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Abstract

Background: Clinicians are currently challenged to support older adults to maintain a certain level of Functional
Independence (FI). Fl is defined as “functioning physically safely and independent from another person, within one’s
own context”. A Core Outcome Set was developed to measure Fl. The purpose of this study was to assess
discriminative validity of the Core Outcome Set FI (COSFI) in a population of Dutch older adults (2 65 years) with
different levels of FI. Secondary objective was to assess to what extent the underlying domains ‘coping’,
‘empowerment’ and ‘health literacy’ contribute to the COSFI in addition to the domain ‘physical capacity’.

Methods: A population of 200 community-dwelling older adults and older adults living in residential care facilities
were evaluated by the COSFI. The COSFI contains measurements on the four domains of Fl: physical capacity,
coping, empowerment and health literacy. In line with the COSMIN Study Design checklist for Patient-reported
outcome measurement instruments, predefined hypotheses regarding prediction accuracy and differences between
three subgroups of Fl were tested. Testing included ordinal logistic regression analysis, with main outcome
prediction accuracy of the COSFI on a proxy indicator for Fl.

Results: Overall, the prediction accuracy of the COSFI was 68%. For older adults living at home and depending on
help in (i)ADL, prediction accuracy was 58%. 60% of the preset hypotheses were confirmed. Only physical capacity
measured with Short Physical Performance Battery was significantly associated with group membership. Adding
health literacy with coping or empowerment to a model with physical capacity improved the model significantly
(p <0.01).

Conclusions: The current composition of the COSFI, did not yet meet the COSMIN criteria for discriminative
validity. However, with some adjustments, the COSFI potentially becomes a valuable instrument for clinical practice.
Context-related factors, like the presence of a spouse, also may be a determining factor in this population. It is
recommended to include context-related factors in further research on determining FI in subgroups of older
people.
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Background

When physical limitations increase, participating in activ-
ities of daily living becomes harder and living safely in the
own home environment becomes challenging [1]. Prob-
lems in physical functioning potentially cause diminished
self-sufficiency, loss of independence, and reduced quality
of life [2]. Given the ageing society, which is commonly as-
sociated with an increase in physical limitations, one of
the goals of the present healthcare system is to facilitate
self-sufficiency and independent living as long as possible
[3]. This is obviously reflected in clinical practice: clini-
cians are currently challenged to support older people in
maintaining their ‘Functional Independence’ [4, 5]. Previ-
ous studies on FI mainly focused on physical aspects when
referring to FI (Molenaar et al. 2019, under review). How-
ever, ‘independence’ is a complex construct on itself,
which certainly exceeds the physical domain. Baltes de-
scribed the concept of ‘behavioral induced dependency’ in
which environmental circumstances and especially social
interactions are determinative for independent function-
ing [6]. There are several mechanisms explaining the de-
velopment of dependent behaviors, assuming a learned
dependency influenced by behaviors of caregivers. This
implies independence in daily activities cannot be seen
apart of independency of other people. A recent scoping
review combining a literature review with expert consulta-
tions in the field of (community) care for older adults,
confirmed the assumed wider look on the construct of FI,
especially regarding the importance of older people’s con-
text. In addition to the relevance of their social context,
experts in the field of community care stressed the rele-
vance of a safe home environment and neighborhood.
Furthermore, literature suggests that coping style, health
literacy and empowerment skills influence the level of FI
in older people besides physical capacity [7-10]. Thus,
physical, physiological and social aspects jointly represent
the complex construct of FI. As a result, FI could be seen
as a complex interaction between physical, psychological
and social aspects respecting one’s home environment, so-
cial environment and neighborhood (Molenaar et al. 2019,
under review). FI is defined as the ability of people to
function physically safe and independent from another
person, within their own context (Fig. 1) (Molenaar et al.
2019 under review).

A difference is expected in level of FI between people
living in the community with and without support in
daily activities and people living in a residential care fa-
cility. The main reason for admission to a residential
care facility is the presence of substantial limitations in
activities of daily living [3]. These are influenced by
multi-morbidity, physical impairments, a low sense of
self-management, and diminished social support [3]. A
substantial part of this influencing factors is related to
the concept of FI.
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FI often exceed the borders of one specific profession;
understanding, operationalizing and maintaining FI in
older people calls for collaboration between various clin-
ical expertises and underlying knowledge areas. To facili-
tate clinicians in adhering an unambiguous approach with
respect to maintenance of FI in older adults, clinicians
would increasingly benefit from an easy to use, interpro-
fessionally interpretable instrument which supports them
in precisely determining someone’s level of FI.

