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Abstract:

Objective: This study aimed to investigate the mediating role of death anxiety in the relationship between empty
nest syndrome and psychological well-being among older adults.

Methods and Materials: This applied correlational study employed a structural equation modeling approach. The
study population consisted of adults aged 60 years and older in 2025, from whom 200 participants were selected
through convenience sampling. Data were collected using the Ryff and Keyes Psychological Well-Being Scale,
Templer’s Death Anxiety Scale, and the Empty Nest Syndrome Questionnaire developed by Khashaman and
colleagues. Data analysis was conducted using SPSS-26 and AMOS-26. The mediating effect of death anxiety was
examined using the bootstrap method with 5,000 resamples.

Findings: The results indicated that empty nest syndrome was significantly and negatively associated with
psychological well-being (r = -0.34, p < 0.01). Death anxiety was negatively associated with psychological well-
being (r = -0.45, p < 0.01) and positively associated with empty nest syndrome (r = 0.35, p < 0.01). Structural model
analysis revealed a significant negative direct effect of empty nest syndrome on psychological well-being (p =-0.21,
p = 0.013). Furthermore, death anxiety had a significant negative direct effect on psychological well-being (B = -
0.60, p = 0.001). Bootstrap analysis demonstrated a significant indirect effect of empty nest syndrome on
psychological well-being through death anxiety (B = -0.13, p = 0.003), confirming the partial mediating role of death
anxiety.

Conclusion: The findings suggest that the experience of an empty nest is associated with lower psychological well-
being among older adults, and this relationship is partly explained by increased death anxiety. Death anxiety appears
to be an important psychological mechanism through which empty nest experiences influence mental well-being.
Therefore, interventions focused on meaning in life, acceptance of aging, reduction of death anxiety, and
enhancement of social support may contribute to improving psychological well-being among older adults.
Keywords: Death Anxiety, Empty Nest Syndrome, Psychological Well-Being, Older Adults, Structural Equation
Modeling.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Population aging has become one of the most significant
demographic phenomena of the twenty-first century.
Improvements in healthcare, nutrition, and living conditions
have contributed to increased life expectancy, resulting in a
growing proportion of older adults worldwide. Although
longevity is considered an important social achievement,
aging is often accompanied by psychological, social, and
familial transitions that can substantially influence mental
health and quality of life. Consequently, maintaining
psychological well-being has emerged as a central objective
in gerontological research and practice. Psychological well-
being is a multidimensional construct encompassing self-
acceptance, autonomy, environmental mastery, positive
relations with others, purpose in life, and personal growth.
Higher levels of psychological well-being are associated
with healthier aging, better adaptation to life challenges, and
improved overall functioning among older adults (Zhao &
Zhang, 2026; Zhao et al., 2026; Zhou et al., 2026).

One of the major family-related transitions experienced
during later adulthood is the empty nest stage. Empty nest
syndrome refers to the emotional and psychological
responses that occur when adult children leave the parental
home and establish independent lives. While some parents
perceive this transition as an opportunity for greater freedom
and personal development, others experience loneliness, loss
of purpose, emotional distress, and diminished social
engagement. Recent literature has highlighted that the empty
nest experience can significantly affect the mental health and
well-being of older adults, particularly when parental
identity constitutes a central component of self-concept
(Aghakhani et al., 2026; Fakhri et al., 2026; Rastegar et al.,
2026).

Research has increasingly demonstrated that older adults
living in empty nest situations are more vulnerable to social
isolation, loneliness, sleep disturbances, cognitive decline,

and psychological distress. An integrative review reported

that social isolation among empty-nest older adults
contributes to both physical and mental health problems and
may undermine successful aging (Zhang et al., 2026).
Similarly, studies have indicated that environmental factors,
residential suitability, and perceived independence can
influence how older adults adapt to empty nest experiences.
Age-friendly environments have been shown to promote
empowerment, autonomy, and psychological adjustment
among older adults living without their children (Liu, Li, et
al., 2026; Liu, Peng, et al., 2026). Furthermore, digital
communication and internet use may alleviate some negative
consequences of family separation by facilitating social
connectedness and reducing isolation (Wu et al., 2026).

Despite growing evidence regarding the consequences of
empty nest syndrome, not all older adults respond similarly
to this life transition. Some individuals maintain high levels
of psychological well-being despite living apart from their
children. This variation suggests the presence of underlying
psychological mechanisms that mediate the relationship
between empty nest experiences and mental health
outcomes. Previous studies have emphasized the roles of
loneliness, anxiety, resilience, social support, and
psychological capital in explaining how living arrangements
affect well-being among older adults (Hu et al., 2025; Shen
etal., 2025; Yuan et al., 2025). Among these variables, death
anxiety represents a particularly important yet understudied
mechanism.

Death anxiety refers to fear, apprehension, or distress
associated with death, dying, and human mortality. Aging is
often accompanied by increased awareness of physical
decline, chronic illness, mortality, and the loss of peers, all
of which may intensify existential concerns. High levels of
death anxiety have been associated with reduced life
satisfaction, lower meaning in life, increased psychological
distress, and poorer overall mental health among older adults
(Afshari et al., 2026; Yousefpour, 2025; Zhou et al., 2024).
Moreover, interventions aimed at enhancing meaning in life,

social support, and psychological resources have been found
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to reduce death anxiety and improve psychological
adjustment in later life (Afshari et al., 2026; Zhou et al,,
2024).

