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Abstract: This study examined the gender differences in the main and interactive effects of subjective
social status and area deprivation on health among older adults in Hong Kong. Data for this study
came from the baseline of MrOs and MsOs studies, including 4000 Chinese men and women > 65
in Hong Kong. Subjective social status was assessed using the MacArthur Scale of subjective social
status scale. Our results reaffirm that subjective social status is an independent indicator of health
after adjusting for objective SES measures (e.g., education and income). Perceived rank on the
community ladder was more closely related to health among older people than was the society ladder,
particularly for women. Although area-level social deprivation was not significantly associated with
the health of older people, it may moderate the effect of subjective social status on health. Women
with a lower perceived status in the community were more likely to experience depressive symptoms
but better grip strength when living in more deprived neighborhoods. The findings suggested that
subjective social status provides important information for the physical and mental health of the
older population. Policymakers may implement interventions to enhance the subjective social status
of older adults. Given the greater contribution of relative status in the community to the health
of women, these policies and interventions should target to improve women’s perceived status in
the community.

Keywords: subjective social status; area deprivation; physical health; mental health; gender differences;
status in the community; older people; Hong Kong

1. Introduction

The association between social status and health outcomes has been documented in
extensive literature in Western [1,2] and Chinese societies [3,4]. People with higher socioe-
conomic status (SES) typically enjoy better physical and mental health than those with a
lower SES. In addition to traditional measures of social status (e.g., education, occupation,
and income), subjective social status is a robust predictor of health. People who perceive
themselves as having higher status are generally healthier than those who perceive them-
selves as having lower status [5,6]. Additionally, subjective social status has been frequently
found to be more strongly related to health indicators than traditional socioeconomic
measures [7,8], perhaps because a person’s assessment of their relative standing in society
is a more comprehensive measure of SES than conventional measures. Subjective social
status may capture the intangible factors of SES [9], account for changing SES over the
lifetime [10], and capture relevant psychological processes, such as interpersonal relative
deprivation [11]. However, limited studies have examined whether there are sex differences
in the associations between subjective social status and health outcomes. Additionally, we
know less about how individual perception of rank on the social hierarchy may interact
with area-level SES in predicting health outcomes.
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Subjective social status is particularly a strong predictor of health in older adults, as
shown in a recent meta-analysis of society and community ladders on health [6]. It may be
because that older people, unlike their younger counterparts, are more aware of their social
status, and their perceived social status can reflect the cumulative impact of SES throughout
their lifetime [3]. Thus, the perceived social status may influence older adults’ lives and
future prospects and needs to be considered when measuring SES in older populations.
The MacArthur Scale of Subjective Social Status is a widely used measure of subjective
social status [12]. Prior studies have found that both the society and community ladders are
significantly associated with physical health, mental health, and self-rated health among
older people in Hong Kong [9,13].

The effect of subjective social status on health may vary between men and women.
For example, Adler et al. found that the inverse association between subjective social
status and depressive symptoms was stronger among African American women than
African American men [14]. Similarly, a recent study in South Africa also revealed that the
contribution of subjective social status to inequalities in depressive symptoms was higher
for women than men [15]. However, the two studies only considered the society ladder.
One study of 300 married couples in the US found that both society and community ladders
predicted depressive symptoms for men, but only the community ladder was predictive for
depressive symptoms in women. To date, the sex-specific analysis of subjective status and
its relationship with health is limited to non-Chinese societies [12,16-18]. Little data are
available on sex differences in the association between subjective social status and health
outcomes in Chinese populations.

Additionally, emerging literature has suggested that regional deprivation is an impor-
tant determinant for health inequality [19] and an independent indicator of individuals’
health beyond the effect of individual-level SES [20]. Disadvantaged regions may expose
their residents to more life stressors and lack material and social resources for them to cope
with these stressors [21]. However, findings on the relationship between area deprivation
and health outcomes among older people are inconsistent. While some studies found that
the association between area deprivation and quality of life may be stronger in old age
when people spend more time at home and are more dependent on community-based
resources such as community support and health care [22-24], other studies found no
significant relationship between area-level deprivation and mental well-being among older
people [25]. Moreover, area deprivation may condition the association between individual-
level SES on health, but the evidence so far is mixed. Some scholars argued that living in
deprived areas may reinforce the association between individual socioeconomic position
and health [26], consistent with the double jeopardy hypothesis [27]. In other words, people
with low social status may be worse off if they reside in disadvantaged areas than living
in better-off areas. In contrast, the relative deprivation hypothesis posits that the health
of lower SES individuals may be worse if they live in higher SES areas than if they reside
in lower SES areas because low SES individuals living in high SES areas may experience
more psychosocial stress resulting from upward social comparisons, greater isolation, and
difficulty in social integration [28,29].