An instrument to objectify FI has recently been devel-
oped in a population of older adults: the Core Outcome
Set Functional Independence (Molenaar et al. 2019, in
progress). This Core Outcome Set theoretically com-
prises each of the domains of FI and is designed to assist
clinicians in identifying, monitoring and supporting
older adults who have (or are at risk for) limitations in
FI. To enable clinicians to use the Core Outcome Set FI
(COSFI) in clinical practice, the psychometric properties
of the COSFI need to be assessed [11].

Methods

Aim

The primary objective of this study was to assess the dis-
criminative validity of the COSFI in a population of
Dutch, older adults (> 65 years of age) with different levels
of FI. The secondary aim was to assess to what extent the
non-physical related domains of the FI construct (coping,
empowerment and health literacy) contributed to the clas-
sification in different levels of FI by the COSFI in addition
to the domain ‘physical capacity’ in a population of Dutch
older adults (> 65 years of age).

Study design
This study was a cross-sectional validation study.

Population and setting

Participants were community-dwelling older adults as
well as older adults, living in residential care facilities in
the Netherlands. Data were collected from February
until May 2019. Identification of eligible older adults
was done by district nurses and physical therapists. Also,
recruitment took place by inviting older adults to par-
ticipate through local newspapers and social media.
Older adults could be included if they were 65 years or
over and were able to understand verbal and written in-
structions in Dutch. Older adults with severe cognitive
impairments which hindered completing the question-
naires, were excluded.

Study procedure

Older adults were asked to come to a local test location or
were offered a home visit to complete the measurements
consisting of physical examinations and questionnaires.
After giving written informed consent, they were guided
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through the approximately 60-min test-procedure. Physical
examinations were conducted by trained researchers and
students with different (clinical) expertise and background,
for example physical therapy, occupational therapy and hu-
man movement sciences. Participants could complete the
questionnaires themselves but were offered help from a
member of the research team when needed. The test-
procedure included (1) the measurements of the COSFI (2)
measurement of reference variable ‘membership of sub-
group representing level of independence in daily living’ to
validate the Core Outcome Set, and (3) a general question-
naire for demographic characteristics. The following section
contains a description of the Core Outcome Set.

Measurements of the Core outcome set functional
Independence

As no single instrument covered the total construct of
FI, the COSFI was recently developed following recom-
mendations from the Guideline for Selecting Outcome
Measurement Instruments for Outcomes included in a
Core Outcome Set [12]. The choice of specific measure-
ment tools was determined by clinimetric properties of

existing instruments representing the domains, their us-
ability in the home-environment, availability in Dutch
and multiple consensus meetings of the research group.
Adjustments were made after pilot testing, based on the
experiences of the researchers and the older adults who
were tested.

The COSFI contains four domains:

Physical capacity

Physical capacity was defined as the composite of all
the physical capacities a person can draw on (generally
described in terms of body system functions such as
strength, balance) [13]. Physical capacity was measured
by four physical tests. The Short Physical Performance
Battery (SPPB) is recommended to assess physical cap-
acity in older adults [14, 15]. The SPPB consists of three
subscales: balance, gait speed and lower extremity
strength [14, 15]. To test static balance more extensively,
the Frailty and Injuries Cooperative Studies of Interven-
tion Techniques (FICSIT-study) measurement instrument
FICSIT-4 was added to the SPPB. It measures the ability
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to maintain balance over a diminishing base of support
[16]. Because dynamic balance during walking is also an
important component of physical capacity [17], the
Timed Up and Go test (TUG) was added to the measure-
ments. The TUG measures the time needed to stand up
from a chair, walk three meters, turn, walk back and sit
down. Furthermore, hand grip strength was measured
three times for each hand with a JAMAR hand-held
dynamometer, because this reflects overall muscle
strength in older adults [18]. The maximum value in ki-
lograms was administered [19].

