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Abstract

Frailty is a medical syndrome characterized by increased vulnerabil-
ity to minor stressors that could be prevented. People who are depressed
frequently experience worsened transition frailty status. Social support
is an important concept closely related to frailty and depressive symp-
toms, and it may play a crucial role in preventing frailty in depressed
older adults. This research aimed to investigate the association between
depressive symptoms and change in frailty status over four years of follow-
up and examine whether social support plays a moderator in the asso-
ciation between depressive symptoms and change in frailty status. We
used data from the 20072011 waves of the Taiwan Longitudinal Study on
Aging (TSLA), a longitudinal cohort study of adults over 65 (n = 1,283).
Frailty was assessed using the Fried frailty phenotype. An 8-item version
of the Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (CES-D) was
used to measure depressive symptoms. The social support scale consisted
of receiving (five items) and providing (five items) social support. Multi-
ple multinomial logistic regression analysis was performed to identify the
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effect of social support on the association between depressive symptoms
and change in frailty status within a period of four years. Most par-
ticipants worsened (33.0%) and maintained (40.1%) their frailty status,
while only 11.6% improved within four years for the whole sample. The
mean depressive symptoms and overall social support scores were 3.24
(± 4.41) and 6.55 (± 1.28), respectively. In the analysis of non-frail par-
ticipants, older adults with more depressive symptoms had a higher risk
of frailty worsening (RRR = 1.066) and a higher ratio of frailty improve-
ment (RRR = 1.145) than stable frailty after controlling for individual
covariates, chronic diseases, and social support components. This dif-
ference turned out to be non-significant for frail individuals at baseline.
There was no potential moderating role of receiving and providing social
support on the pathway from depressive symptoms and change in frailty
status between both samples. Preventing depressive symptoms in the
elderly may help keep the frailty stable over time. Social supportreceiv-
ing and givinghad no apparent moderating impact on the relationship
between depressive symptoms and changes in frailty status. Identifying
the moderators of the link between depressive symptoms and worsening
in frailty status may help guide future research on strategies to avoid the
onset of the condition in older adults with depressive symptoms.

1 Introduction

1.1 Statement of this research

Taiwans population has undergone a significant demographic transition, evolv-
ing from an aging society in 1993 to an aged society by 2018. It is projected
to become a super-aged society by 2025, with over 20% of the population be-
ing over 65 years old, posing emerging challenges related to aging [1]. Frailty
has emerged as a core concept in geriatric research, developed by multiple
researchers [2, 3] yet lacking a single universal definition. It is widely acknowl-
edged to lead to increased vulnerability and decreased resilience against stres-
sors, resulting in higher risks of disability [4], comorbidities, reduced quality
of life [5], and mortality [6]. The progression of frailty is influenced by several
known risk factors, including age [7], physical inactivity [8], malnutrition [9],
polypharmacy [10], cognitive impairment [11], unemployment [12], and poor
self-rated health [13].

Frailty in older adults is not a static condition but rather characterized by
dynamic transitions, fluctuating between states of improvement and worsen-
ing over time [14, 15]. Understanding these transitions is crucial as it allows
healthcare professionals to identify both stable and deteriorating trajectories
among the elderly. Identifying these patterns is essential for implementing tar-
geted interventions aimed at promoting healthy aging and enhancing intrinsic
capacity, in line with global health objectives [16, 17].
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Particularly, those older adults on a deteriorating trajectory of frailty are
at an increased risk for a range of adverse outcomes, including more frequent
emergency department visits, hospitalizations, and even increased mortality
rates [16]. Recognizing individuals on this path early on can significantly in-
fluence the effectiveness of preventive interventions. Accurately identifying
these trajectories not only helps in allocating resources more efficiently but
also improves the overall health outcomes and quality of life for the elderly,
ensuring a more cost-effective healthcare system. Depression is a widespread
mental disorder among the elderly, with prevalence rates ranging from 3.8 per-
cent to 15 percent in various countries [18]. Its recognition as a contributing
factor in late-life suicide emphasizes the critical need for effective prevention
and treatment strategies, particularly as the elderly population continues to
grow globally [19]. Depression in elderly individuals is often associated with
intense loneliness, reduced perception of social support, poor physical function,
and a higher perception of poor health status, underscoring the importance of
understanding and addressing these factors in geriatric mental health [20-22].

