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Socio-Economic Status, Physical Functions and Mental
Health of Older Adults in Japan”
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Ai NAKANO, Graduate School of Economics, Kobe University

1. Introduction

The mental health of older adults is af-
fected by various factors such as perceived
health, disability, activities of daily living
(ADL) and instrumental activities of daily
living (IADL), social support, and economic
conditions. Medical studies revealed correla-
tions between physical conditions and de-
pressive symptoms in older people in Japan
(Honda et al. [2004]). Murata et al. [2011]
found that social support from the family
or outside the family was associated with
lower rates of depression in older men and
women. Mental health of older adults is also
affected by the physical health.

In this study, we verified the relationship
between mental health and physical func-
tions, social support, and economic condi-
tions such as income level in older adults in
Japan using two-period panel data. Using
panel data, we can consider unobservable

* The data for this secondary analysis, “National Sur-
vey of the Japanese Elderly (NLSG), the University of
Michigan and the Tokyo Metropolitan Institute of Ger-
ontology,” was provided by the Social Science Japan
Data Archive, Center for Social Research and Data Ar-
chives, Institute of Social Science, The University of
Tokyo. | wish to appreciate for use permission of data.

I would like to thank to Mai Taki (Rakuwakai
Otowa Hospital) and referee for their helpful com-
ments. All errors are mine.

heterogeneity such as the characteristics of
& person.

2. Data

Qur analysis used longitudinal micro
datasets from the National Survey of the
Japanese Elderly (NLSG). These data were
collected by the University of Michigan and
the Tokyo Metropolitan Institute of Geron-
tology and consist of six datasets from 1983
to 2002 collected every three years.

The data used in our analysis consisted of
1852 samples pooled over two periods. We
used two datasets from 1999 and 2002 be-
cause they had common question items from
the Center for Epidemioclogical Studies De-
pression Scale (CES-D), and we pooled the
two datasets into one for analysis. From the
two datasets from 1999 and 2002, we ana-

lyzed data from a total of 926 respondents.
3. Measures

3.1. Mental health

‘In our dataset, mental health was as-
sessed with the 20 items from the CES-D.
Respondents were asked about their depres-
sive affect (“I felt nervous,” “I had no appe-
tite,” “I felt depressed,” “I could not concen-
trate,” “I felt troubled,” “I felt I had failed in
my life,” “I felt horrible,” “I could not sleep
well,” “I was taciturn,” “T felt lonely,” “I felt
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Tablel Descriptive Statistics

Variables mean sD min max
mental health (CES-D score) 11.113 4512 0 45
self-rated health 3.517 0.870 1 5
sex (Dummy variable, female=1) 0.361 0.481 0 1
age 72,653 5478 57 98
marital status (Dummy variable, 1=married (i.e., the 0.957 0.067 0 1
spouse is not dead, missing, or divorced)
number of children 2.276 0.998 0 T
alcohol consumption 0477 0.499 0 |
smoking (Dummy variable, 1 =smoke cigarettes) 0.225 0417 0 1
activity of daily life (ADL) (Dummy variable, 1=able to do 0.948 0.222 0 1
all six activities (taking baths, putting on and taking off
clothes, etc.) without difficulty.
instrumental activity of daily life (IADL) (Dummy variable, 0.028 0.258 0 1
l=able to do all four activities (shopping, making a tele-
phone call, etc.) without difficulty.)
economic condition (amount of family income) 227.395  280.523 60 2800
having key person
to listen to closely 0.954 0.209 0 1
provide financial support (Dummy variable, 1=have de- 0.674 0.468 ] 1
pendable person who provides financial support))
daily support 0.958 0.201 0 1
attitudes of people who are close
scold and complain 0.099 0.299 0 1
financial burden 0.002 0.046 0 1
not feelig alone 0.884 0.320 0 1
Being relied on 0.299 0.458 0 1

alienated,” “I wanted to cry,” “I felt sad,” “I
had the feeling of being disliked,” “I could
not get motivated at all”) and well-being
(“I had confidence in my ability,” “I felt the
future was bright,” “I felt happy,” “I felt
cheerful”) during the past week. The re-
spondents were asked how many times they
experienced the described feelings, which
were scored 3 if the frequency was 5-7 days
per week, 2 for 3—-4 days per week, 1 for 1-2
days per week, and 0 if rarely for the 16 de-
pressive affect items. For the four well-being
items, the scores were reversed. The theoret-
ical range of the CES-D varies from 0 to 60.
For our analysis, mental health levels are
high if the scores for depressive symptom
are low and the scores for well-being are

high.
3.2. Self-rated health (SRH)

Subjective health status was measured by
asking respondents the following question:
“Overall, how is your current health condi-
tion?" (6 = excellent, 4 = very good, 3 =
good, 2 = fair, 1 = poor). Higher scores of
SRH indicate better subjective health.

3.3, Other variables

The respondents were asked about their
ability to work without help, and the scores
were measured by number of activities of
daily living (ADL) and number of instru-
mental activities of daily living (IADL).
ADL are about the ability of daily living
(“taking a bath,” “getting dressed,” “eating,”
“getting up from bed and standing up from
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a chair,” “going out,” “using the toilet”) and
IADL are about the ability to perform ac-
tivities using various means (“going shop-
ping, getting on a
bus and train alone,” “doing light house-
work"”). The respondents were regarded as
having sufficient ability in ADL and IADL
if they did not consider it difficult to per-
form ADL and IADL without help for all

six and four questions, respectively.

