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Are you interested in profiling some of your work, or writing an opinion piece for our SIG quarterly knowledge update newlsetters? It could be a short piece advertising a study you’re working on in the areas of interest to the SIG, or a summary of your views on a particular burning issue. It could be great promotion for your work, as well as a way of connecting with other SIG members. If so we’d love to hear from you! Drop us a line any time – email kylie.ball@deakin.edu.au. 

SIG Debate

Should each intervention be evaluated on its equity impact?

Frank J van Lenthe, Department of Public Health, Erasmus MC Rotterdam, the Netherlands (f.vanlenthe@erasmusmc.nl)

In studying the effectiveness of interventions, subgroup analyses may provide interesting additional information. For example, they may answer the question for whom the intervention may be more or less effective. Subgroup analyses however, can be criticised, for example because they may easily result in a so called “fishing expedition”. Petticrew et al. adequately summarised the pro’s and con’s of subgroup analyses in a paper with a title that summarizes the dilemma well: “Damned if you do, damned if you don’t (1)”. Interestingly, the paper argues that there are circumstances in which such analyses may be rather helpful, that is when it concerns the impact of interventions on socioeconomic inequalities in health and health behaviours. 

Higher prevalence rates of unhealthy behaviours contribute substantially to socioeconomic inequalities in health. To date, only little is known about interventions that are particularly effective in lower socioeconomic groups. The fact that many interventions are developed and evaluated for the general population, in which indicators of socioeconomic position (SEP) are measured for the purpose of controlling for its confounding effect, opens the opportunity to conduct subgroup analyses by indicators of SEP in existing interventions. It can easily be expanded to new intervention studies as well. 

Conducting equity specific interventions is even more important because it is often thought that interventions may widen inequalities, because higher socioeconomic groups may take up in the intervention better than lower socioeconomic groups. Results may however, also be easily misinterpreted: many intervention studies are not adequately powered to detect a significant difference between socioeconomic groups, and this argument can then be translated into the conclusion that it works equally well for higher and lower socioeconomic groups.  

A large consortium of Dutch researchers re-analysed 26 intervention studies on their equity impact (2). The findings were summarised in so-called harvest plots. The study will be published in the May or June issue of the American Journal of Preventive Medicine. An interesting finding of the study was that in all interventions indicators of SEP were measured. Further, although studies were able to conduct equity-specific subgroup analyses, the large majority of them did not report these findings in the papers, presumably because of the lack of statistical power. Summarising the evidence however, provides a first picture about the differential effectiveness of interventions, particularly if summarised by type of intervention and/or setting For almost half of the studies included, no differential effectiveness could be demonstrated; among the other studies, more suggested that the intervention widened the socioeconomic gradient. Community-based studies seemed to be particularly effective in lower socioeconomic groups. 

A lesson from this study could be that equity specific analyses are a relatively easy way to improve knowledge about effectiveness of interventions in lower socioeconomic groups. For debate we therefore phrase the following statement, which can be discussed via Twitter – please use #ISBNPASIG so other members can follow the topic!
“Each lifestyle intervention study should investigate and report the equity impact of the effectiveness of the intervention by default”.
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The following resources may be of interest to SIG members.
Media releases, events, presentations, topics of interest
·  Socioeconomic inequality in Canada has featured heavily in news and social media in recent months. Canada’s Broadbent Institute recently issued a major discussion paper, “Towards a More Equal Canada,” which discusses marked increases in income and wealth inequality over the past 20 years, arguing that these erode genuine equality of opportunity.

http://www.broadbentinstitute.ca/sites/default/files/documents/towards_a_more_equal_canada.pdf 
· Similarly, a US report shows that income inequality has grown in almost every state since the 1970s. http://inequality.org/statelevel-inequality-rise-nation/ 
Both reports include suggestions for how these increases might be mitigated, including raises to minimum wages and more progressive tax systems.  

· This issue of Annals of Behavioral Medicine Volume 45, Issue 1, February 2013 features the second special section on health disparities, primarily related to racial disparities.
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Pediatr Obes. 2013 Jan 3. doi: 10.1111/j.2047-6310.2012.00133.x. [Epub ahead of print]
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Remember that our ISBNPA Special Interest Group is on Twitter! Follow #ISBNPASIG – most tweets to date have been sent from SIG convenor @KylieBall3, but please join in the twitterverse and use the #ISBNPASIG hashtag so other members can follow/converse as well. Any tweets relating to SIG topics – new research, questions, challenges, debates, news – are very welcome!








