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Abstract

Objectives: Aging is one of the most significant demographic phenomena of the twenty-first
century, and identifying factors affecting the physical and mental health of older adults is crucial.
This study aimed to examine the relationship between physical activity, mental health, and
cognitive abilities with the mediating role of perceived social support in older adults.

Materials and Methods: This correlational descriptive study with path analysis was conducted
among older adults aged 60 years and above (Mean = 67.63, SD = 6.02) in Sanandaj, Iran, in 2024.
Using a convenience sampling method, 280 participants were recruited. Data were collected using
the Physical Activity Questionnaire, the Quality of Life Questionnaire (mental health demain), the
Cognitive Abilities Questionnaire, and the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived-Social Support.
Data analysis was performed using SPSS-24 and AMOS-24.

Results: Path analysis indicated that physical activity (Mean = 10.32, SD =5.26) had significant
direct effects on perceived social support (Mean = 40.87, SD = 11.33; $ = 0.378, P < 0.001),
cognitive abilities (Mean = 69.09, SD = 15.34; = 0.351, P <0.001), and mental health (Mean =
18.86, SD =5.53; B =0.189, P =0.002). Cognitive abilities and mental health also had significant
direct effects on perceived social support. Mediation analysis confirmed the significant mediating
role of perceived social support in the relationships of cognitive abilities ( range = 0.061-0.453,
95% ClI range [0.022—0.573], P < 0.001) and mental health(p range = 0.054-0.153, 95% CI range
[0.010-0.224], P < 0.001) with physical activity.

Conclusions: These findings confirm that strengthening perceived social support can serve as a
key mediating pathway that enhances the. impact of mental health and cognitive abilities on
physical activity among older adults. Perceived social support plays an important mediating role
in amplifying the effects of physical activity on mental health and cognitive functioning in this
population. Accordingly, health-promotion programs and public health policies should
simultaneously focus on fostering supportive social interactions and encouraging regular physical
activity in order to_improve the psychological well-being and cognitive performance of older
adults.

Keywords: Physicalactivity; Mental health; Cognitive abilities; Perceived social support



Extended Abstract

Introduction

Aging is one of the most significant demographic changes of the twenty-first century and is
associated with growing medical, psychological, and rehabilitation needs. This gradual process
involves declines in physical functioning, reduced independence, increased prevalence of chronic
ilinesses, and a greater need for care, which together heighten vulnerability among older adults
[4]. Physical weakness, loneliness, and limitations in daily activities may further reduce perceived
social support and lead to negative psychological and emotional outcomes [5]. Physical and mental
health problems in later life not only affect individual well-being and quality of life but also have
broader social implications [15]. Although previous research has reported mixed. findings
regarding mental health changes during aging, these inconsistencies emphasize the diversity of
health trajectories and the influence of multiple contextual factors [17]. Therefore, the present
study aimed to examine the relationships between physical activity, mental -health, and cognitive
functioning, focusing on the mediating role of perceived social support among older adults.

Methods & Materials

The present study was applied in purpose and descriptive-correlational in nature, based on path
analysis. The statistical population included all older adults.aged 60 years and above in Sanandaj
in 2024. To determine the sample size, Green’s rule (n =50+ 8k) was applied. Considering 18
variables (4 main variables and 14 subscales), the minimum sample size was estimated at 194
participants. Accounting for a 20% potential “attrition, the final sample was set at 280, and
participants were selected through convenience sampling. Inclusion criteria comprised providing
informed consent, being 60 years or older, 'and not having severe physical, cognitive, or
psychological disorders, while withdrawal of consent was considered an exclusion criterion.
Cognitive screening was conducted using the Abbreviated Mental Test (AMT), and other inclusion
criteria were assessed through-direct questioning.