To our knowledge, no studies have examined how subjective social status and its
interaction with area deprivation may affect the health of men and women differently in
Chinese societies. The goals of this study were (1) to assess the effect of subjective social
status and area-level deprivation on physical and mental health among older adults, (2) to
investigate the interactive effect between subjective social status and area deprivation on
health, and (3) to examine the gender differences in the main and interactive effects of
subjective social status and area deprivation on health status. The health outcomes in
the models included mental health (i.e., depressive symptoms), physical health (i.e., grip
strength), and health-related quality of life that was measured with the Short Form-2
(SF-12).
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There is extensive literature documenting gender differences in health outcomes
among older adults in terms of the prevalence of chronic diseases, geriatric syndromes, the
aging process itself, and adoption of healthy lifestyles [30-33].

Based on theoretical propositions and findings of existing studies, we developed the
following hypotheses.

Hypothesis 1. Subjective social status would positively affect physical and mental health among
older people.

Hypothesis 2. Area-level social deprivation would negatively affect physical and mental health
among older adults.

As for the potential sex difference in the effect of subjective social status, we expected
a more significant impact of subjective status on women'’s health than men’s. With women
typically being more sensitive to affiliation concerns [34,35], women with a lower perceived
social status may have limited social networks and support and may be more vulnerable to
mental and physical health issues. Thus, we hypothesized the following:

Hypothesis 3. The relationship between subjective social status and health outcomes may be
stronger among women.

As for the interactive effect between subjective social status and area-level depriva-
tion, we developed the following hypotheses based on the double-jeopardy or relative
deprivation hypotheses.

Hypothesis 4a. Participants with lower subjective social status may experience worse health
outcomes if they live in areas with a higher level of social deprivation (double-jeopardy hypothesis).

Hypothesis 4b. Participants with lower subjective social status may experience worse health
outcomes if they live in areas with a lower level of social deprivation (relative deprivation hypothesis).

The findings of this research will contribute to a more nuanced understanding of health
disparities among older people by revealing how social differentiation at the individual
and area levels is translated into health disparities.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants and Procedures

Participants for this study came from the MrOs (Hong Kong) and MsOs (Hong Kong)
studies, the first large-scale prospective studies on bone health that have followed a cohort
of 4000 Chinese men and women aged 65 years and above in Hong Kong since 2001.
The method of recruitment consisted of notices placed in housing estates and community
centers all over Hong Kong. Stratified sampling was adopted in the study in order to
achieve approximately 33% of subjects in each of the three age groups: 65-69, 70-74, and
>75 years. Those who were unable to walk independently, had a bilateral hip replacement,
or were not competent to give informed consent were excluded. Further details about
MrOs are published elsewhere [36]. Participants were interviewed at the study site at the
Prince of Wales Hospital at baseline, year 2, year 4, and year 14 by trained interviewers. The
study was approved by the Clinical Research Ethics Committee of the Chinese University
of Hong Kong, which required informed consent to be obtained. All participants signed
the study consent form.

2.2. Measurements

Information regarding age, sex, marital status, educational level, maximum lifetime
income, subjective social status, depressive symptoms, health-related quality of life, and
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grip strength was obtained as part of a questionnaire administered by trained interviewers.
An area deprivation index was also calculated for 18 districts in HK.

2.2.1. Subjective Social Status

Subjective social status was assessed using the MacArthur Scale of subjective social
status scale [12]. Participants were asked to place a mark on a picture of an upright ladder
with 10 rungs, with the lowest rung indicating the most undesirable and the highest rung
indicating the most desirable state with respect to their standing in their self-defined
community (known as the “community ladder” [37]). Participants were also asked to rate
themselves by placing a mark on a picture of another ladder, the top rung representing
people who have the most money, the most education, and the most respected jobs, and the
bottom rung representing people at the other extreme (known as the “society ladder” [13]).

