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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Cognitive disorders in older adults, owing to their chronic and progressive
nature, impose considerable psychological, social, economic, and caregiving pressures on families;
nevertheless, some families successfully mobilize internal and external resources to preserve
cohesion, maintain functioning, and adapt to changing circumstances. This study aimed to identify,
synthesize, and develop a conceptual framework for the components of family resilience in caring
for older adults with cognitive disorders.

Methodology: This qualitative study employed a meta-synthesis design based on the seven-step
method proposed by Sandelowski and Barroso. Persian- and English-language qualitative studies
published between 2015 and 2026 were identified through systematic searches of national and
international scientific databases. Following screening according to predefined inclusion and
exclusion criteria and methodological quality appraisal using the Critical Appraisal Skills
Programme checklist, 23 studies, including 14 English-language and nine Persian-language
articles, were included in the final synthesis. The findings were coded, compared, and integrated
using Braun and Clarke’s six-phase thematic analysis. To assess coding reliability, a proportion of
the extracted codes was independently reviewed, producing a Cohen’s kappa coefficient of 0.82.

Findings: The synthesis indicated that family resilience was organized into three overarching
themes: cognitive-belief components, structural-functional components, and communicative-
interactional components. Cognitive-belief components comprised meaning-making in response to
crisis, positive outlook and hope, spiritual and religious beliefs, acceptance of the illness, family
hardiness and commitment, and personal growth. Structural-functional components included
flexibility in family roles and routines, family cohesion and connectedness, utilization of formal
and informal support resources, effective management of symptoms and behaviors, caregiver self-
care, and systematic care planning. Communicative-interactional components encompassed
effective information exchange, constructive emotional expression, collaborative problem-solving,
empathy, professional counseling, and purposeful family dialogue.

Conclusion: Family resilience in caring for older adults with cognitive disorders is not a fixed or
exclusively individual characteristic; rather, it is a dynamic, multidimensional, and relational
process arising from the interaction of shared belief systems, flexible family organization, and
constructive communication. The proposed framework can inform the development of family-
centered interventions, caregiver education programs, culturally appropriate assessment
instruments, and supportive aging policies adapted to diverse sociocultural contexts.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Population aging has become one of the most
consequential demographic transformations of the
contemporary era. Improvements in life expectancy,
declining fertility rates, and advances in medical care
have increased the proportion of older adults across
societies, while simultaneously expanding the
prevalence of age-related chronic and disabling
conditions. Among these conditions, cognitive
disorders, particularly dementia and Alzheimer’s
disease, constitute a major public health challenge
because of their progressive course, irreversible
nature, and extensive effects on memory, language,
judgment, executive functioning, behavior, and
everyday independence. Global projections indicate
that the number of individuals living with dementia
will increase substantially in the coming decades,
resulting in a corresponding rise in the demand for
long-term care and family-based support (world
Health, 2021). In Iran, the rapid growth of the older
population and the limited availability of formal long-
term care services have further intensified the
caregiving responsibilities assigned to families.
Evidence from Middle Eastern and North African
countries also suggests that dementia prevalence is
considerable, highlighting the urgent need for
culturally responsive systems of care and family
support (Noroozi, 2024).

Cognitive disorders affect not only older adults but
also the entire family system. As the illness
progresses, family members are required to assist with
medication  administration,  personal  hygiene,
mobility, nutrition, behavioral management, financial
affairs, medical decisions, and the prevention of
injury. These responsibilities frequently fall upon
spouses, adult children, daughters-in-law, or other
close relatives who may have little professional
training and limited access to formal assistance.
Caregiver burden therefore encompasses
psychological, physical, social, temporal,
occupational, and financial pressures that accumulate
over the course of prolonged caregiving (Liu et al.,
2020). Family caregivers of individuals with dementia
are particularly vulnerable to chronic stress, emotional
exhaustion, cognitive strain, and adverse biological
and psychological outcomes (Allen et al., 2017). They
may also experience anxiety, depression, social
isolation, sleep disturbance, role conflict, and
deterioration in their own health (Choi et al., 2024;
Manzini & Vale, 2020).

