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Abstract

This study aimed to examine how social support and pain catastrophizing predict the
quality of life (QoL) of older adults, considering the mediating role of cognitive
flexibility. A descriptive correlational design was applied with 385 older adults
recruited through convenience sampling in Tehran. Participants completed the
WHOQOL-BREF for QoL, the Pain Catastrophizing Scale (PCS), the
Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (MSPSS), and the Cognitive
Flexibility Inventory (CFI). Data were analyzed using Pearson’s correlation in SPSS-
27 and structural equation modeling (SEM) in AMOS-21 to test direct and indirect
relationships and model fit. Social support positively predicted QoL (B = 0.28, p =
.001), while pain catastrophizing showed a negative effect (p = —0.33, p = .001).
Social support (B = 0.47, p = .001) and pain catastrophizing (f = —0.39, p = .001)
significantly predicted cognitive flexibility, which in turn positively predicted QoL
(B=0.44,p=.001). Indirect effects were significant, and the structural model showed
good fit (CFI = .95, RMSEA = .055). Social support and pain catastrophizing
influence older adults’ QoL directly and indirectly through cognitive flexibility.
Interventions enhancing social support and strengthening cognitive flexibility skills

may effectively improve well-being and life satisfaction in aging populations.

Keywords: social support, pain catastrophizing, cognitive flexibility, quality of life,
older adults
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

With global population aging, quality of life (QoL) has become a central indicator of healthy aging and well-
being. Maintaining QoL in late life is complex and influenced by physical health, emotional functioning, and
social connectedness (Faghfouriazar, 2023; Gol et al., 2023). Chronic pain and functional limitations make
older adults vulnerable to psychological distress and lower life satisfaction (Barzegari Sultan Ahmadi, 2021;
Borsbo et al., 2019). Among psychosocial determinants, social support and pain catastrophizing have emerged
as key predictors of QoL, while cognitive flexibility provides a potential adaptive mechanism explaining how
these variables interact (Aristou & Omidian, 2024; Wong et al., 2014).

Social support represents the perception of being cared for and connected to others and is consistently
associated with improved mental health and QoL among older populations (Freak-Poli et al., 2022;
Mehmood, 2024). Studies have found that higher perceived support buffers the negative impact of health-
related stress and fosters better coping (Carreiro et al., 2025; Juraga et al., 2023). Conversely, pain
catastrophizing—characterized by rumination, magnification, and helplessness—has been repeatedly linked to
greater disability and poorer QoL (Borsbo et al., 2019; Wong et al., 2014). Catastrophizing amplifies
perceived pain threat and can lead to withdrawal, social isolation, and depression (Meyer et al., 2018;
Thompson et al., 2022).

Emerging evidence suggests that cognitive flexibility—the capacity to shift perspectives, generate alternatives,
and maintain control when confronting stressors—may mediate these relationships (Arslan, 2024; Gol et al.,
2023). Flexible thinkers reframe pain and adversity, reducing maladaptive responses like catastrophizing while
enhancing social and emotional resilience (McAteer & Gillanders, 2019; Thompson et al., 2022). Social
support has been shown to foster such flexibility by providing emotional safety and informational resources
(Carreiro et al., 2025; Chen et al., 2023; Liu et al., 2023). In contrast, pain catastrophizing is associated with
rigid, threat-focused thinking and diminished cognitive adaptability (Kuru & Sahin, 2023; Yang & Lu, 2022).
Despite international evidence, little is known about these mechanisms among older adults in Middle Eastern
contexts, where sociocultural change is disrupting traditional support systems (Freak-Poli et al., 2022;
Mehmood, 2024). In Iran, increasing life expectancy and the prevalence of chronic pain demand a deeper
understanding of psychological pathways sustaining QoL (Barzegari Sultan Ahmadi, 2021). This study
therefore tested a structural model in which social support and pain catastrophizing predict QoL both directly
and indirectly through cognitive flexibility among older adults in Tehran.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a descriptive correlational design with a sample of 385 older adults (60 years and older)
recruited from health centers and community settings in Tehran. Sample size followed the Morgan and Krejcie
table to ensure adequate statistical power. Participants completed validated instruments: WHOQOL-BREF for
QoL, the Pain Catastrophizing Scale (PCS), the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (MSPSS),
and the Cognitive Flexibility Inventory (CFI). Data were analyzed in SPSS-27 for descriptive statistics and
Pearson correlations. Structural equation modeling (SEM) using AMOS-21 was conducted to test the
hypothesized direct and indirect paths. Model fit was evaluated with ¥?/df, GFI, AGFI, CFI, TLI, and RMSEA.
Findings
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Participants had a mean age of 67.8 years (SD =5.4), with 49.1% men and 50.9% women. QoL scores averaged
67.84 (SD = 8.52). Social support mean was 60.73 (SD = 9.14), pain catastrophizing averaged 22.58 (SD =
6.37), and cognitive flexibility mean was 88.41 (SD = 10.29).

