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Abstract

Objectives: the integration of rehabilitation services for older adults into Iran’s primary healthcare
system has not yet been achieved. Accordingly, this study aimed to analyze the situation and
propose strategies for integration of geriatric rehabilitation services into Iran’s primary healthcare
system.

Materials and Methods: This study employed a qualitative design using a framework-based
content analysis approach. Participants included ten experts in the fields of aging, rehabilitation,
and primary healthcare, who were selected purposively with maximum variation. Data were
collected through semi-structured interviews. Data analysis was conducted. within a predefined
SWOT framework across four dimensions strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats and,
subsequently, strategies for integrating geriatric rehabilitation services ‘were extracted and
categorized based on the analysis results.

Findings: Iran’s primary healthcare system demonstrates substantial capacity for integrating
geriatric rehabilitation services, including broad urban—rural wcoyverage,. existing workforce
(community health workers and providers), the SIB information infrastructure, and relatively
favorable financial access. Key opportunities include: synergy between preventive care and
rehabilitation, cost-effectiveness of first-level interventions, potential for community-based and
telerehabilitation, strong family support culture, the Ministry of Health Office for Older Adults,
and the family physician program. However, structural weaknesses lack of sustainable financing,
limited professional diversity at the primary level, heavy workload and insufficient staff
awareness, absence of integrated guidelines and referral pathways, poor physical accessibility, and
low prioritization of older adults limit effective integration. Major threats include fragmented
stewardship, weak political commitment, inadequate implementation of upstream policies,
shortage and maldistribution of rehabilitation professionals, and insufficient insurance coverage.
Accordingly, strategies were developedusing a strengths, opportunities, weaknesses and threats
framework

Conclusion: This study suggests' that despite the presence of considerable strengths and
opportunities_within Iran’s primary healthcare system, the integration of geriatric rehabilitation
services requires targeted.responses to existing structural and policy-related weaknesses and
threats. The extracted strategies emphasize strengthening preventive and community-based
rehabilitation_approaches, empowering the workforce through modular and interdisciplinary
training;.expanding telerehabilitation services, systematic use of health information systems, and
integrating rehabilitation services into the family physician program. Optimal use of existing
capacities -and avoidance of costly solutions may provide a practical and realistic pathway to
improving older adults’ access to rehabilitation services at the primary care level.

Keywords: Geriatric Rehabilitation; Primary Health Care; Systems Integration; Health Services
Administration; Aging


https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/mesh/68018511

Extended Abstract

Objectives: This study aims to identify the barriers, facilitators, and strategies for
integrating geriatric rehabilitation services into Iran’s primary healthcare system.
The aging population and the rising prevalence of chronic diseases(2) have
underscored the need for a more accessible, comprehensive rehabilitation system at
the primary care level(6,7). In this context, countries in the 2018 Astana Declaration
emphasized strengthening primary health care as the foundation of universal health
coverage and highlighted the development of comprehensive rehabilitation services
within integrated care (11). In the limited studies addressing the intégration of
primary care and rehabilitation in iran, it has been reported that such.services are not
provided at the primary care level and their integration faces major challenges (15)
let alone geriatric rehabilitation. The primary goal of this.research.is to highlight key
factors influencing the integration of services and suggest actionable strategies that
can be implemented within the existing healthcare infrastructure.

Materials and Methods: This study adopted®a qualitative design using a
framework-based content analysis approach(16) grounded in the SWOT model to
explore the integration of geriatric rehabilitation services into Iran’s primary
healthcare system. The study selected 10 experts from various fields of geriatric
rehabilitation, including researchers, academicians, and healthcare managers, using
purposive sampling. The inclusion criteria required participants to have at least two
years of experience in rehabilitation or primary healthcare. Semi-structured
interviews were conducted face-to-face with the experts, covering topics related to
service delivery, barriers to integration, opportunities for improvement, and
suggestions for.overcoming challenges. Data collection took place over a two-month
period, and interviews lasted between 30 and 50 minutes. The SWOT framework
allowed for a detailed exploration of the internal strengths and weaknesses of the
healthearessystem, along with comprehensive understanding of the current state of
geriatric rehabilitation in primary healthcare settings, identifying key factors that
could facilitate or hinder successful integration.

