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Abstract

This article examines the importance of leisure time in the lives of the
elderly as a growing group, its place in relation to increasing the quality of
life, and consequently how to spend leisure time based on research. The goal
is to clarify the context for social planning and policymaking by explaining
the differences in leisure time between elderly women and men, both in
terms of quantity and activity. The research was conducted with a qualitative
approach and a meta-synthesis method, and a systematic review of all
relevant and available research was conducted. The most important findings
of the research are: the leisure time spent by the elderly of both sexes varies
depending on the time, type of activity, and place of spending it. Gender
distinction is most evident in leisure sports activities. Women's less
independence, responsibility for household work and caregiving roles, and
generally lack of access, living alone, and costs are among the main barriers
that largely determine how much free time is spent. Finally, according to
categories, implementation strategies and operational steps have been
proposed to achieve them.
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Extended abstract

Purpose

With the increase in the elderly population in the world and consequently in
Iran, issues and challenges related to this group have attracted the attention
of policymakers and scholars in the fields of sociology and psychology.
Physical and mental characteristics, including chronic diseases, disorders,
and disabilities, along with economic and social status, have created a
situation for the elderly that requires dynamic policymaking attentive to their
needs. One of the most important topics in this field is spending leisure time.
With the increase in the elderly population, the issue of their quality of life
and well-being has become one of the country's social priorities. Leisure
time, as part of an individual's life cycle, has a decisive role in maintaining
the mental, social, and physical health of the elderly. At the same time,
studying the leisure time of the elderly is a way of understanding the cultural
and social dimensions of the lifestyle of past generations, which play an
active role in the transmission of experience, identity, and social cohesion.
The sociological study of leisure time can lead to a deeper understanding of
the social status of the elderly, their patterns of collective action, and their
sense of belonging to society. Although at a macro level, the country's
policy-making system has paid attention to the issue of aging in recent years
and emphasized the need to preserve the dignity, health, and social
participation of the elderly, there is a significant gap between the goals of
these documents and the reality of the daily lives of the elderly. Adopting a
strategic perspective in discussing and proposing the issue can, by trying to
reduce this gap, put executive strategies on the agenda and transform the
lives of the elderly. The principal purpose of this study is therefore to collect
relatively new and recent local studies in the field of elderly leisure and to
improve social planning in this area by presenting results and suggestions.
To this end, the paper pursues three questions: (1) based on existing
research, what are the characteristics of the leisure time of urban elderly men
and women and what are the differences in relation to each other; (2) how
has the issue of leisure time been considered in aging policies; and (3) what
solutions can be found based on research findings?

Design/Methodology/Approach

The research method is qualitative and goes beyond the words or objective
content of texts and examines themes or patterns that are explicit or implicit
as explicit content. In other words, this research uses the qualitative content
analysis method, using social science topics and sociological concepts to
formulate theoretical discussion and analysis. Qualitative content analysis
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can be considered a research method for subjectively interpreting the content
of text data through the processes of systematic classification, coding, and
thematization or design of known patterns. The main technique was content
analysis, which was obtained through qualitative analysis of data (including
studies conducted using qualitative and quantitative research methods) up to
2025. A systematic review of all relevant and available research was
conducted to ensure comprehensive coverage of existing literature.
Findings

The findings are presented in two sections: first, by reviewing aging policies
regarding the issue of leisure, and second, by relatively recent research
findings. Leisure activities of the elderly in Iran are often passive and
domestic. Hobbies such as watching television, visiting friends, listening to
music, listening to the radio, and reading are the most common activities.
There are significant differences between women and men; women are more
involved in indoor activities, while men are more satisfied with their leisure
time. Activity preferences also vary by age, gender, and location. Older
adults in developed urban areas seem to prefer more modern activities, while
those in more traditional, religious, and family-oriented areas tend to prefer
more traditional activities. Qualitative analysis of the data showed that
women watch more television, participate less in sports and recreation, and
are more involved in indoor activities.

In terms of daily time-spent patterns, most of the elderly's time is spent on
sleep, personal care, and passive leisure, while sports activities and formal
employment have a small share. In contrast, informal employment and self-
employment are more common among the elderly. Religious activities also
have a special place. This pattern shows that in order to increase the quality
of life, a better balance between the types of activities must be established.
The main obstacles to leisure activities for the elderly include economic
problems (high costs), physical and mental problems (illness, depression,
boredom), and environmental problems (lack of suitable spaces, long
distance from facilities). Patriarchal culture also limits women's
participation, and domestic responsibilities reduce their opportunities for
leisure. The lack of clear and systematic planning at the macro level
exacerbates these obstacles.