Globally, approximately one in seven older adults are affected by depression,
a condition that often coexists with frailty [23]. The prevalence of depression
can be as high as 46.5% among older individuals with frailty [24], making it a
potent predictor of frailty, especially in women with disabilities [25]. Research
indicates that depressive symptoms significantly increase the risk of becoming
frail in women aged 65 and older, even after adjusting for antidepressant use
and other covariates [26]. Additionally, higher levels of depression have been
linked with limited health literacy, further affecting various health outcomes in
older adults [27, 28].

Depression’s chronic course and high relapse rate among older adults are
associated with a range of negative outcomes, including diminished well-being,
increased healthcare utilization, and higher rates of morbidity and mortality.
This represents a significant burden on both individuals and healthcare sys-
tems [29-33]. Consistent with the previous findings, depression has been shown
to exacerbate the worsening of frailty, primarily due to shared physiological
etiologies and unhealthy lifestyles influenced by depressive states. This inter-
relation highlights the need for integrated care approaches that address both
mental and physical aspects of health in the elderly population [34].

As societies age, especially in developed countries, the quest for improved
quality of life has intensified. The concept of healthy aging has become a global
trend, focusing on enhancing the functional ability of older adults through in-
trinsic capacity and a supportive external environment [35, 36]. Evidence indi-
cates that adequate interaction with the external environment, such as through
social support, significantly improves health outcomes for older adults [37-39].
Social support, encompassing instrumental, emotional, and other types, is cru-
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cial for enhancing life quality and health in the aging population [40-42].

Social support is intricately linked to the prevalence and progression of
frailty among older adults. Studies have shown that varying levels and types
of social support, including familial and community support, are associated
with differing levels of frailty. Notably, a robust social network can mitigate
the risks and impacts of frailty, leading to improved health outcomes [43-45].
The multifactorial nature of the relationship between social support and frailty
necessitates a comprehensive understanding of how these social structures func-
tion and contribute to the health and well-being of older adults [46, 47].

The relationship between social support and depression is well-documented,
with a clear correlation between various forms of social support and mental
health outcomes in the elderly. Studies have shown that both objective and
subjective aspects of social support play critical roles in mitigating depressive
symptoms and improving overall well-being [48, 49]. For instance, subjective
support has been found to be particularly effective in ameliorating depressive
symptoms, emphasizing the importance of perceived emotional and instrumen-
tal support [50]. This evidence suggests that enhancing social support mecha-
nisms could be a viable strategy for reducing depression and improving quality
of life among older adults.

1.2 Significance of this research

The interplay between frailty status and depression is significantly influenced by
social support. Research indicates that social support, particularly from family
and community, can mediate and modify the relationship between depression
and frailty, affecting the trajectory of both conditions [51]. Community-level
social support has been found to moderate the association between frailty and
psychological distress, highlighting its potential as a mitigating factor in the
health of older adults [52]. Previous research has employed a cross-sectional
study design to examine the association between frailty and depression, but
few studies have explored the change in frailty status over time [51].

1.3 Aim of this research

1.3.1 General objective

To remedy this gap, this research aimed to investigate the association between
depressive symptoms and change of frailty status over four years of follow-up
and explore the impact of social support on this association using a national
longitudinal population-based cohort study. We studied the moderating effects
of different types of social support (receiving and providing social support)
in the association between depressive symptoms and change of frailty status
among older persons.
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1.3.2 Specific objectives

The specific objectives of this study are:

1. To investigate the association between depressive symptoms and change
in frailty status over four years.

2. To explore the moderating role of receiving and providing social support
and whether receiving and providing social support would modify these effects
on the association between depressive symptoms and change in frailty status.

We hypothesized that:

1. Older adults with depressive symptoms were associated with a higher
risk of worsening and a lower ratio of improvement in frailty status.

2. Receiving and providing social support would significantly moderate
the effects of depressive symptoms on change in frailty status. The impact of
depressive symptoms on the worsening or improvement of frailty status might
weaken or strengthen, respectively, with an increasing level of receiving and
providing social support.

