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Abstract

The present study aimed to investigate the predictive role of perception of
aging and depression on death anxiety, with the mediating role of sleep
quality in elderly women with diabetes. This descriptive-correlational study
employed path analysis. The statistical population consisted of elderly women
with diabetes residing at the Kahrizak Elderly Care Center in Tehran in 2025,
from whom 250 participants were selected through purposive sampling. The
research instruments included the Templer Death Anxiety Scale, Aging
Perception Questionnaire (APQ), Geriatric Depression Scale (GDS), and
Pittsburgh Sleep Quality Index (PSQI). Data were analyzed using SPSS and
AMOS software through Pearson correlation coefficient and path analysis
methods. The findings demonstrated that negative perception of aging and
depression both had significant direct positive effects on death anxiety
(B=0.25, p<0.02; p=0.38, p<0.01). Sleep quality also had a significant direct
effect on death anxiety (p=0.40, p<0.01). Furthermore, sleep quality
significantly mediated the relationship between perception of aging and death
anxiety (B=0.12, p<0.01), as well as between depression and death anxiety
(B=0.17, p<0.01). The model fit indices also confirmed the acceptable fitness
of the proposed model. The results indicated that negative perception of aging
and depression directly and indirectly, through poor sleep quality, increase
death anxiety among elderly women with diabetes. Therefore, psychological
interventions focusing on modifying negative perceptions of aging, reducing
depression, and improving sleep quality may play an important role in
decreasing death anxiety and promoting mental health in the elderly
population.

Keywords: Death anxiety, perception of aging, depression, sleep quality,
elderly, diabetes.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Population aging has become one of the most significant demographic transformations of the twenty-first
century, leading to increasing attention toward the psychological and physical health of older adults. Alongside
increased life expectancy, chronic diseases such as type 2 diabetes mellitus have become more prevalent among
elderly populations, especially among women, who are often more vulnerable to the psychological
consequences of chronic illness (Rahmati et al., 2024). Diabetes in older adulthood is associated not only
with physiological complications and functional limitations but also with emotional distress, dependence on
medical care, and concerns about disease progression and mortality (Su et al., 2022). In this context, death
anxiety has emerged as a major psychological issue among older adults with chronic diseases. Death anxiety
refers to persistent fear, worry, and emotional tension related to death or the dying process. While awareness
of mortality is a natural aspect of human existence, in some elderly individuals it becomes a source of severe
psychological distress and existential insecurity. Studies have demonstrated that death anxiety is associated
with reduced quality of life, emotional maladjustment, and psychological disorders in older adults (Kashfi et
al., 2025). Research has also shown that death anxiety may mediate the relationship between psychological
resources and depressive symptoms in elderly populations (Sharifi et al., 2022). Therefore, identifying the
factors that contribute to death anxiety in elderly women with diabetes is of considerable theoretical and
clinical importance.

One of the variables associated with death anxiety is perception of aging. Perception of aging refers to
individuals’ beliefs, attitudes, and evaluations regarding the aging process and its consequences. Negative
perceptions of aging are often linked with feelings of helplessness, dependency, physical decline, and loss of
social value, whereas positive perceptions are associated with resilience and psychological adaptation
(Hosseinpour & Safarzadeh, 2024). Previous studies have demonstrated that negative attitudes toward aging
are significantly associated with anxiety, psychological distress, and fear of death among elderly individuals
with chronic illnesses (Dogan & Hacikoylu, 2026). Furthermore, perceived age has been identified as an
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important predictor of mortality risk and chronic disease burden (Avila et al., 2023). Elderly individuals who
perceive aging as a period of inevitable decline may become increasingly aware of their vulnerability and
mortality, thereby experiencing higher levels of death anxiety. This process may be intensified among women
with diabetes because chronic illness can reinforce negative beliefs regarding aging and bodily deterioration.
Kim et al. found that older adults with chronic conditions tend to perceive cognitive and physical impairments
as more threatening and disabling (Kim et al., 2023). Such perceptions may increase existential concerns and
amplify fear of death.

Depression is another major psychological factor associated with death anxiety in older adults. Depression
among elderly individuals is commonly characterized by hopelessness, helplessness, social withdrawal, low
motivation, and reduced meaning in life. These symptoms may intensify concerns regarding mortality and
future uncertainty. Previous findings have shown that depressive symptoms are significantly associated with
psychological distress among older adults with chronic illnesses (Guo et al., 2023). Similarly, Zhang et al.
demonstrated that depression and anxiety symptoms are closely interconnected in disabled elderly populations
(Zhang et al., 2023). Older adults with diabetes are particularly vulnerable to depression due to physical
limitations, long-term treatment requirements, and concerns about disease complications. Consequently,
depressive symptoms may increase vulnerability to death anxiety by promoting negative cognitive patterns
and persistent rumination about mortality.

