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Project Idea

We are a venture capital firm focused on improving the lives of senior citizens through
building sustainable businesses using technology. We believe that our elders deserve to age
gracefully with dignity and respect, and in modern society, families are often too busy or live
too far away to properly facilitate care for seniors. We aim to deliver solutions to help seniors
find the care they need to thrive in their golden years.

The founders are Neal Shah, a business executive with an extensive background in private
equity and hedge fund management, and Autumn Konz, PA, MPH, a clinician with a
background in neuroscience research, currently practicing neurology at Duke Health.
Through this project, you will have an opportunity to work closely with both founders, learn
insights into business, neuroscience, and senior care – and, hopefully teach both of us about
software development! We hope to meet aspiring computer scientists who believe in our
mission and may be interested in joining us after the project is over, through paid internship
opportunities or a full-time position upon graduation.

A specific problem in senior care is the lack of ability to find quality in-home personal care at
affordable prices. For the purposes of our discussion here, we delineate this as non-medical
personal care and companionship, which we describe further in the section below. We
believe that software could be better utilized to address this problem, resulting in improved
quality of life for our elderly population. Through our network of business and personal
relationships in the Triangle, we have identified many caregivers who are interested in
providing personal care services, and senior citizens who are seeking care.
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We would like to set up a platform (tentatively titled “Gracefully”, as in helping seniors age
gracefully) through a web app to connect the two sides efficiently, utilizing a robust database
of information submitted by both caregivers and care seekers to better match the two sides.
We welcome the team’s help with all aspects of the platform.

Why do seniors need personal care services? As seniors age into their 70s and 80s, many
suffer from gradual cognitive decline, often with diagnosis of early signs of dementia or
Alzheimer’s in a growing subset of the population, while they maintain adequate physical
health to continue living independently. Many find it increasingly difficult to manage activities
of daily living, such as dressing, bathing, meal preparation, laundry and light housekeeping.
Initially, a senior citizen in this predicament will look to a healthy spouse or other family
members (such as adult children or grandchildren) to help with such tasks. But often, family
members are unable to provide adequate caregiving due to professional or personal
obligations of their own, or do not live nearby. In many cases, the senior citizen finds living in
his or her home to become increasingly difficult over time, resulting in an eventual move into
an assisted living facility and a loss of personal freedom.

Current modalities of in-home personal care consist of professional caregiving services and
word-of-mouth informal services. Professional caregiving services exist nationwide through a
network of franchised local operators (such as Comfort Keepers, Senior Helpers, Visiting
Angels, etc.) These provide trained and good quality care, but at quite expensive rates. For
example, in the Raleigh-Durham-Chapel Hill area, such services typically charge $25 per hour
for in-home personal care. Over the course of a typical week, this becomes a quite expensive
option for the senior citizen, and thus is primarily limited to utilization by upper-income
seniors or families who can support such extensive costs. A typical 8-hour day of care can run
$200 per day or $50,000 per year, and as such, many people with moderate retirement
savings simply cannot afford such services on top of their other ongoing expenses. At the
other end of the spectrum, there exist word-of-mouth informal services. These are informal
local caregivers that come through recommendations to a senior through a friend, neighbor
or church group. While many of these informal services are much more affordable, typically
in the range of $10 to $15 per hour, they typically lack in any quality-control mechanism on
the caregiver’s abilities or training, and do not provide any formal services such as
scheduling, payment, substitutions or backup plans in case of caregiver absenteeism, etc. As
such, these are a good low-cost care option that can often be managed at much more
affordable rates such as $20,000 per year, but lack in ensuring quality of care that comes with
the professional in-home care services.

We believe we can bridge the divide and offer a portal to connect quality-controlled
caregivers, which we source through our network of relationships, to those who are seeking
care. In addition, as the portal becomes operational, through our other business
relationships, we plan to offer caregiver training services, helping caregivers in the informal
economy learn the nuances of Alzheimer’s and dementia care so they can be better equipped
to help the elderly suffering from those afflictions. Further down the line, we have a list of
evidence-based lifestyle interventions we would like to implement through the portal, that
would help seniors improve brain health and overall physical health.

