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[bookmark: _Toc233322654]1. Introduction: Background   
The Food First Approach, an NHS and a BAPEN-led approach, is designed to treat and prevent malnutrition among older adults using food-based interventions prior to the use of supplements and/or clinical nutrition support (bapen.org.uk, 2026). In England, malnutrition is a major issue, especially among people who are 65 years of age and older because of the physiological degradation, chronic diseases, and decreased appetite as a result of ageing (Dent et al. 2023). It is indicated that high percentages of elderly people admitted to hospitals are malnourished or were at risk at the time of admission, which results in longer recovery periods and greater clinical complications. Malnutrition is reported nationally to impact millions of individuals in care settings, yet older adults are the most vulnerable population in care settings (Cruz-Jentoft and Volkert, 2025). This pressure is compounded by the mounting pressure on health and social care services, with malnutrition leading to longer hospitalisation and increased care expenses. This is further exacerbated by the ageing population as in England in 2024 there are more than 22 million people over 50 years of age and the highest rate of increase occurs among those aged 85+ who are most susceptible to nutritional decline (ageuk.org.uk, 2024). In addition to this, growing food insecurity and care needs in day-to-day living activities contribute to increased poor dietary consumption. Poor nutritional outcomes are complicated by social isolation as well, which means that the assessment of the Food First Approach is necessary in both clinical and social causes of malnutrition (Sen et al. 2025).
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Figure 1: Household food security by age
(Source: gov.uk, 2024) 

[bookmark: _Toc233322655]2. Prevalence of the Problem in Health and Social Care 
The problem of malnutrition among older adults in England is a developing health issue that has a strong association with population ageing, the disease burden and the attendant lack of care (Kiosia et al. 2024). In 2024, there are approximately 22 million people aged over 50 in England and this group is expected to grow by 19.3% between 2024 and 2044 (ageuk.org.uk, 2024). Such population change poses a big threat to malnutrition caused by diseases being higher among individuals living with weakness, disability, or in social isolation. Data on the national level demonstrates that the disease-associated malnutrition is reported to cause approximately 464,000 hospitalisations in England each year, straining the services of the NHS considerably (danone.com, 2023). This pressures the hospital, primary and social care systems and creates pressure on services available in the long run. The issue is also aggravated by food insecurity, in which approximately one out of every ten households in the UK reported having inadequate nutrition (Douglas, 2024). Unmet care needs are also of significant concern among older adults, as 2 million individuals aged 65+ need some support. Personal difficulties, like dressing difficulty (10%), bathing (6%), walking (5%), and eating (1%), contribute to poor nutritional intake (ageuk.org.uk, 2024). Together with loneliness and ageing, these factors form an effective connection between malnutrition, social seclusion, and poor health outcomes in England. 
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Figure 2: Ageing population in England 
(Source: ageuk.org.uk, 2024)

[bookmark: _Toc233322656]3. Literature-Based Background to the Study
Conceptual Understanding of the Food First Approach
One such approach to nutritional care is the Food First Approach, supported by the NHS and BAPEN. This approach prioritises the use of daily food to increase energy and protein intake and does not currently consider oral nutritional supplements or tube feeding as an alternative (Wilson and Mullaney, 2024). It is also based on the principle of early diagnosis and treatment of malnutrition by using fortified foods, eating small portions of food several times a day and consuming foods rich in nutrients. Aremu et al. (2025) state that interventions based on food are more sustainable in the community, as they increase long-term dietary behaviour as opposed to clinical supplementation only. The method is especially applicable to the age-related populations because of the physiological alterations, including a loss of appetite, difficulties in chewing, and metabolic slowdowns in old age. 
Impact of the Food First Approach on Nutritional Outcomes in Older Adults
Literature shows that food-based interventions can have a significant positive effect on the nutritional intake and the maintenance of the weight state of older adults. Ibrahim et al. (2026) have discovered that structured Food First interventions, such as fortified food and high-protein-based food, resulted in better energy intake and a decrease in the risk of undernutrition in the population in which older individuals live in the community. In the same context, Jayawardena et al. (2023) found that dietary nutrient supplementation in frail older adults has an impact on clinical outcomes such as weight gain and functional decline. Nevertheless, research also introduces disparity in both effectiveness and adherence with the state of the mind and access to caregiver support which means that the results are not similar in all older populations. 
Effectiveness of the Food First Approach in Managing Elderly Malnutrition
Research shows that the Food First Approach is moderately effective in reducing the severity of malnutrition when implemented early. Suzuki et al. (2022) noted that oral nutritional interventions based on food have the potential to decrease the number of hospital admissions associated with malnutrition and enhance recovery. Feehan (2025) investigated care home environments and found that fortified diets increased the biochemical indicators, such as serum albumin and energy intake. But consistency in monitoring and multidisciplinary participation can be key to effectiveness. Early intervention by Food First in a community setting was associated with increased quality of life and slowed progression of frailty, though the evidence remains inconclusive, as there are varying implementation models between the different NHS trusts. 