The consequences of caregiving extend beyond the
primary caregiver and may disrupt family roles,
relationships,  routines, and  decision-making
processes. Previous Iranian studies have demonstrated
associations between impaired family functioning and
higher levels of depression and anxiety among family
caregivers of older adults with dementia (Goudarzi et
al., 2017; Goudarzi et al., 2018). Financial limitations,
inadequate institutional assistance, and unequal access
to treatment may further intensify caregiving
difficulties and transform care into an experience
shaped by economic insecurity (Sabbaghchi et al.,
2024). Furthermore, caregivers frequently report
unmet needs related to information, emotional
support, mental health services, respite care,
appreciation, and assistance from other family
members (Abbasi Asl et al., 2025; Khanjani et al., 2025).
These findings indicate that family caregiving cannot
be understood solely as an individual task; rather, it is
a systemic process that influences and is influenced
by the functioning of the family as a whole.

Despite the considerable burden associated with
cognitive disorders, families do not respond to
caregiving demands in identical ways. Some families
experience severe conflict, exhaustion, isolation, and
functional decline, whereas others are able to preserve
cohesion, adapt their roles, mobilize resources,
maintain hope, and even achieve personal or relational
growth. This variation has directed increasing
scholarly attention toward family resilience. Family
resilience is not a fixed personality trait or merely the
absence of distress. It refers to a dynamic and
relational process through which families withstand
adversity, reorganize their functioning, recover from
disruption, and develop new capacities in response to
prolonged challenges. According to the family
resilience framework, resilient adaptation develops
through the interaction of belief systems,
organizational patterns, and communication processes
(Walsh, 2016).

The belief-system dimension includes the ways
families interpret adversity, construct meaning,
sustain hope, and draw upon spiritual, religious,
moral, and cultural values. In caregiving contexts,
perceiving care as an ethical responsibility, an
expression of love, a religious duty, or an opportunity
for growth may reduce feelings of meaninglessness
and helplessness. Spiritual health has been associated
with lower caregiver burden, suggesting that religious
faith and existential meaning may operate as
important psychological resources (Salehi et al., 2020).
In Iranian religious families, honoring older adults,
filial responsibility, patience, sacrifice, and trust in




God have been identified as central motivations for
sustained caregiving (Shafagh et al., 2023). Positive
meaning-making, acceptance, optimism, and family
commitment have similarly been identified as
important elements of resilience among families
caring for relatives with dementia (Deist & Greeff,
2015).

Organizational processes involve flexibility, role
redistribution, family cohesion, access to social
resources, and the ability to adapt routines to
changing caregiving demands. Families caring for
individuals ~ with  cognitive  disorders ~ must
continuously reorganize responsibilities as symptoms
progress and levels of dependency increase.
Flexibility in family patterns, shared responsibilities,
and the use of external support have been recognized
as central elements of family resilience in home-based
care (Abulaiti et al., 2022). Family adaptation to chronic
illness is dynamic and may change over time in
response to illness severity, available resources, and
relationship quality (Mickelson et al., 2021). Cultural
studies have also shown that collective decision-
making, shared resources, mutual responsibility, and
cooperation may play particularly important roles in
collectivist societies (Chua et al., 2021).

Communication and interactional processes constitute
another essential domain of family resilience. Clear
information  exchange, emotional  expression,
empathy, collaborative  problem-solving, and
constructive dialogue can reduce misunderstanding
and facilitate coordinated caregiving. Conversely,
emotional suppression, blame, unclear expectations,
and poor communication may contribute to isolation
and family conflict. Family caregivers frequently
employ strategies such as discussing emotions,
seeking information, maintaining calmness, adjusting
their responses to behavioral symptoms, and
consulting professionals to manage caregiving stress
(Huis in het Veld et al., 2016). Access to sincere and
effective support from relatives, professionals, and
social institutions has also been identified as a central
strategy among older spousal caregivers of
individuals with Alzheimer’s disease (Sadeghi-Mahalli
et al., 2024).

