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Objective: The present study aimed to investigate a structural equation model of psychological
well-being in older adults based on wisdom and Empty Nest Syndrome, with death anxiety as a
mediating variable.

Methodology: This applied study employed a descriptive-correlational design using structural
equation modeling. The statistical population consisted of older adults aged 60—75 years living
in Tehran in 2025, from whom 200 participants were selected through convenience sampling.
Data were collected using Ryff’s Short Form Psychological Well-Being Scale, Ardelt’s Three-
Dimensional Wisdom Scale, Templer’s Death Anxiety Scale, and the Empty Nest Syndrome
Questionnaire. Data analysis was conducted using SPSS-26 and AMOS-26 at descriptive and
inferential levels. Structural equation modeling was used to test the proposed model, and the
significance of indirect effects was examined using the bootstrap method with 5,000 resamples.
Findings: The results indicated that wisdom had a significant positive direct effect on
psychological well-being (=0.28, p<0.001), whereas Empty Nest Syndrome ($=-0.21, p=0.013)
and death anxiety (f=-0.60, p<0.001) had significant negative direct effects on psychological
well-being. Wisdom had a significant negative effect on death anxiety ($=-0.18, p<0.001), while
Empty Nest Syndrome showed a significant positive effect on death anxiety (=0.22, p<0.001).
Bootstrap analyses confirmed significant indirect effects of wisdom (f=0.11, p<0.001) and
Empty Nest Syndrome (f=-0.13, p=0.003) on psychological well-being through death anxiety.
Furthermore, model fit indices (CFI=0.98, GF1=0.96, IF1=0.98, RMSEA=0.07, and y*/df=2.16)
supported the adequacy of the proposed structural model.

Conclusion: The findings suggest that wisdom functions as a protective factor, whereas Empty
Nest Syndrome acts as a risk factor in explaining psychological well-being among older adults.
Moreover, death anxiety serves as a significant psychological mechanism linking these variables
to well-being. Therefore, interventions aimed at enhancing wisdom and reducing death anxiety
may contribute substantially to improving psychological well-being in later life.

Keywords: Psychological Well-Being, Wisdom, Death Anxiety, Empty Nest Syndrome, Older
Adults, Structural Equation Modeling.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Population aging has emerged as one of the most significant demographic transformations of the
twenty-first century, creating new challenges and opportunities for health systems, families, and societies.
As life expectancy continues to increase worldwide, attention has shifted from merely prolonging life to
improving the quality of later life and promoting successful aging. Within this context, psychological
well-being has become a central construct in gerontological research because it reflects not only the
absence of psychological disorders but also the presence of positive functioning, personal growth,
autonomy, environmental mastery, purpose in life, positive relations, and self-acceptance (Ryff, 2014).
Research has consistently demonstrated that higher levels of psychological well-being are associated with
improved physical health, reduced morbidity, greater resilience, and enhanced quality of life among older
adults (Hernandez et al., 2018; Maddux, 2017). Conversely, declining psychological well-being has been linked
to depression, loneliness, social isolation, and diminished life satisfaction, all of which are prevalent
concerns in aging populations (Sarokhani et al., 2018).

Among the factors that contribute to positive aging, wisdom has attracted increasing scholarly
attention. Wisdom is widely regarded as a multidimensional psychological resource encompassing
cognitive insight, reflective judgment, emotional regulation, compassion, and the capacity to manage
complex life situations effectively. The aging process often provides opportunities for the development of
wisdom through accumulated life experiences, adaptation to adversity, and reflection on existential
concerns (Gluck, 2024; Oxman, 2018). Empirical studies have demonstrated that wisdom is positively
associated with life satisfaction, flourishing, resilience, quality of life, and psychological well-being
among older adults (Chen et al., 2022; Rashidi et al., 2018). Moreover, wisdom appears to buffer the negative
effects of stressful life events and age-related challenges, thereby promoting adaptive functioning and
emotional stability (Ardelt & Jeste, 2018). In contrast, various psychosocial stressors may threaten
psychological well-being during later life. One of these challenges is Empty Nest Syndrome, which refers
to the emotional, cognitive, and social difficulties experienced by parents following their children’s
departure from the family home. Although this transition is considered a normative stage in the family life
cycle, it may result in loneliness, role loss, emotional distress, and reduced life satisfaction, particularly
among older adults (Bougea et al., 2019; Mansoor & Hasan, 2019). Recent evidence indicates that empty nesters
experience higher levels of anxiety, depression, and psychological distress compared with their
counterparts who maintain frequent family interactions (Luo & Wang, 2025). Furthermore, the development
and validation of an Empty Nest Syndrome Questionnaire for older adults have highlighted the importance
of this construct in understanding mental health outcomes among aging populations (Khashaman et al., 2025).

