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Abstract

Introduction

Aging in rural settings worldwide, from the perspective of cognition, physical function, and

life purpose essential constructs for a prosperous old age, still needs comprehensive dis-

cussion. This systematic review protocol aims to highlight the prevalence of cognitive

decline, physical functioning, and life purpose in older adults aging in rural community

settings.

Methods and analysis

We will include cross-sectional studies published until April 2023 found in 8 databases:

Embase, MEDLINE, LILACS, PsycINFO, Scopus, SciELO, and Web of Science. Ryyan

software will be used for the first selection, and the Observational Study Quality Evaluation

(OSQE) will assess methodological quality and risk of bias. Primary analysis will involve

titles and abstracts using MeSH descriptors such as "Physical functioning," "Cognition,"

"Cognitive function," "Life purpose," "Elderly," "Older," "Rural aging," "Rural population,"

"Communities, rural," "Distribution, rural spatial," "Medium communities," "Rural settle-

ment," "Small community." If necessary, secondary analysis will include a complete reading

of selected articles by two blinded reviewers, confirmed by a third person. Publication bias

will be assessed using cross-sectional analytical study quality. Sensitivity analyses will iden-

tify manuscripts significantly influencing combined prevalence of endpoints.
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Introduction

Aging within the rural context takes place in various ways globally. The literature increasingly

emphasizes that individuals aging in this unique setting exhibit different epidemiological and

health indicators than seniors in urban contexts [1].

Controversies arise regarding elderly individuals aging in rural settings, with challenges

such as independence, active community participation, safety, housing choice, loneliness,

social isolation, service accessibility, leisure, food, transportation, and agriculture until retire-

ment. Conversely, seniors in rural settings may enjoy good health and quality of life, particu-

larly in the cognitive [1] aspect, with better access to health services and healthier living and

eating habits, although facing constant frailty risks [2].

Well-conducted cross-sectional and observational studies play a crucial role in aging

research, measuring prevalence of health outcomes, understanding social determinants of

health, and describing population characteristics [3].

There remains a need for a synthesis of aging in the rural world from the perspective of cog-

nition, physical function, and life purpose. Thus, this systematic review protocol addresses the

question: [1] What is the prevalence of cognition, physical functioning, and life purpose in

older adults aging in rural community settings?

Methods and analysis

This systematic review protocol adheres to the PICO strategy and is registered with the Inter-

national Prospective Register of Systematic Reviews (PROSPERO) under number 2022

CRD42022311053.

Eligibility criteria

Databases and search strategy. The search will include cross-sectional studies until April

2023 in journals indexed in health databases: Embase, MEDLINE, LILACS, PsycINFO, Sci-

Verse Scopus (Scopus), SciELO, and Web of Science. Studies epidemiologically evaluating out-

comes of cognition, functionality, and life purpose within rural aging and published in

Portuguese, English, or Spanish until April 2023 will be accepted. The protocol follows Pre-

ferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews (PRISMA) guidelines [4].

Search methods. The search strategy will use 3-step Boolean operators and include terms

such as "rural aging," "elderly," "old," "physical functioning," "cognition," and "life purpose."

The entire search strategy for this systematic review was planned by a librarian and can be

found in S1 Appendix. Two independent reviewers (HLMC and EBDL) will conduct the

search, with a third reviewer included if tie-breaking criteria are needed.

Study selection and data extraction. After evaluating titles and abstracts from the

searches, potential full texts will be assessed for eligibility by two independent reviewers.

Authors of possible full texts will be contacted for questions about eligibility criteria. Studies

meeting criteria will be included. For studies with the same sample, only those with the most

representative example of that population will be considered.

Selected articles will extract data relevant to the theme, including year of publication,

authors, characteristics of study institutions, sampling strategy, type of sample, prevalence of

outcomes, and associated factors. Information will be organized and presented in tables.

Study evaluation. Methodological quality and risk of bias will be evaluated using the

Observational Study Quality Evaluation (OSQE), widely used in the literature for cross-sec-

tional studies [5]. Studies with scores higher than 5 will be included in the discussion.
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Strategy for data overview

The synthesis of outcome study data will adhere to the Meta-analysis of Observational Studies

in Epidemiology (MOOSE) statement [5, 6]. When two or more articles report results from

the outcome database, only the most comprehensive one will be included in the meta-analysis.

Results will be presented in Forest Plots, showing 95% confidence intervals and p-values. Het-

erogeneity will be assessed using the I2 statistic, considering it high when I2 equals or exceeds

75%. Statistical procedures will be performed in STATA 14.0, with a significance level set at

5% for two-tailed tests [6].

There is no direct patient or public involvement in this study.

Ethical approval is not required, as no personal or private information of individuals will be

involved. The intention is to submit this study to a peer-reviewed academic journal.

Cross-sectional studies, while economically feasible and easy to conduct, provide prelimi-

nary evidence to support more advanced studies. They offer insights into prevalence and inci-

dence, generating essential hypotheses, and can establish possible associations with exposures

or risk factors, whether analytical or descriptive [3].

The functional physical capacity of older people aging in rural settings appears better

understood, with older women of good incomes more likely to be sedentary than older men

[6]. Studies demonstrate factors associated with frailty in rural elderly, including age, gender,

health status variables, self-perception of health, number of chronic conditions, disability in

basic activities of daily living (ABVD), disability in instrumental ADLs, length of stay in the

chair, and psychosocial problems. Depressive symptoms and cognitive impairment are nota-

ble, with increased comorbidity and disability in this population [7].

Regarding cognition, literature presents divergent views on the impact of the rural environ-

ment on aging. Sometimes, it is viewed positively [2], while at other times, not [8, 9].

The purpose of life in rural elderly individuals is still understudied, with limited knowledge

about its impact on rural aging. Current literature suggests that the elderly with a purpose of

life are more resilient, have less risk for developing dementia, feel less pain and are happier

and more functional [10].

There are many questions to be answered about the way of aging in the rural context, and

some gaps still need to be filled and understood to understand rural elder aging. After all, is

rural aging positive or negative on the cognition, physical function, and life purpose of the

elderly population?
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Writing – review & editing: Hércules Lázaro Morais Campos, Elisa Brosina De Leon, Ingred

Merllin Batista de Souza, Anna Quialheiro, Elizabete Regina Araújo de Oliveira.
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