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Abstract

Background. Polypharmacy was defined as the concurrent use of at least four
medications daily over the past six months, with at least one of the medications
being a prescription-only drug used without a proper indication. This study aimed to
investigate the role of the healthcare system in the development of polypharmacy
among the elderly in Iran.

Methods. This qualitative study employed inductive content analysis using the
Graneheim and Lundman approach. Through in-depth and semi-structured
interviews with 24 participants, including elderly patients, caregivers, and
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Extended Abstract

Background

Polypharmacy, derived from the Greek words
meaning "use of many drugs"”, lacks a universal
definition but commonly refers to the concurrent use
of 4 or more medications. This growing concern,
particularly in aging populations with multiple
comorbidities, stems from factors like inappropriate
use of medications in the elderly, self-medication,
and multiple prescribers. Polypharmacy carries
significant risks, including increased healthcare
costs, adverse drug events, reduced adherence, and
higher hospitalization rates. Given the substantial
influence of healthcare system factors on
polypharmacy, this qualitative study explores the role
of the healthcare system in the development of
polypharmacy among older adults in Iran.

Methods

This qualitative study employed an inductive
content analysis approach, following the Granheim
and Landman method, to explore the experiences of
individuals with polypharmacy. Purposeful sampling
was used to select participants who could provide
rich data. The study included older adults with
polypharmacy, physicians experienced in geriatric
care, and caregivers. To ensure a comprehensive
understanding, we aimed for maximum variation in
participant demographics, medication use, and
professional experience.

Inclusion criteria for elderly participants were
being 60 years or older, not residing in a daycare
center, taking 4 or more medications daily for over 6
months, and taking at least one over-the-counter
(OTC) medication typically requiring a prescription.
Participants also needed to be able to communicate
in Persian and not have cognitive impairments that
prevent communication. Interviews were also
conducted with caregivers of the selected elderly
who were the most knowledgeable about the elderly's
condition. Interviewed physicians had at least 5 years
of experience in treating elderly patients and
included general practitioners,  geriatricians,
internists, psychiatrists, pain fellows, pharmacists,
and traditional medicine specialists. A general

practitioner assessed the medication profiles of
eligible elderly participants, counting all prescribed
and non-prescribed medications.

Data were collected through in-depth semi-
structured interviews, field notes, and document
reviews (e.g., patient records, medication lists, etc).
Interviews began with open-ended questions,
followed by probing questions to elicit detailed
responses. Each interview lasted 45-90 minutes, with
some participants having multiple interviews if
required. Data analysis was concurrent with
collection. The quality of the study was ensured
through credibility, dependability, confirmability,
and transferability. Detailed descriptions of the
research process and participant characteristics are
provided to enhance the verifiability and
transferability of the study.

Results

Our study included 24 participants (9 men, 15
women) across 34 interviews, including 11 older
adults, 4 caregivers, and 9 healthcare specialists.
Elderly participants were taking 5-17 medications
daily and had 2-5 concurrent chronic diseases. The
primary theme identified was the “inefficient
healthcare system", encompassing 7 categories and
16 subcategories that contribute to polypharmacy in
older adults.

An important issue highlighted was the
"disordered referral system". Participants consistently
reported confusion in selecting healthcare providers
and receiving fragmented medical advice. The
absence of a guiding referral system leaves patients
navigating the complex healthcare system alone.

Another critical factor was the "difficulty in
accessing a physician”. Long waiting times for
appointments and  unaccommodating  clinical
environments were major challenges for elderly
patients. These barriers often led to self-medication
or seeking advice from other healthcare providers,
such as pharmacists, resulting in the inappropriate
use of leftover or over-the-counter medications.

The "faulty health data management" was also a
prominent issue. The absence of a comprehensive
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electronic health record system that centralizes
patient medical history and medication profiles
creates numerous problems. Healthcare providers
often rely on incomplete patient self-reports, leading
to suboptimal decision-making, uncoordinated care,
and potential polypharmacy. Furthermore, an "unsafe
drug market" contributed to the problem.
Participants, including patients, physicians, and
pharmacists, expressed concerns about the quality of
domestically produced drugs, often preferring more
expensive foreign alternatives. This sometimes led to
increased dosages of local medications in hopes of
better efficacy. Unequal market competition and
costly advertising for foreign drugs were also cited as
significant factors that can influence prescribing and
purchasing decisions.

"Permissive drug distribution" was identified as a
key enabler of polypharmacy. Easy access to
medications without prescriptions through "open
pharmacy counters" and "blind prescriptions” was
common.

"Chaos and lawlessness", characterized by non-
compliance with regulations, weak supervision, and
legal loopholes, also played a significant role.
Despite clear guidelines on OTC medications,
pharmacies frequently disregard these rules,
exacerbated by inadequate enforcement and outdated
penalties.

Finally, "insufficient social support”, marked by
"inefficient  healthcare insurance”, "uncertain

retirement”, and the system's "neglect of elderly
care", was a contributing factor. Many essential
medications were not covered by insurance, making
direct purchase more appealing. The lack of
universal pension coverage and specialized care
services for the elderly further compounded their
vulnerability, often leaving them without the
financial means for proper treatment. These systemic
deficiencies collectively contribute to the high
prevalence of polypharmacy among the elderly in
Iran.

Conclusion

This qualitative study explored health system
factors contributing to polypharmacy among older
Iranian adults. Findings reveal that an inefficient
referral system, difficulty accessing physicians, poor
health data management, an insecure drug market,
permissive drug distribution, and regulatory chaos all
exacerbate polypharmacy. Issues such as low-quality
domestic drugs and easy access to over-the-counter
medications  further intensify the  problem.
Addressing these systemic flaws through improved
structures, electronic health records, strengthened
drug distribution oversight, and enhanced domestic
drug quality is crucial in mitigating polypharmacy
and improving elderly health.
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