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Abstract—This study found a mediating association of 
negative emotion between life meaning and life satisfaction of 
Chinese rural elders. Life meaning had a negative prediction to 
negative emotion, and a positive prediction to life satisfaction; 
negative emotion negatively predicted to life satisfaction.  
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I. INTRODUCTION  

With the development of China's labor economy, the rural 
youth has been flowing out, and the left-behind elders, left-
behind women and left-behind children are gradually emergence. 
According to China's Aging Development Report [1], the 
number of left-behind elder people in China is about 50 million 
[2]. This phenomenon will not disappear in China within a short 
period of time, the left-behind elder population will exist for a 
long time, the family and social risk will be gradually revealed, 
so that the problem of rural left-behind elders is increasingly 
attracting the attention of the whole society. 

Compared with ordinary old people, the rural left-behind 
elders are under more pressure and their life meaning face more 
challenges. In the study of the life meaning of left-behind elder 
people, depression, anxiety, other negative emotions, and life 
satisfaction are indicators commonly used. Among them, 
depression, anxiety and emotional health are often used as 
variables to measure mental health and negative aspects of left-
behind elders. Life satisfaction is an important parameter to 
measure individual’s overall quality of life, defined as "a 
subjective evaluation of the quality of life [3]”, which is a 
cognitive component of life meaning [4], and it can be used as 
an index of positive aspects of life meaning of left-behind elders. 
Studies showed that the situation of life meaning and life 
satisfaction of left-behind elders were worrying [5], depressing 
[6], anxiety [7], and other negative emotions, which lead to 
lower life satisfaction [8]. Therefore, this current study 
hypothesizes that 1) the status of left-behind elders would 

predict their negative emotions (depression and anxiety), 2) left-
behind elders’ negative emotions would predict their life 
satisfaction, and 3) the status of left-behind elders would predict 
their life satisfaction. 

II. METHOD 

A. Participants 

According to the previous studies, the left-behind elders 
were defined as the Chinese rural elder people over 60 years old, 
whose children had been migrants over more than 6 months or 
the elder were left-behind by their children in home more than 6 
months in a year [9].  

The population, left-behind elders, selected by a cluster 
random sampling method, from 5 towns and 12 villages of 
Shaanxi province in western China as the research subject. 1174 
questionnaires were sent, and 1079 (91.9%) valid questionnaires 
were recycled. The age distribution was from 60 to 89 years old 
(M=67.81, SD=5.71); Male was accounted for 58.8% and 
female 41.2%. Married (who’s spouse is alive) was 77.0%, the 
remaining 23% were currently no partner (their spouses are dead 
is 19.5%, divorced 1.6%, and unmarried 1.9%); “College and 
above education” was 1.7%; “high school or technical secondary 
school” was 7.7%; “middle school 23.4% “, “elementary school 
45.8%”, and “have never been to school” was 21.4%. The 
median family income was 10,000 RMB, and the number of 
grandchildren the family had were between 0 and 3 (M=1.67, 
SD=0.778). 

B. Measures 

1) Left-behind Elders Survey: The investigation included 
demographic information, such as age, gender, education 
degree, family income, “the frequency of children come back 
home” and “the frequency of children contact with family”. 

2) Self-rating Depression Scale and Self-rating Anxiety 
Scale: They were adopted in this study for measuring levels of 
depression [10] and anxiety [11], as “negative feelings” of rural 
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left-behind elders about their mental health. Both scales had 20 
items with a 4-point measurement. The Cronbach’s alpha were 
0.693 and 0.821, respectively. 

3) Life Satisfaction Index B: The scale was to measure left-
behind elders’ Life Satisfaction [12], as the dependent variable 
of left-behind elders’ mental health. The scale contained 12 
items, and the total scores ranged from 0 (the lowest life 
satisfaction) to 22 (the highest life satisfaction) [13]. The 
Cronbach’s alpha was 0.784 in this measurement. 

C. Statistical Tests 

Spss 24.0 was used to statistical description; AMOS 24.0 
was used to build structural equation model; correlation and 
liner regression  analysis was used to predict results. 

III. RESULTS 

A. Statistical Analyses  

The description analysis showed that the average of left-
behind elders’ life satisfaction was 14.41, significantly lower 
than ordinary old men (15.5±4.7, n=177), (t=3.87, p<0.001). 

The anxiety and depression scores of left-behind elders were 
39.21±8.653 and 43.90±6.844. Specifically, non-anxiety in 
left-behind elders was accounted for 57.36%, mild anxiety of 
29.09%, moderate anxiety 9.84% and severe anxiety of 3.71%; 
non-depression was accounted for 30.49%, slight to mild 
depression of 41.24%, moderate to severe depression 25.49%, 
and the severe depression was 2.78%. Compared with the 
depression (38.10 ± 11.80, n=504) and anxiety (31.669.24, 
n=504) of urban community elders, the two scores (the average 
of depression was 43.90±6.844; the anxiety 39.21±8.653) 
were higher than that of left-behind elders in rural areas (t=12.31, 
p<0.001; t=15.82, p<0.001). The correlation analysis showed 
that the left-behind situation, negative emotion and life 
satisfaction were all correlated significantly. The absolute value 
of correlation coefficient were between 0.266 and 0.394 
(p<0.001). Among them, the elders’ left-behind status was 
negative related to the negative emotion, and positively related 
to life satisfaction; the higher frequency of their children come 
back home and contact with them, the less depression and 
anxiety of elders (p<0.001), and the more satisfaction of their 
life (p<0.001). There was a negative correlation between 
negative emotion and life satisfaction of left-behind elders 
(p<0.001). 