Results: The study revealed several key strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and
threats associated with integrating geriatric rehabilitation services into Iran's primary
healthcare system.



The analysis revealed a complex set of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and
threats affecting the integration of geriatric rehabilitation services into Iran’s primary
healthcare system. Key strengths included the extensive geographical coverage of
the primary healthcare network in both urban and rural areas, the presence of existing
human resources such as community health workers, and the availability of the
national health information system, which provides a platform for registering,
monitoring, and referring older adults in need of rehabilitation services: These
capacities were perceived as valuable foundations for expanding access, to basic
rehabilitation at the primary care level.

Despite these strengths, several critical weaknesses were identified. Jnsufficient and
unsustainable financial resources, limited diversity “of “rehabilitation-related
expertise at the primary healthcare level, high workload and inhadequate awareness
among frontline staff, and the absence of standardized guidelines and integrated
referral pathways were reported as major barriers. In addition, physical
inaccessibility of some health facilities and the low prieritization of older adults
within primary healthcare programs further constrained effective integration.

Participants also highlighted important opportunities that could facilitate integration,
including the growing use of digital health technologies such as telemedicine and
telerehabilitation, the alignment. between preventive approaches and geriatric
rehabilitation, and the potential for community-based rehabilitation initiatives. The
existing family physician program and the presence of a dedicated office for older
adults within the. Ministry. of Health were viewed as strategic opportunities to
institutionalize rehabilitation services within routine primary care.

Conversely, .several external threats were identified, including fragmented
stewardship and weak intersectoral coordination, limited political commitment to
long-term rehabilitation, inadequate implementation of upstream policy documents,
shortages and unequal distribution of rehabilitation professionals, and insufficient
insurance coverage for rehabilitation services. These threats were seen as significant
obstacles to sustainable and system-wide integration

a set of actionable strategies was also proposed. These strategies emphasize
leveraging the extensive primary healthcare network and existing human resources
to implement community-based and preventive rehabilitation interventions,
supported by structured training programs for community health workers and
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primary care providers. The systematic use of the national health information system
is recommended to enable digital monitoring, referral, and follow-up of
rehabilitation needs, alongside the expansion of telerchabilitation services to
improve access in underserved areas. Integrating basic rehabilitation packages into
the family physician program, developing standardized national guidelines and
referral pathways, and strengthening intersectoral coordination between key
stakeholders were identified as critical policy-level actions. In addition, ensuring
sustainable financing through dedicated budget lines and improving insurance
coverage for rehabilitation services were highlighted as essentialmeasures to
enhance feasibility, equity, and long-term sustainability of service.integration

Discussion: The analysis suggests that integrating geriatric.rehabilitation into Iran’s
primary health care system is structurally feasible but operationally constrained by
governance fragmentation, workforce limitations, and insufficiently earmarked
financing. Successful implementation depends on translating existing capacities into
coordinated service pathways, supported by clear.reférral mechanisms, defined roles
for primary care teams, and performance-oriented management. Strengthening
competencies of frontline providers through modular, interdisciplinary training is
essential to shift from acute-focused ¢are toward preventive and functional
approaches. Digital platforms offer.potential for coordination, monitoring, and
remote service delivery, yettheir effectiveness is contingent upon reliable
infrastructure, legal safeguards for data privacy, reimbursement models, and user
readiness. Economic vulnerability remains a critical determinant of service
utilization, indicating the need for financial protection policies and insurance
reforms. Importantly, leveraging strong family involvement can enhance adherence,
home-based ‘care," and long-term outcomes, making culturally responsive,
community-oriented models particularly suitable for sustainable integration.
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