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Background: As China undergoes rapid modernization concurrent with accelerated aging, older adults are exposed to multifaceted 
cultural dynamics. Consequently, employment may carry multidimensional significance as a status passage. This study aimed to 
investigate the impact of employment on the mental health of elderly persons in China, leveraging middle-range theory to understand 
the nuanced social significance of employment as a status passage.
Methods: This paper selected older adults aged 60 to 75 years from three waves (2015, 2018, and 2020) of the China Health and 
Retirement Longitudinal Study (CHARLS) survey data as the analytical cohort. The analytical approach involved fixed effects models 
for the core empirical analysis, propensity score matching (PSM) to address selection bias, and instrumental variable techniques to 
tackle reverse causality.
Results: The study demonstrates that employment retains positive properties of status passage for Chinese older adults in multi-
cultural contexts, with empirical evidence showing significant reduction in depressive symptoms (β = −0.3945, p < 0.01) and 
consequent improvement in mental health outcomes. However, these effects exhibit substantial heterogeneity across gender, employ-
ment types, and rural–urban residency. Notably, male elderly benefitted more from employment due to cultural and structural factors. 
Properties of employment status passage vary in rural areas of China, where the effect of self-employment is not significant, however 
the effect of Wage-employment is significant. Retirees may re-enter a social structure through status passages of employment or social 
participation. The study indicates that employment does not crowd out the elderly social participation but rather promotes their social 
participation, which is only reflected in elderly women and elderly persons in cities. This underscores the multifaceted mental health 
benefits of employment beyond mere economic contribution.
Conclusion: It is suggested to implement a flexible delayed retirement policy based on individual wishes, which would result in 
greater social welfare. For rural areas, it is imperative to address deficiencies in public cultural services while tapping into local 
cultural resources, thereby enhancing older residents’ mental health and well-being.
Keywords: employment, elderly persons, mental health, middle-range theory, status passage

Introduction
In recent years, a new wave of retirement system reforms has swept the world. Numerous countries, including France, 
South Korea, and China, have initiated delayed retirement policies. The discussion of delayed retirement focuses on the 
economic perspective, such as the impact on the youth employment and the elderly human capital, which cannot fully 
reflect effects of policies on well-being. Mental health is closely related to the well-being of older adults. The poor 
mental health may lead to cognitive decline,1 disability, and risk of death,2 as well as an increased risk of suicide.3 Older 
adults are vulnerable to a variety of mental problems, with a global depression incidence of 28.4%.4 As an important 
method of active aging, employment is indispensable for preventing elderly mental disorders and improving their well- 
being.5 According to the seventh population census of China,6 there are 264 million elderly persons over 60 in China, of 
which about 20 million (7.33%) rely on employment as their main source of income. More attention should be paid to the 
mental health of working elderly persons in the context of healthy aging and the flexible retirement policy.
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So, researchers and policymakers are increasingly interested in the effect of the elderly employment on their mental 
health. However, the effect is still controversial. Some scholars argue that employment is beneficial to the elderly mental 
health.7 Retirement entails a loss of the role played by elderly persons for a long time. It can easily cause psychological 
problems such as depression.8 Older adults can maintain their original lifestyles by working to keep or improve their 
satisfaction and happiness.7 Retirees tend to suffer higher levels of psychological distress than their peers who are still 
working.9,10 Employment is also an important form of social participation, providing a platform for communication and, 
in turn, contribute to keeping the elderly mental health.11,12 Therefore, employment can reduce their depression levels 
and improve their mental health.13,14 Others argue that older adults tend to enjoy life in the twilight years, and 
employment negatively affects their mental health. Employment encroaches on their leisure time and may harm their 
mental health.15,16 Retirees no longer suffer from work-related stress, which contributes to the elderly physical and 
mental well-being.17 Mein et al (2003) conducted a longitudinal comparative study on civil servants in London and found 
that retirement did not adversely affect the elderly health, but mental health of those who continued to work 
degenerated.18 Calvo et al (2013) used panel data from the Health and Retirement Study in the United States to study 
people aged 50–75 years and found that the elderly re-employment was not associated with their health benefits.19