Previous qualitative studies have identified numerous
individual, relational, spiritual, structural, and social
factors related to caregiver resilience. These include
positive outlook, preservation of the care recipient’s
identity, knowledge about dementia, self-care, social
support, respite services, spiritual coping, symptom
management, acceptance, family hardiness, and
collaborative caregiving (Donnellan et al., 2015; Martyr
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et al., 2023; Robinson-Lane et al., 2021). Caregiving may
also generate positive experiences such as increased
patience, personal maturity, spiritual development,
emotional closeness, and a sense of competence
(Farhadi et al., 2018). Nevertheless, the literature
remains fragmented. Some studies focus primarily on
individual caregiver resilience, others emphasize
family functioning, and still others examine social
support, cultural values, or coping strategies. Recent
qualitative  syntheses  have underscored the
multidimensional nature of caregiving experiences
and the need to integrate individual, family, cultural,
and contextual elements into a unified conceptual
model (Chan et al., 2024; Deng et al., 2026; Kuang et al.,
2023). Accordingly, the present study aimed to
identify and synthesize the components of family
resilience in caring for older adults with cognitive
disorders and to develop an integrated conceptual
framework based on qualitative evidence.

Methodology

This qualitative study was conducted using a meta-
synthesis approach based on the seven-step method of
Sandelowski and Barroso. A systematic search was
undertaken to identify Persian- and English-language
qualitative studies addressing family resilience, family
adaptation, caregiving experiences, and related
processes among families caring for older adults with
cognitive disorders. National and international
databases were searched for studies published
between 2015 and 2026. Search terms included
combinations of family resilience, family caregiving,
informal  caregiving, older adults, cognitive
impairment, dementia, Alzheimer’s disease, family
adaptation, coping, caregiving experience, and
gualitative research.

The initial search yielded 237 records, including 185
international and 52 national articles. After removing
32 duplicates, 205 records remained for title and
abstract screening. A total of 147 articles were
excluded because they were unrelated to the research
topic or outside the specified publication period. The
full texts of 58 articles were subsequently reviewed.
Thirty-three articles were excluded because they did
not sufficiently address family resilience, had an
unsuitable or incomplete qualitative methodology, or
lacked adequate qualitative findings. Twenty-five
studies underwent methodological quality assessment
using the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme
checklist. Two studies were excluded because of low
methodological quality, resulting in a final sample of
23 articles, including 14 international and nine Iranian
studies.
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Data were extracted systematically, including
authorship, publication year, country, research design,
participants, and principal qualitative findings. The
findings sections and relevant interpretive sections of
each study were examined line by line. Meaningful
statements related to family resilience were assigned
open codes. Similar codes were then grouped into
subthemes, and conceptually related subthemes were
integrated into overarching themes using Braun and
Clarke’s six-phase thematic analysis. The analysis
proceeded iteratively until conceptual saturation was
reached. To enhance reliability, approximately 20% of
the extracted codes were independently reviewed by a
second qualitative researcher. Inter-coder agreement
was evaluated using Cohen’s kappa and yielded a
coefficient of 0.82, indicating excellent agreement.

Findings

The analysis generated 142 open codes with a
cumulative frequency of 927 across the selected
studies. Of these, 52 codes were associated with
cognitive-belief components, 47 with structural-
functional components, and 43 with communicative-
interactional components. The codes were organized
into 17 subthemes and three overarching themes.

The first overarching theme was cognitive-belief
components of the family. Its subthemes included
meaning-making in relation to stress and crisis,
positive outlook and hope, spiritual and religious
beliefs, acceptance and adaptation to reality, family
hardiness and commitment, and personal growth and
self-actualization. Families constructed meaning by
interpreting caregiving as an ethical or religious duty,
an expression of love, repayment of parental devotion,
a divine test, or an opportunity for personal and
spiritual growth. Hope was maintained through
attention to the older adult’s remaining abilities,
appreciation of positive moments, realistic planning,
and the belief that difficult periods could be endured.
Spirituality was expressed through trust in God,
prayer, religious practices, belief in divine reward,
and acceptance of destiny. Acceptance involved
recognizing the progressive nature of the illness,
adjusting expectations, adapting to new roles, and
preparing for future deterioration. Hardiness and
commitment were reflected in loyalty, sacrifice,
protection of dignity, and sustained responsibility.
Personal growth included increased patience,
maturity, empathy, self-awareness, self-efficacy, and
crisis-management skills.