2.2.2. Area-Level Social Deprivation Index

The area-level Social Deprivation Index (SDI) is a multi-dimensional measure to
quantify the aggregate level of social disadvantages of people residing in a given dis-
trict. Comparison of health outcomes by the SDI is useful in health inequality monitoring,
healthcare planning and resource allocation, and design for community interventions. To
measure the area-level social deprivation index (SDI) [38], socioeconomic characteristics
of 18 District Council districts in Hong Kong were obtained from the 2016 Hong Kong
population by-census [39]. The six socioeconomic domains of SDI included (i) no education
(proportion of people with no schooling); (ii) low income (proportion of households with
income lower than 50% of median monthly household income by household size); (iii)
low occupation (proportion of working people other than “Managers and administrators”
among the working population); (iv) divorced population (proportion of people who are
divorced or separate); (v) non-nuclear family composition (proportion of households that
are not nuclear family); and (vi) family size of two persons (proportion of two-person
households). The six indicators were chosen because previous studies have confirmed
that no schooling (education), low income (income), non-managerial position (occupa-
tion), divorced /separated (marital status), nuclear family (family composition), two-person
household (family size) were significantly associated with various health outcomes among
Hong Kong residents [38]. A simple summation of the proportions of these six socioe-
conomic domains was used to estimate the SDI score for each District Council district.
We then dichotomized SDI into low (below the mean) and high (equal to or greater than
the mean) levels of deprivation. Further details on the construction of SDI are reported
elsewhere [38].

2.2.3. Outcomes

Depressive symptoms were assessed with the 15-item Geriatric Depression Scale
(GDS-15) [40]. A score of 5 was suggested as the cut-off point to screen for depressive
disorders [41]. Health-related quality of life was measured with the Short Form-2 (SF-12),
which includes physical and mental domains [42]. Higher scores on the SF-12 indicate a
better health-related quality of life in both domains. Grip strength was measured using a
dynamometer (JAMAR Hand Dynamometer 5030JO; Sammons Preston, Bolingbrook, IL,
USA). Two readings were taken from each side, and the maximum value of the right/left
was used for analysis.

2.3. Analytical Strategy

All the analyses were performed using Stata 16.0 (StataCorp LLC, College Station,
TX, USA). Descriptive statistics were used to characterize the study population, and t/chi-
square tests were performed to assess the potential sex differences in variables. A series
of regression models were used to examine the association between perceived rank in the
society and community ladder and area-level deprivation in mental and physical health.
We fit logistic regression for the binary outcome (i.e., depression) and ordinary least squares
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(OLS) regression models for continuous outcomes (i.e., grip strength, physical and mental
domains of quality of life). We first assessed the independent effect of two ladders and area
deprivation on mental and physical health after controlling for demographic backgrounds
and objective SES measures. We then computed two-way interaction terms between sex
with society ladder, community ladder, and area deprivation to examine whether the effect
of subjective social status and area-level deprivation on health differed between men and
women. Next, we computed the two-way interactions between two ladders and area
deprivation to investigate the potential interactive effect between subjective social status
and area deprivation on health outcomes. Such analyses were repeated for the subsamples
of men and women. Variance inflation factors (VIFs) of the independent variables were
estimated to check whether multicollinearity exists in the models. All the VIFs are below 2,
suggesting that multicollinearity is not a significant concern.

All statistical tests were two-tailed with a significance level of p < 0.05, except for the
interaction analyses where a slightly looser p-value cut-off (i.e., p < 0.1) was adopted as
analyses with interaction terms tend to have a lower statistical power [43].

3. Results
3.1. Background Characteristics

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics and t/chi-square tests comparing old Chinese
men and women. There were moderately more men (52.45%) than women (47.55%). About
one-third of participants were in each of the three age groups: 65-69 (33.99%), 70-74
(34.98%), and 75 or older (31.03%). There was no significant difference in the distribution
of age groups between men and women. About three-fourths of participants were mar-
ried /cohabited (72.52%), and more than one-fifth were widowed (22.90%). Women were
significantly more likely than men to experience widowhood (39.62% vs. 7.75%).

3.2. Sex Differences in Subjective Social Status and Area-Level Deprivation

Men reported significantly higher SES in terms of education and maximum lifetime
income. While four out of ten (40.12%) men had secondary or tertiary education, less than
20% (18.23%) of women had such an education level. More than a quarter (26.22%) of
men had a maximum lifetime income over HKD 15000, more than seven times that income
level among women (3.62%). Additionally, more women reported a high level of area
deprivation than men (55.23% vs. 47.87%, p < 0.001). While women had lower education
and lower income and tended to live in areas with higher deprivation, they reported higher
perceived rank on both the society ladder and community ladder than men. Such results
indicated a discrepancy between objective measures of SES and subjective social status.

3.3. Sex Differences in Health Outcomes

As shown in Table 1, men had better physical performance measured by grip strength
and reported higher health-related quality of life in both physical and mental domains.
There was no significant sex difference in depression. Our results showed a higher preva-
lence of depression among women (22.3%) than men (21.5%). However, the sex difference
in depression was not statistically significant. Several studies using self-report data have
documented an inverted U-shaped function for the sex difference in the initial diagnosis of
depression throughout the lifespan, with the sex difference in depression emerging between
the ages of 11 and 15, increasing into adulthood, and becoming smaller and perhaps even
disappeared altogether in older adults [44,45]. Given our study included subjects aged 65
and above, the sex difference in depression might not be discernible.
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Table 1. Sample characteristics.

