
Abstract

Introduction: The COVID – 19 epidemic has brought many challenges 
and changes into our lives. It has significantly changed our lifestyles, 
which is why many people can see it as a challenge to their mental and 
physical health. In our research, we were investigating the experiences 
of hygiene requirements among older persons during the COVID-19 
epidemic.  Methods: The study was based on a quantitative methodology. 
A questionnaire was used to carry out a survey. It contained socio 
– demographic data, data on behaviour in trade during COVID-19 
epidemic, data on food handling during COVID–19 epidemic, data 
on hygiene during COVID–19 epidemic and data about overcoming 
disease COVID–19. We invited 80 older persons aged 65 or above. 
Results: Of all the invited older persons, 6 did not respond to the survey. 
There were 74 respondents, of which we excluded 16 surveys that were 
not fully completed. There were 58 respondents included in the study, 
of which 19 (32,8 %) men and 39 (67,2 %) women. The results showed 
that behaviour in store during COVID–19 epidemic has changed for 
91 % older persons. Respondents observed changes in wearing masks, 
keeping social distancing, hand disinfection, and infrequent visits to 
stores.  Most respondents (78 %) go to the grocery store less often than 
before the COVID-19 epidemic, due to risk of infection. In stores, 98 % 
respondents touch only those foods that they intend to buy, as they are 
afraid of infection and virus transmission. One-third of respondents do 
not carry a shopping bag into the kitchen and more than one-third (32 
%) of all respondents disinfect it, because in this way, they believe that 
they protect themselves from COVID-19 infection. We have also found 
that hand hygiene was improved. Due to the fear of infection, 86 % of 
respondents wash and disinfect their hands more frequently. Almost 
all respondents (97 %) bought hand sanitiser during the epidemic. Of 
all respondents, 17 people overcame COVID-19 infection. We were not 
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able to detect a connection between more severe cases of the disease and 
changed attitudes towards hygiene measures. Discussion and conclusions: 
The results have shown that older persons are afraid of COVID-19 
infection. The fear has an impact on food handling in stores as well as on 
food preparation at home. Fear of COVID-19 infection is also reflected 
in improved hand hygiene. People need clear information and directions 
regarding the handling of food during epidemic, and above all, a way of 
communication that empowers and reassures people. 

Keywords: health, older persons, hygiene requirements, COVID-19 
epidemic

Introduction
SARS-CoV-2 causes an infectious coronavirus disease called ‘COVID-19’. The 
disease occurs in humans in different ways. In 80% of patients, it has a mild 
course with symptoms such as fever, cough, sore throat, cold, malaise, head-
ache, muscle and joint pain, loss of taste and smell, and digestive problems. In 
20% of patients, the disease is more severe, and 5% of patients become critical-
ly ill and need treatment in the intensive care unit (ICU) (NIJZ, 2020). Infec-
tious disease is transmitted through direct and indirect contact. Directly, it can 
be transmitted through droplets, that are formed during speaking, coughing, 
or sneezing. Indirectly, it can be transmitted through touching contaminated 
surfaces or objects and then touching the eyes, nose, or mouth before cleaning 
hands (Girum et al., 2020).

The risk of hospitalization or death from COVID-19 infection is great-
er in the older persons. The older persons are a more vulnerable population 
as their immune systems weaken over the years, making them more suscep-
tible to infections (NIJZ, 2012). The number of deaths increases with age. In 
Slovenia, the quantity of people over the age of 65 has doubled since 1981 and 
amounted to 20.2 % by 2020 (Eurydice, 2021).

The youngest deaths per 100,000 population in Slovenia until 9.3.2021, 
were recorded in the age group 35-44 years (n = 4), followed by the age group 
45-54 years (n = 8), and 55-64 years (n = 32). Greater deviation is observed in 
the age groups 65 – 74 years (n = 162), 75-84 years (n = 695) and 85 or older (n 
= 2826) (Alpaka, 2021). The Center for Disease Control and Prevention (2020) 
in United States of America estimated that 8 out of 10 reported deaths in 2020 
were among persons aged 65 and over. Older persons represent 80 % of all hos-
pitalizations that were caused by COVID-19 (Mueller et al., 2020). The older 
persons may represent a special group of high-risk patients for the development 
of COVID-19 with rapidly progressing clinical deterioration. It is more likely 
that the disease will cause life-threatening respiratory failure and multisystem 
involvement (Perrotta et al., 2020). 

High levels of infection, asymptomatic cases, and uncertainty are the 
characteristics of infectious diseases, that make these types of disease induce 
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more fear among older persons than other diseases. Due to its rapid trans-
mission and unexpected deaths, fear of COVID-19 can become exacerbat-
ed (Koçak et al., 2021). Fear of COVID-19 has a major impact on anxiety, de-
pression, and stress; infecting family members or friends can deepen this fear 
(Koçak et al., 2021).

