
 

The association between unhealthy behaviors
and socioeconomic status differs between
countries

February 22 2011

According to a study by Silvia Stringhini and colleagues from INSERM,
(U1018 Centre for Research in Epidemiology and Population Health)
and University College London, (Department of Epidemiology and
Public Health), published in this week's PLoS Medicine, although
socioeconomic status and health behaviors are strong predictors of
mortality, there are major differences in the social patterning of
unhealthy behaviors in different countries.

The authors investigated whether health behaviours are equally
important mediators of the association between socio-economic status
and health in different cultural settings. They compared recent findings
of the British Whitehall II study with those of another European cohort,
the French GAZEL study. Both large cohort studies have comparable
designs and have a similar age range and follow-up period. The
Whitehall II study started in 1985, with the aim of examining the
socioeconomic gradient in health among 10308 London-based civil
servants (6895 men and 3413 women) aged 35-55. The GAZEL study
started in 1989 among employees of the French national gas and
electricity company totalling 20625 employees (15011 men and 5614
women), aged 35-50.

The authors found that the socioeconomic gradient in smoking and
unhealthy diet was greater in Whitehall II than in GAZEL.
Socioeconomic differences in mortality were similar in the two cohorts,
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a hazard ratio of 1.62 in Whitehall II and 1.94 in GAZEL for lowest
versus highest occupational position. Health behaviours weakened the
association between socio-economic status and mortality substantially in
Whitehall II (by 75%) but only by 19% in GAZEL. The supplementary
analysis the researchers conducted using education and income as socio-
economic markers gave similar results.

These findings are important as they show that health behaviours are
only likely to be major contributors towards socioeconomic differences
in health in settings with a marked social characterisation of those
behaviours. The authors conclude that in order to identify the common
and unique determinants of social inequalities in health in different
populations, "there needs to be further comparative research on the
relative importance of different pathways linking socioeconomic status
to health."

  More information: Stringhini S, Dugravot A, Shipley M, Goldberg M,
Zins M, et al. (2011) Health Behaviours, Socioeconomic Status, and
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GAZEL Prospective Cohorts. PLoS Med 8(2): e1000419. 
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