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Social Support, Social Network, and Frailty in Korean Elderly
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Background: The concept of frailty has been extended to include social factors such as poverty and social support net-
works. The frailty index developed for elderly Canadians was recently examined in terms of the current broader concept
of frailty. The present study explored the relationship between social support networks and frailty in Korean elderly indivi-
duals aged 65 years or older.

Methods: A total of 1,874 people aged 65 years or older were recruited by judgment sampling of the population of Seocho-
gu in Seoul and surveyed in 2011. The Korean Frailty Index, developed by the Korean Geriatric Society, was used as an
outcome variable. A proportional odds model was used to evaluate the relationship between social support networks and
depressive symptoms.

Results: The prevalence of frailty and pre-frailty were 7.7% and 25.5%, respectively. A total of 9.9% of older adults lacked
a social network, and 13.6% were deficient in social support. Social support networks were associated with frailty. Adjus-
ting for sociodemographic factors (age, sex, marital status, economic status, and education), lack of a social network and
support were associated with increased odds of frailty (social network: odds ratio 2.15, 95% confidence interval 1.58-2.92;
social support: odds ratio 2.01, 95% confidence interval 1.54-2.63).

Conclusion: Consistent with the concept of frailty being broadened to include social factors, frailty among elderly indivi-
duals was found to be influenced by social support networks.
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prevalence of pre-frailty and frailty among Korean elderly adults (n=1,874)

Prevalence of pre-frailty and frailty

Men, Women, Total, Men Women Total
n (%) n (%) n (%) Pre-j/:cilTy Fralty % p-value  Pre-frailty % Frailty % p-value” Pre-frailty % Frailty % p-value’
Age-adjusted prevalence " 22.3 5.0 29.2 9.3 25.5 7.7
Age (yr) <0.001 <0.001 <0.001
65-74 246 (53.4) 608 (43.0) 854 (45.6) 18.7 4.9 25.2 6.9 23.3 6.3
75-84 188 (40.8) 613 (43.4) 801 (42.7) 234 3.2 33.1 1.1 30.8 9.2
85+ 27(5.9) 192(13.6) 219(11.7) 482 18.5 29.2 19.3 31.5 19.2
Economic status 0.101 0.671 0.369
Above poverty level 137(29.7) 525(37.2) 662(35.3) 16.8 3.7 27.8 10.7 255 9.2
Below poverly level 324 (70.3) 888 (62.9) 1212(64.7) 24.7 5.6 30.0 10.3 28.6 9.0
Marital status 0.135 0.009 <0.001
Married 317 (68.8) 328(23.2) 645(34.4) 20.5 4.1 244 7.9 22.5 6.1
Widowed/divorced/others 144 (31.2) 1,085 (76.8) 1,229 (65.6)  26.4 6.9 30.6 1.2 30.1 10.7
Living arrangement 0.361 0.387 0.252
With family 349 (75.7) 859 (60.8) 1,208(64.5 21.5 5.7 29 9.6 26.8 8.4
Alone 112 (24.3)  554(39.2) 666(35.5) 25.0 2.7 29.4 1.7 28.7 10.2
Education 0.198 <0.001 <0.001
Uneducated 41(8.9) 439(31.1) 480(25.6) 17.1 7.3 32.8 14.8 31.5 14.2
Elementary school 142 (30.8) 530 (37.5) 672(35.9) 26.8 7.0 29.1 9.1 28.6 8.6
Middle school or higher 278(60.3) 444 (31.4) 722(38.5) 20.9 3.6 25.7 7.7 23.8 6.1
Economic activity <0.001 0.041 <0.001
Yes 75(16.3) 101 (7.2) 176(9.4) 8.0 0.0 20.8 6.9 15.3 4.0
No 386(83.7) 1,312(92.9) 1,698(90.6) 25.1 6.0 29.8 10.7 28.7 9.6

‘p-values obtained by chi-square fest for difference among different levels of sociodemographic factors, "The age-adjusted prevalence (%) was
calculated after adjusting for 5-year age groups by the direct method using the 2010 National Population Census data.
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Table 2. Social support and network of Korean elderly adults

Social support network Men Women Total p-value’

Frequent contact with friends 0.12
No (=0) 81 (17.6) 207 (14.7) 288 (15.4)
Yes (=1) 380 (82.4) 1,206 (85.4) 1,586 (84.6)

Frequent confact with relatives 0.045
No (=0) 58 (12.6) 158 (11.2) 216 (11.5)
Yes (=1) 403 (87.4) 1,255 (88.8) 1,658 (88.5)

