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Exploring the Mental Health Effects of Diverse Cultural Participation among Older
Adults

Zhou Dong' Lin Limin®
(1. USC-SJTU Institute of Cultural and Creative Industry, Shanghai Jiaotong University,
Shanghai 200240, P. R. China;
2. School of Media and Communication, Shanghai Jiaotong University,
Shanghai 200240, P. R. China)

Abstract: As global population aging accelerates, promoting active and healthy ageing has become a
central policy priority. China’s national strategy for actively responding to population aging explicitly
calls for expanding older adults’ access to cultural and recreational life. Despite growing recognition
that cultural engagement supports active ageing, older Chinese adults continue to exhibit relatively

low levels of cultural participation, and persistent urban-rural disparities in access to cultural
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resources remain. Drawing on cultural value theory, cultural capital theory, and socioemotional
selectivity theory, this study examines how the diversity of cultural participation affects older adults’
mental health, identifies the mechanisms underlying this relationship, and investigates whether
diversified participation helps narrow the rural-urban mental health gap. Specifically, the study
constructs a pooled cross-sectional sample of 18,683 respondents aged 60 and above using data from
the 2010-2023 China General Social Survey (CGSS). Cultural participation diversity is measured by
combining five activities: attending cultural events and exhibitions, cinema-going, reading print
media, listening to music at home, and watching television. Self-perceived social status is treated as
the mediating mechanism, while subjective well-being and depressive symptoms serve as mental-
health outcomes. The analysis employs sequential regression models, structural equation modeling
with bootstrapped mediation tests, and Oaxaca-Blinder decomposition. The results show that
diversified cultural participation significantly enhances subjective well-being and reduces depressive
symptoms. Self-perceived social status partially mediates this relationship, accounting for roughly
30-44% of the total effect. The mediating pathway is stronger among the young-old (60-69) ,
whereas the oldest-old (80+ ) benefit mainly through a direct affective pathway. Home-based
activities such as watching television and listening to music operate primarily through intrinsic value,
while out-of-home activities such as attending cultural events and cinema-going function mainly
through a status-related pathway. The Oaxaca-Blinder decomposition further indicates that cultural
participation diversity explains a meaningful share of the urban-rural gap in subjective well-being and
a smaller but statistically significant share of the gap in depressive symptoms. These findings extend
cultural capital theory by identifying two psychological channels—an affective channel rooted in the
intrinsic value of cultural content and a social-status channel rooted in its instrumental value—
through which cultural participation diversity enhances mental health. The study also shows that the
increasing convergence of urban and rural cultural participation has coincided with a narrowing,
though not closing, of the rural-urban mental health gap. Overall, these findings provide an age-
sensitive and activity-specific framework for designing cultural interventions that promote healthy
ageing and reduce rural-urban health inequalities in China.

Keywords: Cultural participation; Participation diversity; Mental health; Subjective social status;

Rural-urban disparity
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