The second overarching theme was structural-
functional components of the family. Its subthemes
consisted of flexibility and adaptability, family

cohesion and connectedness, utilization of supportive
resources, effective management of symptoms and
behaviors, caregiver self-care, and care planning and
organization. Resilient families redistributed roles,
modified daily routines, established new patterns of
functioning, and adjusted expectations according to
the older adult’s changing needs. Cohesion was

reflected in mutual emotional support, shared
caregiving,  collective  decision-making, and
strengthened intergenerational relationships.
Supportive resources included assistance from

extended family members, friends, neighbors,
professionals, community organizations, insurance
systems, charities, religious networks, and respite-care
services. Symptom management involved learning to
respond to behavioral disturbances, monitoring health,
managing medication, preventing crises, and
coordinating with healthcare professionals. Self-care
included rest, exercise, recreation, counseling, stress
management, nutrition, and preserving personal time.
Planning involved scheduling daily caregiving
activities, organizing resources, anticipating future
needs, coordinating family responsibilities, and
preparing alternative plans for emergencies.

The third overarching theme was communicative-
interactional components of the family. Its subthemes
included effective information exchange, constructive
emotional expression, collaborative problem-solving,
empathy, professional consultation, and family
dialogue. Effective information exchange involved
communicating clearly with healthcare professionals,
sharing disease-related knowledge among family
members, seeking credible information, documenting
health changes, and educating relatives about
caregiving. Emotional expression included openly
discussing fear, anger, sadness, frustration, and hope
without blame or hostility. Collaborative problem-
solving involved defining difficulties collectively,
examining alternatives, sharing decisions, and
distributing responsibilities. Empathy referred to
understanding the perspectives of both the caregiver
and the older adult, validating emotional experiences,
and responding respectfully to cognitive and
behavioral changes. Consultation and family dialogue
supported collective reflection, reduced
misunderstandings, and facilitated coordinated action.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that family resilience in the
context of cognitive disorders is a multidimensional
process emerging from the interaction of meaning,
organization, and communication. No single personal
quality, coping strategy, or external resource was




sufficient to explain resilient adaptation. Rather,
resilience developed when families were able to
interpret caregiving meaningfully, reorganize their
roles and resources, and maintain constructive
relationships under prolonged pressure.

Cognitive-belief components appeared to provide the
motivational and interpretive foundation of resilience.
Meaning-making transformed caregiving from an
exclusively burdensome experience into one that
could also express love, moral commitment,
spirituality, and personal growth. Acceptance enabled
families to respond to the actual course of the illness
rather than remain immobilized by denial or
unrealistic expectations. Hope supported continued
engagement, although it was most adaptive when
directed toward manageable goals, preservation of
dignity, and improved quality of care rather than
recovery from an irreversible condition.

Structural-functional components translated beliefs
into practical action. Flexibility allowed families to
respond to changing symptoms and levels of
dependency, while cohesion reduced the risk that
caregiving responsibilities would become
concentrated on a single person. The use of formal
and informal support systems was essential because
family resilience did not mean self-sufficiency or
unlimited endurance. Resilient families were able to
recognize their limitations, seek assistance, and
distribute caregiving demands. Similarly, caregiver
self-care was not separate from the quality of care
provided to the older adult; it was a prerequisite for
sustainable caregiving.

Communicative-interactional components connected
the cognitive and structural dimensions. Families
required accurate information to make decisions,
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emotional openness to prevent accumulated distress,
and collaborative problem-solving to coordinate
responsibilities. Empathy and dialogue also helped
preserve the personhood and dignity of older adults
whose communication and behavior had changed. In
this sense, communication was not merely a
supportive skill but a central mechanism through
which resilience was developed and maintained.

The proposed framework suggests that family
resilience is culturally embedded. Spiritual beliefs,
filial responsibility, extended family networks, and
collective caregiving may have particular significance
in Iranian and other collectivist contexts. At the same
time, cultural expectations can become harmful when
they discourage caregivers from requesting assistance
or prioritizing their own health. Effective
interventions must therefore reinforce culturally
meaningful strengths while challenging unrealistic
expectations of sacrifice and self-neglect.

In conclusion, family resilience in caring for older
adults with cognitive disorders is a dynamic,
relational, and context-dependent process composed
of  cognitive-belief,  structural-functional, and
communicative-interactional components. The
interaction of these components enables families to
construct meaning, adapt their organization, mobilize
support, manage symptoms, protect caregiver health,
communicate effectively, and preserve family
cohesion. The framework developed in this study may
provide a comprehensive basis for family-centered
assessment,  caregiver  education,  counseling
interventions, culturally appropriate measurement
tools, and supportive policies in the field of aging and
cognitive disorders.
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