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Stroke
REHABILITATION, REABLEMENT, & RESTORATIVE CARE

This evidence theme on stroke is a summary of one of the key topics identified by a scoping 
review of rehabilitation, reablement, and restorative care research. 

Key points
	● A high number of stroke survivors live in residential aged 

care facilities. They often suffer functional impairments 
following more severe strokes which prevents them 
from living independently in their own homes.

	● Interventions that focus on the rehabilitation of stroke 
survivors are vital for optimum care and quality of life, 
however residing in residential aged care facilities seems 
to reduce access to stroke rehabilitation.

	● Levels of community participation and outdoor 
activities reduce significantly following stroke; however, 
supportive transition care services can assist stroke 
survivors to regain functional independence at home 
and in their community.

	● Despite strong evidence that supports rehabilitation 
for community-dwelling stroke survivors, rehabilitation 
specific to individuals living in residential aged care 
facilities is lacking.

What is a stroke?
A stroke occurs when the blood supply to the brain is 
blocked (ischaemic stroke), or when blood vessels bleed into 
the brain (haemorrhagic stroke). The lack of oxygen to brain 
tissue causes it to die and leads to functional impairments. 
[1] Symptoms depend on the area of the brain affected, but 
they often include paralysis, speech problems, difficulty 
swallowing, visual issues, and changes in cognition. In 
2020, it was estimated that over 445,000 stroke survivors 
were living in the Australian community, with costs to the 
economy of $6.2 billion dollars. [1] Therefore, finding ways 
to rehabilitate and restore the functional ability of stroke 
survivors is of high priority to reduce the demand for 
community and residential aged care services. 
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What do we know about 
rehabilitation care following 
stroke?
We found four systematic reviews that discussed 
rehabilitation, reablement, and restorative care for stroke 
survivors in aged care settings. Of these, only one study 
focused on stroke rehabilitation in residential care facilities. 
[2] The other studies reported on the transition of stroke 
survivors from hospital to home [3, 4] and home care 
services. [5]

The reviews identified that:

	● Rehabilitative services that improve function and 
prevent secondary strokes are lacking in residential 
aged care facilities. [2]

	● Occupational therapy can be effective to improve 
independence in self-care tasks, however, further 
investigation and high-quality evidence are required. [6]

	● Swallowing therapy was effective in improving 
swallowing ability, stimulating weight gain, and reducing 
choking incidents during meals in residential care 
facilities. [7]

	● Low prevalence of rehabilitation and delays in receiving 
care in residential care facilities were observed in several 
countries. Services were often limited in scope, with 
occupational therapy and speech therapy lacking. [8, 9]

	● Stroke survivors aged between 65-74 were more likely 
to receive speech, occupational, and physiotherapy, 
when compared to survivors aged over 85 years. [10]

	● Telerehabilitation interventions were effective in 
improving balance in stroke survivors receiving in-home 
support services. [7]

	● Involvement of family carers in the rehabilitation of 
older adults living at home could improve functional 
performance, however, the quality of evidence is low. [4]

	● Mental practice of functional tasks used with Dutch 
nursing home residents was not found to be effective 
for the performance of daily activities in stroke 
survivors. [11]

	● Community participation, particularly activities 
performed outdoors, was reduced by 45% for stroke 
survivors with very few individuals returning to pre-
stroke levels. [3, 12] This may be due to the focus of 
restorative care on in-home activities of daily living and 
safety rather than outdoor mobility. 

What can an individual do? 
Ways to assist a stroke survivor in accessing rehabilitation, 
reablement, and restorative care include: 

	● Discussing these options with the stroke survivor’s 
medical professionals and family carers prior to hospital 
discharge

	● Encouraging and supporting stroke survivors to carry 
out everyday tasks as independently as possible and to 
participate in social activities

	● Observing therapy sessions and assisting with 
prescribed exercises to improve stroke outcomes 
whenever possible.

What can the organisation do? 
Organisations can support rehabilitation, reablement, and 
restorative care for stroke survivors by:

	● Providing interventions that address the unmet needs 
of stroke survivors living in a range of settings [2]

	● Providing resources, training, and equipment to allow 
for therapists and nursing staff to deliver effective 
rehabilitative care [2]

	● Including psychological evaluation in transition care 
services to identify individuals who feel unable to cope 
returning home from the hospital after a stroke, and 
subsequently organise appropriate supportive services 
to prevent hospital readmissions.
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