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Abstract

BENNETT, GARY G., KATHLEEN Y. WOLIN, AND
SHERMAN A. JAMES. Lifecoursesocioeconomi@osition
and weight changeamongblacks: The Pitt County Study.
Obesity.2007;15:172D181.

Objective: The elevatedprevalenceof obesityamongU.S.
blacks has beenattributedto low socioeconomigosition
(SEP),despiteinconsistenempiricalfindings. It is unclear
whetherlow SEPat variouslifecoursestagedifferentially
influencesadulthoodBMI and BMI change.
ResearchMethods and Procedures: Among 1167 black
adultsin the Pitt County Study, we examinedindependent
cross-sectionaand longitudinal associationbetweenSEP,
measuredh childhoodandadulthoodandBMI and13-year
BMI changeLow vs. high childhoodSEPwasmeasuredby
parentaloccupationand childhood householddeprivation;
low vs. high adulthoodSEPwas assessetty employment
status, education,and occupation.Using childhood and
adulthood SEP, four lifecourse SEP categorieswere cre-
ated:low-low, low-high, high-low, high-high.

Results:We found no consistenessociationbetweenSEP
andBMI or BMI changeamongmen. Among women,we
observedheexpectednverseassociatiorbetweerSEPand
BMI at baselineln multivariable-adjuste@nalysessocio-
economicallyadvantagedvomen demonstratedarger 13-
yearincreasesn BMI: skilled vs. unskilled parentaloccu-
pation(6.1vs.4.8kg/n?, p = 0.04);college-educateds. <
high school(6.2 vs. 4.5 kg/n?, p = 0.04); white-collarvs.
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blue-collarjob (5.8 vs. 4.8 kg/n?, p = 0.05);andhigh-high
vs. low-low lifecourseSEP (6.5 vs. 4.6 kg/n?, p = 0.02).
Discussion: For womenin this black cohort, lower SEP
predictedearlier onsetof obesity; however,low SEPwas
less predictive of BMI increasesover time. Our findings
demonstrateomplex patternsof associatiorbetweenSEP
and BMI changeamongblack women.

Key words: blacks/African Americans, race/ethnicity,
socioeconomidactors, BMI, weight gain

Introduction

More than32% of the U.S. populationis currentlyobese
(). Theincreasingprevalenceof the conditionhasdispro-
portionately affected blacks. Estimatessuggestthat more
than 45% of the non-Hispanicblack populationis obese
(comparedwith ~30% of non-Hispanicwhites), and the
highestprevalenceis observedamongblack women (1).
Theincreasedisk for obesityamongblacks,asin all other
groups,s stronglyinfluencedby obesity-relatedisk behav-
iors (i.e., high caloricintakeandphysicalinactivity) andthe
energy imbalancethat results (2). Thesemodifiable risk
behaviorsarestrongly patternedoy socioeconomigosition
(SEP} (3).

Although traditionally studiedin a uni-dimensionafash-
ion, SEPis comprisedof multiple componentseflectinga
rangeof individual, household and broadersocial contex-
tual circumstanceg4). Thesevaried SEP indicators may
differentially impactobesityrisk atvariouspointsacrosshe
lifecourse(5). Indeed,both childhood and adulthoodSEP
are potentdeterminant®f weight statusandweightchange
amongadultwhitesin developedcountries(5,6). However,
empiricalevidencesupportingheassociatioramongblacks
hasbeenmuchlessconsistentparticularlyfor blackwomen
(7D9).

A numberof cross-sectionainvestigationshave shown
no protectiveeffect of higher SEP (reflecting both child-
hood and adulthoodperiods)on adulthoodobesity preva-

1 Nonstandardabbreviation:SEP,socioeconomigosition.
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lenceamongblackwomen(7D10) Similarly, a recentcom-
prehensivereview found scant evidenceof a consistent
associatiorbetweenSEPandweight changeamongblacks
(5). Forexamplejn the CoronaryArtery Risk Development
in Young Adults study,Burke et al. (11) found an inverse
associatiorbetweenadulthoodeducationalattainmentand
weightgainafter5 yearsfor blackwomen,but notfor black
men. However, after 7 years of follow-up in the same
cohort, Greenlundet al. (8) failed to find associationsvith
weight gain for either adulthoodeducationakttainmentor
parental education(a measureof childhood SEP). Rela-
tively few investigationshaveadoptech lifecourseperspec-
tive in the study of SEPandweight changeamongblacks
(12). To date,therehasbeenlittle evidencelinking child-
hood SEP with either adulthoodweight statusor weight
change.Furthermore,we are unawareof any empirical
evidencethat upwardsocioeconomienobility conferspro-
tection againgt the impact of adverse childhood socioeconomic
circumstances on adulthood weight gain among blacks.