Strengths and Limitations of Food First Programmes in Health and Social Care Settings
The Food First Approach possesses a number of strengths in the integrated care system. It is less expensive than taking prescribed nutritional supplements in the long term and is consistent with the principles of person-centred care by the Care Act 2014. It also favours a sense of independence through promoting normal eating patterns and it can be modified even in the domiciliary setting or in care homes. Kellapatha Withanage and Gusthigngna Waduge (2026) argue that early dieting interventions lead to fewer demands on acute hospital services and better continuity of care. But there are still restrictions in practice. Lack of consistency in training of staff, time spent in social care, and poor tracking of nutritional intake decrease the effectiveness of the programmes (Barati Jozan et al. 2023). Loneliness, poverty, and food insecurity are some of the social determinants that limit adherence among the older adults who live alone. Also, the research by Ford et al. (2022) emphasises that Food First interventions might not prove effective in patients with severe or disease-specific malnutrition cases, and supplementation or clinical feeding is required. Thus, the literature indicates that the approach is beneficial but requires integration in health and social care systems and repetition on a community level to be successful. 
[bookmark: _Toc233322657]4. Research Rationale
Despite systematic measures such as the Food First Approach, malnutrition among older people in England remains a costly and chronic public health problem. Earlier studies have explored much associated with malnutrition related to diseases and how oral nutritional supplements can be effective in clinical use (Thomson et al. 2022). Likewise, Ismail and Tolba (2025) have also put forward positive changes in the energy consumption and gain of weight post-nutritional treatments in older people. But the majority of the available literature seems to be more clinical outcome-based in either a hospital or a long-term care setting, with little emphasis on what will be integrated into community-based settings. There is a major gap in the ability to assess the Food First Approach holistically, both within the context of health and social care, and specifically in terms of addressing malnutrition and social isolation in combination in the elderly population living alone in their homes or in supported housing. Although BAPEN and NHS suggestions highlight the significance of early nutritional intervention, there is a lack of empirical studies to evaluate the practical usefulness of this method on wider psychosocial factors of malnutrition (Jones et al. 2024; bapen.org.uk, 2026). Thus, this research is required to address this gap by critically assessing the effectiveness of the Food First Approach in a more integrated and community-oriented setting.
[bookmark: _Toc233322658]5. Research Question, Aim, and Objectives 
Research Question
What is the effectiveness of the Food First Approach in the context of malnutrition and social isolation for elderly people (65+) in England who are living by themselves and/or in supported housing? 
Aim of the Research
To assess the effectiveness of the Food First Approach to increase nutrition and minimise social isolation amongst the elderly in England, using secondary qualitative research. 
Objectives
· To explore existing literature on the impact of the Food First Approach on nutritional outcomes in older adults.
· To evaluate the effectiveness of the Food First Approach in elderly malnutrition. 
· To recognise the strengths and weaknesses of existing Food First programmes integrated within health and social care service provision in England. 
[bookmark: _Toc233322659]6. Research methodology 
[bookmark: _Toc233322660]6.1 Research Design 
The research design to be used in this study will be the systematic literature review approach with a descriptive and inductive approach under the philosophy of interpretivism (Hall et al. 2023). The secondary research strategy will be based on qualitative research with the aim of exploring and interpreting existing evidence regarding violating malnutrition in the elderly with the Food First Approach (Ganesha and Aithal, 2022). The inclusion criteria will consist of studies with 65+ participants in the UK, published within the past five years, and dealing with Food First or other similar nutritional interventions. Non-English studies, non-UK settings, and studies that are not related to food-based interventions will be eliminated by the exclusion criteria. The research will use the thematic synthesis and case study analysis of the chosen environments in the UK health and social care, with the purpose of producing meaningful explanations (Braun and Clarke, 2023). 
[bookmark: _Toc233322661]6.2 Data sourcing
The research will not entail primary data collection and direct human subjects because it will be based solely on secondary research. Peer-reviewed journal articles, NHS, BAPEN reports, and UK government health and social care documents will be used as sources of data (Mendes et al. 2024). The systematic review process based on PRISMA models and Boolean search strategy followed by inclusion and exclusion criteria  will be used to include only the literature that is relevant and will be limited to the literature covering the elderly malnutrition and the Food First Approach (Tajik et al. 2025). Research that includes research on people aged 65 and older in the UK health and social care settings will be considered. This will make sure that only good quality and relevant evidence is used to analyse and interpret findings. 