Full Sample Women Men Comparison
(n = 3716) (n =1767) (n = 1949) between
Men and Women
n/Mean %/SD n/Mean %/SD n/Mean %/SD t/Chi-Square
Sex, 1 (%)
Women 1767 (47.55) / /
Men 1949 (52.45) / /
Age, 1 (%)
65-69 1263 (33.99) 609 (34.47) 654 (33.56) 0.64
70-74 1300 (34.98) 607 (34.35) 693 (35.56)
75+ 1153 (31.03) 551 (31.18) 602 (30.89)
Marital status, 1 (%)
Single 85 (2.29) 44 (2.49) 41 (2.10) 555.74 #**
Married/cohabit 2695 (72.52) 974 (55.12) 1721 (88.30)
Divorced/separated 85 (2.29) 49 (2.77) 36 (1.85)
Widowed 851 (22.90) 700 (39.62) 151 (7.75)
Education, n (%)
No education 713 (19.19) 618 (34.97) 95 (4.87) 361.81 ***
Some primary school 1241 (33.40) 581 (32.88) 660 (33.86)
Primary school 658 17.71) 246 (13.92) 412 (21.14)
Secondary/matriculation 724 (19.48) 209 (11.83) 515 (26.42)
University or above 380 (10.23) 113 (6.40) 267 (13.70)
Max. lifetime income, 1 (%)
Below HKD 15,000 3141 (84.53) 1703 (96.38) 1438 (73.78) 413.34 ***
HKD 15,000 to HKD 29,999 362 9.74) 40 (2.26) 322 (16.52)
HKD 30,000 or over 213 (5.73) 24 (1.36) 189 (9.70)
Area-level social deprivation index ot
D). 7 (%) 1.97 0.07 1.98 0.08 1.97 0.07 24.68
Low area-level SDI 1807 (48.63) 791 (44.77) 1016 (52.13)
High area-level SDI 1909 (51.47) 976 (55.23) 933 (47.87)
Society ladder, Mean (SD) 4.56 1.89 4.67 1.91 446 1.87 —3.31 ¥+
Community ladder, Mean (SD) 6.82 221 7.34 2.08 6.36 222 —13.94 *#**
Depression, 1 (%)
Yes 813 (21.88) 394 (22.30) 419 (21.50) 0.35
No 2903 (78.12) 1373 (77.70) 1530 (78.50)
Grip strength, Mean (SD) 28.47 (8.15) 22.40 (4.46) 33.98 (6.71) 61.29 ***
Quality of life (Phé%‘;al domain), Mean 48.80 (8.33) 46.81 (8.70) 50.59 (7.54) 14.22 #+
Quality of life (m(esr]l)t';ﬂ domain), Mean 55.47 7.21) 55.09 (7.65) 55.81 (6.76) 3.03

**p <0.01, and *** p < 0.001.

3.4. Associations between Subjective Social Status, Area Deprivation, and Health

Table 2 shows the main effect of two social ladders and area deprivation on each of
the four dependent variables among the full sample after adjusting for sociodemographic
variables and objective measures of SES (i.e., education, income). Higher perceived rank on
the society ladder and community ladder were associated with lower depression (society
ladder: ORa = 0.83, 95% CI = [0.79, 0.87], p < 0.001; community ladder: ORa = 0.82,
95% CI = [0.79, 0.86], p < 0.001) and higher health-related quality of life in the mental
domain (society ladder: b = 0.15, 95% CI = [0.02, 0.29], p < 0.05; community ladder:
b =0.33, 95% CI = [0.22, 0.45], p < 0.001) and physical domain (society ladder: b = 0.36,
95% CI =[0.21, 0.51], p < 0.001; community ladder: b = 0.43, 95% CI = [0.30, 0.56], p < 0.001).
Only perceived rank on the community ladder was positively associated with physical
health among the older people (b = 0.16, 95% CI = [0.07, 0.25], p < 0.001). Unexpectedly, the
area-level social deprivation index was not associated with any of the four health outcomes.

In addition, some measures of objective socioeconomic status were significantly associ-
ated with health outcomes among older people. For example, participants with university
education or above were less likely to experience depression (ORa = 0.62, 95% CI = [0.42,
0.91], p < 0.05) and had higher health-related quality of life in the mental domain (b = 1.09,
95% CI =[0.10, 2.08], p < 0.05) than those with no formal education. Participants with a
maximum lifetime income of HKD 15,000 to HKD 29,999 (b = 1.43, 95% CI = [0.81, 2.06],
p < 0.001) and HKD 30,000 or over (b = 0.98, 95% CI = [0.16, 1.79], p < 0.05) tended to have
higher grip strength than those with HKD 15000 or below.
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Table 2. Associations between subjective social status, area deprivation, and health outcomes.