Another important psychological phenomenon in later life is death anxiety. Awareness of mortality
becomes increasingly salient during aging due to declining physical health, chronic illnesses, bereavement
experiences, and awareness of limited future time. Death anxiety has been identified as a significant
predictor of psychological distress, depression, hopelessness, and reduced quality of life among older
adults (Fortner et al., 2018; Sebea et al., 2021). Previous studies have shown that death anxiety is negatively
associated with psychological well-being and may serve as an important mechanism through which other
psychosocial variables influence mental health outcomes (Bakhshi et al., 2020; Zahedi Bidgol et al., 2020).
Research has also demonstrated relationships between death anxiety, coping strategies, attitudes toward



death, and overall psychological adjustment (Najm-Doost Sedehi et al., 2018; Semenova & Stadtlander, 2016; Sharif
Nia et al., 2016). Theoretically, wisdom may reduce death anxiety by fostering acceptance of life’s
limitations and promoting existential understanding, whereas Empty Nest Syndrome may intensify death-
related concerns through increased loneliness and reduced social support. Despite the theoretical relevance
of these relationships, limited research has simultaneously examined wisdom, Empty Nest Syndrome,
death anxiety, and psychological well-being within a comprehensive structural model. Therefore, the
present study aimed to investigate the structural equation model of psychological well-being among older
adults, examining the mediating role of death anxiety in the relationships between wisdom, Empty Nest
Syndrome, and psychological well-being.

Methods and Materials

This applied study employed a descriptive-correlational design using structural equation modeling.
The statistical population consisted of older adults aged 60 to 75 years residing in Tehran in 2025. Based
on methodological recommendations for structural equation modeling, a sample size of 200 participants
was considered adequate for model estimation and testing. Participants were selected through convenience
sampling from parks, retirement centers, mosques, and community gathering places for older adults.
Inclusion criteria included being between 60 and 75 years of age, having adequate cognitive functioning
to complete the questionnaires, willingness to participate, and the ability to understand and respond to the
survey items. Participants who provided incomplete responses or withdrew during data collection were
excluded.

Data were collected using four standardized instruments. Psychological well-being was assessed
using the 18-item short form of Ryff’s Psychological Well-Being Scale. Wisdom was measured using
Ardelt’s Three-Dimensional Wisdom Scale, which assesses cognitive, reflective, and affective dimensions
of wisdom. Death anxiety was evaluated using Templer’s Death Anxiety Scale, and Empty Nest Syndrome
was measured using the Empty Nest Syndrome Questionnaire developed specifically for older adults. All
participants provided informed consent prior to participation, and ethical principles including
confidentiality, voluntary participation, and anonymity were strictly observed.

Data analysis was conducted at both descriptive and inferential levels. Means, standard deviations,
skewness, and kurtosis indices were calculated to describe the study variables. Pearson correlation
coefficients were used to examine bivariate relationships among variables. Structural equation modeling
was performed using AMOS 26, and model fit was evaluated using standard fit indices, including the chi-
square to degrees of freedom ratio, Comparative Fit Index (CFI), Goodness-of-Fit Index (GFl),
Incremental Fit Index (IFI), and Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA). The significance
of indirect effects was examined using bootstrap procedures with 5,000 resamples and a 95% confidence
interval.