Present literature reflects a complex relationship between the employment and mental health. Empirical differences 
are closely related to biological, psychological, and social factors, such as different sociocultural backgrounds and 
developmental stages. China has a unique East Asian culture, where enjoying family life in old age is regarded as 
a symbol of happiness. In 1982, China comprehensively implemented the “one-child” policy, though farmers, residents of 
border regions, and ethnic minorities were conditionally permitted to have two children. Owing to the One-Child Policy, 
China has experienced a compressed aging process. According to data from China’s National Bureau of Statistics, 
China’s population aged 60 and above accounted for 10.3% in 1999, marking its entry into a mild aging.20 By 2023, the 
proportion of elderly people in China surpassed 20% for the first time, transitioning the country into a moderate aging. It 
took only 23 years for China to transition from mild to moderate aging. During this period, China underwent rapid 
modernization. Great social changes have challenged the elderly social role, which is set by traditional family culture. 
China is witnessing the largest rural-to-urban shift of population in history, which has destroyed the traditional family 
culture. At the same time, employment of older adults is advocated as an important way of productive aging, which 
contributes to cashing in the second round of demographic dividend. Therefore, the impact of employment on the elderly 
mental health in China has become uncertain, given their multicultural background. Based on the CLASS cross-sectional 
data of 2014, Zhu et al (2024) studied people aged 60–69 years, which showed that employment was positively 
correlated with the mental health of young-elderly and that employment was beneficial to the mental health of young- 
elderly.21 Cheng et al (2023) used the 2018 China Health and Retirement Longitudinal Study (CHARLS) cross-sectional 
data to study people over 60 years old and found that employment was an effective way to improve the elderly mental 
health, and its positive effect is mainly reflected in rural groups and those with low education.22 Jia et al (2021) used data 
from the 2016 China Labor Force Dynamic Survey to study people aged 50–80 years and found that non-agricultural 
employment and entrepreneurship significantly improved their mental health.23 Based on the CFPS panel data, Xie et al 
(2021) drew the opposite conclusion on people aged 45–80 years, that is, employment is not beneficial to the mental 
health of people over 60 years.24

The difference in conclusions may stem from different databases, research methods, and research subjects. Most 
studies used cross-sectional data, which failed to solve the problem of missing variables of given variables. Mental health 
impacts employment choice, and the problem of reverse causality between them remains to be solved.25,26 The sample 
included people aged 60 and over, 60–69 years, 50–80 years, and 45–80 years. We utilized panel data from the CHARLS 
and applied a fixed-effects model to address reverse causality and missing variables of given variables. This study aimed 
to investigate the impact of employment on the mental health of elderly persons in China, leveraging middle-range theory 
to understand the nuanced social significance of employment as a status passage, whose properties vary across gender, 
types of employment, and urban-rural populations. Retirees can re-enter a social structure through status passages of 
social participation or employment, both of which provide meaning to their lives, and influence their mental well-being.27 

So, we also explore whether employment has a crowding-out effect on social participation factors. We believe that our 
study makes a significant contribution to the literature because it stands out for applying middle-range theory to the 
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employment-mental health nexus, a novel approach in gerontological research. By conceptualizing employment as 
a status passage, it sheds light on how cultural, gendered, and locational dynamics shape the mental health outcomes 
of elderly employment. The focus on China’s unique socio-cultural and demographic context enriches global under-
standing, particularly in rapidly aging societies. This study innovatively introduces middle-range theory, whose core 
concept of identity channel properties is profoundly shaped by cultural contexts. As such, the analytical framework 
constructed through this theory to examine how employment affects mental health among older adults provides critical 
insights into the psychosocial impacts of employment in the context of China’s cultural shift from monolithic to 
pluralistic paradigms.

Theoretical Analysis and Research Hypothesis
Research on the effects of employment on the mental health dates back to the analysis of unemployment in the 1930s.28– 

30 Since then, several models and theories have been developed to explain mental health effects of employment. 
Historically, research has been derived from three theoretical traditions.31 i) The biomedical tradition, which focuses 
on physiological mechanisms to explain the correlation between major physical environments and pathological phenom-
ena. ii) The sociological tradition, which focuses on the physical environment that provides conditions and constraints for 
human development and the environment in which health and disease are formed. iii) The psychological tradition, which 
focuses on individuals and their actions. These traditions combine to form complex theoretical models. They include: 
Tiffany’s rehabilitation approach,32 unemployment stages model,33 Jahoda functional model,34 Warr vitamin model,35 