" ow n W

using the telephone,

Sociceconomic status was measured by
the amount of family income in 1999 and
2002. The respondents chose one value
among different class values for their in-
come levels for each kind of source of in-
come. In our analysis, the mean values for
each class were used.

Since lack of emotional or instrumental
support affects depressive symptoms and
health, some variables about the presence of
social support were used in our analysis.
The presence of key persons was measured
by asking respondents whether they had so-
cial support, such as emotional (e.g., “lend-
ing an ear”), financial, or daily support in
everyday life. In addition, being surrounded
by people who are scolding and complaining
could represent another burden for the re-
spondents. Thus, we assume that the stress
arising under these situations could further
affect mental and physical health.

Finally, age and gender were examined as
socio-demographic variables.

4. Results

Since we combined data from two assess-
ment periods (the questions for CES-D were
the same in 1999 and 2002), we estimated
the mental health in older individuals by
pooling ordinary least squares (OLS) and

performing fixed effect and random effect
analyses. The results for the fixed effect for
self-rated health are reported in column 1 of
Table 2, and the results for the fixed effect
for ADL and IADL are shown in column 2
of Table 2. The fixed effect model was cho-
sen by the Hausman test.

First, we conducted the pooled OLS esti-
mation, and the results showed that gender
was associated with mental health, that is,
older women were more likely to have de-
pressive symptoms than older menV. Table 2
illustrates that SRH was negatively corre-
lated with mental health of oclder adults.
This suggests that SRH exerts a negative
effect on depressive symptoms.

In the panel analysis shown in Table 2,
age was negatively correlated with mental
health; the older people get, the more likely
they develop depressive symptoms. The re-
sults also suggest that getting older in-
creases the risk of contracting various (in-
fectious) diseases and decrcases physical
abilities. Together with the separation from
a spouse and retirement from work, these
factors could lead to depressive symptoms
in older people. Smoking and drinking alco-
hol was not related to mental health.

As for economic status, the income level
was strongly associated with mental health.
Most elderly people live on their pension in-
come and some work to receive a salary, as
in many cases, the income level falls with
age. An adequate economic situation gives
older adults the feeling of security and eases
mental health problems. Our results suggest
that decreases in the amount of public pen-

1) Since the gender is unchangeable, the gender variable
was in the pooled OLS results.
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Table2 Results

mental health mental health
(fixed effect) (fixed effect)
Coef. S.E Caef. SE

self-rated health —0.920 *** 0.153 =
age 0.182 ** 0.051 0.178 *** 0.052
marrital status 1.060 23719 1.229 2419
number of children| —0.318 0.735 —0.318 0.746
alcohol consumption | —0.332 0.447 —0.461 0.453
smoking 0,356 0.646 0.155 0.654
economic condition = =

family income =0,001 " 0.0004 —0.001 " 00006
having key person = —

to listen to closely |  0.277 0397 0.143 0.549

provide financial | —1.212 **" 0,644 =171 """ 0.296

support

daily support —0,348 0.541 —(.468 0.654
attitudes of people — —_
who are close

scold and complain| 0,558 0.396 0.497 0.402

financial burden 3.460 2,420 4516 2.448
not feelig alone —-0.851 " 0.397 —0937 " 0.403
Being relied on —0.483 0.315 —0610°  0.320
ADL - —1752 " 0.735
IADL — —0.385 0.665
constant —0.405 5.019 —2211"" 5134
Number of observa- 1852/926 1852/926
tion
F 6.66 4.55
Prob>F 0.000 0.000
Note: **%, ™, and * indicate significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% lev-

els, respectively. We performed the control by regions

sion may have negative effects on mental
health in older adults, and poverty could
lead to depressive symptoms.

Having helpful people around for financial
support is beneficial for the mental health
of older people. On the other hand, having
helpful people around for daily support is
not correlated to mental health in older in-
dividuals. Thus, people who support and
give money to older individuals can positive-
ly affect the mental health of older adults.

Close people who are an additional finan-
cial burden for the older individual have a
negative effect on mental health (10% sig-
nificance level). Not feeling alone is benefi-

cial for mental health at a 10% significance
level. Furthermore, being relied on is good
for mental health in older people at a 10%
significance level, as shown in column 2 of
Table 2. Column 2 of Table 2 shows the ef-
fects of ADL and IADL, which were both
positively related with mental health. Many
medical studies have shown that physical
function, ADL, and IADL are associated
with mental health of older people, and our
results confirm these previous studies.

5. Conclusion

Our results demonstrate the important
factors that affect mental health. SRH, age,
physical activity, functional abilities such as
ADL and IADL, and economic status were
associated with mental health of older
adults. Furthermore, social support was as-
sociated with mental health, that is, elderly
living alone tend to become depressive. In
addition, when income decreases, older
adults tend to become depressive. Their in-
come can include both public pension and in-
come from working. Thus, poverty at old
age is detrimental for mental health. To
maintain mental health in older people, ac-
tivities that provide vitality and financial
help should be implemented as a policy.
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