B. Life Satisfaction Model of Left-behind Elders 

 In order to further test the effective path and mechanism of 
left-behind elders’ life satisfaction, the study constructed a 
model including two latent variable, status of left-behind, and 
negative emotions; one observed variable, life satisfaction of 
elders as dependent variable.  

 Firstly, the data distribution was tested. The skewness value 
was between -0.341 and 0.792, and the kurtosis value was 
between -1.924 and 0.515, indicating that the data was basically 
consistent with the normal distribution. The VIF is between 
1.053 and 1.458, indicating that the data did not have multiple 
common linear problems. Bootstrap1000 was adopted, and a 
SEM of left-behind elders’ mental health was established to test 
the association among the status of left-behind, negative 

emotions, and the left-behind elders’ life satisfaction, especially 
to assess the mediating effect. The results showed that the model 
was fitted well (2/df=2.172; CFI=0.994; TLI=0.981; 
RMSEA=0.033; SRMR=0.013). 

 According to Shrout and Bolger [14], if the 95% confidence 
interval (CI) of average estimate of the mediating effect does not 
include 0, the mediating effect is considered to be significant at 
the 0.05 level. The mediating effect of the path of "status of left-
behind → negative emotions → the elders’ life satisfaction" 
showed that the direct effect of status of left-behind on elders’ 
life satisfaction was 0.165 (p<0.05), the indirect effect was 
0.101 (p<0.05, 95% CI[0.042, 0.159]). The indirect effect 
proportion in the total effect (mediating effect) was 37.97%. In 
other words, there was about one-third negative emotions affect 
between status of left-behind elders and their life satisfaction. It 
could be seen that the status of left-behind can directly predict 
the life satisfaction of left-behind elder people, which also could 
be predicted by negative emotions. 

IV. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

A. Life Meaning and Life Satisfaction  

The meaning of life, also known as the individual sense of 
life meaning [15]. Based on integration of some influential 
concepts of life meaning, Steger, Frazier, Oishi and Kaler [16] 
defined life meaning as how people perceive and value himself 
and his own existence, especially awareness of his life is 
meaningful; life satisfaction is an important index of life quality 
[17]. Numerous studies abroad showed that life meaning and 
mental health were closely related [18]. Generally speaking, an 
individual whose life is more meaningful, the healthier, happier, 
less upset they would be, even live longer [19]. In this paper, the 
left-behind elders’ average life satisfaction was 14.41, 
significantly lower than ordinary old people (15.5±4.7, n=177) 
(t=3.87, p<0.001). It demonstrated that to the perception of life 
meaning, the left-behind elders was lower than that of ordinary 
elder people. 

B. Emotions, Life Meaning and Life Satisfaction  

 The previous study found that individuals with a higher 
sense of life meaning experienced lower risk of depression and 
anxiety [20]. For another, the influence of emotion on the life 
meaning could be discussed from two aspects: positive and 
negative emotion. The positive emotion of the individual had a 
significantly positive correlation with the sense of life meaning. 
Individuals with higher positive emotions were also more likely 
to experience higher level of life meaning and life satisfaction. 
Hicks, Trent, Davis and King [21] found the individual positive 
emotions can significantly improve the experience of life 
meaning; on the contrary, negative emotions and life meaning 
are negative correlation, in other words, the higher level of 
negative emotion was, the less individual perception of life 
meaning [22]. In this paper, the results showed that positive 
emotions of left-behind elders, the frequency of their children 
contact with them and come back home had a positive 
relationship with elder’s life satisfaction. The more frequency of 
children come back home and contact with left-behind elders, 
the less experience of depression and anxiety of the elders 
(p<0.001), and the higher life satisfaction they perceive 
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(p<0.001). There is a negative correlation between negative 
emotion and life satisfaction (p<0.001). 

C. Prediction of Life Meaning and Life Satisfaction  

Jin Yuchang and He Mingcheng, et al. [23] studied 45 
articles in domestic with a total of 51 independent samples, 
mata-analyzed 27291 participants, and found that the effect of 
positive emotion between life meaning and life satisfaction was 
from 0.265 to 0.505, and negative emotion effect between them 
were from -0.195 to -0.300. This research suggested that life 
meaning could significantly positively predict life satisfaction 
and positive emotion, but negatively predict negative emotions. 
The results were in accordance with foreign research [24]. It 
meant that the higher experience of life meaning of individuals, 
the higher life satisfaction and positive emotion they had [25]. 
In this paper, the meditating effect of the path of "status of left-
behind (children come back home and contact with left-behind 
elders frequency) → negative emotions → life satisfaction" 
demonstrated that the direct effect of left-behind situation on the 
elders’ life satisfaction was 0.165 (p<0.05), the indirect effect is 
0.101 (p<0.05, 95% CI[0.042, 0.159]). The indirect effect 
proportion (mediating effect) in the total effect was 37.97%. In 
other words, there was about one-third negative emotions affect 
between status of left-behind elders and their life satisfaction. 
Therefore, the status of left-behind (the frequency of children 
come back home and contact with left-behind elders) could 
predict life satisfaction of the left-behind elders directly, or 
indirectly, the negative emotion, a mediating effect could predict. 
It meant that the status of left-behind could directly predict the 
life satisfaction of left-behind elder people, which also could be 
predict by negative emotions. 
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