Fryer’s agency critique theory,36,37 O’Brien’s personal control theory,38 Ezzy D’s middle-range theory,39 stress model,40 

economic deprivation model,41 social support model.42

These models were initially used to explain the effect of employment on the mental health of young and middle-aged 
workers, and unemployment was used as a reference for the effect of employment. To apply these models to older adults, 
it is necessary to consider the following three constraints or application conditions: i) It is normal for older adults not to 
work. They will not be stigmatized because they do not work. Elderly persons who do not work are not regarded as 
“unemployment”. ii) Older adults are protected from economic deprivation. After retirement, they can draw a pension, 
enjoy cost-effective medical security, avoid financial pressure, and obtain basic conditions for maintaining good health. 
These benefits are more generous, lasting, and justified than unemployment benefits. iii) There are other ways for older 
adults to enjoy benefits from employment. According to hidden function theory, besides the explicit economic function, 
employment has five hidden functions: time structure, social ties, collective goals, social status, and compulsory 
activities.34 These functions explain why employment can be psychologically supportive even in a bad work environ-
ment, whereas leisure lacks both explicit and implicit functions of work. However, for older adults, social participation 
has similar hidden functions, which are closely related to the elderly mental health.43 Social participation can extend an 
individual’s social network and maintain contact with a wider group.44 Social participation gives people a sense of 
belonging, social identity, and opportunities to participate in activities.45 So, it is possible for elderly persons to play 
alternative roles after retirement, including re-employment, leisure, and social participation. They have to experience 
resocialization to achieve a new understanding of self-worth, self-esteem, and psychological satisfaction to combat 
depression caused by retirement.

So, it is necessary to develop a new model to analyze the effects of employment on the elderly mental health in the 
context of multiple social roles. Ezzy D’s39 middle-range theory considers unemployment as a status passage, which 
entails an individual moving into a different part of a social structure, or a loss or gain of privileges, influence, power, 
a changed identity, and self-awareness.46 Thus, unemployment is not a static status but the beginning of a new life, 
including career changes, retirement, or withdrawal from the labor market to take on the role of parents. The theory 
focuses on the interaction between the individual objective social environment and their subjective interpretation of this 
environment. It divides status passages into integrative passages and divestment passages. Integrative passages usually 
refer to a transitional period followed by integration into a defined new status entered through a ceremonial process, such 
as a marriage, which establishes the passages in their new identities. Divestment passages often contain a transitional 
phase of uncertain duration, and emphasize separation from a status, such as divorce, which is associated with the failure 
to successfully maintain or continue in a role. Thus, the distinction is one of the extremes on a continuum. Status 

Psychology Research and Behavior Management 2025:18                                                                    https://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S521892                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   1229

Wang and Ge

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)



passages may vary in the degree of associated ceremony and ritual, whose properties are not objectively defined. So, 
properties are key to understanding whether status passages are going to have positive or negative consequences on the 
mental health. Ezzy D (1993)39 draws on “identity theory”47 and the “social identity theory”48 to explain the variable 
properties and conceptualizes identity as people’s awareness of belonging to a certain group or social category. People 
give the meaning and interpretation to the employment. Social identities can improve individual well-being by providing 
a basis for them to obtain and benefit from social support.49 The variable properties of status passages account for the 
uncertain relationship between the employment and mental health. Some studies have shown significant differences in 
well-being among unemployed, economically inactive but not retired, and retired individuals.50

Thus, properties of employment status passage determine the relation between the employment of older adults in 
China and mental health. In traditional Oriental family culture, older adults prefer to enjoy life in the twilight years, and 
re-employment may have a negative impact on their life satisfaction.51 However, after the founding of the People’s 
Republic of China, the concept of honorable labor has been actively promoted, where old adults are encouraged to lead 
meaningful lives. Therefore, there is no predominant social value that compels elderly persons to choose either 
employment or leisure. Properties of elderly employment status passages are influenced by employment types, group 
characteristics, and regional factors. Most of employed elderly persons in China originate from rural areas. In 2020, the 
number of employed elderly persons in rural areas accounted for 70.57% of the total number of employed elderly ones. 
Therefore, properties of their status passages play a crucial role in determining the overall effect of employment. China’s 
large-scale migration from rural areas to cities began in 1992. Consequently, the proportion of rural elderly persons who 
have experienced the migration remains relatively low. The majority of elderly persons in rural areas still retain the 
characteristics of traditional farmers, who will continue agricultural activities provided that their health does not impede 
them to work. Employment serves to maintain their time structure and is also endowed with the important mission of 
combating their boring life. Rural elderly persons in China have little entertainment to kill time, and restricted access to 
rural cultural services.52 Consequently, rural elderly persons who employ may have the better mental health than those 
who spend their time at home because their land has been expropriated or leased, or they are in poor health.

