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Abstract

Malnutrition, arising from a deficiency of energy and protein intake, occurs commonly among community-dwelling individuals. Oral
nutritional supplements (ONS) are an effective method of managing malnutrition if prescribed for patients who are malnourished or
at risk of malnutrition. However, previous research indicates that inappropriate prescribing of ONS occurs frequently in the commu-
nity setting (30-70% prevalence). Moreover, it has been previously shown that the management of patients ‘at risk’ of malnutrition in
the primary care/community setting in Ireland is sub-optimal, with low awareness of the condition and its management among non-
dietetic health care professionals (HCPs). In Ireland, general practitioners (GPs) are the main prescribers of ONS in primary care.
They are also on many occasions the first point of contact for individuals in the community who are malnourished or at risk of mal-
nutrition. Therefore, exploring their experiences and perceptions can provide insight into the complexities of managing malnutrition
and ONS prescribing in the community. The aim of this qualitative study was to explore GPs’ experiences and opinions on the man-
agement of malnutrition and the prescription of ONS in the primary care/community setting in Ireland. Semi-structured interviews
were conducted with nine GPs. The interview explored among others the following domains; Barriers and facilitators in the manage-
ment of malnutrition, ONS prescribing in the primary care/community setting, and future directions in the management of malnu-
trition and ONS prescribing. Recorded interviews were transcribed and analysed using inductive thematic analysis. Three main
themes were identified; i) Malnutrition a secondary concern, encapsulating the idea that malnutrition is not something that GPs screen
for in isolation ii) Resources and support for managing malnutrition are needed in the community iii) Reluctance to prescribe ONS.
GPs reported not screening for malnutrition, but viewed it as a consequence of other conditions and social factors. According to the
GPs, they should not have sole responsibility for malnutrition management and more dietitians and trained community nurses would
be desirable to support them to deal with malnutrition in the community. A preference to avoid supplementation and implement diet-
ary changes first was expressed by GPs. As main prescribers, GPs thought that they should receive further independent trainingon the
different ONS available in the market as currently they did not feel confident prescribing a range of them. Awareness of ONS cost and
its misuse by certain patients were reported as reasons that made GPs reluctant to prescribe them, potentially leading to under
prescribing.
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