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Abstract

Background and Aim: The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in profound changes in lifestyle and quality of life,
posing challenges across various dimensions of society, the economy, and health. This study aims to assess the
psychological distress experienced by older adults during the pandemic in Iran.

Data and Method: Data for this study were drawn from the "National Survey on the Economic, Social,
Demographic, and Mental Health Impacts of COVID-19," conducted in 2020 by the Statistical Research Institute.
The sample comprised 2,489 older adults aged 60 and above, selected through multi-stage probability sampling.
Data were collected through telephone interviews.

Findings: The results indicated that half of the participants experienced anxiety due to the stressful
circumstances brought by the COVID-19 pandemic. Feelings of restlessness and unease ranked second, while
depression and sadness were reported as the third most common forms of psychological distress among the
elderly. Multivariable analysis revealed that COVID-19 had the most substantial effect on psychological distress,
even after controlling for economic, social, and demographic factors.

Conclusion: Confronting psychological stressors, such as those presented by COVID-19, significantly impacts the
mental health of older adults. To reduce social risks and mental health challenges resulting from the pandemic, it
is recommended to reduce age discrimination and increase social support, particularly for vulnerable
populations like older adults.

Keywords: Psychological distress, Anxiety, Depression, Mental health, COVID-19, Older adults.

Key Message: The COVID-19 pandemic, along with changes in quality of life, disruptions to social institutions,
and the development of social-psychological stressors, significantly impacts the mental health of older adults and
causes psychological distress.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
The global spread of the COVID-19 caused a multifaceted public health crisis, posing

significant challenges to societal structures, economic stability, and public health systems.
Beyond the physiological impacts, the pandemic engendered a secondary wave of mental
health adversities, including heightened anxiety, depression, and affective distress. The
pervasive atmosphere of fear, uncertainty, and grief, compounded by economic instability and
social isolation, created fertile ground for a spectrum of psychological adversities, including
anxiety, depression, post-traumatic stress, and affective distress across all population strata.
Older adults have been identified as a population at heightened vulnerability, not only due to
greater susceptibility to severe morbidity from the virus but also because of their unique
exposure to social isolation and disruption of support networks. While the mental health
consequences of the pandemic are globally acknowledged, there remains a need for context-
specific research within distinct national populations. This study, therefore, seeks to assess
the prevalence of psychological distress and identify its key social and demographic correlates
among older adults in Iran during the phase of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Methods and Data

This study employs a quantitative, cross-sectional research design, drawing upon data
from "The National Survey on the Economic, Social, Demographic, and Mental Health Impacts
of COVID-19." This survey was conducted by the Statistical Research Institute of Iran in 2020.
The sampling framework was designed to achieve a nationally representative sample. A multi-
stage probability sampling methodology was implemented. For this specific analysis, a
subsample of 2,489 individuals aged 60 and over was extracted. Data were collected via
structured telephone interviews, a method chosen for its feasibility and safety during a period
of mandated physical distancing.

The primary dependent variable, psychological distress, was operationalized using the six-
item Kessler Psychological Distress Scale, a validated instrument designed for screening mood
and anxiety disorders in population-based surveys. Respondents were asked to report the
frequency with which they experienced six distinct symptoms. The analysis also incorporated
a range of independent variables, including key demographic factors (gender, age, area of
residence), socioeconomic indicators, and a variable measuring direct exposure to or impact
from COVID-19. Statistical analysis was performed using descriptive statistics and
multivariate analysis to identify the effects of each independent variable on the psychological
distress in this cohort.
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Findings

The descriptive analysis revealed that about 49% of the participants were male and 51%
were female. The respondents were predominantly urban dwellers, with 78% residing in
urban areas compared to 22% in rural regions. The sample was largely composed of the
"young-old," with 84% of individuals falling within the 60-75 age group.

The prevalence of psychological distress was substantial. Anxiety was the most frequently
reported symptom, experienced by nearly half of the older adults in response to the
pandemic's stressful conditions. This was followed by feelings of restlessness and unease, and
subsequently, symptoms of depression and sadness.

The results of the analysis confirmed significant disparities along key demographic
variables: older women reported statistically significant higher levels of psychological distress
compared to older men, and urban residents exhibited greater distress than their rural
counterparts. Furthermore, the results indicated that distress levels tended to increase with
increasing age. In addition, based on the results of the multivariable model, COVID-19 with a
standardized regression coefficient (Beta) of 0.504 (p <.001), had the greatest impact on the
psychological distress of the older adults. According to the results, the COVID-19 variable, i.e.,
direct exposure to the pandemic—whether through personal illness, family affliction, or
related stressors—emerged as the single most significant determinant of psychological
distress. This variable alone accounted for a substantial portion of the changes in the
psychological distress index score. Thus, this finding indicates that exposure to psychological
stressors such as the COVID-19 pandemic has a significant impact on mental health disorders.

Conclusion and Discussion

The findings of this study support existing research showing that public health crises like
the COVID-19 pandemic act as major social-psychological stressors that disproportionately
impact the mental health of vulnerable groups. The disruption of social institutions, changes
in daily routines, and the widespread atmosphere of fear and uncertainty have led to a
significant rise in psychological distress among Iranian older adults. The findings are
consistent with the wider body of international literature, confirming that large-scale public
health emergencies act as intense social stressors that disrupt existing support systems and
lead to widespread psychological distress.

The disparities revealed in the analysis warrant further discussion. The finding that older
women experienced more distress is consistent with research highlighting gendered
differences in social roles, caregiving duties, and emotional expression, which may have been
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intensified during the crisis. The urban-rural gap indicates that although urban centers
provide greater access to services, they may have also been hotspots of viral transmission and
social upheaval, resulting in higher stress levels compared to rural areas.

The elevated distress among women, urban dwellers, and the oldest-old highlights the
intersecting layers of vulnerability within the older adult population. The pandemic did not
act as a uniform stressor but rather exacerbated pre-existing social and health inequalities.
Therefore, mitigating the mental health consequences of such crises requires more than
generic interventions. It necessitates a targeted approach focused on social change, including
dismantling age-based discrimination (ageism) and strengthening robust social support
systems. We recommend the implementation of community-based mental health services,
accessible digital support platforms, and public awareness campaigns designed to protect and
promote the well-being of older adults. Ultimately, safeguarding the mental health of these
age groups is a crucial component of fostering societal resilience in the face of future public
health emergencies.
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