The research instruments included the Abbreviated Mental Test (AMT), the Health Survey—Short
Form (SF-12) focusing on the mental health subscale, the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived
Social Support. (MSPSS), ‘the Cognitive Abilities Questionnaire, and the modified Physical
Activity Index(PAl). The reliability of these instruments was supported by appropriate Cronbach’s
alpha coefficients;and their validity had been confirmed in previous studies. The content validity
of the physical activity questionnaire was further confirmed by expert review. Data were collected
by visiting day-care centers, cultural centers, parks, and retirement associations. To ensure
accurate understanding of the questions, all questionnaires were administered through interviews,
and both confidentiality and informed consent were strictly observed. Data analysis was conducted
using path analysis with SPSS version 24 and AMOS version 24. This approach enabled a
comprehensive examination of the relationships among physical activity, mental health, cognitive
functioning, and perceived social support in older adults, providing insights into the interplay
between lifestyle factors and psychosocial resources in this population.

Results
A total of 280 older adults participated in this study. The mean age of the sample was 63.67 years,

with a standard deviation of 6.02, indicating an appropriate age distribution and concentration of



participants around the mean. Correlation analyses revealed significant positive relationships
between physical activity and mental health (r = 0.453, p < 0.01). Physical activity was also
positively correlated with perceived social support from friends (r = 0.443, p < 0.01), family (r =
0.534, p <0.01), and significant others (r = 0.506, p < 0.01). Regarding cognitive abilities, physical
activity showed significant positive correlations with memory (r = 0.215, p < 0.01), inhibitory
control (r=0.171, p <0.01), decision-making (r = 0.221, p < 0.05), planning (r = 0.240, p < 0.05),
sustained attention (r = 0.250, p < 0.01), social cognition (r = 0.501, p < 0.01), and cognitive
flexibility (r = 0.203, p < 0.01). These findings indicate that higher levels of physical activity are
significantly associated with better mental health, greater perceived social support, and enhanced
cognitive abilities across multiple domains in older adults (Table 1).

Table 1. Correlations Among Physical Activity, Mental Health, Perceived Social Support, and Cognitive Abilities

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12
1. Physical 1

Activity

2. Mental 0.453** 1

Health

3. Friends 0.443** 0.382** 1

Support

4. Family 0.534**  0.485** 0.476** 1

Support

5.S. 0.506**  0.450** 0.514** 0.634** 1

Others

Support

6. Memory  0.215**  -0.032 0.074 0.084 0.038 1

7. 0.171**  0.037 0.087 0.002 0.016 0.379** 1

Inhibitory

Control

8. Decision  0.221*  0.072 0.092 0.097 0.109 0.183** 0.396** 1

Making

9. Planning  0.240* 0.119* -0.013 0.141* 0.054 0.298**  0.274** 0.353** 1

10. 0.250**  -0.007 0.151*  0.089 0.128*  0.245** 0.226** 0.247** 0.234** 1
Sustained

Attention

11. Social 0.501** 0.352** 0.300** 0.460** 0:322** 0.137* -0.034 0.059 0.137*  0.310** 1
Cognition

12. 0.203**  0.027 0.052 0.084 -0.048 0.189** 0.386** 0.253** 0.469** 0.351** 0.150* 1
Cognitive

Flexibility

* P<0/01, *P<0/05

Conclusion

The present study aimedto examine the mediating role of perceived social support in the
relationship between physical activity, mental health, and cognitive abilities among older adults.
Path analysis results indicated that the proposed model had a good fit and that perceived social
support significantly mediated these relationships. These findings are consistent with previous
research highlighting the importance of social support in maintaining mental health, enhancing
cognitive performance, and promoting participation in physical activities among older adults. As
a psychological resource, social support can reduce stress and loneliness while increasing
motivation, thereby facilitating healthier behaviors and greater engagement in physical activity.
Physical activity, in turn, can improve mental health and overall well-being through both biological
and psychological mechanisms. Overall, the results emphasize the need to strengthen social
support networks alongside designing age-appropriate physical activity programs for older adults.
Nevertheless, limitations such as the cross-sectional design, convenience sampling, and the use of



self-report instruments should be considered when interpreting the findings. Future research is
recommended to employ longitudinal designs, broader sampling, and more comprehensive
assessments to enhance generalizability.
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