The COVID-19 epidemic has changed the daily routines of the older per-
sons, their care, and their abilities to remain socially connected. This has trig-
gered new challenges, including anxiety and fear of infection (WHO, 2021), 
therefore, the purpose of our research was to gain insight into the experience 
of hygiene requirements during the COVID-19 epidemic among older persons. 

Methods
The main aim of the current research was to discover whether and in what 
way the behaviour of older persons has changed during the COVID-19 epi-
demic. We were interested in how the older persons experience the COVID-19 
epidemic, and if they are feared of the infectious disease COVID-19. The sur-
vey only includes people over the age of 65. The survey was conducted using a 
questionnaire, that was to be completed in the respondents’ homes. The ques-
tionnaire was divided to 4 parts. In the first part, questions focus on the behav-
iour of older persons in trades during the COVID-19 epidemic. The second part 
of the questionnaire collects data about food handling during the COVID-19 
epidemic, third part includes data on the hygiene of older persons during the 
COVID-19 epidemic, and the last, fourth part, includes data about overcoming 
COVID-19 disease and demographic data. 

Most questions were of the combined type, followed by closed-ended 
questions using the yes/no dichotomy (with an added subquestion for clarifi-
cation), open-ended questions and one question with a measurement scale. Re-
spondents answered the questions after receiving detailed instructions.

Results
Only persons over 65 years of age were included in the survey. 74 question-
naires were completed, of which 58 were valid. The survey included 66 % wom-
en and 34 % men (Table 1). 

Table 1: Respondents‘ age

Respondents‘ age
65-70 (n) 70-74(n) 75-80 (n) 80 or over (n) Total (n)

Women 12 9 10 7 38
Men 5 6 7 2 20
Women and men 17 15 17 9 58

Legend: n – number of respondents
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The questionnaire gave us an insight into the changed behaviour of old-
er persons as the result of experiencing hygiene requirements during the COV-
ID-19 epidemic. The COVID-19 epidemic changed the behaviour of 91% of older 
persons. Respondents observed changes mainly in wearing masks, maintain-
ing social distancing, disinfecting their hands, and visiting stores less frequent-
ly. Of the older persons who experienced altered behaviour, 85 % of respond-
ents reported going to the grocery store less often than before the COVID-19 
epidemic, due to an increased risk of infection. To avoid more frequent visits 
to the grocery stores, they buy larger quantities of products, or their relatives 
make a purchase for of them instead. In stores, 98 % respondents touch on-
ly those foods that they intend to buy, as they are afraid of infection and virus 
transmission. The majority (91 %) of respondents believe that it is easier to keep 
their distance from other people (in the grocery store) with the wheeled shop-
ping trolley, than the shopping cart.

 Table 2 shows the results of the extent to which respondents agree with 
the claims that COVID-19 infection is transmitted through food or through 
its packaging, using the Likert rating scale (1 – I do not agree at all, 5 – I total-
ly agree). The results show that majority of respondents are of the opinion that 
COVID-19 infection spreads with food packaging, but not with the food. 

Table 2: Evaluation of COVID-19 disease transmission claims

1 – I do not 
agree at all

(n)

2
(n)

3
(n)

4
(n)

5 - I totally 
agree
(n)

COVID-19 spreads 
with food packaging 7 3 26 8 14

COVID-19 spreads 
with food 17 11 19 5 6

Legend: n – number of respondents

One-third of respondents do not carry a shopping bag into the kitchen 
and more than one-third (32 %) of all respondents disinfect it, because in this 
way, they believe that they protect themselves from COVID-19 infection.

We were interested in how and in what proportion of older persons’ hand 
hygiene changed (Table 3). We observed a significant interaction between fear 
of infection and increased hand hygiene. Older persons are aware of the impor-
tance of hand hygiene in preventing the disease, but still, more than one-third 
of respondents (38 %) are not taught about the correct order of hand washing 
and disinfection. 
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Table 3: Changes in washing and disinfecting hand of older persons 
(n = 58) 

YES
(n)

NO
(n)

Do you wash your hands more often than before 
 the COVID-19 epidemic? 50 8

Do you disinfect your hands more often than before 
the COVID-19 epidemic? 49 8

Did you disinfect your hands before the COVID-19 
epidemic? 12 46

Did you buy a hand sanitizer during the COVID-19 
epidemic? 56 2

Legend: n – number of respondents

Of all respondents, 94 % of older persons wash their hands more often 
than before the epidemic, as this makes them feel safer. The majority (94 %) have 
a common fear of infection with the COVID-19. They believe that by washing 
their hands, they prevent the possibility of the infection spreading. Fear of in-
fection is the main reason that 86 % of older persons disinfect their hands more 
often than before epidemic. Before the COVID-19 epidemic, 79 % respondents 
did not disinfect their hands, the rest of respondents disinfect them after see-
ing a doctor to prevent infections. Almost all respondents (96 %) bought a hand 
sanitizer to prevent infection with the infectious disease COVID-19.