In addition to perception of aging and depression, sleep quality may play a mediating role in explaining death
anxiety among elderly individuals. Sleep disturbances are among the most common complaints in old age and
are particularly prevalent in older adults with chronic diseases such as diabetes (Peng et al., 2023).
Physiological changes associated with aging, blood glucose fluctuations, pain, and emotional stress may all
contribute to poor sleep quality. Previous studies have shown that poor sleep quality is associated with
emotional dysregulation, anxiety, and depressive symptoms (Carpi & Vestri, 2022). Sleep deprivation may
also alter emotional reactivity and impair prefrontal cortical functioning, thereby increasing sensitivity to stress
and threat-related stimuli (Chen et al., 2022). Furthermore, insomnia and disrupted sleep patterns have been
linked with dysregulation of the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis and increased stress responses (Yuksel et
al., 2023). Therefore, sleep quality may serve as a psychological and physiological mechanism through which
negative perceptions of aging and depressive symptoms contribute to death anxiety. Despite the importance of
these variables, few studies have simultaneously investigated the relationships among perception of aging,
depression, sleep quality, and death anxiety in elderly women with diabetes. Accordingly, the present study
aimed to predict death anxiety based on perception of aging and depression, with the mediating role of sleep
quality, among elderly women with diabetes.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a descriptive-correlational design using path analysis methodology. The statistical
population consisted of elderly women with type 2 diabetes residing at the Kahrizak Elderly Care Center in
Tehran in 2025. A total of 250 participants were selected through purposive sampling. Inclusion criteria
included being 60 years of age or older, having a confirmed diagnosis of type 2 diabetes for at least one year,
the ability to respond to questionnaires independently or with the assistance of the researcher, and willingness
to participate in the study. Participants with severe cognitive impairment or acute psychiatric conditions were
excluded from the research.

Data collection was conducted using four standardized questionnaires. Death anxiety was assessed using the
Templer Death Anxiety Scale, which evaluates individuals’ emotional responses and concerns related to death.
Perception of aging was measured using the Aging Perception Questionnaire, which assesses beliefs and
attitudes regarding physical, emotional, and social aspects of aging. Depression was evaluated using the
Geriatric Depression Scale, a widely used screening tool for depressive symptoms among older adults. Sleep
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quality was assessed using the Pittsburgh Sleep Quality Index, which measures multiple dimensions of sleep,
including sleep duration, sleep latency, disturbances, and daytime dysfunction.

After obtaining ethical approval and institutional permissions, eligible participants were informed about the
objectives of the study and completed the questionnaires voluntarily. Data were analyzed using SPSS and
AMOS software. Descriptive statistics, Pearson correlation coefficients, and path analysis were employed to
examine the relationships among variables and evaluate the mediating role of sleep quality.

Findings

The mean age of participants was 70.4 years with a standard deviation of 6.2 years. Descriptive statistics
indicated moderate to high levels of death anxiety, depressive symptoms, and poor sleep quality among the
participants. Correlation analysis revealed that all study variables were significantly associated with each other.
Death anxiety showed positive and significant correlations with perception of aging, depression, and poor sleep
quality.

The results of path analysis demonstrated that negative perception of aging had a direct positive effect on death
anxiety. Depression also had a significant direct positive effect on death anxiety and showed a stronger
predictive effect compared to perception of aging. Poor sleep quality was another significant direct predictor
of death anxiety. In addition, sleep quality significantly mediated the relationship between perception of aging
and death anxiety, indicating that elderly women with more negative perceptions of aging experienced poorer
sleep quality, which in turn increased death anxiety. Sleep quality also mediated the relationship between
depression and death anxiety. Participants with higher levels of depressive symptoms reported poorer sleep
quality, which subsequently contributed to greater death anxiety. The fit indices indicated that the proposed
model demonstrated acceptable goodness of fit.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that death anxiety among elderly women with diabetes is
influenced by an interaction of cognitive, emotional, and physiological factors. Negative perception of aging
and depression both directly contributed to death anxiety, while sleep quality partially mediated these
relationships. These findings suggest that elderly women who perceive aging as a process of decline,
dependency, and physical deterioration are more likely to experience existential concerns and fear of death.
Chronic illness such as diabetes may intensify these negative perceptions because physical symptoms and
treatment-related limitations constantly remind individuals of vulnerability and mortality.

Depression emerged as the strongest predictor of death anxiety in the final model. Elderly individuals
experiencing depressive symptoms may interpret the future as uncertain and threatening, thereby becoming
more vulnerable to existential distress. Feelings of hopelessness, emotional exhaustion, and reduced meaning
in life may increase sensitivity toward death-related thoughts and concerns. In elderly women with diabetes,
depressive symptoms may be exacerbated by physical limitations, reduced autonomy, and fear of disease
complications, which together contribute to heightened death anxiety.

Another important finding was the mediating role of sleep quality. Poor sleep quality appears to function as a
psychophysiological mechanism linking emotional distress with death anxiety. Negative emotional states and
depressive symptoms often lead to increased rumination, cognitive arousal, and emotional instability, which
interfere with healthy sleep patterns. Inturn, disrupted sleep weakens emotional regulation and stress tolerance,
making individuals more susceptible to anxiety and existential fears. Elderly women with diabetes are
particularly vulnerable to sleep disturbances because diabetes-related symptoms such as pain, nocturia, and
blood glucose fluctuations may impair sleep continuity and quality.

Overall, the findings emphasize the importance of multidimensional psychological interventions for elderly
women with diabetes. Programs aimed at reducing death anxiety should not focus solely on emotional
symptoms but should also address negative beliefs about aging and sleep-related difficulties. Cognitive-
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behavioral interventions, sleep hygiene education, and psychological support programs targeting depression
and maladaptive perceptions of aging may contribute significantly to improving psychological well-being and
quality of life in this vulnerable population.
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