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Abstract Original Article

Background and Aim: Along with population aging and the rising prevalence of chronic diseases, health literacy has
emerged as a critical public health concern. Nevertheless, older women’s lived experiences of health literacy within
specific socio-cultural contexts remain under-researched. This study aimed to explore and interpret the lived
experiences of older women in Isfahan regarding how health literacy is conceptualized, experienced, and enacted in
daily life.

Data and Method: Utilizing an interpretive phenomenological approach, this qualitative study investigated the lived
experiences of older adults. Participants comprised fourteen women aged 60 and older residing in Isfahan, selected
through purposive sampling. Data were collected using in-depth, semi-structured interviews and analyzed in
accordance with interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) principles.

Findings: Interpretive analysis revealed several themes reflecting a complex, contextual, and socially embedded
experience of health literacy. Core themes included: navigating conflicting health advice, family as the primary health
authority, the unheard aging body within healthcare encounters, exhaustion from fragmented care, educational
marginalization of older adults, digital health disparities, health as functional independence, and health negotiating
structural and economic constraints.

Conclusion: Health literacy among older women is not merely a cognitive capacity, but a relational, lived experience
deeply intertwined with faith, social networks, interpersonal trust, and broader structural conditions.

Keywords: Health literacy, Older women, Interpretive phenomenology, Lived experience, Thematic analysis.

Key Message: Health literacy among older women is a relational construct negotiated through interactions with
family, the healthcare system, and broader socio-economic conditions; hence, it cannot be reduced to an individual
cognitive skill. The findings highlight that the convergence of enduring cultural norms with rapid social and digital
transformations fundamentally reshapes the experience of aging. Consequently, health literacy interventions must
move beyond functional knowledge to address these social shifts while remaining firmly grounded in the lived realities
of older adults.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

[ran is experiencing a rapid demographic transition toward population aging, accompanied
by a rising prevalence of chronic diseases. In this context, health literacy has emerged as a
crucial determinant of public health. While numerous quantitative studies have documented
the prevalence and correlates of limited health literacy in Iran, a nuanced qualitative
understanding of how older adults—particularly older women—experience, interpret, and
apply health literacy in their daily life remains limited. Older women occupy a unique position
at the intersection of gender, aging, socioeconomic conditions, and cultural norms, which
profoundly shapes their health experiences. Accordingly, this study aimed to explore and
interpret the lived experiences of older women in Isfahan regarding the meaning and
application of health literacy in their everyday lives.

Methods and Data

This qualitative study utilized an interpretive phenomenological approach grounded in van
Manen’s methodology. Fourteen women aged 60 and older residing in Isfahan were selected
via purposive sampling, with data collection continuing until thematic saturation was reached.
Inclusion criteria encompassed being aged 60 or above, residing in Isfahan, possessing the
cognitive and communicative capacity to participate in interviews, and providing informed
consent. Data were gathered through in-depth, semi-structured interviews (averaging 50
minutes each), audio-recorded with participant permission, and transcribed verbatim. Data
analysis followed van Manen’s interpretive principles, involving iterative immersion in the
texts, extraction of meaning units, clustering of subthemes, and synthesis of core themes
capturing the structure of lived experience, managed via MAXQDA software. Rigor and
trustworthiness were established through member checking, thick contextual description,
systematic audit trails, and reflexive memoing. Ethical considerations, including voluntary
participation, confidentiality, and informed consent, were strictly maintained.

Findings

The analysis of the interviews led to the emergence of eight interrelated interpretive
themes that illuminate the lived experience of health literacy among older women as a
complex, relational, and contextual phenomenon (See Table 1). Participants described being
lost in the noise of conflicting health recommendations, as the overwhelming flow of
inconsistent information generated confusion, anxiety, and withdrawal from active decision-

making. In this context, family emerged as the ultimate health authority, with emotionally
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grounded trust and peer experiences taking precedence over formal medical expertise. At the
same time, many women experienced the unheard aging body within the healthcare system,
describing clinical encounters marked by insufficient listening, symbolic marginalization, and
diminished agency. These experiences were further compounded by fatigue from incomplete
treatment, characterized by discontinuity of care, inconsistent diagnoses, and frustration with
fragmented therapeutic processes.

