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Something about me

• Former pharmaceutical industry professional, transitioned into aged care 19 years ago

• Innovation Manager at Zorggroep Zaanstreek, a progressive elder care organisation in the Netherlands

• Member of multiple supervisory and advisory boards, including:
• HOZO, a residential care provider
• Stichting Gezond Natuur Wandelen, promoting nature-walks and fall prevention (mainly catering to 

elders)
• National and regional reform coalitions on aged care transformation, with a focus on getting the 

most use out of new technologies 

• Program coordinator for two government-backed aged care reform initiatives
• Green, Grey and Healthy – linking sustainability and elder care
• National Circle for Inclusive Nature Walks – promoting mobility and participation among older 

adults

• In addition to my work in healthcare, I lecture on strategic change communication at the University of 
Amsterdam.



The Dutch Context & Shared Challenges

• The Netherlands: densely populated, highly rated aged care system

• System under pressure: 
• ageing population, 

• staff shortages, 

• rising costs

• Piloting different solution strategies teaches us three valuable insights. 

• However, the honest story is that our new system will not make everything better. But it will 
make the best of a difficult situation.

• Why this matters internationally:
• Similar demographic trends

• Thin regions vs. urban density

• Shared need for new care models

• Technology and informal care as possible solutions

• International collaboration helps us rethink what’s possible
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This is a clickable infographic based on 24 academic reviews of more than 500 primary studies

Results: what does the research show?

https://pennemes.nl/nature-is-healthy/
https://www.pennemes.nl/natuur-is-gezond/overzicht.pdf
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Synergy with two other innovation strategies: 

1/2 More Informal Care

• People live at home in a neighborhood that offers support. 

• Caregivers, neighbors, and volunteers play a larger role in care and 

are supported by care professionals.

Challenges:

• Does it work in Australia?

• How does it work in homecare or a retirement village? 

• Caregiver burnout.

• Balancing informal and professional care.

• Support and training for caregivers and volunteers.

• Risk of unequal quality of care, depending on the client’s network.

• How do we raise the standard of informal care and minimize the risk 

of inequality of care?



Synergy with two other innovation strategies: 

2/2 Supporting caregivers through technology

What: 

• Technology can increase acces to nature

• Some succesful examples are circadian lighting, wearables with GPS 

systems and health monitoring. 

Challenges:

• Not everyone can easily use technology (digital skills).

• Availability, costs and privacy concerns.



Playfulness













Spin off gains: PR



Pennemes in Film
Afbeelding met overdekt, muur, persoon, Menselijk gezicht

Automatisch gegenereerde beschrijving

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iSEQto-QEUo


Summary: Nature-assisted ‘innovation’ has become mainstream

What has changed in Dutch Elder Care: 

• Movement-friendly neighborhoods, and mental stimulation via parcs, 

gardens and green routes.

• Inspiration from Blue Zones, where a healthy living environment has a 

passive effect.

• Nature organizations are starting to play a huge role in our informal 

care system. 

• Urban planning is adopting this, for example, by creating courtyard-

style housing (hofjes) and more green spaces. 

Challenges:

• Costs precede benefits.

• Financing does not fit within current care structures.

• Difficult to effectively integrate prevention into care and policy.



Thank you for your attention!

Dr Rutger de Graaf, Zorggroep Zaanstreek, 
Netherlands
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