Identifying the depressive symptoms and social support elements may con-
tribute to developing interventions to prevent or postpone the course of frailty
in depressed older populations.

2 Methodology

2.1 Data Collection and Participant Selection

The research utilized datasets from the 2007 and 2011 iterations of The Taiwan
Longitudinal Study on Aging (TSLA), targeting individuals who are 65 years
old and above. This longitudinal study has been conducting biennial personal
interviews via standardized questionnaires since 1989, boasting seven rounds of
surveys with participation rates between 88% and 92%. Detailed methodologies
for the TSLA have been elucidated in prior literature [53].

From the pool of 4534 individuals interviewed in the 2007 wave, the study
included only those meeting specific criteria. Exclusions were made for partic-
ipants under the age of 65 (n = 1834), those demonstrating cognitive impair-
ments as per the Short Portable Mental Status Questionnaire (SPMSQ) with
a score lower than 8 (n = 1246), residents of institutions (n = 111), or those
with incomplete data on frailty status (n = 60). Consequently, the analytical
cohort comprised 1283 non-institutionalized seniors aged 65 or older as per the
baseline data of the referenced research [54].
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2.2 Variables and Measurement Tools

2.2.1 Frailty Assessment

The evaluation of frailty utilized adapted versions [55] of the Fried frailty phe-
notype [2], encompassing five key dimensions: shrinking, weakness, exhaustion,
slowness, and reduced physical activity. The legitimacy of this adapted defini-
tion of frailty has received wide acceptance and confirmation in various studies
[13, 55, 56]. Shrinking was determined by individuals self-reporting a frequent
or persistent lack of appetite over the preceding week. Those who indicated in-
applicability to the question of poor appetite were categorized as not exhibiting
shrinking. Difficulty or inability to lift objects weighing 12 kg was indicative of
weakness, and those unsure about their carrying ability were likewise classified
under weakness. Participants feeling mostly lethargic or that most activities
required excessive effort in the prior week were labeled as exhausted. In cases
where the applicability or knowledge of these conditions was uncertain, indi-
viduals were also assigned to the exhaustion category. Slowness was attributed
to those facing challenges or inability to walk distances of 200 to 300 meters. A
lack of engagement in any outdoor activities such as walking, hiking, jogging,
or gardening at least bi-weekly was considered as low physical activity.

The aggregation of these five factors produced a cumulative frailty score
ranging from 0 to 5, with increasing scores corresponding to deteriorating frailty
conditions. For analytical clarity, physical frailty status was bifurcated into two
categories: individuals meeting three or more criteria were classified as frail,
while those meeting fewer were classified as non-frail.

2.2.2 Change in frailty status

The variation in frailty status over time was quantified by deducting the initial
assessment score from the score obtained at the four-year follow-up interval.
Numerical outcomes less than zero denoted an improvement in condition, those
greater than zero indicated worsening, and outcomes equal to zero were indica-
tive of a stable condition.

2.2.3 Depressive symptoms Measurement

To assess depressive symptoms, the study utilized a condensed, eight-item form
of the Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (CES-D), adapted by
Hsu & Chang (2015a) from Radloff’s (1977) original [57, 58]. This version of
the CES-D scale has proven to be consistently reliable and internally consistent
within the Taiwan Longitudinal Study on Aging (TLSA) survey, achieving
Cronbach’s alpha levels ranging from 0.79 to 0.87 [53]. The scale’s items query
respondents about their recent experiences with a variety of mood states and
behavioral indicators over the last week, which includes a lack of appetite,
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the perceived burdensomeness of daily activities, disrupted sleep, depressive
mood, a sense of isolation, perceptions of unfriendliness from others, a sense of
sadness, and a lack of motivation to engage in activities. The response scale
is designed to quantify the frequency of these experiences, with 0 indicating
infrequent or no occurrence and 3 indicating frequent or constant occurrence.
The total possible scores on this scale range from 0, indicating an absence of
depressive symptoms, to 24, indicating a high severity of depressive symptoms.

