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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Population ageing, together with rapid social, technological, economic,
and policy transformations, has increased the need to reconsider the structure and delivery of
counseling services for older adults. This study aimed to identify the major drivers and critical
uncertainties and to develop future scenarios for older adult counseling in Iran toward the 2041
horizon.

Methodology: This qualitative foresight study was conducted from 2023 to 2025. The study
population consisted of experts in counseling, psychology, ageing, and futures studies, of whom 21
were selected through purposive and snowball sampling. Data were collected through documentary
analysis, semi-structured interviews, and an Impact-Uncertainty Questionnaire. Qualitative data
were analyzed using open and axial coding within the STEEP framework. Drivers were then
evaluated according to their potential impact and degree of uncertainty, and factors scoring above
6.5 on both dimensions were considered critical uncertainties. Alternative states were developed
for the critical uncertainties, and cross-impact relationships were rated on a scale from -3 to +3.

The resulting data were analyzed using Scenario Wizard software, and the final scenarios were

validated by five experts.
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of Motivation, Behavior, and Health,  \izard produced three strong scenarios with zero incompatibility and 332 weak scenarios. The

4(6), 1-27. final scenarios were “Reinventing Older Adult Counseling: The Emergence of Smart Services and
Digital Transformation,” “Transformative Older Adult Counseling: A Synthesis between
Continuity and Fundamental Change,” and “A New Counseling System: An Active Approach in
the Age of Artificial Intelligence and Genetics.” Their overall validation scores were 6.30, 6.18,
and 6.86, respectively, and all exceeded the acceptance threshold of 5.

Conclusion: The future of older adult counseling in Iran is likely to be shaped primarily by
diversified service demands, digital transformation, data-driven approaches, genetics and
neuroscience, insurance coverage, specialized professional education, and interdisciplinary
interventions. The third scenario represented the most coherent and favorable pathway,
highlighting the need for anticipatory policymaking, stronger specialized training, digital
infrastructure development, and an integrated and flexible counseling system for older adults.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Population ageing is one of the most consequential
demographic transformations of the twenty-first
century and has substantial implications for health
systems, social protection, family structures, mental
health services, and counseling practice. Iran is also
experiencing an accelerated transition toward an older
population, creating an urgent need to reconsider how
psychological and counseling services should be
designed, financed, delivered, and evaluated in the
coming decades. EXxisting evidence indicates that
ageing in Iran is not merely a demographic issue but a
multidimensional social and policy challenge that
requires long-term planning across health, welfare,
economic, and social sectors (Madani Ghahfarokhi,
2021; Zanjari et al., 2024). As the proportion of older
adults increases, counseling systems will need to
address not only common psychological disorders but
also loneliness, retirement adjustment, bereavement,
chronic illness, loss of social roles, changing family
relationships, and challenges related to meaning,
autonomy, and social participation.

Older adulthood is a heterogeneous developmental
period characterized by substantial variation in
physical functioning, cognitive capacities,
psychological resilience, family support,
socioeconomic resources, and cultural expectations.
Contemporary perspectives on the psychology of
ageing emphasize that older adults should not be
considered a homogeneous dependent population;
rather, many remain capable of adaptation, growth,
productivity, and meaningful social engagement when
appropriate  psychological and  environmental
resources are available (Motamedi, 2025). Qualitative
evidence has also shown that community-dwelling
older adults have complex psychosocial needs
involving emotional support, dignity, belonging,
independence, social interaction, and access to
responsive  services  (Baluchi et al., 2025).
Consequently, future counseling services will
increasingly need to move beyond standardized and
pathology-oriented models toward personalized,
preventive, resilience-oriented, culturally responsive,
and life-course approaches.

The growing importance of psychological resilience
further reinforces this transition. Older adults
frequently encounter multimorbidity, bereavement,
social isolation, financial concerns, and functional
limitations, yet adaptive resources can moderate the
psychological consequences of these stressors (Seong

et al., 2022). Interventions emphasizing acceptance,
commitment, meaning, and psychological flexibility
have also shown potential for strengthening resilience
in older populations (Seyed Jafari et al., 2017). Broader
approaches to psychological growth and self-
development similarly suggest that counseling in later
life may increasingly integrate meaning-centered and
culturally grounded perspectives (Mousipour et al.,
2020). Such changes imply that future elderly
counseling in Iran may require theoretical renewal as
well as greater specialization in the developmental,
cultural, and psychosocial realities of later life
(Auerbach, 2020; Scharf & Scharf, 2024).

Technological transformation represents another
major force likely to reshape elderly counseling. The
rapid expansion of telehealth, mobile health, artificial
intelligence, digital monitoring, and data-driven
clinical decision-making is reducing the importance of
physical proximity between counselors and clients.
Evidence from the COVID-19 period demonstrated
that telehealth could improve access to mental health
services among older adults, although digital literacy,
inequality of access, usability, and technological
confidence remain important barriers (Choi et al,
2022). Remote neuropsychological assessment has
also demonstrated potential clinical validity for older
adults when appropriate technical and methodological
safeguards are applied (Marra et al., 2020). Smart
environments may further transform the relationship
between ageing, healthcare, autonomy, monitoring,
and service delivery, although future outcomes
depend heavily on governance, infrastructure, equity,
and ethical safeguards (Keeler & Bernstein, 2021).