Discussion 
With our research, we assess the experiences of hygiene requirements among 
older persons. As we expected, older persons were found to have changed their 
lifestyles in terms of hygiene measures during the epidemic. They do not so-
cialize, they are lonely, they leave their homes less often, and they feel afraid 
of being infected with the infectious COVID-19. Measures, such as social dis-
tancing, are necessary to reduce the spread of the virus that causes the infec-
tious COVID-19, but at the same time, those measures have a strong impact on 
the psychological state of older persons, who may feel lonely and feel the fear of 
getting the disease. Fear of illness, of virus transmission or fear of death as the 
consequence of COVID-19 disease, can be caused by a variety of psychological 
states such as depression, anxiety, and stress (Koçak et al., 2021).

Most older persons are afraid of contracting the disease while shopping, so 
they go to the grocery stores less often and they touch only the products which 
they intend to buy. The findings of the study showed that COVID-19 epidemic 
caused fear of contracting the disease among older persons. Most respondents 
agree that the infectious COVID-19 is transmitted through food packaging. In 
order for the older persons to buy products safely, National Institute of Public 
Health NIJZ (2020) recommends cautious behaviour in the grocery store. They 
recommended wearing masks, keeping social distancing, grocery shopping with 
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a shopping list (enabling faster product choice decisions), disinfection of hands 
on entering and leaving the store, not touching unnecessary products, paying 
with a pay card, and not touching the face without washing hands.

In China, SARS-CoV-2 was found in early July 2020 on imported food 
products. It was detected on frozen foods, including their packaging materi-
als. Han and co-researchers (2021) assumed that there is a risk of SARS-CoV-2 
transmission between countries and regions. Despite evidence of transmission 
of the virus through food, there is no evidence that humans become infected 
by ingesting the virus through food or drink (Food Standards Australia New 
Zealand, 2021). Food packaging may be contaminated, but that does not pose a 
particular risk of transmitting the infection. Currently, there is no reliable ev-
idence of virus transmission in contact with contaminated objects (German 
Federal Institute for Risk Assessment , 2021). So far, there is no more precise 
data on how long the virus survives or remains on surfaces. Studies show that 
it can take hours or weeks, depending on the type of surface, temperature and 
humidity of the environment (Food Standards Australia New Zealand, 2021). 
The World Health Organization (2021) states that the virus needs a living host 
(human or animal) to survive, and that it cannot reproduce on food packaging. 
They state that food packaging does not need to be disinfected, but recommend 
washing hands after handling the packaging. 

The important interaction between fear of infection and increased hand 
hygiene is reflected in more frequent hand washing and disinfecting than before 
the COVID-19 epidemic. Hand hygiene is important in preventing the spread 
of infectious diseases (Gammon et al., 2020). Various campaigns around the 
world (e.g. national campaigns COVID-19 – nalezimo se dobrih navad (COV-
ID 19 - Infect yourself with good habits), Higiena rok za vse (Hand hygiene for 
everyone), and international campaigns Clean your Hands, Seconds save lives - 
clean your hands) in the field of public health have placed the greatest emphasis 
on hand hygiene practices such as washing and disinfection. Despite inform-
ing the public, the target group of respondents is still not entirely sure about  
the correct order of hand washing and disinfection. After washing hands and 
before disinfectng them, the drying phase of hands is also important, as in this 
way we prevent the resistance of microorganisms to alcohol. 

There is no such research in Slovenia yet, so it would be sensible to mod-
ify it with a larger sample of respondents. The study has some limitations, as 
the infectious disease COVID-19 has not yet been fully investigated. However, 
the research is certainly a good basis for further research and a better under-
standing of the experiences of hygiene requirements among older persons dur-
ing the COVID-19 epidemic

Conclusion
The COVID-19 epidemic is a huge challenge for humanity, because it has 
changed the lifestyles of many older persons. The results of the research show 
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that older persons are afraid of infection with infectious disease COVID-19, 
which affects their changed way of handling food in stores and at home. Fear 
of infection with COVID-19 is reflected in more often washing and disinfect-
ing hands. On one hand, measures such as social distancing prevent the spread 
of infectious disease, but on the other hand, can cause psychological distress to 
older persons. People need clear information and directions regarding the han-
dling of food during epidemic, and above all, a way of communication that em-
powers and reassures them.
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