2.2.4 Social Support Determination

The study engaged the bi-directional Social Support Scale formulated by Shakespeare-
Finch and Obst (2011) [59], which delineates two primary facets: the dispen-
sation and receipt of social support. This scale was operationalized using a
ten-item self-administered questionnaire that gauged both the provision and
reception of instrumental and emotional support [57].

For the assessment of receiving instrumental support, participants gauged
the extent of assistance available to them from their social network in situations
of illness or for routine tasks such as shopping or medical visits. A binary
scoring system was employed where affirmative responses were allocated one
point and negatives none, yielding a score between zero and two.

Receiving emotional support was quantified by participants’ perceptions of
their social network’s propensity to offer a listening ear, their level of expressed
concern, and the satisfaction derived from the support provided. This was
rated on a binary scale where zero indicated no satisfaction or availability, and
one indicated high satisfaction or availability, cumulating in a score from zero
to three.

The aggregation of scores for received social support could thus span from
zero to five.

Providing instrumental support was measured by participants’ involvement
in caregiving activities, such as attending to grandchildren or assisting with
daily or instrumental activities of daily living. Responses were scored similarly
on a binary scale, with totals ranging from zero to three.

Providing emotional support was assessed based on the frequency and ex-
tent to which participants offered emotional support to their network and were
consulted for advice. This too was scored on a binary scale, with potential
scores ranging from zero to two.

Consequently, the cumulative scoring for provided social support could
range from zero to five, with the comprehensive score for both received and
provided social support extending from zero to ten. Higher totals indicated
more robust levels of social support engagement.
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2.2.5 Participant Demographics and Health Status

The demographic attributes assessed in the study encompassed age, catego-
rized into two groups: 65 to 74 years, and 75 years or older; sex, distinguished
as male or female; marital status, classified as married versus divorced, wid-
owed, separated, or single; educational attainment, differentiated as illiterate
and elementary school education versus junior high and higher education; res-
idential locale, segregated into city/urban versus rural areas; the spectrum of
social support, which was evaluated via receiving instrumental (two aspects)
and emotional support (three aspects), as well as providing instrumental (three
aspects) and emotional support (two aspects); and the incidence of chronic
medical conditions, namely diabetes mellitus, heart disease, stroke, cancer,
pulmonary disease, renal disorder, and musculoskeletal diseases, recorded as
either present or absent.

2.3 Data processing and analysis

First, descriptive statistical analysis was used to describe the sample charac-
teristics: mean (SD) for continuous variables and number (%) for categorical
variables. We stratified the analysis between participants who were non-frail
and frail at baseline. The change in frailty status was examined using two
waves of data (2007 and 2011) and classified as an improvement, stability (ref-
erence), and worsening. We used Chi-square tests for categorical variables
(personal characteristics variables) and the Analysis of variance (ANOVA) test
for continuous variables (depressive symptoms and social support (overall and
its components)) to test variances of sample characteristics by the change in
frailty status. The multinomial logistic regression analyses were performed to
examine the relationship between depressive symptoms and change in frailty
status and its social support component differences. We first tested the effects
of personal and disease covariates as well as depressive symptoms, receiving
and providing social support on change in frailty status (Model 1) using uni-
variate analysis. Then, the main effect terms (i.e., depressive symptoms and
receiving and providing social support) in step 2 and the product interaction
term of depressive symptoms by each dimension of social support in step 3.
Slope analysis was used to determine the direction of the significant moder-
ating effect [60]. Relative risk ratio (RRR) was calculated. All models were
adjusted for potential significant covariates in Model 0. Statistical significance
was defined as p < 0.05, and all analyses were performed with SPSS version
26.
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3 Results

In this longitudinal study, over a four-year period, the majority of the older
adults in the community dwelling sample either experienced a decline (34.7%)
or no change (41.5%) in their frailty status, with a smaller proportion showing
improvement (10.2%).

