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Objective: This study aimed to examine the relationship between quality of life,
social support, and social anxiety in the elderly, emphasizing the mediating role of
physical activity.

Methods: This research used an objective, descriptive-correlational design and a
quantitative data collection method. The statistical population included elderly
residents of Districts 14 and 15 of Tehran in 2024. The sample size, determined
using G*Power software with a test error probability of 0.05, a test power of 0.90,
and an effect size of 0.1, consisted of 293 participants. Data were collected using a
demographic questionnaire, the International Physical Activity Questionnaire
(IPAQ), the World Health Organization Quality of Life Questionnaire for Older
Adults (WHOQOL-OLD), the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support,
and the Older Adult Social-Evaluative Situations Questionnaire (Gould et al., 2012).
Results: Social support had a significant positive correlation with quality of life
(r=0.65) and physical activity (r=0.39), and a significant negative correlation with
social anxiety (r=-0.54). Physical activity also showed a significant positive
correlation with quality of life (r=0.448) and a significant negative correlation with
social anxiety (r=-0.43). Path analysis results confirmed the partial and significant
mediating role of physical activity in the relationship between social support and
quality of life (indirect effect: 0.10), and between social support and social anxiety
(indirect effect: -0.12).

Conclusion: Social support, in addition to its direct effect, indirectly contributes to
improving quality of life and reducing social anxiety in the elderly by promoting
physical activity. Designing combined interventions aimed at strengthening support
networks and encouraging an active lifestyle is recommended to enhance the
psycho-social health of the elderly.
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P opulation aging is a global phenomenon

with significant implications for public
health. As the elderly population grows,
ensuring their well-being and quality of life
becomes a critical priority. Quality of life in
older adults is a multidimensional concept
encompassing physical health, psychological
state, social relationships, and environmental
factors. Among the numerous factors
influencing quality of life, social support and
social anxiety have emerged as key
psychosocial determinants. Social support,
defined as the perceived availability of
assistance, care, and esteem from family,
friends, and significant others, acts as a buffer
against stress and promotes psychological
well-being. Conversely, social anxiety,
characterized by intense fear of negative
evaluation and avoidance of social situations,
can severely impair an individual's ability to
engage in meaningful social interactions and
maintain a satisfying life. Physical activity, a
modifiable lifestyle behavior, is known to
have profound benefits for both physical and
mental health. However, the complex
interplay ~ between  these  variables,
particularly the potential mediating role of
physical activity in the relationship between
social support, quality of life, and social
anxiety among the elderly, remains
underexplored. Therefore, this study aimed to
investigate the relationship between quality
of life, social support, and social anxiety in
the elderly, with a specific focus on
examining the mediating role of physical
activity.

Methods

Research design

This descriptive-correlational study

employed a cross-sectional design.

Participants

The statistical population comprised all
elderly individuals (aged 65 years and older)
residing in Districts 14 and 15 of Tehran,
Iran, during the year 2024. A sample of 293
participants was selected using G*Power
software, based on a test error probability of
0.05, a statistical power of 0.90, and an effect
size of 0.1. Inclusion criteria were: (1) age 65
years or older, (2) education level above high
school diploma, (3) residence in the specified
districts, (4) absence of physical disabilities
or chronic diseases, (5) no medication use
due to physical or mental conditions, and (6)
no hospitalization during the past year due to
physical or mental health issues. Incomplete
questionnaires were the sole exclusion
criterion.

Materials

Data were collected through online
questionnaires, ensuring informed consent,
privacy, and confidentiality. The instruments
included: a demographic questionnaire; the
International Physical Activity Questionnaire
(IPAQ) to assess physical activity levels
(MET-min/week); the World Health
Organization Quality of Life Questionnaire
for Older Adults (WHOQOL-OLD), a 24-
item scale measuring six facets of quality of
life  specific to older adults; the
Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social
Support, a 23-item scale assessing perceived
support from family, friends, and significant
others; and the Older Adult Social-Evaluative
Situations Questionnaire (OASES), a 37-item
scale developed by Gould et al. (2012) to
measure social anxiety in older populations.
Cronbach's alpha coefficients for the
questionnaires in this study were 0.84
(IPAQ), 091 (WHOQOL-OLD), 0.82
(perceived social support), and 0.89
(OASES), indicating acceptable reliability.



Data analysis

Data were analyzed using descriptive
statistics  (mean, standard  deviation,
frequency) and inferential statistics. The
Kolmogorov-Smirnov test confirmed the
normality of data distribution. Pearson's
correlation coefficient and linear regression
analysis were performed using SPSS version
24. Path analysis, employing Smart PLS
software, was conducted to test the
hypothesized  mediating model.  The
significance level was set at P<0.05.