Properties of employment status passage of older adults in cities vary by gender. They are subject to mandatory 
retirement policies, where female workers retire at 50, female officials retire at 55, and men retire at 60. Urban women 
after retirement often need to play the social role of intergenerational caregivers for a long time.53 Even when their 
grandchildren grow up, they are still less inclined to work. They have been out of the labor market for a long time, and 
their efforts to find employment put pressure on them. At the same time, employment does not relieve them of family 
responsibility. What's more, they have already found a way to combat the stress of intergenerational care and a boring 
life. After retirement, Chinese women are keen to enjoy themselves through square dancing54 and travel.55 However, 
urban men are not expected to take on the role of intergenerational caregivers, and their enthusiasm for social 
participation is significantly lower than that of urban women.56 The “time structure” function of employment holds 
particular significance for urban men.

Therefore, based on Properties of employment status passage in rural and urban areas and the proportion of rural 
elderly persons and their jobs in China, we assume that employment has a positive effect on the elderly mental health.

Study Design
Data
This study uses the CHARLS database, which collects samples of individuals over 45 years old and their families. 
CHARLS covers approximately 20,000 respondents from 150 county-level units in 28 provinces. Prior to 2025, China’s 
mandatory retirement age remains differentiated by gender and occupational status: 50 years for female frontline 
workers, 55 years for female managerial personnel, and 60 years for male employees, as stipulated by current labor 
regulations. In light of the poor physical condition of elderly persons over 75 years old,57 this study selected respondents 
aged 60 to 75 years old in three rounds of sample data in 2015, 2018, and 2020 as the research objects and deleted the 
samples with missing indicators. Elderly persons with mental health problems are often characterized by disability or 
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partial disability, which affect their employment choices. To address this reverse causality problem and account for the 
fact that disabled and Partially disabled people tend to be unemployed, their samples were deleted.

Variables
Mental health is measured using the CES-D Depression Scale, which was developed by the US National Institute of the 
Mental Health in 1977 and is widely used in epidemiological investigations. Ten questions in this study CES-D profiles 
of the communist party of China, contain eight negative statements: “Because I have some small stuff”, “when I was in 
work hard to focus on”, “I feel depressed”, “I don’t think to do anything difficult”, “I am afraid”, “I can’t sleep”, “I felt 
lonely”, and “I think I can continue my life” and the two positive statements: “I’m full of hope for the future” and “I am 
very happy”. Each answer to this question is “little or no, not too much, sometimes, or half the time, most of the time”. 
The two positive statements were reverse-coded, and the four answers were assigned scores of 0, 1, 2, and 3. Scores were 
assigned between 0 and 30 points, with higher scores indicating higher levels of depression and lower levels of the 
mental health.

The independent variable is employment. The CHARLS questionnaire classifies employment into employment in 
agriculture employment, non-agriculture employment, agriculture self-employment, and non-agriculture self- 
employment. If a respondent had participated in any employment, the independent variable was assigned a value of 1, 
otherwise 0.

Three categories of control variables are selected: The first category contains basic demographic information of 
elderly persons, including gender, age, marital status, areas, education level, and number of children. The second 
category contains the health status of the participants, including smoking, drinking, and health status. The third category 
contains their socioeconomic characteristics, including whether they had medical and pension insurance, social participa-
tion, internet, financial support from their children, and personal income. The descriptive statistics are shown in Table 1.