. . Quality of Life Quality of Life
Depression Grip Strength (Mental Domain) (Physical Domain)
ORa [95% CI] b [95% CII b [95% CI] b [95% CII
Society ladder 0.83 [0.79, 0.87] 0.07 [—0.03,0.17] 0.15* [0.02, 0.29] 0.36 ** [0.21, 0.51]
Community ladder 0.82 *+ [0.79, 0.86] 0.16 ** [0.07,0.25] 0.33 *** [0.22, 0.45] 0.43 *** [0.30, 0.56]
Area-level SDI
Low area-level SDI Ref Ref Ref Ref
High area-level SDI 0.99 [0.84,1.17] 0.03 [—0.32,0.38] 0.19 [—0.28, 0.65] —0.05 [—0.57, 0.47]
Education
No education Ref Ref Ref Ref
Some primary school 0.90 [0.72,1.14] —042 [—0.95, 0.10] 1.04 # [0.35,1.73] 0.51 [-0.27,1.28]
Primary school 0.81 [0.61, 1.07] 0.17 [—0.44,0.78] 0.39 [—0.41,1.19] 0.82 [-0.08,1.72]
Secondary /matriculation 0.80 [0.60, 1.07] —0.07 [—0.68, 0.55] 1.30 * [0.48,2.11] 0.82 [-0.10, 1.73]
University or above 0.62* [0.42, 0.91] 0.53 [-0.22,1.28] 1.09 * [0.10, 2.08] 1.05 [—0.06,2.16]
Max. lifetime income
Below HKD 15,000 Ref Ref Ref Ref
HKD 15,000 to HKD 29,999 0.73 [0.53, 1.00] 1.43 % [0.81, 2.06] —0.03 [—0.85, 0.80] 0.57 [—0.35, 1.49]
HKD 30,000 or over 0.68 [0.42, 1.10] 0.98 * [0.16, 1.79] 0.85 [-0.23,1.92] 0.58 [-0.62,1.79]
Sex
Men Ref Ref Ref Ref
B [—11.69, B [~1.15, 3 oa
Women 1.09 [0.89, 1.33] 11.26 *** T 1084] 0.59 * " 0.03] 4.0+ [—4.73, —3.47]
Age
65-69 Ref Ref Ref Ref
70-74 091 [0.74, 1.11] —1.68 ** [:12'215%' 0.24 [—0.32, 0.80] —0.08 [—0.70, 0.55]
75+ 1.05 [0.85, 1.30] —4.09 ++ [—_34'553%' 0.70 * [0.10, 1.30] —1.16 % [—1.84, —0.49]
Marital status
Single Ref Ref Ref Ref
Married /cohabit 0.57 * [0.35, 0.93] 1.93 % [0.75, 3.10] 0.97 [—0.58,2.52] 073 [—2.46,1.01]
Divorced/separated 1.12 [0.57,2.22] —0.22 [-1.86,1.41] 0.33 [—1.82,2.48] —-0.39 [—2.80, 2.02]
Widowed 0.68 [0.41,1.14] 147* [0.26, 2.68] 0.60 [~1.00,2.20] —0.10 [—1.89,1.70]
ORa = adjusted odds ratio; * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, and *** p < 0.001.
3.5. Sex Differences in the Associations between Subjective Social Status, Area Deprivation, and Health
Table 3 shows the interactive effect between sex and two social ladders and area
deprivation index on health outcomes among Chinese older people. There was only
one significant interaction, that is, between sex and community ladder on depression
(Ora =0.91; 95% CI = [0.84, 0.99], p < 0.05), which suggested that the negative association
between community ladder and depression was stronger among women. The significant
interactive effect was graphically demonstrated in Figure 1.
Table 3. Associations between perceived social status, area deprivation, and sex differences in health outcomes.
. . Quality of Life Quality of Life (Physical
Depression Grip Strength (Mental Domain) Domain)
ORa [95% CI] b [95% CII b [95% CI] b [95% CII
Society ladder 0.80**  [0.74, 0.86] 0.08 [~0.11,027] 0.03 [~0.12,0.17] 0.46 [0.25, 0.67]
Community ladder 0.86**  [0.81,0.91] 041 [0.26, 0.57] 0.16 ** [0.04, 0.28] 0.34 #+ [0.16,0.51]
High area-level SDI 0.92 [0.73,1.16] 0.30 [—0.33,0.94] —0.14 [—0.62,0.34] 0.26 [—0.46,0.97]
Women 1.28 [0.71, 2.30] 0.02 [-173,1.78]  —11.84**  [—13.17, —10.51] —4.26%* [—6.23, —2.30]
Society ladder x women 1.08 [0.98, 1.19] 0.14 [—0.13, 0.40] 0.08 [—0.12,0.28] —0.20 [—0.49, 0.09]
Community ladder x women 0.91* [0.84, 0.99] ~0.16 [—0.39, 0.07] 0.00 [-0.17,0.18] 0.21 [—0.05, 0.46]
High area-level SDI x women 118 [0.85, 1.64] —0.24 [-1.17,0.69] 0.35 [—0.35, 1.06] —0.66 [-1.69,0.38]