Participation in social activities <0.001
No (=0) 115 (25.0) 217 (15.4) 332(17.7)
1(=1) 201 (43.6) 709 (50.2) 910 (48.6)
2 or more (=2) 145(31.5) 487 (34.5) 632 (33.7)

Social network ' 0.004
Good (3items) 287 (62.3) 993 (70.3) 1,280 (68.3)
Fair (2 items) 117 (25.4) 292 (20.7) 409 (21.8)
Poor (I item or less) 57(12.4) 128 (9.1) 185(9.9)

Someone to count on to listen 0.288
No (=0) 60 (13.0) 213 (15.1) 273 (14.6)
Yes (=1) 401 (87.0) 1,200 (84.9) 1,601 (85.4)

Someone tfo turn fo for advice 0.448
No (=0) 62 (13.5) 211 (14.9) 273 (14.6)
Yes (=1) 399 (86.6) 1,202 (85.1) 1,601 (85.4)

Someone to make you feel loved and cared for 0.124
No (=0) 60 (13.0) 147 (10.4) 207 (11.1)
Yes (=1) 401 (87.0) 1,266 (89.6) 1,667 (89.0)

Someone to count on for help around the house 0.325
No (=0) 61(13.2) 213 (15.1) 274 (14.6)
Yes (=1) 400 (86.8) 1,200 (84.9) 1,600 (85.4)

Someone to count on for advise withpersonal decisions 0.937
No (=0) 62 (13.5) 188 (13.3) 250 (13.3)
Yes (=1) 399 (86.6) 1,225 (86.7) 1,624 (86.7)

Someone fo count on for help in crisis 0.335
No (=0) 54 (11.7) 142 (10.1) 196 (10.5)
Yes (=1) 407 (88.3) 1,271 (90.0) 1,678 (89.5)

Social support” 0.054
Good (6) 369 (80.0) 1,077 (76.2) 1,446 (77.2)
Fair (4-5) 30 (6.5) 144(10.2) 174 (9.3)
Poor (<3) 62 (13.5) 192 (13.6) 254 (13.6)

Values are presented as number (%).

‘p-values obtained by chi-square test for difference between men and women, "Social network was constructed using the sum of scores
of three social network items (frequent confact with friends, relafives, and participation in social activities) and categorized info three groups—
Poor (=1 or less), Fair (=2), Good (=3 or over). Each respondent was assigned a score of O if a social network was absent and
1 if it was present for all three social network items, "Social support was constructed using the sum of scores of 6 social support
items and categorized into three groups—Poor (<3), Fair (4-5), Good (=6). Each respondent was assigned a score of 0 if social
support was absent and 1 if it was present for all six social support items.
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Table 3. Prevalence of pre-frailty and frailty in Korean elderly adults (n=

1,874) by social network and support

Men Women Total
Pre-frailty Frailty p-value  Pre-frailty Frailty p-value  Pre-frailty Frailty p-value’
Social network <0.001 <0.001 <0.001
Good 51(17.8) 8(2.8) 281(28.3) 81(8.2) 332(25.9)  89(7.0)
Fair 34(29.1)  9(7.7) 88(30.1) 38(13.0) 122(29.8)  47(11.5)
Poor 8(31.6) 6(10.5) 43(33.6) 28(21.9) 61(33.0) 34(18.4)
Social support <0.001 <0.001 <0.001
Good 75(20.3) 14 (3.8) 310(28.8) 84(7.8) 385(26.6) 98 (6.8)
Fair 6(20.0) 2(6.7) 44(30.6) 25(17.4) 50(28.7) 27(15.5)
Poor 22(355) 7(11.3) 58(30.2) 38(19.8) 80(31.5) 45(17.7)
YG|Ues are presented as number (%).
p-value obtained by chi-square test for difference among different levels of social network and social support.
Table 4. Proportional odds model for pre-frailty and frailty among elderly adults
Men Women Total
OR’ 95% Cl OR' 95% Cl OR’ 95% Cl
Social network
Good (3 scores or more) Ref Ref Ref
Fair (2 scores) 1.69 (1.02-2.80) 1.26 (0.96-1.64) 1.38 (1.10-1.75)
Deficit (| scores or less) 1.89 (1.00-3.57) 2.16 (1.51-3.08) 2.15 (1.58-2.92)
Social support
Good (6 scores) Ref Ref Ref
Fair (4-5scores) 0.91 (0.36-2.29) 1.78 (1.26-2.52) 1.73 (1.26-2.38)
Deficit (<3 scores) 2.88 (1.57-5.27) 1.84 (1.36-2.48) 2.01 (1.54-2.63)

OR, odds ratio; Cl, confidence interval.

‘Adjusted for age, marital status, living arrangement, economic status, and economic activities participation.
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