Coping

For coping the Coping Flexibility questionnaire
(COFLEX) was used, based on the following definition of
the domain: Ability of the individual to use both assimi-
lative and accommodative coping strategies to deal with
stressors in different situations (versatility and reflective
coping) [20]. While using assimilative coping strategies a
person actively influences his or her situation to reach
personal goals. With accommodative coping strategies
personal goals are tailored to restrictions of a given situ-
ation. The versatility scale measures the ability to switch
between assimilative and accommodative coping strat-
egies, depending on personal goals and environmental
circumstances. The reflective coping scale measures the
ability to choose a coping strategy that fits the circum-
stances. This results in two scores, one for each aspect.
Both scales provide a number of statements with four
answer possibilities: seldom or never, sometimes, often,
almost always [20]. These correspond with scores of re-
spectively one to four. The total scale-score is the sum
of scores on that scale and a higher score indicates bet-
ter coping skills. For versatility an example of a state-
ment is ‘I can easily change my approach if necessary’
and for reflective coping ‘I question myself whether my
approach to the problem is the best solution’.

Empowerment

Empowerment was seen as the discovery and develop-
ment of one’s inherent capacity to be responsible for
one’s own life [21]. People are empowered when they
have sufficient knowledge to make rational decisions,
sufficient control and resources to implement their deci-
sions, and sufficient experience to evaluate the effective-
ness of their decisions [21]. The Patient Activation
Measure (PAM) is recommended to measure the con-
cept of empowerment [22]. The PAM-13 consists of
thirteen statements, for example ‘I am confident that I
can take actions that will help prevent or minimize some
symptoms or problems associated with my health condi-
tion’. These are scored on a four-point Likert scale
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ranging from ‘totally disagree’ to ‘totally agree’ and ‘non
applicable’. Based on this an activation score is com-
puted between 0 (no activation) and 100 (high activa-
tion). On this continuum four levels of patient activation
can be distinguished [23]. These levels are ‘disengaged
and overwhelmed’, ‘becoming aware, but still struggling’,
‘taking action and gaining control’, ‘maintaining behav-
iors and pushing further’.

Health literacy

Health literacy was defined as people’s knowledge, mo-
tivation and competences to access, understand, appraise
and apply health information [24]. This enables them to
make judgements and take decisions in everyday life
concerning healthcare, disease prevention and health
promotion to maintain or improve quality of life during
the life course. The Newest Vital Sign (NVS-D) is a six-
question tool to assess one’s level of health literacy by
determining an individual’s ability to find and interpret
information on an ice-cream nutrition label [25]. One of
the questions asks people to calculate how many ice-
cream they can eat when there is a restriction on intake
of calories. For each right answer one point is adminis-
tered, resulting in a score between zero and six. Cut-off
point for adequate health literacy is a score of four or
more.

Clinimetric properties of the included measurement
instruments are described in Table 1.

Outcome

Discriminative validity of the COSFI was determined fol-
lowing the COSMIN Study Design checklist for Patient-
reported outcome measurement instruments [37]. Re-
specting this checklist, discriminative validity of the
COSFI implies the degree to which the scores on the
COSFI are consistent with hypotheses with regard to dif-
ferences between relevant subgroups, based on the as-
sumption that the COSFI validly measures the construct
of FI [38]. With 75% of hypotheses reached, discrimina-
tive validity would be considered as confirmed [39].In
this study, three distinctive subgroups were compared
which differed in level of independence in daily living:
community-dwelling older adults independent in
(i)ADL, community-dwelling older adults, dependent on
help of others in (i))ADL and older adults living in a resi-
dential care facility (Fig. 1). The subgroups were com-
posed by way of a proxy indicator, based on two
conditions. First, as the definition of FI includes ‘inde-
pendent from another person’, help needed in (instru-
mental) activities of daily living (()ADL) was included in
the proxy indicator. This was determined by the Gro-
ningen Activity Restriction Scale (GARS-3), since GARS-
3 showed adequate discriminative validity in a
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Table 1 Clinimetric properties Core Outcome Set Functional Independence