From an existential perspective, the empty nest transition
may activate concerns regarding mortality and life meaning.
The departure of adult children may symbolize the
completion of a major life stage, potentially leading older
adults to reflect on aging, life achievements, and the finitude
of existence. Such reflections may increase death anxiety,
which in turn can negatively affect psychological well-
being. Although previous studies have separately examined
empty nest syndrome and death anxiety, limited research has
investigated whether death anxiety functions as a mediating
mechanism linking empty nest experiences to psychological
well-being. Furthermore, the development of validated
assessment tools for empty nest syndrome has provided new
opportunities to explore these relationships empirically
(Khashaman et al., 2025).

Therefore, the present study was conducted to investigate
the mediating role of death anxiety in the relationship
between empty nest syndrome and psychological well-being
among older adults.

Methods and Materials

This applied study employed a descriptive-correlational
design using structural equation modeling. The target
population consisted of adults aged 60 years and older. A
total of 200 participants were selected through convenience
sampling. Inclusion criteria included being between 60 and
75 years of age, possessing sufficient cognitive ability to
complete the questionnaires, and willingness to participate
voluntarily in the study.

Data were collected using three standardized instruments.
Psychological well-being was measured using the short form
of Ryff’s Psychological Well-Being Scale. Death anxiety
was assessed using Templer’s Death Anxiety Scale. Empty
nest syndrome was measured using the Empty Nest
Syndrome Questionnaire developed specifically for older

adults. Participants were recruited from retirement centers,

parks, mosques, and public gathering places commonly
attended by older adults.

Ethical principles were strictly observed throughout the
research process. Informed consent was obtained from all
participants, confidentiality was guaranteed, and participants
were informed of their right to withdraw from the study at
any time.

Data analysis was conducted using SPSS-26 and AMOS-
26. Descriptive statistics were calculated for all study
variables. Pearson correlation coefficients were used to
examine bivariate relationships. Structural equation
modeling was applied to test the hypothesized mediation
model. The significance of indirect effects was assessed
using the bootstrap method with 5,000 resamples and 95%
confidence intervals.

Findings

The sample consisted of 200 older adults with equal
representation of men and women. Most participants were
between 60 and 64 years of age and the majority were
married.

Descriptive analyses indicated that the mean score for
psychological well-being was 62.41 (SD = 12.18), the mean
score for empty nest syndrome was 30.36 (SD = 9.35), and
the mean score for death anxiety was 9.48 (SD = 5.28).
Skewness and kurtosis values were within acceptable ranges,
indicating approximate normality of the data distribution.

Correlation analyses revealed significant relationships
among the study wvariables. Empty nest syndrome
demonstrated a significant negative association with
psychological well-being (r = -0.34, p < .01). Death anxiety
was also negatively associated with psychological well-
being (r = -0.45, p < .01). In contrast, empty nest syndrome
showed a significant positive relationship with death anxiety
(r=0.35,p<.01).

Structural equation modeling results supported the
hypothesized model. The direct effect of empty nest
syndrome on psychological well-being was negative and

statistically significant (f = -0.21, p = .013). Additionally,
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death anxiety exerted a significant negative direct effect on
psychological well-being (f = -0.60, p = .001).

Bootstrap analysis further demonstrated that the indirect
effect of empty nest syndrome on psychological well-being
through death anxiety was statistically significant ( =-0.13,
p = .003). The confidence interval for the indirect effect did
not include zero, confirming the significance of the
mediating pathway. Because the direct effect of empty nest
syndrome on psychological well-being remained significant
after the inclusion of death anxiety, the mediation pattern
was classified as partial mediation.

Overall, the findings indicated that greater experiences of
empty nest syndrome were associated with higher levels of
death anxiety and lower levels of psychological well-being.
Furthermore, death anxiety accounted for a substantial
portion of the negative association between empty nest
syndrome and psychological well-being.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study provide important insights into
the psychological mechanisms underlying the experiences of
older adults facing empty nest syndrome. The results
demonstrated that empty nest syndrome is associated with
lower psychological well-being and that this relationship
operates both directly and indirectly through death anxiety.
These findings suggest that the departure of adult children
from the parental home is not merely a structural family
transition but also an emotionally and existentially
significant event for many older adults.

The negative association between empty nest syndrome
and psychological well-being may be explained by changes
in parental roles, reduced daily interactions with family
members, and diminished opportunities for emotional
engagement. For many older adults, parenting remains a
central source of identity, meaning, and purpose.
Consequently, the transition to an empty nest may generate
feelings of loneliness, loss, and reduced life satisfaction,

which ultimately undermine psychological well-being.

The positive relationship between empty nest syndrome
and death anxiety highlights the existential dimensions of
this life transition. The departure of children may symbolize
the completion of a major life chapter and increase
awareness of aging, mortality, and the finite nature of life.
Such experiences can intensify concerns about death and
future uncertainty. As these concerns become more
prominent, older adults may experience greater emotional
distress and diminished psychological functioning.

The finding that death anxiety negatively predicts
psychological well-being further emphasizes the importance
of existential concerns in later life. Persistent fears related to
death may reduce individuals’ sense of purpose, interfere
with emotional regulation, and weaken adaptive coping
resources. Consequently, older adults experiencing elevated
death anxiety may have greater difficulty maintaining
positive psychological functioning.

The mediating role of death anxiety represents the most
significant contribution of the present study. The results
indicate that death anxiety serves as an important
psychological pathway through which empty nest
experiences influence mental well-being. This finding
suggests that interventions designed to support older adults
should address not only social and familial factors but also
existential concerns related to aging and mortality.

In conclusion, empty nest syndrome is associated with
reduced psychological well-being among older adults, and
this relationship is partially explained by increased death
anxiety. Addressing death-related concerns, promoting
meaning in life, strengthening psychological resources, and
enhancing social support may contribute significantly to
improving the psychological well-being of older adults
experiencing the empty nest transition. These findings
underscore the importance of integrating existential and
psychological dimensions into programs and interventions
aimed at promoting successful aging and mental health in

later life.
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