Model
This study used panel data and selected fixed effect (FE) model after conducting a Hausman test (P = 0.00). Fixed effects 
models effectively controlled for individual-specific, time-invariant omitted characteristics that are inherent to older 

Table 1 Descriptive Statistics

Variables Description Mean Standard 
Deviation

Minimum Maximum

Mental health Depression level 8.0752 6.1706 0 30

Employment Employment =1, unemployment =0 0.6430 0.4791 0 1

Gender Male =1, female =0 0.5123 0.4999 0 1

Age Age (years) 66.6974 3.7757 60 75

Education Three categories of education: low =1, medium =2, and high =3 1.2474 0.4562 1 3

Marriage Married =1, unmarried =0 0.8475 0.3595 0 1

Household registration Urban =1, rural =0 0.2672 0.4425 0 1

Number of children Number of living children (persons) 2.8402 1.2518 1 10

Drinking Drinking =1, not drinking =0 0.3215 0.4671 0 1

Smoking Smoking =1, not smoking =0 0.2770 0.4476 0 1

Health Very good =1, good =2, fair =3, bad =4, very bad =5 3.0484 0.9605 1 5

Medical insurance With medical insurance =1, without =0 0.9748 0.1568 0 1

Pension With pension =1, without =0 0.8678 0.3387 0 1

Social participation Degree of social participation 0.5963 0.7698 0 4

Internet Surfing the internet =1, not =0 0.0989 0.2985 0 1

Financial support from children Financial support received from children in the past year (Yuan/year) 5394.7768 14,460.1 0 750000

Income Income in the past year (yuan/year) 8852.6016 41,201.52 0 4,000,000
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adults, such as enduring habits, cultural preferences, and persistent community cultural environments, which have 
remained constant across observational periods. The benchmark regression model was set up as follows:

Equation (1) formulates the mental health impact model for older adults. In Equation (1), Yit, workit and Xit represent 
individual mental health conditions, employment, and control variables, respectively, during period t; ai denotes 
individual-specific intercepts, and εit represents random errors.

In Model 1, only the independent variable was incorporated. The first category of control variables was then added to 
Model 2, followed by the second and third categories added to Model 3 and 4, respectively.

Results
Regression Analysis
Table 2 presents the empirical results. According to Model 1, employment significantly reduced depression levels of 
older adults (β = −0.5111, p < 1%) and had a significant positive effect on the elderly mental health, which improved 

Table 2 Regression Results

Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Employment −0.5111*** −0.4860*** −0.3851** −0.3945***

(0.1515) (0.1515) (0.1506) (0.1504)

Gender −9.5522** −9.4072** −9.1348**
(3.9382) (3.7063) (3.8572)

Age −0.0122 −0.0107 −0.0146

(0.0854) (0.0852) (0.0853)
Education −0.7967*** −0.7537*** −0.7529***

(0.2326) (0.2350) (0.2356)

Marriage −0.9442*** −0.9289*** −0.9467***
(0.3527) (0.3501) (0.3494)

Household registration −0.1773 −0.1587 −0.1499

(0.1906) (0.1899) (0.1894)
Number of children −0.1854 −0.1951 −0.1987

(0.2142) (0.2107) (0.2092)

Drinking −0.5317*** −0.5373***
(0.1697) (0.1695)

Smoking −0.1337 −0.1384

(0.2548) (0.2542)
Health −0.6328*** −0.6320***

(0.0705) (0.0705)
Medical insurance −0.6413**

(0.3112)

Pension −0.3051*
(0.1588)

Social participation −0.2153***

(0.0788)
Internet 0.0191

(0.1810)

Financial support from children 0.0289*
(0.0169)

Income 0.0301

(0.0210)

(Continued)
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their health. The results of Model 2 were robust to controlling for demographic features (β = −0.4860, p < 1%). In Model 
3, after controlling for the elderly health status, the effect was still significant (β = −0.3851, p < 5%). In Model 4, the 
effect remained significant (β = −0.3945, p < 1%).

Regarding the control variables, the effect of gender was significant, and elderly women had better mental status than 
elderly men. Education significantly affected the elderly; the higher the level of education, the better the mental health. 
Marital status had a significant effect, and the elderly persons with spouses had the better mental health than those 
without spouses. The significant effect of drinking may be explained by the fact that drinking contributes to relieving the 
mood, which is particularly important for Chinese people who are not good at expressing themselves. Health had 
a significant effect, that is, physical health is closely linked to the mental health. Both medical insurance and pension 
benefited the elderly mental health. The former was significant at the 5% level, and the latter was significant at the 10% 
level. Social participation was beneficial to the elderly mental health, with a significant effect at the 1% level. Financial 
support from children increased the level of depression in the elderly, which was significant at the 10% level. Age, 
household registration, number of children, smoking, internet, and income had no significant effect on the mental health.