Findings

The sample consisted of 200 older adults, equally distributed by gender, with 50% women and
50% men. Most participants were between 60 and 64 years of age, and the majority were married.
Descriptive statistics indicated that the mean scores for psychological well-being, wisdom, Empty Nest
Syndrome, and death anxiety were 41.62, 84.06, 30.36, and 9.48, respectively. Examination of skewness
and kurtosis values demonstrated that all variables satisfied the assumptions of normal distribution,
making them suitable for structural equation modeling analyses.
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Pearson correlation analyses revealed significant relationships among all study variables.
Psychological well-being was positively correlated with wisdom (r = 0.39, p < 0.01) and negatively
correlated with Empty Nest Syndrome (r =-0.34, p <0.01) and death anxiety (r =-0.45, p <0.01). Wisdom
demonstrated a significant negative relationship with Empty Nest Syndrome (r = -0.56, p < 0.01) and
death anxiety (r = -0.19, p < 0.01). Additionally, Empty Nest Syndrome was positively associated with
death anxiety (r = 0.35, p < 0.01).

Evaluation of the structural model indicated satisfactory fit to the data. The chi-square to degrees
of freedom ratio was 2.16, which was below the recommended threshold of 3. The model also
demonstrated strong fit according to other indices, including CFI = 0.98, GFI = 0.96, IFI = 0.98, and
RMSEA = 0.07. These values confirmed the adequacy of the proposed structural model.

Direct path analyses showed that wisdom had a significant positive effect on psychological well-
being (B = 0.28, p = 0.001), whereas Empty Nest Syndrome had a significant negative effect on
psychological well-being (f = -0.21, p = 0.013). Wisdom also exerted a significant negative effect on
death anxiety (B =-0.18, p = 0.001), while Empty Nest Syndrome positively predicted death anxiety (f =
0.22, p =0.001). Furthermore, death anxiety had a significant negative effect on psychological well-being
(B =-0.60, p=0.001).

Bootstrap analyses confirmed the significance of indirect effects. Wisdom exerted a positive
indirect effect on psychological well-being through death anxiety (B =0.11, p=0.001). Likewise, Empty
Nest Syndrome demonstrated a significant negative indirect effect on psychological well-being through
death anxiety (p = -0.13, p = 0.003). The confidence intervals for indirect effects did not include zero,
confirming the mediating role of death anxiety in both pathways.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that psychological well-being among older adults is shaped by the
interaction of protective and risk-related psychological factors. Wisdom emerged as a significant positive
predictor of psychological well-being, suggesting that individuals who possess greater reflective capacity,
emotional maturity, and cognitive understanding of life experiences are better equipped to cope with the
challenges associated with aging. Such individuals are more likely to maintain a sense of purpose, self-
acceptance, and emotional balance, thereby achieving higher levels of well-being. The results also
indicated that wisdom contributes to lower levels of death anxiety, suggesting that a deeper understanding
of life and mortality may facilitate greater acceptance of existential realities and reduce fears associated
with death.

In contrast, Empty Nest Syndrome was found to undermine psychological well-being both directly
and indirectly. Older adults experiencing feelings of loneliness, loss of parental role, and diminished
family interactions reported lower levels of psychological well-being. The transition to an empty nest
appears to reduce emotional support and social connectedness, increasing vulnerability to psychological
distress. Moreover, Empty Nest Syndrome was associated with elevated death anxiety, indicating that the
absence of close family interactions may intensify awareness of aging, vulnerability, and mortality. These
findings highlight the profound influence of family relationships on psychological adjustment in later life.

The mediating role of death anxiety represents one of the most important contributions of this
study. The results suggest that death anxiety functions as a psychological mechanism through which both
wisdom and Empty Nest Syndrome influence psychological well-being. Greater wisdom appears to
enhance well-being by reducing fears and concerns related to mortality, whereas Empty Nest Syndrome



diminishes well-being by intensifying such concerns. This finding underscores the central role of
existential issues in the psychological lives of older adults and suggests that interventions targeting death
anxiety may significantly improve mental health outcomes in this population.

Overall, the study supports a multidimensional understanding of successful aging in which
psychological well-being is influenced not only by external social circumstances but also by internal
psychological resources and existential attitudes. Enhancing wisdom, promoting meaningful social
engagement, strengthening family connections, and addressing death-related fears may represent effective
pathways for improving psychological well-being among older adults. The findings emphasize the
importance of developing preventive and therapeutic programs that address both the psychosocial and
existential dimensions of aging, ultimately contributing to healthier and more satisfying later-life
experiences.
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