Research Limitations/Implications

This research focuses on the analysis of existing research findings and policy
documents, providing a depiction of "what ought to be"; therefore, its results
should not be directly extrapolated to the current reality on the ground in
Iran's aging policies and elderly leisure programs. The primary limitation is
the "implementation gap" between declared policies and applied practices;
specifically, it remains unclear how aging policies are translated or
potentially distorted within administrative processes and budgetary
allocations. Additionally, this study does not address the "reception process"
by the elderly themselves, nor does it examine their lived experiences and
reactions toward existing leisure programs. The reliance on secondary data
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from existing studies may also limit the depth of analysis. Future research is
encouraged to conduct empirical studies examining the gap between high-
level policy documents and executive regulations within aging and welfare
institutions; to explore through field methods (such as interviews and
participant observation) how elderly women and men experience and
perceive leisure opportunities, and to conduct comparative studies
examining leisure patterns across different regions and cultural contexts in
Iran.

Practical Implications

The findings of this research are of significant importance for social
policymakers, welfare administrators, and urban planners. The study
demonstrates how gender-based differences in leisure activities, combined
with structural obstacles such as economic constraints, physical and mental
health challenges, and environmental limitations, reduce the quality of life
and well-being of the elderly. This study assists managers in understanding
how the absence of stable institutional mechanisms for elderly leisure
planning, weak gender sensitivity in policy design, and insufficient attention
to cultural and social needs create significant barriers to effective aging
policies. The results can serve as a basis for revising aging policies with the
aim of establishing a balance between "policy logic" and "social reality" to
improve the quality of life of the elderly. Policies governing leisure planning
for the elderly should encourage women to engage in more voluntary
activities in the public sphere and advance infrastructure and content
facilities in a way that facilitates social interactions for the elderly in general
and for elderly women in particular.

Social Implications

From a social perspective, this research reveals that aging is not only a
biological process but also the result of complex social, cultural, and
economic interactions. As a stage of the human life cycle, aging is
influenced by social structures, intergenerational relationships, cultural
changes, and public policies. Analyses based on a sociological perspective
show that leisure activities of the elderly are located in a specific social
context that is strongly influenced by factors such as access to social
resources, social roles, individual and family identity, and cultural values of
society. The characteristics of Iranian aging programs are that they often
lack participation by the elderly, are cross-sectional, and at the same time
lack a gender approach and attention to the life requirements of each of the
two sexes. While respect and honor for the elderly and benefiting from their
experiences and capabilities have been included in macro-policymaking,
leisure programs have not been able to provide a platform for their
implementation and deepening. The emphasis on quantitative and
qualitative development, as well as equitable use of sports and recreational
places, spaces, and programs, as reflected in upstream policies, has
practically been absent from executive planning. Considering the distinction
of gender values and beliefs as they shape gender culture, leisure programs
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should be designed in a way that responds not only to physical needs but
also to the cultural and social needs of the elderly in terms of differences in
cultural capital, life paths, ethnic culture, lived experiences, and so on.

Originality/Value

The primary innovation of this article lies in offering a comprehensive
gender-based analysis of research findings on leisure time spending among
the elderly, specifically focused on the Iranian context. In contrast to prior
studies, which have either addressed elderly leisure in general terms without
gender sensitivity or applied Western aging frameworks without considering
local cultural and social foundations, this research provides a systematic and
culturally grounded analysis that integrates contemporary aging theories
with Iranian cultural values, gender dynamics, and social structures. The
identification of significant gender-based differences in leisure activities, the
obstacles facing elderly women in particular, and the implementation gap
between aging policies and daily realities offers a novel conceptualization
of the leisure-time challenge facing Iran's aging population. The proposed
implementation strategies and operational steps provide a practical and
theoretically grounded framework for social planning and policymaking. Its
value accrues to social policymakers, welfare administrators, urban
planners, researchers interested in aging studies and leisure sociology, and
civil society actors concerned with the well-being of the elderly.
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