ORa = adjusted odds ratio; all models adjusted for age, education, marital status, and max. lifetime income.
*p <0.05,* p < 0.01, and ** p < 0.001.

3.6. Interaction between Subjective Social Status and Area Deprivation

Table 4 presents the results of four health outcomes on the interactive effects between
subjective social status and area-level social deprivation. Models 1a to 4a show the results
among the full sample, while Models 1b to 4b and Models 1c to 4c show the results among
men and women, respectively. Among the full sample, no significant interaction existed
between subjective social status and area-level social deprivation. However, subgroup
analysis revealed that the interaction between community ladder and area-level SDI was
significant among women (Model 1c: ORa = 0.90, 95% CI = [0.80, 1.01], p = 0.07), but
not among men. The results suggested that for women, the negative association between
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relative status in the community and depression was strengthened among those living in
more deprived districts. The significant interactive effect is graphically demonstrated in
Figure 2.

Predictive Margins

Pr(Depression)
03 0.4
)

0.2
L

0.1

T T T T T T
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Community ladder

l Male Female

Figure 1. Slopes for men and women.

Table 4. Interactive effects between subjective social status and area deprivation in men and women.

Depression Grip Strength
Model 1a Model 1b Model 1c Model 2a Model 2b Model 2¢
Full Sample Men Women Full Sample Men Women
ORa [95% CI] ORa [95% CI] ORa [95% CI] b [95% CI] b [95% CI] b [95% CII
Society " [0.76, - [0.71, . [0.78, [—0.08, [-0.14, 3
ladder 0.82 0.88] 0.78 0.86] 0.86 0.96] 0.06 0.21] 0.09 0.32] 0.04 [—0.13,0.21]
Community [0.80, [0.81, [0.76, [0.09, [-0.01,
ladder 0.857 0.90] 0.87 7 0.94] 0.83 7 0.90] 0.2 0.34] 0.18 0.37] .27 012, 0.41]
High
[0.76, [0.49, [0.94, [—0.50, [—0.94, B
aregéelvel 1.32 227] 1.01 2.09] 224 5.36] 0.73 1.97] 091 2.76] 1.09 [—0.47, 2.66]
Society
ladder x
- [0.93, [0.89, [0.87, [-0.19, [-0.50,
high 1.02 1.13] 1.03 1.18] 1.00 1.15] 0.01 0.21] —0.18 0.14] 0.15 [—0.07,0.37]
area-level
SDI
Community
ladder x
. [0.87, [0.87, 4 [0.80, B [—0.28, B [-0.31, B [—0.43,
high 0.94 1.02] 0.97 1.08] 0.90 1.01] 0.11 0.06] 0.04 0.23] 0.23* —0.02]
area-level
SDI
Quality of Life (Mental Domain) Quality of Life (Physical Domain)
Model 3a Model 3b Model 3¢ Model 4a Model 4b Model 4c
Full Sample Men Women Full Sample Men Women
b [95% CI] b [95% CI] b [95% CI] b [95% CI] b [95% CI] b [95% CI]
Society [—0.09, [-0.17, [—0.18, [0.12, [0.29, B
ladder 0.10 0.29] 0.08 0.33] 0.12 0.43] 0347 055 056 g 007 [-027,042]
Community [0.26, [0.28, [0.09, [0.27, [0.04,
ladder 0.42 *** 0.58] 0.48 *** 0.68] 0.35* 0.60] 0.45 *** 0.63] 0.27* 0.49] 0.62 *** [0.33,0.91]
High
[-0.72, [-0.67, [—241, [—1.80, [-2.07, B B
aregi;vel 0.91 2.54] 1.31 3.30] 0.40 321] 0.02 1.84] 0.13 2.33] 0.46 [—3.63,2.70]
Society
ladder x
- [—0.16, B [—0.35, [-0.21, [—0.26, -~ [-0.58, B
high 0.10 0.36] 0.01 0.34] 0.19 0.59] 0.04 0.33] 0.19 0.19] 0.30 [—0.14, 0.75]
area-level
SDI
Community
ladder x
High —0.17 - —0.15 [—0.44,0.14] —0.17 [-0.53,0.19] —0.03 [—0.28,0.22] 0.15 [-0.17,0.48] —0.18 [—0.59,0.23]
area-level 0.39,0.05]
SDI

ORa = adjusted odds ratio; all models adjusted for age, education, marital status, and max. Lifetime income.
#p<0.1,%p<0.05*p<001,and ** p < 0.001.
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Figure 2. Interactive effect between community ladder and area-level SDI on depression among women.