Results

The mean age of participants was 71.2 years
(SD=1.5), with 58% female and 42% male.
Based on IPAQ scores, 40% of participants
had low, 35% moderate, and 25% high levels
of physical activity. Descriptive statistics
showed a mean quality of life score of 78.3
(SD=12.1), mean social support score of 85.6
(SD=10.8), mean social anxiety score of 31.4
(SD=9.2), and mean physical activity level of
2540 MET-min/week (SD=1820). Pearson
correlation analysis revealed significant
positive correlations between social support
and quality of life (r=0.65, P<0.01) and
between social support and physical activity
(r=0.39, P<0.01). A significant negative
correlation was found between social support
and social anxiety (r=-0.54, P<0.01).
Physical activity was significantly positively
correlated with quality of life (r=0.448,
P<0.01) and significantly negatively
correlated with social anxiety (r=-0.43,
P<0.01). Path analysis was employed to test
the mediating role of physical activity. The
model demonstrated a good fit (GoF=0.92).
Results indicated that social support had a
significant direct positive effect on quality of
life (=0.52, P<0.05) and a significant direct
negative effect on social anxiety (p=-0.41,
P<0.05). Furthermore, social support had a
significant direct positive effect on physical
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activity (B=0.37, P<0.05). Physical activity,
in turn, had a significant direct positive effect
on quality of life ($=0.28, P<0.05) and a
significant direct negative effect on social
anxiety (B=-0.32, P<0.05). Crucially, the
indirect effects were also significant. The
indirect effect of social support on quality of
life through physical activity was 0.10, and
the indirect effect of social support on social
anxiety through physical activity was -0.12.
These findings confirm that physical activity
acts as a partial mediator in both
relationships. Additionally, one-way
ANOVA revealed significant differences
between the three physical activity groups
(low, moderate, high) for all study variables
(P<0.001). Post-hoc Tukey tests indicated
that elderly individuals with moderate and
high physical activity levels reported
significantly higher quality of life and social
support, and significantly lower social
anxiety, compared to those with low physical
activity. Significant differences were also
observed between the moderate and high
activity groups for quality of life and social
anxiety.

Discussion

This study provides empirical evidence for
the significant relationships between social
support, physical activity, quality of life, and
social anxiety in the elderly, and crucially,
demonstrates the mediating role of physical
activity. The findings align with prior
research and theoretical frameworks.
Consistent  with  the  stress-buffering
hypothesis and ecological systems theory,
social support appears to act as a protective
resource, directly enhancing quality of life by
fulfilling emotional and instrumental needs
and reducing feelings of isolation. The direct
negative link between social support and
social anxiety supports cognitive models of
anxiety, suggesting that positive feedback
and a sense of security provided by a
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supportive network can challenge negative
self-perceptions and fears of judgment
associated with social situations. The
identification of physical activity as a
mediator is a key contribution of this study.
This mediating role can be explained through
several theoretical lenses. From the
perspective of Self-Determination Theory,
social  support may  satisfy  basic
psychological needs for  autonomy,
competence, and relatedness, thereby
fostering intrinsic motivation to engage in
health-promoting behaviors like physical
activity. Engaging in physical activity, in
turn, provides opportunities for social
interaction, enhances physical function and
self-efficacy, and triggers neurobiological
changes (e.g., endorphin release) that
collectively improve perceived quality of life
and alleviate symptoms of anxiety. This
pathway is also consistent with Social
Cognitive Theory, where social support can
enhance self-efficacy for exercise through
verbal persuasion and vicarious experience
(observing peers), leading to increased
activity levels and subsequent psychological
benefits. The finding that higher physical
activity levels are associated with better
outcomes underscores the importance of
promoting active lifestyles among older
adults. Physical activity creates a positive
cycle: it provides structured opportunities for
social engagement, which can strengthen
social networks and further encourage
activity, while simultaneously reducing
social withdrawal and anxiety. In conclusion,
this research highlights that social support
and physical activity are not merely
independent contributors to well-being in old
age, but are dynamically interconnected.
Physical activity serves as a crucial
mechanism through which the benefits of
social support are partially translated into
improved quality of life and reduced social
anxiety. These findings have significant
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practical implications. Interventions aimed at
enhancing the mental health and overall well-
being of the elderly should adopt a holistic
approach that simultaneously strengthens
social support networks and actively
promotes and facilitates engagement in
regular physical activity. Creating supportive
community environments that encourage
group-based physical activities could be
particularly effective. This study has
limitations, including its cross-sectional
design, which precludes causal inferences,
and the recruitment of participants from only
two districts in  Tehran, limiting
generalizability. Future research should
employ longitudinal designs to confirm
causal pathway

s and explore other potential mediators such
as self-efficacy, resilience, and cognitive
function in diverse elderly populations,
including those in residential care or rural
settings. Despite these limitations, this study
provides robust evidence that integrating
social support enhancement with physical
activity promotion is an effective strategy for
fostering successful aging and improving the
quality of life for the growing global elderly
population.

Conclusion

This study concludes that social support and
physical activity are not merely independent
contributors to well-being in old age but are
dynamically interconnected resources that
collectively influence quality of life and
social anxiety among the elderly. Social
support exerts both direct protective effects
and indirect benefits by facilitating
engagement in physical activity. Physical
activity serves as a crucial mechanism
through which the advantages of social
support are partially translated into improved
quality of life and reduced social anxiety.
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Article message

The core message of this article is that social
support enhances quality of life and reduces
social anxiety in elderly individuals both
directly and indirectly through the promotion
of physical activity. In other words, when
older adults receive encouragement, practical
assistance, and emotional backing from
family, friends, and significant others, they
are more motivated and better able to engage
in regular physical activity; this increased
physical activity, in turn, contributes to
higher perceived quality of life and lower
social  anxiety.  Therefore, effective
interventions for elderly mental health must
integrate  two essential components—
strengthening social support networks AND
facilitating accessible physical activity
opportunities—as neither approach alone is
sufficient, and their synergistic combination
yields optimal outcomes for successful aging.
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