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tion care to maintain functional independence in older adults. Despite their proven benefits, rehabilita-
tion services for older adults face numerous barriers, particularly in middle-income countries such as
Iran. This study aimed to investigate rehabilitation care challenges for older adults at both national and
international levels.

This is a narrative review. A systematic search was conducted in Maglran, Scientific
Information Database (SID), IranDoc, PubMed, Scopus, ScienceDirect, and Google Scholar for studies
published between 2008 and 2024. Original quantitative or qualitative studies addressing barriers to ge-
riatric rehabilitation care were included. Data analysis was conducted using Graneheim and Lundman’s
qualitative content analysis method. The data were synthesized and categorized into main themes.
[EEE Of 98 retrieved records, 23 studies met the inclusion criteria (15 Iranian, 8 international). Chal-
lenges were classified into seven main domains: structural (architectural barriers, lack of appropriate
facilities, lack of equipment), behavioral (communication problems, older adults’ misbehavior, poor diet/
medication adherence, shortage of staff/service providers, lack of rehabilitation knowledge, lack of pal-
liative and end-of-life care knowledge), educational (insufficient staff training, inadequate/inappropri-
ate patient education, and lack of awareness about assistive technologies), socio-economic (inadequate
insurance coverage/financial support, lack of voluntary services, and limited social and emotional sup-
port), functional (ineffective service systems, poor implementation of primary healthcare services, co-
morbidity, and caregiver shortages), governance/leadership (weak policy-making/lack of coordinated
programs, and inactivity/low activity of the Elderly Health Council), and self-care (physical disabilities,
cognitive decline, reduced resilience, visual impairments, dependency on caregivers, and psychological
distress/uncertainty about the future/anticipation of death). Financial and rehabilitation process-related

Keywords: challenges were the most frequently reported barriers.

Rehabilitation, Aged, [T B Rehabilitation care for older adults faces multiple challenges in terms of structural, educa-
Health services for tional, behavioral, financial, functional, and governance domains. Strengthening community-based in-
the aged, Health : tegrated rehabilitation models, expanding insurance coverage, enhancing nurses’ and family caregivers’
services accessibility, knowledge, and addressing governance fragmentation are priority strategies. Future research should
Rehabilitation nursing ©  focus on understudied areas such as governance challenges and behavioral barriers.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

he global population of older adults (aged

65 years or older) is growing rapidly, pro-

jected to reach over 1.5 billion people by
2050. This demographic shift is accompanied by a sig-
nificant increase in chronic diseases and age-related dis-
abilities, imposing a substantial burden on health systems.
Rehabilitation is one of the most effective strategies for
maintaining functional independence, reducing disability,
and improving quality of life in older adults. However,
despite its proven benefits, health systems, particularly in
middle-income countries such as Iran, face multiple bar-
riers in delivering these services. This narrative review
aimed to identify and categorize rehabilitation care chal-
lenges for older adults at both national and international
levels.

Methods

This is a narrative review. A systematic search was
performed in national databases (Maglran, Scientific
Information Database (SID), IranDoc) and international
databases (PubMed, Scopus, ScienceDirect), as well as
Google Scholar search engine, for studies published be-
tween 2008 and 2024. Original quantitative or qualita-
tive studies that directly addressed challenges, barriers,
or limitations in rehabilitation care for older adults (de-
fined as individuals aged 60 years or older according to
the Word Health Organizatio (WHO) definition) were
included. Editorials, letters to the editor, conference ab-
stracts, theses, studies solely focusing on intervention
effectiveness without addressing service delivery chal-
lenges, and studies with non-elderly target populations
were excluded. Two authors conducted the selection pro-
cess independently in two screening stages: title/abstract
screening and full-text screening. Data extraction was
done using a structured form, and disagreements were re-
solved through discussion or consultation with the third
author. Inter-rater agreement was excellent (k=0.86). Data
analysis was conducted using Graneheim and Lundman’s
qualitative content analysis method, involving six steps:
repeated content reading, meaning unit extraction, con-
densation, initial coding, subcategory formation, and fi-
nally integration into main themes. Trustworthiness of the
data was ensured using Lincoln and Guba’s four criteria
(credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirm-
ability).
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Results

Of 98 initially retrieved records, 23 met the inclusion
criteria. Of these, 15 (65.2%) were conducted by Iranian
authors and 8 (34.8%) by authors from China, Singapore,
Italy, the Netherlands, Canada, Spain, and India. Regard-
ing study design, 8 studies (34.8%) were qualitative, 6
(26.1%) quantitative, 5 (21.7%) review studies, and 3
(13%) quasi-experimental. There was one case report,
classified under qualitative design. The analysis resulted
in the extraction of 147 initial codes, organized into 24
subcategories and ultimately integrated into seven main
themes of rehabilitation care challenges for older adults:

- Structural challenges (architectural barriers, lack of ap-
propriate facilities, lack of equipment);

- Behavioral challenges (communication problems, old-
er adults’ misbehavior, poor diet/medication adherence,
shortage of staff/service providers, lack of rehabilitation
knowledge, lack of palliative and end-of-life care knowl-
edge);

- Educational challenges (insufficient staff training,
inadequate/inappropriate patient education, and lack of
awareness about assistive technologies);

- Socio-economic challenges (inadequate insurance
coverage/financial support, lack of voluntary services,
and limited social and emotional support);

- Functional challenges (ineffective service systems,
poor implementation of primary healthcare services, co-
morbidity, and caregiver shortages);

- Governance and leadership challenges (weak policy-
making/lack of coordinated programs, and inactivity/low
activity of the Elderly Health Council);

- Self-care challenges (physical disabilities, cognitive
decline, reduced resilience, visual impairments, depen-
dency on caregivers, and psychological distress/uncer-
tainty about the future/anticipation of death).

The most frequently reported challenges across stud-
ies were those related to rehabilitation process continu-
ity (21.7%), followed by financial barriers (17.4%),
staff training deficits (17.4%), lack of voluntary services
(17.4%), and poor implementation of primary healthcare
programs (17.4%).
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Conclusion

Providing rehabilitation care for older adults faces mul-
tifaceted, interconnected challenges including structural,
behavioral, educational, socio-economic, functional,
governance-related, and self-care domains. Financial
challenges, particularly inadequate insurance coverage
and high out-of-pocket costs, along with structural chal-
lenges such as lack of age-friendly designs and special-
ized equipment, constitute the most significant obstacles
to equitable access, especially in middle-income coun-
tries such as Iran. Governance weaknesses, including
fragmented policies, absence of a coordinating system,
and lack of integrated monitoring systems, can further
exacerbate these challenges. The findings underscore
the urgent need for integrated, community-based reha-
bilitation models; stronger governance and inter-sectoral
coordination; effective training programs for nurses and
family caregivers; and improved financial support mech-
anisms for older adults. The interventions for older adults
in Iran should focus on expanding insurance coverage
for rehabilitation services, developing community-based
rehabilitation centers, reducing educational gaps through
continuous professional development for healthcare pro-
viders and structured training for family caregivers, and
establishing a unified national referral system. Future re-
search should address governance challenges, behavioral
barriers, and psychological aspects such as resilience
and distress, which were less frequently reported in the
reviewed studies. The predominance of descriptive and
qualitative studies, along with methodological heteroge-
neity and the relative predominance of Iranian studies,
limits the generalizability of findings; therefore, more ro-
bust and interventional studies are recommended.
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