[bookmark: _Toc233322662]6.3 Materials / Data Collection Method / Procedure  
Data Sources and Databases
The academic and professional databases such as PubMed, CINAHL, Scopus and Google Scholar will be the sources of collecting data (Yamada et al. 2025). Peer-reviewed articles, systematic reviews, and empirical studies related to elderly malnutrition and the Food First Approach will be available on these platforms. Also, NHS reports, BAPEN and UK government publications will be added to make the policies relevant. 
Search Strategy and Keywords
A systematic search strategy will be used employing the keywords of Food First Approach, elderly malnutrition UK, nutrition interventions older adults, and social isolation nutrition. Search results will be refined with the help of Boolean operators (AND/OR), and the relevance guaranteed. 
Procedure for Study Selection
A multi-stage selection will be used in the study. To start with, it will identify the relevant studies published in the past 5 years. Second, the screening will include abstracts and titles on inclusion and exclusion criteria. Third, the full-text articles will be screened to determine their eligibility. The process will be executed based on the PRISMA model. The research paper quality will be assessed using CASP checklist. 
Data Extraction and Organisation
The essential data will be collected in the form of selected articles with author, year of publication, study design, population, key findings, and reported outcomes. Data will be subsequently extracted and then systematically placed in inductive coding tables (Ajayi, 2023). 
Thematic Organisation
Additionally, the data that will be extracted will be divided into the themes concerning nutritional outcomes, effectiveness, and implementation of the Food First Approach.  
[bookmark: _Toc233322663]6.4 Data Analysis Technique 
Thematic analysis based on the Braun and Clarke model will be used to analyse the data with the agreement of the axial coding methods, to optimise the relationship between the themes (Byrne, 2022). First, all the chosen literature will be read through in order to get familiar with the facts. After that preliminary codes will be obtained in order to reveal the significant patterns concerning the Food First Approach and malnutrition among the elderly people. The codes will be categorised into possible themes, which will be perceived and filtered to maintain a sense of coherence and relevance. To represent major findings, the themes will be well-defined and labelled. Also, case study analysis of the UK health and social care settings will be carried out in order to compare the means of implementation and outcomes, which will further enlighten the depth and contextual interpretation of results (Ayre and McCaffery, 2022). 
[bookmark: _Toc233322664]7. Ethical Considerations 
No primary data collection or human subjects will be used in this study. Thus, the ethical risk will be low (Nii Laryeafio and Ogbewe, 2023). Peer-reviewed journals, reports by the NHS and other government publications will be used as the sources of all the data. Appropriate academic references will be upheld in a bid to avoid plagiarism and intellectual property abuse. The inclusion of only credible and peer-reviewed sources will enhance the integrity and reliability of the research. The results will be presented in a clear, objective and unbiased way. Data protection regulations will not be considered as the personal or sensitive data will not be collected (Ke and Sudhir, 2023). Despite the institutional research guidelines, ethical approval will still be required. 
[bookmark: _Toc233322665]8. Implications of the Research
The results of this study will be of great significance in the context of health and social care practice, the policy process, and future studies in the sphere of elderly nutrition. Through a critical assessment of the efficacy of the Food First Approach, it is hoped that the research will help in coming up with evidence on whether existing community-based nutritional approaches can help in curbing malnutrition in older adults in England (Shield et al. 2024). Integrated care planning will also be informed by the results of the research as it will help identify the connection between frailty, social isolation, and nutrition. The results could help healthcare professionals, such as nurses, dietitians and social workers, implement more individualised and comprehensive routes of nutritional care. Moreover, the research can help to bolster current frameworks in place including the NHS Long Term Plan and the Care Act 2014, with new evidence on nutrition interventions in communities. Also, it could be used to reveal lapses in existing service provision and education requirements in car facilities. In future studies, it will point out areas that need more primary research, especially the long-term outcome and effectiveness of implementation. 
[bookmark: _Toc233322666]9. Time Schedule (Gantt Chart)
	Research Activities
	Week 1
	Week 2
	Week 3
	Week 4
	Week 5
	Week 6
	Week 7
	Week 8
	Week 9
	Week 10
	Week 11
	Week 12

	Topic selection and refinement
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Development of research proposal
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Literature search (databases + reports)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Screening of studies (inclusion/exclusion)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Data extraction and organisation
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Thematic analysis and coding
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Case study analysis of UK settings
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Writing findings and discussion
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Draft review and editing
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Final proofreading and submission
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Table 1: Research Timeline  
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Actual and projected number of people, aged 50-59 to 90+, 2010 to 2050, England.
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