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Abstract 
 

Healthy aging activities, including physical, social, cognitive, and recreational, have been 
shown to have a protective effect on depression in older adults. However, little is known 
about how these activities function in rural areas. Therefore, the main objective of this 
scoping review is to systematically map existing research on healthy aging activities and their 
association with depression among older adults. A scoping review was performed on studies 
retrieved from databases such as Google Scholar, Embase, CINAHL, and PubMed published 
from 2015 to 2025. The researchers used Arksey and O’Malley’s framework and the 
PRISMA-ScR checklist. Inclusion criteria were studies examining the connection between 
depression and activity engagement, rural populations, and older adults (≥ 60 years old) 
living in the community. Out of 2,400, only five articles satisfied the inclusion requirements. 
The results consistently showed that older adults who participated in family, social 
interaction, outdoor activities, physical exercise, and religion had fewer depression 
symptoms. Furthermore, it was discovered that socially integrated and structured activities 
were more protective than solitary or self-directed exercise, and that engaging in various 
activity domains improved mental health over time. Overall, the findings emphasized that 
healthy ageing activities, especially those that are varied and socially embedded, act as 
protective factors against depression among community-dwelling older adults. The results 
highlight the need to create community initiatives that support socially integrated and easily 
accessible activities for the elderly, particularly in rural communities. 
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Introduction 
 
The aging population has been observed in many countries worldwide (Colby & Ortman, 
2014; World Health Organization, 2019). According to WHO (2024), in 2020, people aged 
60 and older outnumbered children younger than 5 years old. The age of 60 or 65, roughly 
equivalent to retirement, is considered the start of old age. As the aging population increases, 
several studies worldwide have focused on the physical health of older adults, such as disease 
prevention strategies (Aguilar-Navarro et al., 2025; Mahmud et al., 2025; Tohit & Haque, 
2024) and promoting overall well-being and mental health that would help this vulnerable 
population achieve healthy aging (Espinosa, 2023). 
 
Aging is accompanied by multidimensional changes in health, financial security, and social 
relationships that significantly influence psychological well-being. In particular, depression is 
one of the most common mental health problems among older adults worldwide, with 
estimates suggesting that 10–20% of community-dwelling older adults experience clinically 
significant depressive symptoms (Fiske et al., 2009). In the Philippines, for instance, 
depression in later life is under-recognized and often masked by somatic complaints, making 
it a hidden yet urgent public health concern (Espinosa, 2023). 
 
Moreover, research highlights the importance of protective psychological mechanisms such 
as healthy aging activity (Faronbi et al., 2024; Umegaki et al., 2021) in buffering against 
depression. Aging is a period of both growth and decline (Baltes & Carstensen, 2003). 
Growth indicates that aging is a period for a more robust life meaning and purpose as the 
elderly reflect on their lives (Mamauag, 2019), making meaningful contributions to the 
community (Aalto et al., 2023), as well as having meaningful relationships with others 
(Pangandaman et al., 2021). Thus, older adults contribute to society as family and community 
members; many are volunteers and workers at the church. 
 
However, aging is also a period of decline (De la Vega et al., 2021), often accompanied by 
transitions such as retirement, loss of loved ones, reduced social roles, and declining health 
and functional abilities (Hong et al., 2023). These aging-related phenomena can challenge an 
older adults' sense of purpose (Erikson, 1963; Yemiscigil et al., 2021) and social 
connectedness (Schmidt et al., 2022), and put them at risk of isolation and loneliness (Blazer, 
2020), affecting their mental health and may lead to negative beliefs about self-worth, 
usefulness, and the future (Fu & Zhang, 2024). Therefore, mental health issues, such as 
depression, among older adults have become prominent (Gao et al., 2024). According to the 
Institute of Health Metrics and Evaluation (2023), around 14% of adults aged 60 and over 
live with a mental disorder. WHO (2017) estimated that the overall prevalence of depression 
among older adults aged 55 to 74 was from 5.5% to 7.5% of the global population in 2015. 
Thus, empirical studies are needed to address the rising concern of depression among the 
elderly to help them achieve successful aging (Kim et al., 2020). 
 

Literature Review 
 
Depression is one of the most prevalent mental health concerns among older adults and is 
often underdiagnosed and undertreated, particularly in rural settings where access to mental 
health services may be limited (World Health Organization, 2021). Community-dwelling 
older adults in rural areas are especially vulnerable due to factors such as social isolation, 
physical health decline, and lack of community infrastructure (Flores et al., 2018). While 
pharmacological treatments are available, non-pharmacological approaches, including 
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meaningful activity engagement, have gained increasing attention for their potential in 
promoting mental health and preventing depression in later life (Gao et al., 2024). 
 