Domain Instrument Target population Clinimetric properties
Physical SPPB Older adults [14] Predictive for developing disability and identifies subgroups who have
capacity high and low risk of disability (AUC .75) [14, 26]. Cut-off points are
scores of four and nine [27]. Good intrarater reliability (ICC .88-.92) and
high construct and concurrent validity [14].
FICSIT-4 Older adults [16] Moderate to good reliability (Interclass Pearson correlations .25 to .74)
[16]. Good concurrent validity [16].
TUG People with hip and knee osteoarthritis, Good reliability (ICC .75 to .99) [28, 29]. Good construct and
patients with stroke and older adults with convergent validity [28, 30]. The cut-off point for independent walking
dementia [28, 29] is 20's [31]. When it is impossible to complete the TUG, a fictitious
score of 240 s is registered [31].
JAMAR General population and community-dwelling Excellent intra- and interrater reliability (ICC .98 and .94) [32]. Good
older adults [32, 33] test-retest reliability (ICC .91 for right and .95 for left hand) [33]. MCID
is 6.5 kg [34].
Coping COFLEX Patients with chronic reumatoid arthritis [20] Acceptable internal consistency (Crohnbach’s a of respectively .88 and

Older adults and older adults with
multimorbidity

Older adults

Empowerment PAM-13

Health literacy NVS-D

.70 for the subscales) [20]. Construct validity good for the versatility
scale [20].

Good internal consistency (Crohnbach’s a of .88) [23, 35]. Good
construct validity [35, 36).

Good internal consistency (Chronbach’s a of .76) [25]. Cut-off point be-
tween adequate and inadequate health literacy is a score of four or
more [25].

SPPB Short Physical Performance Battery; FICSIT Frailty and Injuries Cooperative Studies of Intervention Techniques; TUG Timed Up and Go test; COFLEX Coping
Flexibility questionnaire; PAM Patient Activation Measure; NVS-D Dutch Newest Vital Sign; AUC Area Under the Curve; ICC Intraclass Correlation Coefficient; MCID

Minimal Clinically Important Difference

population of older adults [40]. This eighteen item ques-
tionnaire gives an indication of disabilities in the do-
mains of personal care and domestic activities by
registering if a person can do activities in three categor-
ies: fully independently with no effort (score one), fully
independently with effort (score two) or only with help
of others (score three) [40]. Any score on the GARS-3
other than ‘fully independently’ represented a diminished
level of independency [40]. Second, as the definition of
FI includes ‘functioning physically safe, within the own
context’, living situation was part of the proxy indicator.
When not functioning physically safe, falls are more
likely to occur. Falls are a strong predictor for depend-
ence in ADL-activities and for admission to a residential
care facility [41-43]. A difference was made between liv-
ing in the community (own context) and living in a resi-
dential care facility.

The following hypotheses were set regarding COSFI
scores in relation to the distinctive subgroups of
independence:

1. The model based on the COSFI correctly classifies
at least 70% of the participants for each of the three
subgroups.

2. There is a significant difference between groups on
all domains of the COSFI with best scores for the
group of older adults living in the community
without help in (i) ADL and worst scores for the
group of older adults living in a residential care
facility.

3. Meaningful differences between these groups were
expected on the scores of the measurement
instruments in the physical domain of the COSF],
since it is known there is a difference in the amount
of physical limitations between older adults living in
their own environment and older adults living in a
residential care facility [3]. For SPPB older adults
living in their own environment were expected to
score above the cut-off point of 9 and older adults
living in a residential care facility below. For TUG
older adults living in their own environment were
expected to score below the cut-off point of 20's
and older adults living in a residential care facility
above. For JAMAR a difference of at least 6.5 kg
was expected between older adults living in their
own environment and older adults living in a resi-
dential care facility.

4. A meaningful difference, reflected by a different
level of patient activation on the PAM, was
expected on the domain of empowerment between
older adults living in their own environment and
older adults living in a residential care facility. It is
known that a low sense of self-management is re-
lated to admission to a residential care facility [3]
and the concept of self-management is part of the
definition of empowerment.

5. It was expected that the level of health literacy
would be highest in the group of older adults, living
in their own environment and independent of
others (on or above the cut-off score of 4) and
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lowest in the group of older adults living in a resi-
dential care facility (below the cut-off score of 4),
because literature shows people with lower health
literacy skills show poorer overall health status [44].

Statistical analyses

Descriptive statistical analyses were conducted on partici-
pant’s age, gender, educational level, presence of morbid-
ities and type of residence. Demographic characteristics
and scores on the Core Outcome Set were calculated by
mean and standard deviation or median and interquartile
range for continuous variables and proportions for cat-
egorical variables.

