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Rehabilitation is a purposeful process aimed at restoring functional autonomy in key aspects of daily
living that are of greatest importance to patients and their caregivers. Successful rehabilitation programs for
older adults include more specific elements such as involvement of multiple disciplines with varied expertise,
use of multiple interventions, and support to enable patients and caregivers to live their lives to the fullest
potential.

Rehabilitation is also crucial for older adults due to the high rates of disability in this age group, driven
by chronic diseases, risk of rapid functional decline during acute illness, and reduced physiological resilience.
The rising average age of the population in Iran and worldwide has led to a rapid increase in the number of
people over 60 who need rehabilitation services, creating a significant challenge.

Therefore, it can be confidently stated that rehabilitation is a vital component of elderly healthcare, as
the challenging conditions common among the elderly deeply impact their quality of life but are also treatable.
In Iran, the challenges faced by the elderly include:

»  Physical Challenges: such as vision, hearing, speech, and mobility issues

o Social Challenges: such as retirement, limited social connections, loss of loved ones, and low

income

o Self-Autonomy Challenges: such as lack of independence and dependence on others

o Cognitive and Mental Challenges: such as slower learning speed, memory issues, and learning

difficulties

«  Emotional and Psychological Challenges: such as depression, pessimism, and hopelessness

Most of these challenges, whether directly or indirectly, require psychosocial rehabilitation services.
Altogether, these challenges have a serious impact on the quality of life and life satisfaction of the elderly.
However, having sufficient income and savings, supportive family and children, and access to healthcare and
supportive services can somewhat ease the pressures of aging.

Physical challenges
In addressing physical challenges, a crucial component of psychosocial interventions involves assisting

individuals in reassessing and modifying their beliefs and perceptions regarding these issues. In Iran, these
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interventions can be implemented by various members of the mental health team, depending on the availability

of specific professionals. For example, in most elderly rehabilitation centers in Iran, occupational therapists
and physiotherapists work together. Psychosocial interventions initiated by the physiotherapist are often
referred to the occupational therapist. If the patient is directly under the consultation of a geriatric specialist,
the doctor usually refers them to a psychologist or psychiatrist for individual counseling. Overall, psychosocial
interventions are the responsibility of the entire care and rehabilitation team. Methods and approaches used in
Iran range widely, from educational sessions and distributing informational brochures to utilizing peer support
groups, as well as more specialized techniques such as cognitive-behavioral rehabilitation.

Examples of elderly beliefs around falling: Falling only happens to others, not me. Falling is a natural
part of aging. If I reduce my activity, I won't fall. If I stay home and don’t go out, I won't fall. Exercising won’t
restore my muscle strength. Taking medication has nothing to do with falling and doesn’t increase my risk. I
don't need to check my vision every year. Using a cane or walker will make me less independent. Falls only
happen due to muscle weakening or illness., I worry about falling, but I don't talk to my family or healthcare
providers because I don’t want them to start monitoring me or take away my independence.

As another example, in the context of tinnitus, which is very common in Iran, elderly individuals often
engage in cognitive distortions, such as:

Catastrophizing: “T'll go deaf because of my tinnitus.”

Minimizing: “I've learned to sleep despite the buzzing sound in my ears.”

Must and Should: “Why should I have to endure tinnitus for the rest of my life?”

Examples of incorrect beliefs about vision problems:

Eye exercises can prevent presbyopia (age-related farsightedness), LASIK surgery can prevent
presbyopia, Presbyopia will lead to blindness.

Cognitive and Mental Challenges

These challenges require more direct psychosocial rehabilitation interventions, where family members
and caregivers play a crucial role in supporting the elderly. In Iran, educational initiatives for caregivers,
families, and the elderly are organized by universities, the State Welfare Organization, the Ministry of Health,
and local NGOs. In 2024, the State Welfare Organization offers the following training themes:

o Educational courses on dementia awareness for families in collaboration with the cooperation of

Alzheimer’s Association
« A free pilot screening program for identifying cognitive disorders in the elderly

«  Workshops on preventing cognitive disabilities in older adults
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Social and Self-Autonomy Challenges

In these areas, the State Welfare Organization plays a primary role. Within this organization, there is
a subsidiary unit known as the Secretariat of the National Council on the Elderly, responsible for developing
policies and programs related to the health and well-being of the elderly. Some of the programs managed by
this Secretariat include:

o Utilize the scientific and practical experiences of the elderly to improve the general welfare of

society

« Planning leisure activities with and for the elderly

« Programs to progressively increase elderly participation in social activities

« Providing opportunities for continued social and humanitarian engagement, fostering friendly

connections with other elderly individuals, and spending time together to ensure their psychological

well-being

o  Creating opportunities for re-engagement of physically active elderly individuals, whether in part-

time or full-time employment, or volunteer activities

o Increasing social group activities, enhancing religious participation, and organizing pilgrimage

and recreational trips for the elderly

These initiatives have been implemented in several provinces in Iran over the past five years and have
yielded positive results.

Emotional and Psychological Challenges

This area often requires the most direct interventions from the mental health team. In Iran, occupational
therapists and psychologists in elderly rehabilitation centers primarily take on this role. However, the type and
intensity of interventions vary from one elderly person to another, depending on the severity and nature of
their needs.

Depression and anxiety issues can cause an elderly person to experience deficits in various areas of life,
including social participation, leisure activities, retirement engagement, health management activities, sleep
and rest, and educational pursuits. An elderly individual with depression or anxiety may lack interest in daily
activities or may become dependent on others for assistance, compromising their independence.

It is important to note that the elderly’s ability to perform daily activities plays a significant role in
managing depression and anxiety. To facilitate better engagement in daily activities, occupational therapists
often work with caregivers or, when possible, the elderly themselves to break tasks down into simpler steps,

outlining each stage.
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Depending on the elder’s emotional capacity, some stages may be assisted by others. This approach is known

as activity grading.
For example, the task of brushing teeth can be broken down into the following steps:

1. Picking up the toothbrush

2. Turning on the tap

3. Wetting the toothbrush bristles with water

4. Turning off the tap

5. Picking up the toothpaste tube with the other hand

6. Opening the toothpaste cap with the hand holding the toothbrush

7. Putting toothpaste on the toothbrush bristles...and the remaining steps

By knowing these steps, the elderly person can receive help with some of them from others. The
ultimate goal is independence in the act of brushing teeth; however, this doesn’t mean that the elderly person
must complete all steps alone. Instead, the focus is on completing the brushing activity, even if they may lack
interest or feel a psychological dependence on others.

In line with these principles, other daily activities are also broken down into smaller steps, allowing
the elderly person to complete the parts they can and seek help from others as needed. For activities where
the elderly person or their caregiver cannot break down the steps, the occupational therapist specifies the
breakdown. This method is widely practiced in elderly rehabilitation centers in Iran.

Conclusion

An aging population is a sign of a high level of health in society. However, old age is often accompanied
by varying degrees of disability, requiring specific interventions from the rehabilitation team. Among these,
psychosocial interventions hold a special place in providing a range of services to the elderly. This article
discusses the common practices and perspectives in Iran.
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