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Abstract

The profound challenge of population aging lies not merely in economic support pressures, but in
the crisis of “social identity” loss that older adults face after withdrawing from professional and
family spheres. This paper constructs an analytical framework of “role withdrawal-loss of social
identity-role substitution” to explore the mechanisms underlying the dilemmas of older adults’ so-
cial participation and pathways for reconstruction. The study finds that the dissolution of tradi-
tional family models has led to a demotion of older adults’ identities within the family, from “head
of the household” to “dependent”’; meanwhile, the mandatory nature of retirement systems has cre-
ated a structural role vacuum at the societal level. Current policy and industrial practices, exempli-
fied by the “silver economy” and “smart aging”, position older adults solely as “consumers” or “ser-
vice recipients”, thereby exacerbating the one-dimensionality and marginalization of their social
participation. The reconstruction of older adults’ social attributes hinges on shifting from being “de-
pendent” to being “needed”. The roles of “helper” in mutual-aid eldercare, “transmitter” in the in-
heritance of ethnic culture, and “actor” in senior organizations constitute three potential pathways
for role substitution. Their common mechanism lies in restoring older adults’ sense of value and
dignity as agents of social action.
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Figure 1. Analytical framework diagram
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