To test the formulated hypotheses determining dis-
criminative validity of the COSFI several statistic tech-
niques were used. The ability of the COSFI to predict
the level of FI for three different subgroups was deter-
mined using ordinal logistic regression. First, the as-
sumptions for logistic regression were tested. After that
a model was built with group membership as dependent
variable. All scores of the COSFI were entered as pre-
dictor variables in the ordinal regression model using
‘forced entry terms’. Based on the rule of thumb of ten
events per variable for logistic regression analysis and
eight included variables, a sample size of a minimum of
80 people in each group was optimal [45].

Differences between groups were calculated by One-
way ANOVA for normally distributed continuous vari-
ables, Kruskal-Wallis for not normally distributed vari-
ables and Chi-square test for categorical variables.

To meet the second objective of the study, likelihood
statistics of subsequently a null-model, a model with
only physical capacity (SPPB, JAMAR) and models with
physical capacity and respectively coping (COFLEX ver-
satility, COFLEX reflective coping), empowerment
(PAM) or health literacy (NVS-D) were tested for im-
provement of the model. Forward, stepwise ordinal re-
gression analysis was applied, using a likelihood ratio
(LR) test (X2 test) to determine to best fit. P-value < 0.05
was considered significant. When missing values oc-
curred in the dependent or one of the predictor vari-
ables, these cases were excluded from the analysis.

Statistical analyses were performed using IBM Statis-
tical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS, version 24,0
Armork, New York, USA).

Results

Population

In total, 200 older adults were recruited to participate in
this study. Eight persons were excluded because of se-
vere cognitive impairments. One person living alone in
the community, did not complete the GARS question-
naire and therefore, could not be included in one of the
groups. Thirteen older adults had missing values on
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predictor variables and were excluded from the analyses.
Finally, a total of 178 persons were included for analyses.
Demographic characteristics are presented in Table 2.
Sixty-six persons lived independently without help in ac-
tivities of daily living. In the second group, independ-
ently living older adults who were dependent on help in
at least some daily activities, sixty-nine persons were in-
cluded. Forty-three older adults living in a residential
care facility became the third group. Mean age was 80.2
years. Age significantly differed between the three
groups. Independently living people without help had
significantly fewer medical conditions, compared to the
other groups. Gender and educational level did not differ
between groups.

Discriminative validity Core outcome set functional
Independence

While testing the assumptions for ordinal logistic regres-
sion, the FICSIT-4 was excluded from the analysis due
to multicollinearity. The TUG was also excluded from
analyses, as fictitious scores of 240s were assigned to
people who were unable to perform the test. This re-
sulted in unjustified outliers.

All remaining measurement instruments of the COSFI
were included as predictor variables. Only physical cap-
acity measured with the SPPB was significantly associ-
ated with group membership. The odds of classification
into the group of community-dwelling older adults de-
pending on help instead of the group of independent
community-dwelling older adults and of classification
into the group of older adults living in a residential care
facility instead of community-dwelling older adults de-
pending on help increased by a factor 1.64 for each point
decline on the SPPB (Table 3).

Table 4 shows that this final model was able to cor-
rectly classify 68% of the participants into one of the
predefined groups. In the group of independently liv-
ing older adults without help and the group of older
adults living in a residential care facility more than
70% was classified correctly. A percentage of 58% cor-
rectly classified is shown in the older adults living at
home, needing help with (i)ADL. As we did not reach
a 70% prediction accuracy for all three groups, hy-
pothesis 1 was rejected.

Results on instruments of the Core Outcome Set are
presented in Table 5, both for the total sample as well as
for the different subgroups. Significant differences be-
tween all three groups were found on all instruments for
physical capacity and health literacy. For COFLEX Ver-
satility and PAM-13 a significant difference was found
between both groups living independently and the group
living in a residential care facility. This confirmed hy-
pothesis 2 about significant differences between sub-
groups on all domains (Table 5).
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Table 2 Demographic characteristics of older adults measured for Functional Independence

Participant Characteristics Total Independent living No help Independent living Help with  Living in residential care
with (i)ADL (i)ADL facility
n=178 n =66 n =69 n =43
Age in years at study participation (mean, sd) 80.19 76.50 (6.40)* 80.77 (7.30)* 84.93 (8.85)*
(8.05)
Gender (n, %)
male 72 404 32 485 26 37.7 14 326
female 106 596 34 51.5 43 62.3 29 674
Educational level (n, %)
none 1 06 1 15 0 0.0 0 00
primary 121 680 42 633 47 68.2 32 744
secondary 38 213 15 22.7 13 188 10 233
tertiary 18 101 8 12.1 9 130 1 23
Type of residence in case of living in the community (n,%)
alone 80 593 39 59.1 41 594 na
with other(s) 55 407 27 409 28 406 na
No. of medical conditions (n, %)
none 12 67 9 136 2% 29 17 23
one or two 73 411 38 576 23% 333 12f 279
three or more 93 522 19 288 44* 6338 30 69.8

