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Abstract
Europe’s ageing population has fundamentally reshaped health and social care systems. Geriatric nursing plays a central role in addressing the unique needs of older adults, including multimorbidity, polypharmacy, and cognitive decline. Despite advances in medical technology, challenges such as staffing shortages and fragmented care persist. This paper critically explores the demographic context of ageing in Europe, highlights the primary challenges encountered in geriatric nursing, and examines evidence-based interventions aimed at improving patient outcomes. Drawing on European sources, including Eurostat, the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE), and recent peer-reviewed studies, the essay underscores the need for integrated, holistic approaches that place older adults at the centre of care delivery.











Introduction
Europe is experiencing a demographic shift characterised by an unprecedented increase in the proportion of older adults. According to Eurostat (2022), nearly 21% of the European Union (EU) population is aged 65 years or over, and this figure is expected to rise to 30% by 2050. This shift has profound implications for healthcare systems, particularly for nursing professionals working in geriatric care.
Geriatric nursing requires a specialised skill set, addressing not only the physical health of older adults but also their psychological, social, and spiritual needs (World Health Organization [WHO], 2021). The rise in chronic illnesses, dementia, and complex medication regimens has placed unprecedented pressure on nurses, who often act as the first line of care.
This paper will critically examine three core aspects of geriatric nursing in Europe: the demographic landscape of ageing, the challenges nurses face in practice, and the evidence-based interventions that can improve outcomes. By contextualising these issues within European healthcare systems, the discussion offers insights into how geriatric care can evolve to meet future demands.
Demographics of Ageing in Europe
Europe is currently the “oldest” continent in the world, with life expectancy averaging 81 years in the EU compared to 73 years globally (Eurostat, 2022). Countries such as Italy, Germany, and Finland have some of the highest median ages, reflecting decades of low fertility rates and improvements in medical care.
While this longevity is a public health achievement, it comes with an increased prevalence of chronic illnesses such as cardiovascular disease, diabetes, and cancer (Prince et al., 2015). Moreover, cognitive decline has become more prominent, with the Alzheimer Europe Report (2021) estimating that 9.8 million Europeans live with dementia, a figure projected to double by 2050.
The demographic challenge is compounded by workforce limitations. According to the European Commission (2020), nursing shortages are particularly acute in geriatrics, with some countries facing vacancy rates of up to 20%. These trends place immense pressure on already stretched health systems, making innovation and reform in geriatric care essential.
Key Challenges in Geriatric Nursing
Multimorbidity
Older adults frequently live with more than one chronic illness, a phenomenon known as multimorbidity. The Lancet Public Health (2019) highlights that 50–70% of adults over 65 in Europe suffer from two or more chronic conditions. For nurses, this complicates care planning, as each condition requires specific interventions that may interact with one another. Coordinating care across multiple specialists can also lead to fragmented services, which undermines continuity of care.
Polypharmacy
Polypharmacy, defined as the use of five or more medications, is a direct consequence of multimorbidity. While medications are essential for managing chronic conditions, they carry risks such as adverse drug interactions, falls, and hospitalisations (Maher et al., 2014). The UK’s NICE (2019) guidelines recommend structured medication reviews, often led by nurses, to reduce unnecessary prescriptions. However, implementing these reviews consistently across Europe remains a challenge due to workforce shortages and systemic constraints.
Cognitive Decline
Dementia is one of the most pressing challenges in geriatric nursing. Cognitive decline affects communication, self-care, and decision-making capacity, requiring tailored approaches that are resource intensive. Nurses often serve as both caregivers and advocates, balancing clinical responsibilities with emotional support for families. This dual role, while vital, contributes to burnout and compassion fatigue among healthcare staff (European Geriatric Medicine Society, 2020).
Workforce Shortages and Burnout
Perhaps the most systemic challenge lies in staffing shortages. Ageing populations demand more intensive care, but the supply of qualified nurses has not kept pace. The European Commission (2020) estimates a shortage of nearly 1 million healthcare workers by 2025. Burnout, driven by workload and emotional stress, further exacerbates the issue, with nurses leaving the profession at alarming rates.
Evidence-Based Interventions in Geriatric Nursing
Holistic, Patient-Centred Care
Research demonstrates that holistic, patient-centred care improves both patient outcomes and satisfaction. This approach integrates physical health, mental wellbeing, and social factors into a unified care plan. NICE (2019) guidelines advocate for personalised care planning that actively involves older adults in decision-making, thus enhancing autonomy and dignity.
Preventative Strategies
Preventative care is essential to reduce hospital admissions among older adults. Interventions such as fall-prevention programmes, mobility exercises, and nutritional support have proven effective (Gillespie et al., 2012). For example, community-based fall-prevention classes in Sweden reduced hospitalisations by 18% over five years (Sjögren & Björnstig, 2020). Nurses play a pivotal role in implementing these preventative measures at both community and hospital levels.
Technology in Geriatric Care
Technological advancements, such as telemedicine, wearable devices, and artificial intelligence, are transforming geriatric nursing. During the COVID-19 pandemic, telemedicine became a lifeline for older adults in rural areas of Europe (Batsis et al., 2021). Wearable health monitors also enable early detection of complications such as arrhythmias, reducing emergency admissions. However, ethical concerns regarding privacy and accessibility must be addressed to ensure equitable use.
Multidisciplinary Teams
Collaboration across disciplines is another evidence-based approach. Multidisciplinary teams consisting of nurses, physicians, physiotherapists, and social workers deliver integrated care that reduces fragmentation. A study published in European Geriatric Medicine (2018) found that multidisciplinary interventions improved functional independence in older adults and reduced hospital readmissions. Nurses, given their frontline role, are often the coordinators of such teams.

Conclusion
The demographic reality of an ageing Europe has made geriatric nursing a cornerstone of modern healthcare. Challenges such as multimorbidity, polypharmacy, cognitive decline, and workforce shortages complicate the delivery of high-quality care. However, evidence demonstrates that holistic, preventative, and technologically enhanced strategies, delivered through multidisciplinary teams, can significantly improve outcomes.
Nurses are uniquely positioned to lead these changes, but systemic reforms are essential to equip them with the necessary resources and support. As Europe continues to age, investing in geriatric nursing is not merely a healthcare priority but a societal imperative.
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