Robustness Test
Selection Bias
To solve the problem of selection bias in the elderly employment, this study introduced the propensity score matching 
(PSM) method. The balance test was carried out on the employment treatment and control groups, and the results were 
shown in Figure 1. After PSM, there was no significant difference (with the majority of deviations within 10%) in the 
distribution between the two groups.

This article used the radius and kernel match; the results were shown in Table 3. Employment still significantly 
reduced elderly depression levels, and the coefficients after radius matching (β = −0.4191, p < 5%) and kernel matching 
(β = −0.4218, p < 5%) were slightly higher than those before matching (β = −0.3945, p < 1%). The results were still 
robust after selection bias was addressed.

Reverse Causation
There may be a bidirectional causal relationship between employment and the elderly mental health,58 and the poor 
mental health of elderly persons reduced the likelihood of their employment. An IV was used to address the problem. The 
employment proportion of elderly persons in the community is affected by the elderly employment; however, which was 
not affected by their mental health. Therefore, this study selected the employment proportion of elderly persons in the 
community as the IV.59 The variable satisfied the conditions for a valid IV, with a value over 10 in the F-test. The 
regression results were shown in Table 4. The effect remained negatively significant (β = −0.4272, p < 5%), and the 
benchmark regression results were robust.

Heterogeneity Analysis
Different types of employment may have different effects on the elderly mental health. Wage-employment provided 
a stable working environment and social support for older adults; self-employment had greater flexibility and autonomy 

Table 2 (Continued). 

Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

_cons 7.9559*** 16.0243*** 17.9584*** 18.7880***

(0.1144) (5.9930) (5.9325) (5.9776)
N 11580 11,580 11,580 11580

Whether individual FE is controlled for Yes Yes Yes Yes

Whether time FE is controlled for Yes Yes Yes Yes

Notes: In the table, asterisks indicate levels of statistical significance. ***is significant at the 1% level, **at the 5% level, 
and *at the 10% level; Financial support from children and income were taken logarithm.
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for them, who suffered from high economic pressure and instability. Therefore, we subdivided employment into two 
types: wage-employment and self-employment,60 and the results were shown in Table 5. We found that both wage- 
employment (β = −0.6948, p < 1%) and self-employment (β = −0.3328, p < 5%) were significantly negatively correlated 
with the elderly depression; that is, both wage-employment and self-employment are beneficial to their mental health.

Table 3 PSM Regression

Variables (1) (2) (3)

Baseline Regression Radius of Matching Regression Kernel Matching Regression

Employment −0.3945*** −0.4191** −0.4218**

(0.1504) (0.1645) (0.1646)

Control variables Control Control Control

N 11580 11,155 11155

Whether individual FE is controlled for Yes Yes Yes

Whether time FE is controlled for Yes Yes Yes

Notes: In the table, asterisks indicate levels of statistical significance. ***is significant at the 1% level, **at the 5% level.

Table 4 IV Analysis

Variables IV

Community employment proportion −0.4272**

(0.1784)

Control variables Control
N 11155

Whether individual FE is controlled for Yes

Whether time FE is controlled for Yes

Notes: In the table, asterisks indicate levels of statistical signifi-
cance. ***is significant at the 1% level.

Figure 1 Standardized bias across covariates.
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According to the middle-range theory, gender and household registration are important factors that affect the 
attributes of status passage. Therefore, we conducted a grouped regression analysis by gender and household registration, 
and the results were shown in Table 6.

Gender grouped regression analysis demonstrated that employment was beneficial to the mental health of both elderly 
women and men, but its effect was significant only on elderly men. Employment grouped regression analysis found that 
Wage-employment reduced depression levels of the elderly women and men; the former was significant at the 10% level, 
and the latter was significant at the 1% level. Self-employment also reduced elderly depression levels, but its effect was 
significant only on elderly men.

Household registration grouped regression analysis found that employment was beneficial to the elderly mental health 
in urban and rural areas, but its effect was significant only on elderly persons in rural areas (β = −0.3216, p < 10%). 
Wage-employment and self-employment still had no significant effect on elderly persons in urban areas. Self- 
employment had no significant effect on elderly persons in rural areas, but wage-employed significantly affected them 
(β = −0.6459, p < 5%).

Table 5 Results of Employed and Self-Employed 
Employment Tests

Variables

Wage-Employment −0.6948***

(0.2147)

Self-employment −0.3328**
(0.1547)

Control variables Control

_cons 18.9230***
(5.9660)

N 11580
Whether individual FE is controlled for Yes

Whether time FE is controlled for Yes

Notes: In the table, asterisks indicate levels of statistical significance. 
***is significant at the 1% level, **at the 5% level.

