, gardening). 

Table 1: Difficulties which students face in working with elderly people 

Difficulties Students/ n % 

Daily communication with elderly 

people 

48 92.16 

Explaining the medical therapy 

change 

36 69.12 

Explaining the physical activity 

change 

24 46.09 

Explaining the diet change 18 34.56 
 

Source: Author 

According to the respondents, the main problems they encounter in working with elderly people, are 

related to the difficult perception of new information by the elderly patient (80.64%, n = 42), slow 

movements when walking, getting up, eating (40.32%, n = 21), decreased sense of touch and pressure 

which quite often is the cause of injuries in daily activities at home (38.4%, n = 20) and memory 

impairment (61.44%, n = 32). 
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Figure 1: Рroblems on the part of the elderly 

 

Source: Author 

The surveyed students also indicate other complicating factors accompanying the care for the elderly 

people - insufficient time for communication with patients (94.08%, n = 49), lack of comfort in the 

patient's house (57.60%, n=30), insufficient practical experience of students in working with geriatric 

patients (92.16%, n = 48). 

Figure 2: Factors complicating the care of the elderly patients according to students 

 

Source: Author 

All surveyed students say that support from teachers is the most useful for them, because their help 

gives them the opportunity to get to know the patient, to observe the individual approach and the 

method of communication of teachers with patients. 

Students state that recording the patient information related to medical intake, arterial pressure, diet 

and physical activity in a "Diary for tracking and self-monitoring of the condition" helps them to 

analyze the patient's status, to plan individual care, and also to consult with the teacher or mentor. The 

diary, according to 90.24% (n = 47) of the students is very useful in monitoring the patient's status and 

in planning and organizing individual health care. 

Students were also asked if they would work with geriatric patients. Unfortunately, only 21.12% (n = 

11) expressed a desire to work with elderly people. These results are confirmed by Fernandes et al. 

(2018). 

The number of students 65.28% (n = 34) who definitely do not want to work with elderly people in the 

future is significant, and the rest indicated the answer "I have not decided yet". When asked why they 

do not want to work with this group of patients, 46.09% (n = 24) state that they feel mental strain. 
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Conclusion 

The main difficulties for students in working with elderly people are as follows: the process of 

communication (92.16%), difficult perception of new information (80.64%) and memory impairment 

in elderly patients (61.44%). 

The main difficulties related to the organization of activities - insufficient experience in working with 

geriatric patients (92.16%); insufficient time for communication with patients (94.08%); lack of 

comfort in the patient's home (57.60%). "Diary for tracking and self-monitoring of the condition" of 

an elderly person - for 90.24% of students is very useful in helping them monitor the condition of an 

elderly person. It was found that 65.28% of students do not want to work with elderly people, as 

46.09% of them indicate the reason for this as mental strain. 

Teachers and mentors take an active part in the practical training of students for overcoming 

difficulties in working with elderly people. Improving the organization of activities in providing 

elderly people with health care will motivate students to work with them in the future. 
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