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Abstract

The present study aimed to investigate the role of personality traits in
predicting cognitive performance among older adults, with a particular
emphasis on the mediating role of meaning in life. This descriptive-
correlational study employed structural equation modeling (SEM). The
statistical population consisted of adults aged 60 years and older residing in
Tehran in 2025. A total of 146 participants were selected through convenience
sampling. Data were collected using the NEO Five-Factor Inventory (NEO-
FFI), the Meaning in Life Questionnaire developed by Steger et al., and the
Cognitive Abilities Questionnaire developed by Nejati et al. Data analysis
was conducted using Pearson correlation, linear regression, and structural
equation modeling. The SEM results indicated an acceptable model fit
(CFI=0.97, GFI=0.93, RMSEA=0.042, SRMR=0.045). Personality traits
demonstrated a significant direct effect on cognitive performance (f=0.45).
Meaning in life was positively associated with cognitive performance (r=0.58,
p<0.001), and its direct effect on cognitive performance was 0.81. Regression
analyses revealed that agreeableness positively predicted cognitive
performance (=0.305), whereas neuroticism negatively predicted cognitive
performance (B=-0.376). Furthermore, agreeableness significantly predicted
meaning in life (B=0.819). The findings also supported the significant
mediating role of meaning in life in the relationship between personality traits
and cognitive performance among older adults. Personality traits and meaning
in life are important psychological determinants of cognitive functioning in
later life. Older adults with more adaptive personality characteristics and a
stronger sense of meaning in life tend to exhibit better cognitive performance.
Interventions aimed at enhancing meaning in life and fostering positive
personality characteristics may contribute to the preservation and promotion
of cognitive health in aging populations.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Population aging has become one of the most significant demographic developments of the twenty-first
century, creating profound implications for healthcare systems, social policy, and psychological well-being.
Improvements in healthcare, nutrition, and living conditions have increased life expectancy worldwide,
resulting in a rapidly growing elderly population. While longevity is a positive achievement, it is also
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accompanied by age-related challenges, among which cognitive decline is one of the most important. Cognitive
functioning encompasses a broad range of mental processes, including memory, attention, executive
functioning, reasoning, learning, and decision-making. Declines in these capacities can substantially reduce
independence, quality of life, and social participation among older adults (Mirzaei et al., 2021; Yazdanbakhsh
& Azarnia, 2023).

Research has increasingly emphasized that cognitive aging is not solely a biological phenomenon but is
influenced by a complex interaction of psychological, social, and behavioral factors. Recent studies have
shown that individual differences in cognitive functioning during later life are partially explained by stable
personality characteristics and psychosocial resources. Consequently, identifying factors that protect against
cognitive deterioration has become a major objective in aging research (Koushkestani et al., 2020; Stephan
et al., 2024).

Among psychological factors, personality traits have attracted considerable attention. The Five-Factor Model
conceptualizes personality through the dimensions of neuroticism, extraversion, openness to experience,
agreeableness, and conscientiousness. These traits influence health-related behaviors, coping strategies,
emotional regulation, and social engagement throughout the lifespan. Evidence suggests that higher levels of
conscientiousness and openness to experience are associated with better cognitive outcomes, whereas
neuroticism is linked to accelerated cognitive decline and increased vulnerability to cognitive impairment
(Sutin, Luchetti, et al., 2023; Terracciano et al., 2022). Longitudinal and meta-analytic studies have
demonstrated that personality traits significantly predict trajectories of episodic memory and overall cognitive
performance among older adults (Stephan et al., 2024; Sutin, Luchetti, et al., 2023).

Personality may influence cognition through multiple pathways. Individuals high in openness often engage
more frequently in intellectually stimulating activities, while conscientious individuals are more likely to
maintain healthy lifestyles and adhere to beneficial routines. Conversely, neuroticism is frequently associated
with chronic stress, anxiety, and maladaptive coping behaviors that negatively affect cognitive functioning.
Furthermore, physical, social, and cognitive activities have been identified as important mediators linking
personality traits to cognitive outcomes (Stephan et al., 2024).

Another construct that has received increasing attention in recent years is meaning in life. Meaning in life
refers to the perception that one’s existence is purposeful, coherent, and significant. It is considered a central
component of psychological well-being and successful aging. Older adults who perceive their lives as
meaningful tend to report greater life satisfaction, resilience, and psychological adjustment. Recent qualitative
investigations among institutionalized elderly populations have highlighted the importance of meaning and
purpose as key psychological resources that contribute to adaptation during old age (Cojocaru et al., 2025).
Accumulating evidence suggests that meaning in life is not only associated with emotional well-being but also
with cognitive health. Individuals who report stronger purpose and meaning in life often perform better on
measures of memory, verbal fluency, and executive functioning. A large lifespan study involving more than
one thousand participants demonstrated significant associations between meaning in life and physical, mental,
and cognitive functioning (Aftab et al., 2019). Likewise, longitudinal research has shown that a strong sense
of purpose protects against cognitive decline and reduces the risk of cognitive impairment among older adults
(Kim et al., 2019; Sutin et al., 2021).

Meta-analytic evidence further supports these findings. Research conducted across multiple countries and
involving more than 140,000 participants found that meaning and purpose in life are positively associated with
episodic memory and verbal fluency performance (Sutin et al., 2022). Moreover, meaning in life has been
linked to a lower likelihood of developing dementia and other age-related cognitive disorders (Sutin, Brown,
et al., 2023). These findings suggest that meaning in life may serve as a protective psychological resource that
promotes cognitive resilience during aging.
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The relationship between personality traits and meaning in life has also been widely documented. Personality
influences how individuals interpret experiences, establish goals, and engage with their environments. Studies
have shown that adaptive personality traits contribute to higher levels of perceived meaning and purpose,
whereas maladaptive traits such as neuroticism are associated with diminished meaning in life (Nasiri et al.,
2023; Shiri, 2021). Therefore, meaning in life may function as a mechanism through which personality traits
influence cognitive functioning.