(i)ADL (instrumental) activities of daily living; n number of participants; sd standard deviation; no. number; % = percentage; * 1t = significant difference between

groups p <0

Finally, meaningful differences on the different meas-
urement instruments were evaluated regarding the pre-
set hypotheses. For SPPB, TUG and JAMAR in the
domain of physical capacity, hypothesis 3 was confirmed.
On the PAM all three groups showed the same level of
patient activation, meaning hypothesis 4 was rejected.
On NVS-D older adults living at home and independent
from others scored highest (4) and older adults living in

Table 3 Ordinal logistic regression prediction on group
membership Functional Independence

Wald p-value OR 95% Cl

Physical capacity

SPPB 49.909 0.000 1.64 143-1.88

JAMAR 3377 0.066 1.03 1.00-1.06
Coping

COFLEX versatility 0.989 0320 1.04 0.96-1.12

COFLEX reflective coping 0.000 0.983 1.00 0.88-1.14
Empowerment

PAM 0.246 0620 0.99 0.97-1.02
Health literacy

NVS-D 2619 0.106 1.03 097-136

Wald Wald statistic; p p-value; OR Odds Ratio; CI Confidence Interval; SPPB
Short Physical Performance Battery; TUG Timed Up and Go test; COFLEX
Coping Flexibility questionnaire; PAM Patient Activity Measure; NVS-D Dutch
Newest Vital Sign

a residential care facility scored lowest (1), which con-
firmed hypothesis 5.
Overall 60% of our hypotheses were confirmed.

Contribution of domains coping, empowerment and
health literacy to the model

To meet the secondary objective of this study, the add-
itional value of non-physical related domains to the FI-
construct were investigated by model building. The best
fitting model compared to a model with only physical
capacity, was a model with health-literacy (LR 17.240; df
1) and coping (LR 21.736; df 2) or empowerment (LR
20.962; df 1) (p <0.01). Adding both empowerment and
coping instead of only empowerment or coping did not
show a significant difference. (See Additional file 1).

Discussion

The aim of this study was to determine discriminative
validity of the COSFI in a population of older adults.
With 60% of the hypotheses confirmed, discriminative
validity of the COSFI did not meet the COSMIN criteria
yet. However, the model based on the COSFI had an
overall prediction accuracy of 68%, which is fairly good.
Independently living older adults who did not need help
in (i)ADL-activities and older adults living in a residen-
tial care facility are even better distinguished by the
COSFI (73% respectively 74%). The model performed
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Table 4 Prediction accuracy of the model based on the Core Outcome Set

Predicted
Independent living; no help with Independent living; Help with Living in residential care %
()ADL (n) ()ADL (n) facility (n) correct
Observed

Independent living; no help with 48 18 0 73%
()ADL (n)
Independent living; help with ()ADL 18 40 1" 58%
(n)
Living in residential care facility 2 9 32 74%
Overall percentage 38% 38% 24% 68%

(i)ADL (instrumental) Activities of Daily Living

less in the group of older adults living at home and
dependent on help, despite the fact that significant dif-
ferences between groups were shown on most variables.
In this group the prediction accuracy was just 58%. This
means the model has insufficient ability to distinguish
between people living at home with help of others and
people living at home completely independently or
people living in a residential care facility.

The difference in prediction accuracy between groups
can be explained by several reasons. First, the group of
older adults living at home, dependent on help, repre-
sents a broad range of FI. In this category the depend-
ency on help varied from just periodical help from a
pedicure to almost complete help in all (i)ADL activities.
Second, the role of an informal caregiver might have in-
fluenced the relationship between the COSFI and our
proxy. People living at home and dependent on help

were often supported by an informal caregiver. This in-
formal caregiver, for instance a spouse, enables older
people to maintain living in their home setting instead
of being institutionalized. Thus, some people in the
group of independently living older adults with help
seem to function at a comparable level as people in one
of the other groups [46]. Involvement of an informal
care giver might be a precondition for living at home in-
stead of in an assisted living facility.

