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Health and Stress in a Society with Disparities -
From a Social Epidemiology Perspective

Katsunori KONDO Y

Abstract

Social epidemiology is the branch of epidemiology for studying social determinants of health, The purposes of
this paper are to (1) review social epidemiology findings, (2) give an overview of the relationships among soci-
ety with disparities, stress and health and (3) consider the implications and challenges of stress science research.

Social epidemiological research accumulated to date has described socioeconomic inequalities in health and has
revealed the compiex relationships and pathways among health, widening socioeconomic disparities as stressors
and social determinants of health such as social support and/or social capital as mediators.

The pathways from social disparities to health inequalities include both individual level factors, such as stress-
ful life events and stress coping abilities, and social structure level factors, such as increasing job insecurity and
widening socioeconomic disparities. More and more studies arc reporting social capital and relative deprivation to
be part of the society level pathways.

Promising measures to reduce health inequalities also include both individual and societal level measures. Indi-
vidual social support, cognitive behavioral therapy and stress management are not enough, It is necessary to en-
rich social capital and implement Health in All Policies (WHO), including education, employment, social securi-
ty policy and other policies.

The challenges for stress science research concerning this topic are not only to uncover the mechanisms from
stressors to stress reactions and alleviating factors. They also include proposing stress related indicators to be
monitored and producing solid scientific evidence to assist in formulation of policies aimed at reducing stressors
and stress reactions in societies with widening disparities. Stress science research and social epidemiology are an-
ticipated as basic sciences for reducing inequalities in health.

Key words: Social disparities, Stressor, Relative deprivation, Health inequalities, Social epidemiology
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