Pearson correlation analysis revealed significant positive associations between social support and QoL (r =
.56, p =.001) and between cognitive flexibility and QoL (r = .62, p = .001). Pain catastrophizing correlated
negatively with QoL (r=—.48, p=.001) and cognitive flexibility (r=—.41, p=.001). Social support correlated
positively with cognitive flexibility (r = .51, p =.001).

The hypothesized structural model demonstrated excellent fit: y> = 256.37, df = 116, ¥*/df = 2.21, GFI = .92,
AGFI = .89, CFI = .95, TLI = .94, RMSEA = .055. Direct effects showed social support positively predicted
QoL (B = .28, p =.001) and cognitive flexibility (B = .47, p = .001), while pain catastrophizing negatively
predicted both QoL (f = —.33, p = .001) and cognitive flexibility (f = —.39, p = .001). Cognitive flexibility
strongly predicted QoL (B = .44, p=.001). Indirect effects were significant: social support influenced QoL via
cognitive flexibility (B = .21, p = .002), and pain catastrophizing lowered QoL indirectly through reduced
cognitive flexibility (B =—.18, p=.003).

Discussion and Conclusion

This study’s findings highlight the crucial roles of social support and pain catastrophizing in shaping older
adults’ QoL and identify cognitive flexibility as a key psychological mechanism. The strong positive
association between social support and QoL aligns with extensive research linking social networks to better
well-being in aging populations (Carreiro et al., 2025; Freak-Poli et al., 2022; Mehmood, 2024). Social ties
appear to empower older adults by providing emotional reassurance, tangible assistance, and information, thus
sustaining mental and physical health.

Consistent with prior literature, pain catastrophizing emerged as a powerful risk factor for diminished QoL
(Borsho et al., 2019; Wong et al., 2014). Older adults who ruminate about pain and feel helpless tend to
disengage socially and experience heightened distress, contributing to reduced well-being.

Crucially, cognitive flexibility played a mediating role, supporting emerging theoretical models that emphasize
adaptable thinking as protective in later life (Arslan, 2024; Gol et al., 2023). When social support enhances
flexible thinking, older adults may reinterpret pain experiences, discover coping alternatives, and maintain life
satisfaction despite chronic conditions. Conversely, catastrophizing rigidifies cognitive patterns, impeding
adaptation and amplifying distress (Meyer et al., 2018; Thompson et al., 2022).

This integrated model advances understanding by showing that social and cognitive resources interact to
protect QoL, while maladaptive pain appraisal undermines these processes. The results underscore the
importance of strengthening social support systems for older adults and integrating cognitive flexibility
training into pain management and aging programs.

In conclusion, by clarifying the pathways through which psychosocial and cognitive factors converge to affect
QoL, this study contributes to geriatric psychology and informs interventions tailored to the Iranian
sociocultural context. Supporting older adults with robust social networks and cognitive coping skills may
buffer the impact of chronic pain and improve their life satisfaction and well-being.
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