Additionally, the interaction between perceived status in the community and area-level
social deprivation was significant for grip strength among women (Model 2c: logit = —0.23,
95%CI = [—0.43, —0.02], p < 0.05). The simple slope analysis revealed that perceived status
in the community was only positively associated with grip strength among women living
in districts with lower social deprivation (Figure 3).

Predictive Margins
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-h
n
w
=N
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Figure 3. Interactive effect between SES ladder-community and SDI on grip strength among women.

4. Discussion

This study was among the first to consider the unique impact of subjective social
status and area-level social deprivation on physical and mental health among old Chinese
people and the sex differences in these associations. The aim of this paper was three-fold.
First, it assessed the main effect of subjective social status and area-level deprivation on
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physical and mental health among older Chinese in Hong Kong. Our findings reaffirm that
subjective social status is an independent indicator of health after adjusting for objective
SES measures (e.g., education and income). Participants who perceived that they were in
lower rungs of subjective social status tended to experience more symptoms of depression,
have a lower quality of life, and have lower grip strength. Such findings contribute to
research on health inequality during later life-course stages when the evidence on the
size and patterns of health inequalities in old age is ambiguous [46]. The subjective social
status of older people does not only reflect their current living conditions but also their
perceptions of their past experiences and future prospects, which is essential to their health.

Moreover, our results revealed that the perceived rank on the community ladder seems
to be a more important determinant of health among older people than the society ladder.
While both ladders are associated with mental health and health-related quality of life
among older Chinese, only the perceived rank on the community ladder was associated
with their physical health. Prior evidence regarding which ladder matters more for health
outcomes has been inconsistent. Some studies have shown a smaller effect of the community
ladder on health than the society ladder (e.g., [47,48]), whereas other studies revealed that
the community ladder associations with health are as large (e.g., [49]) or larger than the
society ladder (e.g., [50,51]). Given older adults are mostly retired and spend more time in
their communities, perceived status in their immediate community may better reflect their
relative position and life conditions than status in the larger and less immediate national
population. As a result, relative standing in the community may play a more significant
role in determining the health status of older people.

In contrast, we found that area deprivation level was not a significant correlate of
health among older adults in Hong Kong. Such a finding is consistent with past literature
showing that the relationship between individual-level SES and health seems to be more
pronounced than small area deprivation [21]. Hong Kong does not have the equivalent of
area deprivation as in other countries, likely because public and private buildings are quite
often next to each other. It may also be due to a relatively narrow range and a low average
level of area deprivation in our sample. Additionally, some scholars argued that how
individuals feel about the physical and social environment where they live may be more
strongly associated with their mental health than objective measures of area deprivation.
Researchers may conduct further studies to explore how perceptions of deprivation affect
residents” health and well-being.

Second, we assessed the interactive effect between subjective social status and area
deprivation on the health of older Chinese. While area-level social deprivation had no
significant effect on health, it appeared to moderate the impact of subjective social status
on health. Our results showed significant interactions between perceived rank on the
community ladder and area deprivation on depression and grip strength among women
but not among men. It may be because women are more likely to use health and social
services in the district than men. The level of deprivation of the districts thus may moderate
the relationship between subjective social status and health among women. Specifically,
women living in more deprived districts were more likely to report depression if they
perceived a lower status in the community. It seems to be consistent with the double
jeopardy argument that low-social status people living in disadvantaged areas may be
exposed to more stress and have fewer coping resources. In contrast, more better-off
districts seemed to buffer the effect of low perceived status in the community on depression
among women. However, perception of status in the community was associated with grip
strength more strongly among women living in districts with lower social deprivation.
Such findings suggested that the interaction between individuals’ perceived community
status and area-level deprivation may influence their physical and mental health through
somewhat different pathways.