Our study revealed that FI is mostly determined by
physical capacity, measured with the SPPB. This is in
line with existing knowledge on the relationship between
independent functioning and physical capacity [13, 27,
47]. However, this study adds that other domains also
contribute to the construct of FI. Based on the current
composite of measurements, a model with physical cap-
acity, coping and one of the domains health literacy or

Table 5 Scores of older adults on the Core Outcome Set Functional Independence

Measurement instrument Total Independent living No help with Independent living Help with Living in residential care
(IHADL (i)ADL facility
n=178 n =66 n =69 n=43
Physical Capacity
SPPB (median, IQR) 9 (6) 105 (3)* 8 (5)* 3@
FICSIT-4 (median, IQR) 18 (13) 23 (6)* 18 (10)* 5011)%
TUG (median, IQR)¥ 10.19 8.50 (3.08)* 10.71 (5.53)* 2243 (14.19)*
(6.76)
not able to perform TUG (n) 10 0 3 7
JAMAR (median, IQR) 28 (16.25) 30 (12.5)* 27 (13.5)* 18 (11)*
Coping
COFLEX Versatility (median, IQR) 26 (8) 28 (9)* 26 (8)f 24 (7)*+
COFLEX Reflective coping (median, 11 (4) 11.5 (3) 12 (4) 10 (4)
ICR)
Empowerment
PAM-13 (median, IQR) 63.1 (21.8) 67.8 (21.8)* 65.5 (18.2)1 581 (16.6)*t
Health Literacy
NVS-D (median, IQR) 2 (3) 4 (4)* 2 (4 T

n number of participants; (i)ADL (instrumental) activities of daily living; SPPB Short Physical Performance Battery; TUG Timed Up and Go test; COFLEX Coping
Flexibility questionnaire; PAM Patient Activation Measure; NVS-D Dutch Newest Vital Sign; IQR interquatile range; sd standard deviation; *,T = significant difference
between groups p < 0.05; # Median, IQR for group who completed TUG measurement



Dockx et al. BMC Geriatrics (2020) 20:309

empowerment performed equally good as a model with
all domains. This implies that one of the domains health
literacy or empowerment can be removed from the
COSFI without losing discriminative value. Despite the
fact that the NVS-D did not show to be a discriminative
factor in distinguishing someone’s level of FI, differences
in health literacy levels between groups were both sig-
nificant and clinically relevant [25]. Health literacy is
known to be associated with age, physical activity and
participating in social activities [48, 49]. In line with
these results from earlier studies, the oldest group in this
study showed the lowest health literacy skills. On em-
powerment, no clinically relevant differences between
groups were found [50]. All scores belonged to the same
level of patient activation and measurement of em-
powerment did not contribute significantly to a model
with all other domains. Therefore, a final model includ-
ing physical capacity, health literacy and coping seems
to perform optimally. The hypothesis about meaningful
differences between subgroups on the domain empower-
ment was not confirmed. However, this hypothesis
seems no longer relevant, as the domain empowerment
does not significantly contribute to the best fitting
model. For the remaining hypotheses 75% was con-
firmed, indicating good discriminative validity of the
COSFI without PAM.

Some strengths of this study could be mentioned. It
was the first study which measured a multidimensional
concept of FI in older adults. Prior studies were limited
to only the physical aspect of FI. Moreover, since the
COSFHI is intended for interprofessional use in clinical
practice, another strength of this study was the cooper-
ation of professionals and students from different back-
grounds in the measurement procedure. Third, to
determine discriminative validity, older adults with a
broad range in levels of physical functioning were mea-
sured. This was an adequate representation of the Dutch
population of older adults [3]. Finally, the limited
amount of missing data could be indicated as a strength
of this study.