The future of counseling will also likely become
increasingly interdisciplinary.  Greater use of
neuroscience, genetics, behavioral data, digital
phenotyping, and artificial intelligence may gradually
shift counseling from predominantly interview-based
practice toward multimodal assessment and
personalized intervention. Interdisciplinary research
demonstrates the value of integrating multiple forms
of evidence when addressing complex health-related
phenomena (Hausken-Sutter et al., 2023). At the same
time, economic conditions, insurance coverage,
private-sector participation, professional regulation,
political stability, environmental pressures, and
migration may  substantially  affect service
accessibility and demand. Iran’s health system already
faces structural challenges in preparing for future
population  ageing, including limitations in
coordination, specialized workforce development,
infrastructure, and long-term planning (Simouei &
Keyvan-Ara, 2021). From a cultural perspective, the




traditional value accorded to older adults in Iranian
and Islamic contexts remains an important resource,
yet social modernization and transformation of family
structures may increasingly challenge traditional
models of family-based care (Fakhrzadeh & Soltani-
Mohajer, 2017).

These interacting forces make conventional linear
forecasting insufficient. Foresight and scenario
planning are particularly valuable when future
developments depend on multiple high-impact
uncertainties. Scenario methods do not attempt to
predict one definitive future; instead, they construct
internally coherent alternative futures that can support
strategic  decision-making under conditions of
uncertainty (Godet & Roubelat, 1996). Foresight
approaches have increasingly been applied in public
health to identify drivers, uncertainties, risks, and
strategic opportunities (Mutubuki et al., 2024). Future-
oriented planning has similarly been emphasized in
educational management because  professional
systems must anticipate changing competencies rather
than respond only after new demands emerge
(Subiyantoro, 2022). Given the rapid convergence of
demographic  ageing, technological innovation,
cultural change, economic pressures, and evolving
counseling practices, a scenario-based approach can
provide a more comprehensive framework for
understanding the possible futures of elderly
counseling in Iran.

Accordingly, the present study aimed to develop
coherent scenarios for the future of elderly counseling
in Iran toward the 2041 horizon by identifying,
evaluating, and integrating the major drivers and
critical uncertainties shaping this field.

Methodology

This qualitative foresight study was conducted
between 2023 and 2025 using a structured scenario-
development process. The study population consisted
of experts in counseling, psychology, ageing studies,
health policy, and futures studies. Participants were
selected using purposive and snowball sampling, and
21 experts with at least 10 years of relevant scientific,
research, professional, or executive experience
participated in the study.

Data were collected through three complementary
approaches: targeted documentary analysis, semi-
structured expert interviews, and an Impact—
Uncertainty Questionnaire. Documentary analysis
covered scientific literature, national strategic
documents, policy reports, and relevant international
sources. Semi-structured interviews explored major
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trends, emerging changes, risks, opportunities, and
uncertainties affecting future counseling services for
older adults. The resulting conceptual implications
were coded and organized using the STEEP
framework, encompassing social, technological,
economic, environmental, and political dimensions.

The research process consisted of sequential
analytical  stages. Initially, 137  conceptual
implications were identified through environmental
scanning and interviews. Open and axial coding were
then used to merge overlapping concepts and organize
them into broader drivers. The resulting drivers were
evaluated by experts on two 10-point dimensions:
potential impact on elderly counseling and degree of
future uncertainty. Thresholds of 3.5 and 6.5 were
used to distinguish low, medium, and high levels.
Drivers scoring above 6.5 on both impact and
uncertainty were classified as critical uncertainties.

For each critical uncertainty, three to four alternative
future states were constructed, ranging from favorable
and developmental conditions to continuity and crisis-
oriented states. Cross-impact relationships among
states were then evaluated on a seven-point scale from
-3 to +3. The resulting matrix was entered into
Scenario Wizard software. The software analyzed the
compatibility of alternative state combinations and
identified internally coherent strong scenarios.
Finally, the extracted scenarios were evaluated by five
additional experts using criteria of plausibility,
challenge, internal consistency, relevance, and design
quality.

Findings

Environmental scanning and qualitative analysis
identified 137 initial conceptual implications,
including 38 social, 44 technological, 18 economic,
12 environmental, and 25 political implications.
Through open and axial coding, these concepts were
consolidated into a set of major drivers. Expert
evaluation subsequently identified 13 critical
uncertainties that simultaneously demonstrated high
impact and high uncertainty.

The principal critical uncertainties included
diversification of service demand, changes in
counseling delivery models, emergence of new
therapeutic methods, adaptation to irreversible
psychological damage, increased capacity for data
generation from counseling sessions, expansion of
genetics-based theories, growing influence of brain-
based approaches in psychotherapy for older adults,
increasing importance of social insurance, expansion
of cross-cultural therapies, development of career
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counseling for older adults, declining demand for
psychoanalytic-spectrum  treatments,  increasing
competition among elderly counseling clinics, and
improvement in the education and training of elderly
counselors.