For those initially non-frail, the composition was predominantly males (64.0%),
married individuals (73.2%), and residents of urban areas (68.8%), with a sub-
stantial number having received a lower level of education (59.7%) (Table 1).
The progression of frailty was particularly notable among participants over the
age of 75, females, and those with a medical history of significant conditions
such as heart disease, cancer, pulmonary and renal diseases. These factors
were markedly correlated with shifts in frailty status, highlighting the need for
focused interventions in these subgroups.

a Chi-square tests (two-tailed). 9
b Educational level: Lower: illiterate + elementary school, higher: from

junior high school to senior high education and above.
c Muscular skeletal disease includes joint arthritis, hip fractures, and osteo-

porosis.
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The participants average scores for depressive symptoms and social sup-
port classified by frailty status are shown in Table 2. The mean depressive
symptoms score was higher among participants classified as frailty state im-
provement. The mean scores for providing social support were higher among
participants classified as frailty state stability. The average score for provid-
ing instrumental support was greater among individuals with a frailty state
improvement classification, whereas the mean score for providing emotional
support was higher among those with stable frailty.

Table 3 shows the findings of the regression analysis of depressive symptoms
and social support on change in frailty status. In univariate analysis (Table
3, Model 1), older persons with greater depressive symptoms were associated
with a higher risk of worsening (RRR: 1.075; 95% CI: 1.033, 1.118) and a higher
ratio of frailty improvement (RRR: 1.164; 95% CI: 1.108, 1.223) rather than
frailty stability. Participants who provided more social support had a lower risk
of frailty worsening (RRR: 0.791; 95% CI: 0.674, 0.929) rather than remaining
stable. Being older than 75 years, female, and having a history of heart disease
were significantly associated with a higher risk of frailty worsening (RRR =
1.4971̃.756) over frailty stability. In addition, participants with heart disease
and muscular-skeletal disease had a higher ratio of frailty improvement (RRR
= 2.669 and 1.588, respectively) than over stability (Table 3, Model 1).

In multivariate multinomial logistic regression (Table 3, Model 2), older
adults with higher depressive symptoms had a higher risk of worsening (RRR
= 1.066, 95% CI: 1.023, 1.111) and a higher ratio of frailty improvement (RRR
= 1.145, 95% CI: 1.087, 1.207) rather than remaining stable. Therefore, older
persons with greater depressive symptoms were associated with a higher ratio
of frailty stability after adjusting for personal covariates and chronic diseases
found in Model 0. In the meantime, after controlling for potential confound-
ing variables, the associations between receiving and providing social support
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and the change in frailty status were not statistically significant (p > 0.05).
Being aged = 75 years old and female remained prognostic factors for frailty
worsening. Furthermore, a history of heart disease also predicted the frailty
stability.

With the additional inclusion of the effect modification of depressed symp-
toms by each social support component (Model 3, Table 3), there was no sig-
nificant interaction between depressive symptoms and receiving and providing
social support on changes in frailty status. In other words, receiving and pro-
viding social support had no significant moderating effect on the association
between depressive symptoms and change in frailty status.

Analysis for participants who were frail at baseline

Among 112 community-dwelling older people who were frail at baseline, the
majority were 75 years old or older (69.6%), female (56.3%), married (66.1%),
resided in a city or urban area (66.1%) and had a lower level of education
(72.3%). Overall, 30 (26.8%) participants improved their frailty status, 28
(25.0%) maintained their status, only 17 (15.2%) worsened, and 37 (33.0%)
deaths. A history of diabetes mellitus and cancer were significantly associated
with the change in frailty status over four years. There were no significant
differences in average scores for depressive symptoms and social support by
frailty status change classifications (Table 2). In Table 3, no factors were
associated with changes in frailty status among the baseline frail elders.
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4 Discussion

This study investigated the concurrent impact of depressive symptoms and
social support on change in frailty status. Besides, we further examined the
moderating effects of receiving and providing social support on the association
between depressive symptoms and change in frailty status among the Taiwanese
community-dwelling elderly.

