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ABSTRACT

Since the onset of COVID-19, the boom in streaming platforms and television seems to have
replaced the sense of escape that many people once found in reading books. Meanwhile there has
been a global revival of reading promotion initiatives within public libraries. Existing studies,
primarily small-scale action research or empirical research, emphase the impact of reading on
early literacy development, lifelong learning, and the enhancement of mental health and
cognitive function in later life.

To provide research-based evidence, this longitudinal analysis utilized survey data from
the German Ageing Survey (DEAS, 1996-2021) and the China Family Panel Studies (CFPS,
2010-2025). A cross-lagged panel model was used to examine relationships among reading,
memory and depressive symptoms (i.e., CES-D) from 2016 to 2022. The results show reading
predicts later improvements in memory, but has no direct effect on depressive symptoms. In
contrast, memory decline strongly predicts subsequent depressive symptoms, while the effects of
depression on later memory is minimal. Accordingly, reading may indirectly protect against
depression by supporting memory.

The findings highlight the essential roles of public libraries in reading promotion among
older adults to strengthen cognitive function and lower the risk of depression. Key library
services span from readers’ advisory, author signings and readings, new book exhibitions, book
clubs, and bookmaobiles. These initiatives aim to meet the information needs of the growing
aging population and promote their overall health and well-being worldwide.
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