The technological domain contained several of the
most influential uncertainties. The ability to generate
and analyze clinical data from counseling sessions
received high scores in both impact and uncertainty.
The expansion of genetics-based and brain-based
therapeutic perspectives also occupied a prominent
position. In the economic domain, the role of social
insurance, competition between counseling centers,
cross-cultural therapy, and career counseling for older
adults emerged as major future-shaping variables.
Socially, diversification of service demand, changes
in counseling delivery, new treatment approaches, and
adaptation to irreversible psychological conditions
were among the strongest drivers.

For the 13 critical uncertainties, 41 alternative future
states were developed. The cross-impact matrix
contained 2,224 judgment cells. Of these, 18 cells
represented a very strong negative relationship of -3,
276 represented -2, 743 represented -1, 505
represented no clear effect, 473 represented +1, 194
represented +2, and 15 represented a very strong
positive relationship of +3. A total of 33,592,320
theoretically possible configurations were analyzed.

Scenario Wizard identified three strong scenarios with
zero incompatibility, along with 332 weak scenarios
that were excluded from final interpretation because
of lower internal consistency. The first scenario was
titled “Reinventing Elderly Counseling: The
Emergence of Smart Services and Digital
Transformation.” It described a future in which digital
infrastructures,  artificial  intelligence,  remote
counseling, intelligent assessment systems, and

personalized  interventions reshape traditional
counseling delivery.
The second scenario, “Transformative Elderly

Counseling: A Synthesis between Continuity and
Fundamental Change,” represented a transitional
future in which traditional and emerging models
coexist. New  technologies, neuroscientific
approaches, specialized training, and innovative
counseling formats expand, but institutional,
educational, economic, and cultural barriers prevent
complete transformation.

The third scenario, “A New Counseling System: An
Active Approach in the Age of Artificial Intelligence
and Genetics,” represented the most advanced and
integrated future. In this scenario, artificial

intelligence, genetic and cognitive data, specialized
education, preventive approaches, insurance support,
and interdisciplinary care are integrated into a
coordinated elderly counseling system. This scenario
contained the largest number of desirable states and
received the highest overall expert validation score.

Scenario validation showed that all three scenarios
exceeded the predetermined overall acceptance
threshold of 5. The first scenario received an overall
score of 6.30, the second 6.18, and the third 6.86. The
third scenario also achieved the strongest ratings for
plausibility, internal consistency, relevance, and
design quality.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that the future of elderly
counseling in Iran will not be shaped by a single
dominant trend but by the interaction of multiple
uncertainties across social, technological, economic,
professional, and policy domains. The central
implication is that elderly counseling is likely to move
away from a predominantly traditional, face-to-face,
treatment-centered model toward a more personalized,
technologically enabled, interdisciplinary, preventive,
and data-informed system.

The prominence of diversified service demand
suggests that future older adults will differ

substantially in  their psychological, cultural,
socioeconomic, occupational, and technological
profiles. Consequently, standardized counseling

packages are unlikely to adequately address future
needs. Counseling services will need to become more
flexible and individualized while expanding beyond
disorder treatment to include resilience, retirement
adjustment, grief, social participation, career re-
engagement, chronic illness adaptation, and meaning-
centered support.

Technological transformation is likely to become a
defining feature of this future. Artificial intelligence,
digital counseling platforms, smart monitoring, data
analytics, and integration of neurobiological
information can substantially enhance personalization,
accessibility, and continuity of care. However, this
transformation also introduces new risks, including
digital inequality, privacy concerns, overdependence
on automated systems, ethical questions concerning
genetic and psychological data, and possible reduction
in meaningful human interaction.

The strong role of insurance and clinic competition
demonstrates that technological and clinical
innovation alone will not determine the quality of
future services. Financial accessibility, regulation,




professional standards, workforce preparation, and
equitable distribution of services will be equally
important. Without adequate insurance coverage and
specialized training, advanced counseling
technologies may remain available only to limited
groups.

Overall, the three scenarios should not be interpreted
as mutually exclusive predictions. Rather, they
represent plausible pathways that may coexist or
emerge sequentially. The findings suggest that Iran’s
most resilient strategy would be to prepare for all
three possibilities while deliberately moving toward
the more integrated and future-oriented features of the
third scenario. This requires development of
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specialized elderly counseling education, stronger
insurance coverage, ethical governance of digital and
genetic data, expansion of interdisciplinary services,
and continuous monitoring of emerging drivers.

In conclusion, the future of elderly counseling in Iran
toward 2041 is likely to be characterized by
increasing diversity of needs, digital transformation,
growing use of biological and data-driven knowledge,
changing professional roles, and greater dependence
on supportive policy and insurance structures.
Preparing for these changes through scenario-based
planning can enable the counseling system to move
from reactive adaptation toward anticipatory,
equitable, and strategically coordinated development.
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