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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Aging is associated with extensive physical and psychological changes
that may influence individuals’ perceptions of illness and health conditions. The present study
aimed to investigate the role of health anxiety and ambiguity tolerance in illness perception with
the mediating role of perfectionism among elderly individuals.

Methodology: This study employed a descriptive-correlational design using structural equation
modeling. The statistical population consisted of elderly individuals attending medical clinics in
Urmia, from whom 200 participants were selected through convenience sampling. Data collection
instruments included the Health Anxiety Inventory by Salkovskis and Warwick, the IlIness
Perception Questionnaire, the Perfectionism Questionnaire by Hill et al., and the Ambiguity
Tolerance Scale by McLain. Data were analyzed using SPSS and Smart PLS software, and
bootstrap procedures were applied to examine direct and indirect relationships among variables.

Findings: The findings indicated that health anxiety had a direct and significant effect on illness
perception ($=0.836, p<0.001). Health anxiety also had a significant direct effect on perfectionism
(B=0.296, p=0.020), while perfectionism significantly predicted illness perception (=0.264,
p<0.001). Furthermore, the indirect effect of health anxiety on illness perception through
perfectionism was significant ($=0.151, p=0.045). Although ambiguity tolerance did not show a
significant direct effect on illness perception or perfectionism, its indirect effect on illness
perception through perfectionism was significant (3=0.110, p=0.049). Model fit indices, including
SRMR=0.068 and NFI=0.963, confirmed the satisfactory fit of the structural model.

Conclusion: The results demonstrated that health anxiety and perfectionism are among the most
influential psychological factors affecting illness perception in elderly individuals, and
perfectionism can play a significant mediating role in the relationship between health anxiety and
illness perception. These findings highlight the importance of addressing psychological variables
in designing therapeutic interventions and promoting mental health among the elderly. Enhancing
coping skills and ambiguity tolerance may contribute to reducing illness-related concerns and
improving psychological well-being in this population.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Population aging has become one of the most
significant demographic phenomena of the twenty-
first century, creating new challenges for healthcare
systems and psychological services worldwide. Older
adults experience various biological, psychological,
and social changes that increase their vulnerability to
physical  illnesses, emotional distress, and
psychological disorders. Among these psychological
challenges, health anxiety has attracted considerable
attention because of its adverse effects on mental
health, illness perception, quality of life, and
treatment adherence in elderly populations (Rask et al.,
2024; Varli & Naile, 2022). Health anxiety refers to
excessive concern and persistent fear regarding one’s
physical health and possible illnesses. Elderly
individuals often become more sensitive to bodily
sensations due to aging-related physiological changes
and chronic diseases, leading them to interpret normal
bodily symptoms as indicators of severe illness (Shi et
al., 2024).

Recent studies have shown that health anxiety is
associated with cognitive distortions, catastrophic
interpretations of bodily sensations, and maladaptive
coping responses. Shi et al. demonstrated that
cognitive biases play a substantial role in predicting
health anxiety and intensifying illness-related
concerns (Shi et al.,, 2024). Likewise, Polat reported
that intolerance of uncertainty, rumination, and low
self-compassion significantly contribute to health
anxiety and emotional vulnerability (Polat, 2025). In
elderly populations, these psychological
vulnerabilities may become even more pronounced
because aging is frequently accompanied by chronic
illnesses, physical limitations, social isolation, and
fear of death.

Another important psychological construct associated
with elderly mental health is distress tolerance.
Distress tolerance refers to an individual’s capacity to
withstand emotional discomfort, stressful situations,
and negative emotional states without engaging in
maladaptive reactions. Elderly individuals with low
distress tolerance often experience greater emotional
instability, anxiety, helplessness, and maladaptive
responses when facing illness or physical discomfort
(Mahmoudpour et al., 2021). Studies have indicated
that distress tolerance is strongly associated with
psychological well-being and quality of life among
older adults. Ebrahimi et al. found that distress
tolerance was significantly associated with mental

health and social support among elderly patients with
cardiovascular diseases (Ebrahimi et al, 2019).
Similarly, Sedighi Arfaee et al. demonstrated that
experiential avoidance and rumination negatively
predicted distress tolerance, whereas mindfulness
improved psychological adjustment among elderly
individuals (Sedighi Arfaee et al., 2021).

Research has also highlighted the role of mindfulness,
spirituality, and perceived support in improving
distress tolerance among older adults. Javanmardi et
al. reported that perceived support, experiential
avoidance, and spiritual intelligence  could
significantly predict distress tolerance through the
mediating role of mindfulness (Javanmardi et al., 2024).
Nazmabadi et al. likewise emphasized the importance
of mindfulness in strengthening emotional resilience
and psychological functioning in elderly populations
(Nazmabadi et al., 2024). These findings suggest that
distress tolerance may function as a protective
psychological factor that reduces the negative effects
of stress and anxiety on elderly individuals’
perceptions of illness.

Iliness perception is another key concept in health
psychology and refers to individuals’ beliefs,
interpretations, and emotional  representations
regarding their illness. Illness perception influences
emotional reactions, treatment adherence, coping
strategies, and overall quality of life. Elderly
individuals with negative illness perceptions are more
likely to experience anxiety, depression, hopelessness,
and poor psychological adjustment (Varli & Naile,
2022). During the COVID-19 pandemic, illness
perception became particularly important because
elderly individuals experienced heightened fear of
disease, mortality, and uncertainty. Varli and Naile
found that health anxiety significantly affected illness
perception and treatment compliance among elderly
patients during the pandemic (Varli & Naile, 2022).