Activity engagement encompasses a broad range of behaviors that can be classified into 
physical, social, cognitive, spiritual, and civic domains. Numerous studies have documented 
the benefits of physical activities such as walking and gardening (Salt et al., 2017), as well as 
the positive effects of social participation and cognitive stimulation on psychological well-
being (Choi et al., 2025). Religious or spiritual practices and civic involvement have also 
been linked to enhanced life satisfaction and reduced depressive symptoms (Brečka et al., 
2024). However, despite the growing body of evidence supporting the mental health benefits 
of these activities, much of the existing literature has focused on urban or institutionalized 
populations, often overlooking the distinct experiences of older adults residing in rural 
communities. 
 
Moreover, existing reviews have primarily examined activity engagement in general aging 
populations without disaggregating data based on setting or mental health outcomes. As such, 
there remains a significant gap in the literature concerning how different types of activity 
engagement influence depression specifically among community-dwelling older adults in 
rural areas. The contextual and cultural uniqueness of rural communities, including resource 
limitations and traditional social structures, necessitates a more targeted examination of this 
relationship. This scoping review aims to map the existing literature on the influence of 
activity engagement on depression among community-dwelling older adults in rural 
communities. By identifying the types of activities studied, their outcomes, and research 
gaps, the review seeks to inform future interventions, policy development, and culturally 
sensitive strategies for supporting mental health in aging rural populations. 
 

Methods 
 
Study Design 
 
A scoping review outlined by Arksey and O’malley (2005) was used, which consisted of five 
steps: (1) identifying the research question, (2) identifying relevant studies, (3) study 
selection, (4) charting the data, and (5) collating, summarizing and reporting the results. 
 
Search Methods 
 
Studies retrieved from databases such as Google Scholar, Embase, CINAHL, and PubMed 
published from 2015 to 2025. The study used the PRISMA-ScR checklist. Inclusion criteria 
were studies examining the connection between depression and activity engagement, rural 
populations, and older adults (≥ 60 years old) living in the community, and studies written in 
English language were included. Empirical studies (quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-
methods). Out of 2,400, only five articles satisfied the inclusion requirements. 
 
Information Sources and Search Strategy 
 
Electronic databases searched include Google Scholar, Embase, CINAHL, and PubMed 
published from 2015 to 2025. The search strategy used a combination of keywords and 
Boolean operators. An example for PubMed is as follows: 
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(“healthy aging” OR “active aging” OR “successful aging” OR “activity engagement” OR 
“leisure activity” OR “physical activity” OR exercise OR “social participation” OR 
“cognitive activity” OR “hobbies” OR “meaningful activity”) AND (depression OR 
“depressive symptoms” OR “mental health” OR “psychological distress”) AND (“older 
adults” OR elderly OR seniors OR “aging population” OR “aged 60+” OR geriatric OR 
“community-dwelling older adults”) AND (rural OR countryside OR “non-urban” OR 
“remote area” OR “village community”) 
 
Screening 
 
Screening processes were done by all the authors ensuring that all the inclusion criteria were 
strictly followed. 
 
Data Extraction 
 
The data extraction was done using a table consisting of the author’s name, year, country, 
study design, sample, activity type, depression measure, and key findings. 
 
Data Analysis 
 
The data were analyzed based on the Arksey and O'Malley (2005) guideline in line with the 
objective of this review to identify the types of activity and the effect of the healthy aging 
activity to depression among community-dwelling older adults in rural areas. 
 

Results 
 
Search Results 
 
Figure 1 
Prisma Diagram – Search Results 
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Table 1 
Articles’ Characteristics 
Author, Year 
of Publication, 
&Title 

Country Study 
Design 

Sample 
(n, age) 

Activity 
Type 

Depression 
Measure Key Findings 

Naveen et al. 
(2020) 
“Adding Life 
to years: Role 
of Gender and 
Social and 
Family 
engagement in 
geriatric 
depression in 
rural areas of 
Northern 
India” 

India  
Cross-
sectional 
survey 

n = 
411, 
60–69 
yrs 

Social and 
Family 
engagement 

GDS-15 

Older adults who 
maintain active 
participation in 
family life and 
social activities 
are less likely to 
experience 
depressive 
symptoms 
compared to 
those who are 
socially isolated 
or lack close 
family ties. 

Lu et al. (2024) 
“Association 
Between 
Depression 
Status and 
Hearing loss 
among older 
adults: the role 
of Outdoor 
activity 
Engagement” 

China 

 
 
Longitudinal 
Healthy 
Longevity 
Survey 

n = 
12,333, 
≥ 60 
yrs 

Tai Chi, 
square 
dancing, 
socializing 
with friends, 
and other 
outdoor 
pursuits 

CESD-10 

Outdoor activity 
engagement 
functions as a 
moderator by 
mitigating the 
psychological 
burden of hearing 
loss. Those who 
remain physically 
active and 
socially engaged 
in outdoor 
settings 
experience lower 
risks of 
depression. 