There were some limitations as well. First, we insuffi-
ciently took into account the gradually decline of the
level of FI. Currently, we only determined strict cut-off
points for the proxy of FI. These cut-off points divided
the older adults in three groups, representing a different
level of FI. As previously mentioned, the middle group
represented a broad range of levels of physical function-
ing, varying from almost no help to almost complete
help in (i)ADL. With a good prediction accuracy for the
other groups, the model shows ability to distinguish be-
tween older adults with different levels of FI, provided
that differences are large enough. Another limitation
concerns the influence of environmental factors on one’s
FI. Literature shows an association between social
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support and home or social participation, which is
closely linked to the definition of FI [51, 52]. In particu-
lar the presence of an informal caregiver or another per-
son who provides social support is key for living at
home respectively living necessarily in a residential care
facility [3, 53]. The amount of social participation and
the diversity in social relations influence decline in func-
tional ability, measured on items like walking outside
and walking stairs [52]. Although these items were to
some extent objectified by the GARS-3, the involvement
of (informal) caregivers was insufficiently determined.
Dependency can be caused by several mechanisms, in-
volving the social environment and interventions aiming
to reduce dependency should acknowledge this [6]. The
behaviors of caregivers are essential to enhance or de-
cline independency in older adults. (Informal) caregivers
can cause dependency by underestimating what an older
adult can do and provide overcare or they can support
independency by adjusting their behavior to the needs
and possibilities of the older adult. In other cases, older
adults choose for compensation and selection of activ-
ities by themselves. In that case, they are able to
complete activities, but focus on goals and activities with
high priority, asking for help in activities with low prior-
ity and as a result become dependent on others. In this
study, only the activities which older adults were able to
do were measured and not the activities they were actu-
ally performing in daily life. Third, although patient re-
ported outcome measures (PROMs) were the only
feasible option to measure coping, empowerment and
help needed in (i)ADL, the use of PROMs is accompan-
ied by some limitations. PROMs provide subjective data
and the outcome is influenced by how the participant
perceives his or her situation [54]. The perceived level of
coping, empowerment or help needed may not reflect
the actual behavior of the participant. Also, these ques-
tionnaires were not feasible for older adults with severe
cognitive impairments. Therefore, older adults with limi-
tations in their cognitive functioning were excluded from
this study. Finally, with 178 participants optimal sample
size was not obtained. The difference between actual
and optimal sample size is small and probably did not
have large impact on the results, because the smallest
group is still distinctive.

Prior to implementation in clinical practice, it is rec-
ommended to revise the COSFI to some extent. Based
on our results, the FICSIT-4 can be removed from the
Core Outcome Set because its’ high correlation with the
SPPB. Despite significant differences between groups,
the TUG was not included in the analysis. Because a
relatively large group participants was not able to per-
form the TUG, another instrument to measure dynamic
balance possibly would have been more appropriate. As
dynamic balance control is an important component of
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physical capacity and an indicator for risk of falls, this
seems relevant to measure additionally to the SPPB. For
instance, the Floor Transfer Test may be a good alterna-
tive for TUG as well as SPPB, because of high correl-
ation with both instruments [55]. Besides that, it is
recommended to remove the PAM from the COSEFL
Without the PAM, a large part of the definition of em-
powerment is still covered in this model as the PAM did
not measure all aspects of empowerment. Empowerment
aspects were also represented by the NVS-D and
COEFLEX, because the constructs of health literacy and
coping are associated with empowerment [21, 56]. Fur-
thermore, it seems important to incorporate the influ-
ence of (social) environmental factors in the COSFI,
such as the presence of an informal caregiver who facili-
tates an older person in performing activities of (instru-
mental) daily living. Although people with severe
cognitive impairments are more likely to lose self-
sufficiency, the questionnaires of the COSFI were not
feasible for them [57]. In clinical practice however, this
is a relevant group of older adults. For future studies
and use in clinical practice, it is recommended to assess
which adjustments to the Core Outcome Set or meas-
urement procedure can be made to include this vulner-
able group.

Conclusion

In this study discriminative validity of the COSFI was
assessed in a population of Dutch, older adults (> 65 years
of age) with different levels of FI. The current composition
of the COSFI, did not yet meet the COSMIN criteria for
discriminative validity. However, with some adjustments,
the COSFI has the potential to become a valuable instru-
ment for clinical practice. This study indicates that the
COSFI is moderately able to discriminate older people
with different levels of Functional Independence. For 68%
of older adults, the prediction of group membership by
the COSFI is accurate. The COSFI has limited ability to
distinguish between older adults living at home and
dependent on help in (i)ADL and other groups. It is rec-
ommended to preserve the domains ‘physical capacity’,
‘coping’ and ‘health literacy’ as core elements of the
COSEL Complementary, in further research a measure-
ment of environmental factors should be incorporated in
the COSFI to improve clinical relevance in daily practice.
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