Tolerance of ambiguity and uncertainty also play an
important role in elderly psychological adjustment.
Zamani and Zolfaghari showed that mindfulness and
tolerance of ambiguity were significantly associated
with lower death anxiety and better sleep quality
among elderly individuals (zamani & Zolfaghari, 2022).
Polat further emphasized that intolerance of
uncertainty contributes significantly to health anxiety
and emotional distress (Polat, 2025). Elderly
individuals with lower tolerance for uncertainty may
become overwhelmed by ambiguous bodily
symptoms and uncertain medical conditions, thereby
intensifying their illness-related fears.




Additionally, previous studies have demonstrated that
psychological interventions can reduce health anxiety
and improve emotional functioning among elderly
populations. Asadi et al. reported that painting therapy
significantly reduced health anxiety, loneliness, and
death anxiety among elderly individuals (Asadi et al.,
2023). Furthermore, Asgari and Bozorgi found that
healthy lifestyle training and existential therapy
improved distress tolerance and reduced health
concerns among elderly individuals with hypertension
(Asgari & Bozorgi, 2023). Ali Mohammadi et al. also
showed that perceived stress and distress tolerance
significantly predicted quality of life in elderly
populations (Ali Mohammadi et al., 2019).

Despite the growing body of research on health
anxiety and distress tolerance, relatively few studies
have simultaneously examined their relationship with
iliness perception among elderly populations.
Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate the
role of health anxiety and distress tolerance in

predicting illness  perception among elderly
individuals.
Methodology
The present study employed a descriptive-
correlational design using structural equation

modeling. The statistical population consisted of
elderly individuals attending medical clinics in Urmia,
Iran. A total of 200 participants were selected through
convenience sampling. Inclusion criteria included
being aged 60 years or older, having the ability to
complete  questionnaires, and  willingness to
participate in the study. Individuals with severe
psychiatric disorders or severe cognitive impairment
were excluded from participation.

Data collection was conducted using standardized
psychological instruments. Health anxiety was
assessed using the Health Anxiety Inventory
developed by Salkovskis and Warwick. Distress
tolerance was measured using the Distress Tolerance
Scale. lllness perception was assessed through the
Brief Illness Perception Questionnaire. Participants
completed the questionnaires individually after
receiving necessary explanations about the study
objectives and ethical considerations. Confidentiality
and voluntary participation were ensured throughout
the study.

Data analysis was performed using SPSS and Smart
PLS software. Descriptive statistics, including means
and standard deviations, were calculated for all
variables.  Structural equation modeling and
bootstrapping procedures were employed to examine
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the direct and indirect relationships among health
anxiety, distress tolerance, and illness perception.

Findings

The findings indicated that health anxiety had a
significant positive effect on illness perception among
elderly individuals. Participants with higher levels of
health anxiety reported more negative and threatening
perceptions of illness. The results also demonstrated
that distress tolerance had a significant relationship
with illness perception. Elderly individuals with lower
distress tolerance experienced more negative illness
perceptions and greater emotional distress related to
their health conditions.

Structural equation modeling revealed that health
anxiety significantly predicted illness perception both
directly and indirectly through distress tolerance.
Higher health anxiety was associated with lower
distress tolerance, which in turn contributed to more
negative illness perceptions. The structural model
demonstrated acceptable fit indices, indicating that the
proposed relationships among variables were
statistically supported.

The findings further showed that elderly individuals
with higher emotional vulnerability and lower ability
to tolerate psychological distress were more likely to
catastrophize bodily symptoms and perceive their
illnesses as more severe and uncontrollable.
Conversely, participants with higher distress tolerance
demonstrated better emotional adjustment and more
adaptive interpretations of their health conditions.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that
health anxiety plays a significant role in shaping
iliness perception among elderly individuals. Elderly
participants with elevated health anxiety experienced
greater concern regarding bodily symptoms and
interpreted physical sensations more negatively. This
finding suggests that excessive preoccupation with
health-related concerns may intensify maladaptive
cognitive interpretations of illness and contribute to
emotional distress.

The results also highlighted the important role of
distress tolerance in elderly psychological adjustment.
Individuals with low distress tolerance appeared less
capable of managing emotional discomfort associated
with illness and uncertainty. Consequently, they
experienced stronger negative emotional reactions and
more threatening perceptions of disease. Distress
tolerance functioned as an important mediating factor
in the relationship between health anxiety and illness




perception, indicating that emotional regulation
abilities may reduce the harmful psychological effects
of health-related fears.

The findings suggest that elderly individuals with
higher distress tolerance are more capable of coping
with illness-related uncertainty and emotional
distress. These individuals may evaluate their health
conditions more realistically and demonstrate greater
psychological resilience when facing chronic illnesses
and aging-related changes. In contrast, elderly
individuals with lower distress tolerance may become
emotionally overwhelmed by physical symptoms and
uncertainty regarding their health status.

The present study emphasizes the importance of
psychological variables in elderly healthcare and
mental health interventions. Health anxiety and low
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distress tolerance may negatively affect emotional
well-being, illness management, and quality of life
among older adults. Therefore, psychological
interventions aimed at improving emotional
regulation, distress tolerance, mindfulness, and
adaptive coping strategies may significantly enhance
elderly mental health and reduce maladaptive illness
perceptions.

Overall, the findings contribute to the growing
literature on aging psychology by demonstrating the
complex relationships among health anxiety, distress
tolerance, and illness perception. These results may
help mental health professionals, geriatric specialists,
and healthcare providers develop more effective
interventions to improve psychological well-being
and quality of life among elderly populations.
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