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Objective and Subjective Poverty among older people and its association
with health, function and mortality.

Jochanan Stessman, Jeremy M. Jacobs, Yehieh Amar, Aliza Hammerman-Rozenberg and Irit
Stessman-Lande

Abstract

Background: It is well known than an individual's economic status influences both their health and
mortality.

Aim: To describe the frequency of poverty (both objective and subjective) among people aged 70
years and older, and to examine the association of poverty with health characteristics and risk
factors for medical, functional, social and cognitive status.

Methods: This work forms part of the Jerusalem Longitudinal Study, which examined a large
representative sample of Jerusalem residents born 1920-1921, at ages 70, 78, 85, 90, and 95.
Comprehensive assessment included medical, social, functional, and cognitive status. "Objective
poverty" was defined among subjects whose sole income was the "old age pension" and who also
required "income supplement benefit" from the National Institute for Social Security. "Subjective
poverty" was defined among subjects who answered that "they had financial difficulty getting
through each month".

Results: Subjective and objective poverty were not identical entities among the study population.
The overall frequency of objective poverty among all subjects was 13%, remaining stable
throughout the entire follow up period, apart from age 95. In contrast, subjective poverty was more
frequent, and changed at different ages, decreasing from 24% between ages 70-85, to 14% at ages
90-95. Subjective poverty was significantly associated with depression at all ages (from HR=3.2, CI
95%:1.73-5.93 at age 70, to HR=2.45, Cl 95%:1.32-4.54 at age 95), and also with poor self-rated
health (from HR=2.69, Cl 95%:1.63-4.46 at age 70, to HR=1.96, Cl 95%:1.11-3.43 at age 95. In
contrast, the association between objective poverty was inconsistent during the follow-up period.
The association between both objective and subjective poverty with low levels of physical activity,
low functional status, and cognitive impairment was observed primarily at age 85.

Mortality was significantly higher among subjects with subjective poverty from at ages 70, 85, and
90 (ranging from HR=1.33, Cl 95%: 1.02-1.74 to HR=1.50, Cl 95%:1.11-2.03), while objective poverty
was significantly associated with increased mortality at ages 78 and 85 (HR=1.43, Cl 95%:1.01-2.03,
and HR=1.55, Cl 95%:1.16-2.07 respectively).

Conclusions: Differences exist between subjective and objective poverty among older people, both
in their frequency, as well as their association with health, functional, and psychosocial status
between ages 70-95. Among older people, poverty is associated with increased mortality.

Key words: The Jerusalem Longitudinal Study of aging, objective poverty, subjective poverty,

oldest old.
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