Letter to the Editor

International prevalence rates of asthma and
allergy are associated with income inequality

To the Editor:

The global burden of asthma and allergic diseases is rising, and
decades of research on causal pathways has had limited impact on
the development of effective prevention strategies.1 It remains
unclear what causes variations in prevalence rates between
countries, and evidence on the role of poverty is mixed. Data
from the World Health Survey show a U-shaped pattern, with
the highest prevalence rates of asthma reported in low-income
and high-income countries.” The International Study for Asthma
and Allergy in Childhood survey data show some positive
associations between per capita gross national product and atopy,
depending on the age group, world region, and health outcome
studied.” Although determinants linked to absolute poverty
(such as calorific nutrition, lack of exercise, air pollution, poor
quality housing, and tobacco smoking) have received attention,
it is unclear to what extent causal pathways of asthma and
allergies are influenced by the degree of socioeconomic
inequality within countries. We use income inequality as a social
characteristic that may shed light on poorly understood causal
mechanisms of asthma and allergies. Despite income inequality
being associated with a range of other diseases in adults and
children, and different types of mortality,” a previous study on
health outcomes and income inequality concluded that there
was no association between asthma and income inequality in 60
US communities.’

We aimed to study the associations between income inequality
and childhood asthma and allergies for countries represented in
the International Study for Asthma and Allergy in Childhood
Phase 3 survey. The survey was conducted from 2001 to 2003 in
55 countries and 104 centers, and provides data on prevalence
rates of symptoms of asthma (wheeze in the last 12 months),
atopic eczema, and allergic rhinoconjunctivitis for 6- to 7-year-
olds and 13- to 14-year-olds.® Income inequality within countries
was measured by the Gini coefficient, ranging from 0 (complete
equality: everyone has the same income) to 100 (complete
inequality: one person receives all the income). National
estimates of the Gini coefficient closest to 2002/2003 were
provided by the World Bank. Country income was measured by
gross national income (GNI per capita) of 2003. Countries or
territories for which no Gini coefficient or GNI per capita was
provided were excluded from analyses (Barbados, Channel
Islands, Isle of Man, Malta, Taiwan, Oman, and Kuwait).

Associations between income inequality or national income
and symptoms of asthma and allergies were assessed with
correlation tests and linear regression models in Stata 12. Because
previous studies on health and income inequality have excluded
low-income countries or focused on more affluent countries, we
performed a sensitivity analysis with high- and middle-income
countries only. According to the World Bank Atlas method, this
excludes countries with a GNI below $735 in 2003.” As a result, 5
countries were removed from these analyses (India, Nigeria,
Ethiopia, Pakistani, and Kenya).

A positive correlation between asthma symptoms and
income inequality was statistically significant for 6- to 7-year-
olds (8 =0.38; r = 0.45; P =.009) (Fig 1) and 13- to 14-year-olds

Asthma
prevalence (%)
40
.
30
20 o i
. L] /_,,——7“‘./
* - -—r'//
10 et N .
“ "‘ L d . L
.
O T T T T T
20 30 40 50 60

Income inequality (GINI)

FIG 1. Asthma prevalence rates by income inequality (Gini) for 6- to 7-year-
olds.
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FIG 2. Asthma prevalence rates by income inequality (Gini) for 13- to
14-year-olds.

(B = 0.24; r = 0.36; P = .013) (Fig 2). In both age groups,
including GNI per capita as a covariate strengthened associations
between income inequality and asthma (6-7-year-olds: 8 = 0.49;
P = .002; 13-14-year-olds: B = 0.33; P = .001). However,
prevalence rates of symptoms of asthma were not associated
with GNI per capita for 6- to 7-year-olds (P = .578) or 13- to
14-year-olds (P = .243) (see Figs E1 and E2 in this article’s
Online Repository at www.jacionline.org). A sensitivity analysis
with middle- and high-income countries only did not alter results.

In the 6- to 7-year-old age group, there was a correlation
between rhinoconjunctivitis and higher income inequality
(B = 0.17; r = 0.39; P = .029), which became stronger if GNI
per capita was included in the model (8 = 0.26; P =.002). Similar
associations were observed in the 13- to 14-year-old age group in
the bivariate analysis (8 = 0.31; r = 0.42; P = .003) and in the
model including GNI per capita (8 = 0.36; P =.001). We found
no evidence for associations between GNI per capita and
symptoms of allergic rhinoconjunctivitis, nor did the data reveal
associations between GNI per capita and eczema.

In the subsample of middle- and high-income countries, results
generally did not differ from those of the complete sample.
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However, there was some evidence for associations between
eczema and income inequality in the 13- to 14-year-old age
group of this subsample, both in the bivariate analysis (8 = 0.14;
r = 0.30; P = .056) and when GNI per capita was included
(B = 0.16; P = .045).

In conclusion, income inequality rather than average income
per capita is associated with symptoms of asthma and rhinocon-
junctivitis. The same conclusion could not be drawn for eczema,
which might be due to a difference in etiology, or because income
inequality is associated with the prevalence of eczema in higher
income but not lower income countries. Given that we found
associations with income inequality but not absolute income,
psychosocial rather than material factors may explain part of the
difference in national prevalence rates of asthma and allergies.
Income inequality may affect health through stress arising from
status comparisons, unhealthy behaviors triggered by stress, and
damaged social relationships.® Because the ecological design of
this study provides evidence for associations but not causal
relationships, potential causal mechanisms should be explored
in future studies, taking into account individual- and area-level
factors. This may improve our knowledge on the etiology of
asthma and allergies.
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FIG E1. Asthma prevalence rates by income per capita (GNI) for 6- to

7-year-olds.
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FIG E2. Asthma prevalence rates by income per capita (GNI) for 13- to

14-year-olds.
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