Participants also articulated a sense of educational neglect of older adults, perceiving health
education programs and medical explanations as misaligned with their linguistic capacities,
generational experiences, and everyday realities. This was closely linked to falling behind the
digital transformation of health, where technological shifts in healthcare intensified feelings of
dependency and generational distance. Importantly, health as the ability to live was
conceptualized not merely as the absence of disease, but as functional independence, personal
dignity, and meaningful participation in daily life. Finally, health under the shadow of
constraints revealed how financial limitations, limited formal education, and structural
inequalities shaped participants’ capacity to act upon health information. Collectively, these
themes demonstrate that health literacy among older women is an embodied, relational, and
structurally conditioned phenomenon rather than a purely cognitive skill.

Conclusion and Discussion

The findings suggest that health literacy among older women cannot be reduced merely to
functional reading or comprehension skills. Rather, it is deeply embedded in social
relationships, cultural meanings, spiritual interpretations, and structural inequalities.

Effective interventions must, therefore, move beyond mere information dissemination and
adopt culturally sensitive, relational, and context-specific strategies. Policies aimed at
improving health literacy among older women should prioritize respectful communication in
healthcare settings, continuity of care, age-adapted education, reduction of the digital divide,
and targeted attention to socioeconomic vulnerabilities.

Ultimately, reconceptualizing health literacy as a lived and meaning-centered phenomenon
provides a more comprehensive and nuanced foundation for designing equitable, responsive,
and sustainable health promotion programs for aging populations.
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Table 1. Main Themes, Subthemes, and the Emergent Phenomenological Meaning of Experience

Interpretive
Themes

Interpretive Subthemes

Phenomenological Meaning of the Lived Experience

Lost in the Noise of
Health
Recommendations

Family as the
Ultimate Health
Authority

The Unheard Body
within the
Healthcare System

Fatigue from
Incomplete
Treatment

Educational
Neglect of Older
Adults within the
Health System

Falling Behind the
Digital Health
Transition

Health as the
Ability to Live

Health under the
Shadow of
Constraints

a) Overflow of conflicting
information

b) Inability to identify
trustworthy sources

a) Prioritizing emotional trust
over medical expertise

b) Legitimacy of peer
experiences

a) Feeling overlooked during
clinical visits

b) Experience of symbolic
disrespect

a) Discontinuity of care
b) Contradictory and delayed
diagnoses

a) Educational approaches
misaligned with aging

b) Unfamiliarity with modern
health terminology

a) Generational technological
gap

b) Distance from the logic of
prevention

a) Health as a divine blessing
b) Health as functional
independence

a) Living under economic
limitations

b) Shame, silence, and
withdrawal from questioning

Older women described health literacy as a state of
wandering among competing health messages. Social
and mass media were experienced not as empowering
tools, but as sources of anxiety, doubt, and withdrawal
from active decision-making.

Health decision-making was experienced as relational
rather than purely individual or biomedical. Older
women found meaning and security in the advice of
family and peers, even when conflicting with
professional medical recommendations.

Encounters with the healthcare system were described
as experiences of silencing and delegitimization of the
aging body. This led to mistrust and gradual
disengagement from active medical follow-up.

Frequent changes of physicians and lack of care
continuity produced a draining experience of
"unfinished treatment," weakening hope for recovery
and turning health literacy into a passive practice.

Older women perceived themselves as excluded from
health education systems designed for younger
generations, with language and formats misaligned with
their lived realities.

The experience of health was intertwined with a sense
of being left behind in the digital world. Prevention was
perceived as an abstract concept more applicable to
younger generations than to the aging body.

Health was understood not as the absence of disease,
but as the capacity to carry out daily life, preserve
personal dignity, and maintain social roles. Health
literacy was experienced as embodied, spiritual, and
practical wisdom rather than formal knowledge.

Financial and educational limitations were experienced
as constraints on choice, fear of questioning, and passive
acceptance of treatments. Health was lived as a
conditional and unequal status rather than a freely
chosen state.
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received ethical approval from the Research Ethics Committee of the University of Isfahan
(Ethics Approval Code: IR.ULREC.1402.140). Data collection was conducted based on
informed consent and mutual trust. All participants were fully informed about the study’s
objectives, procedures, and scope prior to their participation. They were assured that their
personal information would remain confidential and be used solely for research purposes.
Participation was entirely voluntary, and participants retained the right to withdraw from the
study at any stage without consequence. Throughout the research process, utmost care was
given to safeguarding participants’ dignity, privacy, and autonomy. This study did not involve
any clinical interventions or human trial procedures.
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