Despite growing evidence regarding the independent relationships among personality traits, meaning in life,
and cognitive functioning, relatively few studies have examined these variables simultaneously within an
integrated structural model. Furthermore, limited evidence is available regarding these relationships among
Iranian older adults. Considering cultural differences in personality expression, meaning-making processes,
and aging experiences, investigating these associations within the Iranian context is particularly important
(Ahmadi et al., 2019; Davari, 2021). Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate whether meaning in
life mediates the relationship between personality traits and cognitive functioning among older adults.
Methods and Materials

This study employed a descriptive-correlational design using structural equation modeling. The target
population consisted of adults aged 60 years and older residing in Tehran. Participants were selected through
convenience sampling from elderly care centers. Based on statistical power analysis, a final sample of 146
older adults was included in the study.

Data collection was conducted using three standardized instruments. Personality traits were assessed using the
NEO Five-Factor Inventory, which measures agreeableness, neuroticism, openness to experience,
extraversion, and conscientiousness. Meaning in life was measured using the Meaning in Life Questionnaire,
which evaluates both the presence of meaning and the search for meaning. Cognitive functioning was assessed
using the Cognitive Abilities Questionnaire, designed to evaluate memory, attention, planning, decision-
making, social cognition, and cognitive flexibility.

Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, Pearson correlation coefficients, multiple regression analyses,
and structural equation modeling. Model fit was evaluated through multiple fit indices, including the
Comparative Fit Index (CFI), Goodness-of-Fit Index (GFI), Root Mean Square Error of Approximation
(RMSEA), and Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR).

Findings

The sample consisted of 146 older adults with varying demographic backgrounds. Approximately 47.95% of
participants were between 60 and 69 years of age, 34.25% were between 70 and 79 years, and 17.81% were
aged 80 years and above. Women represented 52.05% of the sample, while men accounted for 47.95%.
Structural equation modeling demonstrated that the proposed model exhibited satisfactory fit to the observed
data. The fit indices indicated excellent model adequacy, with y>=5.822, RMSEA = 0.042, CFI=0.97, SRMR
= 0.045, and GFI = 0.93.

Regression analyses examining the relationship between personality traits and cognitive functioning revealed
that agreeableness positively predicted cognitive functioning (B = 0.305, p < .001), whereas neuroticism
negatively predicted cognitive functioning ( = -0.376, p < .001). Openness to experience, extraversion, and
conscientiousness did not demonstrate statistically significant direct effects in the regression model. Overall,
personality traits explained approximately 48% of the variance in cognitive functioning.

Additional analyses indicated that personality traits significantly predicted meaning in life. Agreeableness
emerged as the strongest predictor of meaning in life (f = 0.819, p <.001), explaining a substantial proportion
of variance in the mediator variable. The personality variables collectively accounted for approximately 61%
of the variance in meaning in life.
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Pearson correlation analysis demonstrated a significant positive relationship between meaning in life and
cognitive functioning (r = 0.58, p < .001). Older adults reporting higher levels of meaning and purpose also
exhibited superior cognitive performance.

The structural model further revealed significant direct and indirect pathways. Personality traits exerted a direct
effect on cognitive functioning (B = 0.45). Meaning in life also demonstrated a strong direct effect on cognitive
functioning (B = 0.81). Moreover, personality traits influenced cognitive functioning indirectly through
meaning in life, confirming the mediating role of meaning in life within the proposed model.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study highlight the significant role of psychological factors in cognitive aging. The results
demonstrated that personality traits are important predictors of cognitive functioning among older adults. In
particular, agreeableness was associated with better cognitive outcomes, whereas neuroticism was linked to
poorer cognitive performance. These findings suggest that personality characteristics may shape behavioral,
emotional, and social experiences that ultimately influence cognitive health during later life.

The study also confirmed that personality traits are closely related to meaning in life. Older adults possessing
more adaptive personality characteristics appeared more capable of developing a sense of purpose, coherence,
and significance in their lives. Such individuals may engage more effectively in meaningful social
relationships, maintain positive attitudes toward life challenges, and sustain motivation for continued personal
growth.

A particularly important contribution of the present study is the demonstration that meaning in life serves as a
significant mediator between personality traits and cognitive functioning. This finding indicates that
personality influences cognition not only directly but also indirectly through its impact on existential and
motivational processes. Older adults who perceive their lives as meaningful may be more likely to remain
cognitively active, socially engaged, and psychologically resilient, thereby preserving their cognitive abilities.
The positive association between meaning in life and cognitive functioning further supports the notion that
psychological well-being constitutes a critical component of successful aging. Meaningful engagement in life
may enhance motivation, reduce psychological distress, and encourage participation in activities that stimulate
cognitive functioning. Consequently, meaning in life appears to operate as a protective factor against age-
related cognitive decline.

Overall, the findings suggest that cognitive functioning in later life is influenced by a complex interplay of
personality characteristics and existential resources. Interventions designed to enhance meaning in life and
strengthen adaptive personality-related capacities may contribute to maintaining cognitive health among older
adults. These results underscore the importance of adopting a holistic perspective on aging that integrates
cognitive, emotional, social, and existential dimensions. Such an approach may facilitate the development of
more comprehensive strategies aimed at promoting successful aging, preserving cognitive functioning, and
improving quality of life among older populations.
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