Third, this study examined the sex differences in the impact of subjective social status
and area deprivation on health. Our results suggested that subjective social status was
more strongly associated with health in women than in men, although the mechanism
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behind this remains unclear. Specifically, older women who reported a lower status in
their community tended to experience more depressive symptoms than men perceiving
the same level of status in the community. However, the interaction between perceived
status in society and sex was not significant. In other words, the association between
community-referenced subjective status and health differed by sex, whereas the impact
of national-referenced status was similar between the two sexes. The stronger correlation
between perceived status in the community and mental health occurs among women as
opposed to men concurs with previous research showing that deprivation and relative
position predict health through psychosocial and interpersonal pathways [11]. Given that
women tend to be more sensitive to affiliation concerns than men, social standing in one’s
community that involves interpersonal relationships and comparative stress may have a
greater impact on women’s psychological well-being.

In addition, our results indicated that men and women may evaluate their place
in the social hierarchy differently. We found that women, on average, reported higher
subjective social status in both the community and society ladders, despite their lower mean
education and income than men. Prior studies suggested that predictors for subjective
social status seem to be different between men and women. Men tend to place more weight
on their income when ranking their relative status, while women place more weight on
their household’s financial standing [52]. The unexpected finding may also be due to
women’s significant role in the family in Chinese society, regardless of their educational
or income level [53]. Furthermore, it is possible that men have a greater ambition to reach
higher goals in terms of income and career, leading to fewer men seeing themselves as
having reached such a high position [53]. It may be worthwhile to explore potential causes
of the sex differences in conceptualizing and assessing social status in the social hierarchy
and the varying strengths of subjective social status in relation to health between men and
women in future studies.

The study has several limitations. First, causal relationships between variables cannot
be ascertained since we used cross-sectional data. Additional longitudinal studies are
essential to determine the causal relationship between subjective social status and health.
Second, self-selection bias may exist because those who agreed to take part in the study
might be healthier. Third, our measure of area deprivation was based on the district level,
which involves large and potentially diverse areas. Such a choice was restricted by data
availability, as most indicators for calculating area deprivation were only available at the
district level. Future studies may compute area deprivation using smaller geographic areas,
e.g., neighborhoods, which reflect better homogeneity and reduce the risk of ecological
fallacy. Moreover, despite the significant sex difference in SDI and the self-rating in the
society ladder, the means and standard deviations were very similar in the two groups.
Some statistically significant differences may not be clinically /practically significant as it
also depends on sample size. The absolute difference and the p-value should be consid-
ered together for a better interpretation. Lastly, although we have adjusted for a set of
sociodemographic and socioeconomic factors, such as age, sex, marital status, education,
and income, there could be other possibly confounding variables, such as genetic factors.
However, these variables were not assessed in the survey. Future studies should include
more potential confounders.

The sex differences in health outcomes among older adults confirm the importance
of further work in understanding sex health inequalities. Questions such as whether
the basis is entirely biological, cultural, a result of accumulated life course conditions,
and the status of women in society, other than education and income, would need to be
addressed. A clearer understanding of underlying contributing factors would be important
in formulating preventive and community supportive measures. For example, in Hong
Kong (and perhaps in other Asian cultures), women have jobs outside of the home and
careers to pursue. They are also regarded as being responsible for the upbringing of
children, taking on carer roles for older relatives, and running the household.
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5. Conclusions

In conclusion, our study shows that subjective social status contributes more to health
inequalities (both psychological and functional health) than area deprivation indicators
among older people. While low subjective social status was strongly associated with
worse physical and mental health in older adults after adjusting for objective measures
of SES, area-level social deprivation was not significantly associated with the health of
older people in Hong Kong. Moreover, perceived rank on the community ladder was more
closely related to health among older people than was the society ladder, especially for
women. Additionally, we found significant sex differences in health outcomes and in the
effect of subjective social status on health. The relative status in the community was more
influential on the mental health of women than men. Although area-level social deprivation
was not significantly associated with the health of older people, it may moderate the effect
of subjective social status on health among women. Women with a lower perceived status
in the community were more likely to experience depressive symptoms but better grip
strength when living in more deprived neighborhoods. These findings suggested that
self-report of subjective social status may provide information about which older adults
are at high risk for physical and mental problems.

It is necessary to raise the perception of social status among older people in order to
improve their health and reduce the social gradient in the health of older people, especially
among women. Studies have shown that older people’s involvement in decision-making
leads to improved self-esteem and a stronger sense of accomplishment [54,55], which
may increase their subjective social status. Promoting the participation of older people,
particularly women, in policy formulation at all levels of society would be helpful in
increasing their subjective social status. Moreover, taking on multiple social roles such as
grandparenthood, employment, and volunteering can enhance a person’s subjective social
status [56]. However, given there are cultural differences in role experiences, interventions
to raise older people’s subjective social status should take into account cultural factors.
Support services and networks for older people, as well as carer support, are also vital,
particularly in deprived neighborhoods. In addition, raising health literacy about the
age-related decline and promoting group activities could benefit older adults” health and
well-being in general.
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