Prior investigations have consistently shown that individuals are more likely
to experience deterioration rather than improvement in frailty status, with
only a small percentage showing positive change [14, 61-66]. Consistent with
these findings, our study observed that improvements in frailty status (11.6%)
were less common than stability (40.1%) or decline (33.0%). The patterns
of frailty transition in our study were aligned with a recent meta-analysis,
which indicated that a significant portion of the elderly population remains in
the same condition over an average of 3.9 years [64]. Our study also aligns
with previous literature in that the majority of participants did not change
their frailty status at follow-up, though the proportion of participants whose
condition worsened was slightly higher than reported in earlier research [67,
68]. Conversely, the rate of improvement in our study exceeded some prior
estimates but was not as high as those reported in other countries, such as
the U.S., Germany, Indonesia, Hong Kong, Japan, and Malaysia [14, 62, 66,
67, 69, 70]. These discrepancies might result from differences in participant
demographics, follow-up durations, and frailty measurement tools [65].
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In our multivariate analysis, a higher prevalence of depressive symptoms was
associated with a reduced likelihood of maintaining a stable non-frail status,
echoing the findings of previous studies where depressive symptoms often pre-
dicted unfavorable frailty transitions [62, 71-74]. Conversely, worsened frailty
states were linked to higher levels of depressive symptoms [75], a correlation
that may be partly attributed to the inclusion of depressive symptomatology
within the frailty phenotype [71]. This potential overlap could be addressed in
future research by employing frailty measures that exclude depressive symp-
toms. Additionally, past meta-analyses have suggested that both depression
and frailty share common risk factors, including inflammation and hormonal
imbalances [24, 76] [77], thus reinforcing the notion that depressive symptoms
play a critical role in the persistence of frailty over time.

Moreover, our univariate analysis indicated that offering social support may
reduce the risk of experiencing worsening frailty. This observation is supported
by literature suggesting that providing social support, particularly among non-
frail and prefrail elderly, may predict a reduced mortality risk compared to
simply receiving support [78-80]. The act of giving support, especially in tan-
gible forms to acquaintances and emotionally to spouses, has been linked to
several health benefits, potentially due to its positive effects on cardiovascular,
immune, and neuroendocrine system functions [81, 82]. Hence, we encourage
older adults to engage in providing social support as a potential strategy for
mitigating the risk of frailty progression.

Our study did not identify any significant moderating effects of social sup-
port on the relationship between depressive symptoms and frailty status change,
suggesting that social support might not serve as a protective factor for older
adults with depression against the progression of frailty. Identifying factors that
could moderate this relationship is an important direction for future research.

Additionally, our findings indicated that being 75 years of age or older
significantly correlated with a worsening frailty status among participants who
were non-frail at baseline, which is consistent with prior studies [67, 70, 83, 84].
This relationship, alongside observed associations between advancing age and
increased frailty risk [62, 84], underlines the necessity of devising preventive
strategies for this high-risk demographic.

Our research also pointed to gender differences, with female gender emerging
as a significant predictor for increased frailty progression. This finding aligns
with the understanding that women, particularly due to physiological factors
such as weaker grip strength and the prevalence of sarcopenia, may be more
predisposed to frailty than men of the same age group [2].

Lastly, the study corroborated the heightened risk of frailty progression in
individuals with multiple chronic conditions, with heart disease being a notable
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predictor after adjusting for covariates, as supported by existing literature [70,
85]. This emphasizes the importance of early intervention and management of
chronic diseases, especially heart disease, to mitigate their impact on frailty
states.

However, this study has limitations, including the observational nature that
precludes causal inferences, the potential for measurement error, and the re-
liance on self-reported data which could introduce recall bias. Future studies
should strive for more objective frailty assessments and consider a wider array
of social factors to provide a more comprehensive analysis. Additionally, to
avoid the conflation of depression and frailty measures, future research might
benefit from employing diagnostic criteria that distinctly define depression.

Despite these limitations, the study’s strengths lie in its use of a nationally
representative sample, the dynamic approach to frailty assessment, and its
novel exploration of social support’s role in the interplay between depressive
symptoms and frailty. As the first study to assess the potential moderating
effects of social support on frailty progression, it sets the stage for further
investigation into the factors that may influence these dynamics.

5 Conclusions

In conclusion, this research provides insights into the evolution of frailty sta-
tus over a four-year period, underscoring the prevalence of frailty progression
among older adults and highlighting the significant influence of depressive
symptoms on this process. It also underscores the need for future interven-
tions that address the nuanced relationship between depressive symptoms and
frailty status, particularly by identifying and targeting the specific variables
that may moderate this association.
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