Help us build this web app and ensure reliable and quality care for our senior citizens!

“To care for those who once cared for us is one of the highest honors.”

The problem is not currently being addressed and we see a great opportunity to make a
difference.

The users of the software would be two sides:

• Senior citizens (and their families) who are seeking personal care services.

• Informal caregivers, such as stay-at-home moms or people with personal experience in
caregiving, who are looking for supplemental income in flexible part-time work to help take

CS - Current
Solution

CS - Who are
users?
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care of an elderly person, provide companionship and help with basic household tasks.

Web browser (desktop); Web browser (mobile)

Ideally, the initial software would be developed as a web app, with the goal of eventually
having a comprehensive mobile app. If possible, we would like the web app to have features
such as:

• In-app Messaging – between care seekers and prospective caregivers, to learn about each
other before setting up an in-person meeting. For example, often a senior citizen really
enjoys playing card games, and if they can communicate with prospective caregivers about
this, they can more easily find someone who enjoys playing cards, before they confirm and
set-up a caregiving appointment.

• Payment – the care seeker can pay the caregiver directly via the app. This would be helpful
to reduce the need for cash payments and have the senior citizen and their family be able to
easily track their expenses on caregiving.

• Location tracking of the caregivers – to ensure that they made it to the appointments on
time and when they finished the care appointment. Many times, the person responsible for
overseeing a senior citizen’s care is their adult child (often grown-up daughter), who may be
at her job and want to check on her phone/web app to make sure the caregiver has arrived
on time and is taking care of her parent.

• Ability to share photos through the app – we believe a good user experience could be for
the caregiver to send 2-3 photos each day during the care appointment, of the caregiver and
senior citizen engaging in an enjoyable activity. This would help the senior’s family members
feel comfortable that their loved one is in good hands.

Long-term, we also envision the software being used to engage the users in activities
beneficial for aging and brain health, such as reminders to exercise, information on nutrition,
activities and puzzles for mental stimulation.

Yes, I have concerns.

Software development would involve extensive confidential and proprietary information of
Searcher Investment Partners LLC, along with intellectual property derived from the
founders' existing business relationships and potentially personal information regarding
clients. We would ask that the students sign a brief, standard confidentiality and non-
disclosure agreement which we use with all of our external partners, to ensure adequate
protection of such information.

No

Existing sites such as Care.com and SitterCity.com have built out similar services for
childcare, to connect parents seeking childcare or babysitting services with caregivers
providing such care. However, they have either completely ignored the senior care market, or
in the case of Care.com, the platform has minimal usage around the Triangle stemming from
lack of quality control of the caregivers and too expensive pricing. We believe that we can
build a much better platform, leveraging our relationships with caregiver organizations and
senior care industry leaders in the Triangle, to create a much better experience for both
sides.
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Client Expectations

Eventual development of this software is one of our long-term primary missions (to provide
more affordable and high-quality care to our seniors) but it’s not immediately time-sensitive.
Thus, we thought it would be suitable for this course.

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Client Group

Autumn Konz

Autumn

Konz

autumn.konz@duke.edu
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Gracefully (helping senior citizens find caregivers to age gracefully at home)

Description We are a venture capital firm focused on improving the lives of senior citizens through
building sustainable businesses using technology. We believe that our elders deserve to age
gracefully with dignity and respect, and in modern society, families are often too busy or live
too far away to properly facilitate care for seniors.

This project is to set up a web app platform Gracefully, to connect senior citizens who need
help with activities of daily living (such as housekeeping, cooking, laundry, and just basic
companionship), with prospective caregivers in the region who are interested in providing
such personal care services & companionship. We aim to utilize our robust database of
information submitted by both caregivers and care seekers to better match the two sides.
Through the portal, users will be able to schedule care appointments, send messages and
manage payments. Consider it like a mix of Uber, TaskRabbit, and an online dating app,
focused on helping senior citizens!

“To care for those who once cared for us is one of the highest honors.”
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