Han et al. 
(2023) 
“Association 
between 
specific social 
activities and 
depressive 
symptoms 
among older 
adults: A study 
of urban-rural 
differences in 
China” 

China  
Cross-
sectional 
survey 

n = 
20,813, 
≥ 60 yrs 

Social 
Activity CESD-10 

Engagement in 
social activities 
significantly 
reduces the risk 
of depression 
among older 
adults. 
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Author, Year 
of Publication, 
&Title 

Country Study 
Design 

Sample 
(n, age) 

Activity 
Type 

Depression 
Measure Key Findings 

Ramalho et al. 
(2024) 
“On the move: 
A cross-
sectional study 
on physical 
activity, 
sedentary 
behavior, and 
depressive 
symptoms 
among older 
people in rural 
Portugal” 

Portugal Cross-
sectional 

n = 54, 
≥ 60 yrs 

Physical 
Activity 

Geriatric 
Depression 
Scale-27 

Older adults who 
exercised on their 
own, without 
external guidance 
or structure, 
reported more 
depressive 
symptoms. Not 
all physical 
activity is equally 
beneficial for 
mental health. 
While self-
directed exercise 
may not protect 
against 
depressive 
symptoms and 
may even be 
linked with 
higher distress 
structured, 
socially 
integrated 
physical activity 
appears to have a 
more robust 
protective effect 
on older adults’ 
psychological 
well-being. 

Roh et al. 
(2015) 
“Participation 
in physical, 
social, and 
religious 
activity and 
risk of 
depression in 
the elderly: a 
community-
based three-
year 
longitudinal 
study in 

Korea Longitudinal 
Study 

n = 
6,647,  
≥ 60 yrs 

Physical, 
Social, and 
Religious 
Activity 

Geriatric 
Depression 
Scale-15 
(Korean 
Version) 

Participation in 
physical, social, 
and religious 
activity was 
associated with 
decreased risk of 
depression in the 
elderly. In 
addition, risk of 
depression was 
much lower in the 
elderly 
people who 
participated in 
two or three of 
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Author, Year 
of Publication, 
&Title 

Country Study 
Design 

Sample 
(n, age) 

Activity 
Type 

Depression 
Measure Key Findings 

Korea”  the above-
mentioned types 
of activity than 
that in 
the elderly who 
did not. 

 
Discussion 

 
The results consistently showed that older adults who participated in family, social 
interaction, outdoor activities, physical exercise, and religion had fewer depression 
symptoms. Furthermore, it was discovered that socially integrated and structured activities 
were more protective than solitary or self-directed exercise, and that engaging in various 
activity domains improved mental health over time. Overall, the findings emphasized that 
healthy ageing activities, especially those that are varied and socially embedded, act as 
protective factors against depression among community-dwelling older adults. The results 
highlight the need to create community initiatives that support socially integrated and easily 
accessible activities for the elderly, particularly in the Philippines. 
 
As empirical studies documented, aging is a time for diminishing activity engagement. 
However, Havighurst’s activity theory of aging (1952) emphasizes that the loss of some roles 
and usual activities due to aging must be replaced by new activities to sustain well-being. 
According to Aalto et al. (2023), maintaining a socially active lifestyle and participating in 
meaningful activities are ways to contribute to society among the elderly. Further, when older 
adults feel they contribute to the community, they develop a high sense of life purpose, which 
contributes positively to their well-being (Tan et al., 2024). Schmitter-Edgecombe et al. 
(2017) healthy aging activity indicates healthy lifestyle behaviors such as biophysical 
activities, cognitive and social engagement, and health safeguard behaviors. Therefore, they 
treat healthy aging as a holistic form of engagement to achieve healthy well-being and avoid 
the development of mental issues such as depression among the elderly (Schmitter-
Edgecombe et al., 2019). Yen et al. (2023) documented that frequent participation in physical 
and social activities is significantly associated with improved mental health outcomes, 
including increased happiness, life satisfaction, self-rated health, and decreased levels of 
depression. Activities like leisure and other social activities enhance older adults' mental 
health, leading to a good quality of Life (Aalto et al., 2023; Lamar et al., 2022). Therefore, 
healthy aging activities must continue to achieve good mental health 
 

Conclusion 
 
Based on the findings, the following conclusions were drawn. Firstly, older adults who 
participated in family, social interaction, outdoor activities, physical exercise, and religion 
had fewer depression symptoms. Secondly, socially integrated and structured activities were 
more protective than solitary or self-directed exercise, and that engaging in various activity 
domains improved mental health over time. And finally, healthy aging activities, especially 
those that are varied and socially embedded, act as protective factors against depression 
among community-dwelling older adults. 
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