Table 6 Grouped Regression Analysis

Variables (1) Gender (2) Household Registration

Male Female Men Female Rural Urban Rural Urban

Employment −0.5529*** −0.2545 −0.3216* −0.3907

(0.2055) (0.2191) (0.1875) (0.3278)
Wage-employment −0.7284*** −0.7449* −0.6459** −0.7637

(0.2641) (0.3919) (0.2626) (0.5344)

Self-employment −0.5072** −0.1828 −0.2727 −0.2109
(0.2127) (0.2238) (0.1901) (0.3724)

Control variables Control Control Control Control Control Control Control Control

N 5932 5648 5932 5648 8486 3094 8486 3094
Whether individual FE is controlled for Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Whether time FE is controlled for Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Notes: In the table, asterisks indicate levels of statistical significance. ***is significant at the 1% level, **at the 5% level, and* at the 10% level.
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The Relationship Between Two Status Passages
After retirement, older adults may choose multiple status passages to re-enter a social structure, including employment 
and social participation. Employment is more susceptible to aging and health status than social participation. It is 
interesting to analyze if employment has a crowding-out effect on social participation. As seen from Table 7, employ-
ment not only did not crowd out social participation but also had a spillover effect on social participation (β = −0.3120, 
p < 5%). The interaction effect was insignificant on elderly men and significant on elderly women (β = −0.7628, p < 1%). 
The interaction effect was insignificant on elderly persons in rural areas and significant on them in urban areas (β = 
−0.5878, p < 5%).

Discussion and Conclusion
This study verified the hypothesis that employment significantly reduced the elderly depression levels and was beneficial 
to their mental health. This finding is consistent with some previous studies.21–23 Employment not only has an economic 
function for elderly persons but also helps them combat retirement-induced depression, which is beneficial to the elderly 
mental health. However, some literatures show a opposite conclusion.19,24 The inconsistency stems from the different 
samples and different properties of employment status passage, which are determined by specific culture and social 
structures. Therefore, we conducted a heterogeneity analysis.

We found that both wage-employment and self-employment had positive effects on the elderly mental health, but the 
effect of wage-employment was more significant. Older adults, who are wage-employed, usually have a stable work 
environment and income,61 which helps them keep a good mental health. Wage-employment is also a lifestyle different 
from self-employment and leisure, which is of great significance to elderly persons in rural areas. Wage-employment has 
a significant effect on the mental health of elderly persons in rural areas, whereas no significant effect was observed for 
self-employment. Based on the research sample, among elderly, self-employment in rural areas predominantly takes the 
form of agricultural self-employment, which accounts for 85.10% of all self-employment activities. Rural self- 
employment is regarded as daily household work, which cannot play a role in alleviating the monotony of rural life. 
Furthermore, self-employment generally does not yield direct income streams, whereas wage-employment can enhance 
financial earnings, thereby exerting differential impacts on older adults’ mental health outcomes through distinct income- 
mediated pathways. Employment holds greater significance for elderly persons in rural regions compared to their urban 
counterparts, but the positive property of its status passage is only reflected in the effect of wage-employment. Wage- 
employment introduces an alternative lifestyle to elderly persons in rural areas, where cultural life appears to be 
relatively underdeveloped. Opinions on Accelerating the development of a Modern Public Cultural Service System is 

Table 7 Results of Interaction Terms

(1) (2) Gender (3) Urban and Rural

Full sample Male Female Rural Urban

Employment −0.3810** −0.5608*** −0.2356 −0.3154* −0.3207

(0.1510) (0.2062) (0.2195) (0.1883) (0.3341)
Social participation −0.2290*** −0.2426** −0.2192* −0.2550** −0.1604

(0.0793) (0.1054) (0.1196) (0.1077) (0.1313)

Employment × social participation −0.3120** 0.1346 −0.7628*** −0.1822 −0.5878**
(0.1348) (0.1792) (0.2053) (0.2226) (0.2611)

Control variables Control Control Control Control Control of

_cons 18.7250*** 22.4682*** 7.1396 20.1412*** 20.5188**
(5.9570) (8.2044) (7.4579) (7.1441) (10.1628)

N 11580 5932 5648 8486 3094

Whether individual FE is controlled for Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Whether time FE is controlled for Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Notes: In the table, asterisks indicate levels of statistical significance. ***is significant at the 1% level, **at the 5% level, and *at the 10% level; 
Interaction items are decentralized.
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issued in 2015, which requires that the equalization of basic public cultural services in urban and rural areas should be 
integrated into the comprehensive plan for national economic and social development, and the elderly cultural needs 
should be given special attention. At present, the rural public cultural service infrastructure has been significantly 
improved, but due to a mass exodus from rural areas, rural public cultural services generally lack important carriers 
(people) of activities, and many older persons live separately from their children, who are partially deprived of the 
emotional support from their families. The collective life of wage-employment helps them combat boredom and 
loneliness in the countryside. It can be observed that the employment effect is not significant in cities where cultural 
activities are rich. Another explanation for different effects is that rural incomes are significantly lower compared to those 
in urban areas, so employment makes more economic sense for rural people. Employment income alleviates the elderly 
economic pressures and improves their mental health.62 Therefore, we find that distinct properties of employment status 
passage are reflected in older persons in the urban and rural areas.

In East Asian culture, there exists a distinct social division of labor based on gender, so properties of employment 
status passage may change with gender. Employment has a significant positive impact on the mental health of elderly 
men, but not of the elderly women. Chinese men are in the culture of “the husband provides for the family and the wife 
takes care of the family”.63 They play the role of “leader of the family” and assume financial responsibility for the family. 
Employment makes up for the elderly retirement loss and, more importantly, maintains their influence on society and 
their family authority.64 Women play the role of family caregivers and are not under pressure to maintain the authority. 
Therefore, it can be observed that the employment rate of elderly women (58.50%) is significantly lower than that of 
elderly men (69.82%). The gender difference in the proportion of self-employment (female = 50.29%, male = 49.88%) is 
not significant. However, a huge gender disparity exists in the wage-employment rate (female = 8.62%, male = 19.59%). 
However, there was a significant gender difference in the proportion of wage-employment (female employed employ-
ment = 8.62%, male employed employment = 19.59%). Women’s self-employment is often seen as an extension of the 
daily housework and has no significant impact on their mental health. In China, female employees are eligible for 
retirement at the age of 50 or 55. They, before old age of 60, are often required to take on the role of intergenerational 
caregivers and are unable to work. So, employees of elderly women need to bear the pressure of reintegration into 
society. Finally, the effect of employment of elderly women is not significant.

After retirement, the elderly can re-enter society through social participation and employment. Employment did not 
crowd out the social participation but rather promoted the social participation. However, this effect is only significant in 
women and elderly persons in urban areas. Elderly women have greater enthusiasm for social participation than men.65 

Employment expands the social networks of elderly women and provides them with opportunities for social participation. 
Cities possess a greater abundance of cultural resources compared to villages. Employment helps elderly persons in cities 
have access to rich cultural resources, and thus promotes their social participation. The two status passages, employment 
and social participation, are complementary.

This study showed that the effects of employment on the mental health of the elderly differ by gender and region. 
Therefore, it is suggested to implement a flexible delayed retirement policy based on individual wishes, which would 
result in greater social welfare. The government should further support elderly employment by providing suitable jobs 
and vocational training. For rural areas, it is imperative to address deficiencies in public cultural services while tapping 
into local cultural resources, thereby enhancing older residents’ mental health and well-being. In urban contexts, priority 
should be given to fostering elderly-serving social organizations that bridge employment opportunities and social 
participation needs with existing urban resources. This study demonstrates the strong explanatory power of middle- 
range theory in understanding senior employment dynamics amidst societal transformation and cultural pluralism. Future 
research can extend this theoretical framework to investigate workforce participation patterns among middle-aged 
/younger adult cohorts as well as gender-specific groups.

Limitations
Although this study has made some meaningful findings in exploring the effects of employment on the elderly mental 
health, it has some limitations.
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Mental health involves emotion, cognitive ability, behavior and other elements, which was measured with depression 
levels in this study. It can also be measured with life satisfaction, happiness and cognitive ability. Unfortunately, the study 
did not take into account other measurement methods.

This study subdivided employment into two types. But there are actually more than two types of employment, 
including full-time, part-time, freelance work, etc. Different types of employment may have different effects on the 
elderly mental health. So, effects of other types of employment should be further studied.
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