The presentstudy was designedto determinewhether
SEP (reflecting childhood,adulthood,and lifecourse SEP)
wasassociatedvith BMI changein a cohortof blackadult
menandwomenresidingin the southeasteribnited States.
Comparedwith previouslongitudinal studiesof SEP and
weightchangeamongblacks,major strengthf the present
studyincludeits extendedollow-up period, multiple mea-
suresof SEP,and objectively measuredBMINall factors
that have been previously identified as methodological
strengthsn the study of SEPandweight change(5).

ResearchMethods and Procedures

Study Participants

Data were collectedin the 1988 baselineand 2001 fol-
low-up interviewsof participantsin the Pitt County (NC)
Study,a community-basedyrospectivenvestigationof risk
factorsfor hypertensiorandrelateddisordersamongblack
men and womenresidingin easternNorth Carolina (13).
Participantsvere25 to 50 yearsold at baselinejndividuals
residingin middle-classneighborhoodsvere over-sampled
to increasevariation in SEP. The baselinesample, the
samplingstrategy andthe contentof the baselinehousehold
interview aredescribedn detail elsewherg13). This study
satisfied all criteria for the ethical treatmentof human
participantsand was approvedby the Institutional Review
Boardsof the University of Michigan,Duke University,and
the Harvard Schoolof Public Health.

Of the 2225 race- and age-eligible individuals, 1773
persong661menand1112women;80%)wereinterviewed
in 1988.Datawerecollectedagainin 2001 from all partic-
ipantsbelievedto be alive, non-institutionalizedandresid-
ing within a 100-mile radius of Greenville, the countyOs
principal city. Of the 1540 individuals (543 menand 997
women) meeting thesecriteria, 1221 (428 men and 793

women; 79%) were re-interviewed.Of these,43 were ex-
cludedowing to significantdiscrepancie birth year(=2
years)or height (=2 inches),when comparing1988 and
2001 values.Theseexclusionsresultedin 1178individuals
(418 menand 760 women;77% of the 1540targetednter-
views).

Measurementof Body Composition

In 1988and 2001, trainedinterviewersmeasuredveight
(in pounds)with a balancescale after study participants
removed their shoesand heavy clothing. Height to the
nearestnchwasmeasuredvith averticalruler; thesevalues
were convertedto their metric form, and BMI was com-
putedas kg/nr.

Selectionof Socioeconomidvieasures

Our selectionof socioeconomieneasuresvasguidedby
the notion that variousdimensionsof childhoodsocioeco-
nomic position might affect adulthoodweight gain, either
independentlyor synergisticallythrough their impact on
adulthoodsocioeconomistanding We positedthatparental
occupationa variablelikely lesssubjectto recall biasthan
otherindividual socialclassmeasurege.g.,parentaleduca-
tion, income),could determinechildhoodexposureto obe-
sity-promotingresourcesandbehaviors We alsoexamined
childhood material householdcircumstanceswhich were
also thought to influence exposureto obesity-promoting
environmentsOne would expectthesecontextualfeatures
to belargely determinedoy parentalsocialclass.However,
in this cohort,they may also act independentlyof parental
occupation becauseduring childhood, most study partici-
pantswould havelikely residedin racially segregatedom-
munitiesthat were subjectto Jim Crow-erapolicies. These
policies may have constrainedndividuals of higher socio-
economicstandingfrom affording accessto more advan-
taged contextual circumstances.Finally, we considered
measuref adulthoodSEP (which have beenassociated
with obesityand weight gain primarily amongwhites), as
well aslifecoursesocioeconomienobility, which allowsfor
more precisionin identifying the temporalcourseof socio-
economiceffectson adulthoodweight change.

Measurementof Childhood SEP

Childhood SEP data were obtainedusing a computer-
basedeventHistory Calendar.This methodologyenhances
long-term recall of information by inquiring about more
easilyrememberectvents(e.g.,whereone lived, andwith
whom, at specific pointsin time) (14).

Participantgrovideda brief descriptionof the main job
held by their familyOsgrimary breadwinnele.g., biological
parent,grandparentor otherperson)duringtheir childhood
years,definedasbirth to agel3 years.Eachjob description
wascodedto fit oneof nine categorieof the 1990Census
OccupationalClassification.Examplesinclude:1 = mana-
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gerial/professional5 = precision production and crafts;

9 = farm laborer. Thesenine job categorieswere subse-
quently collapsedinto two broad categories:skilled vs.

unskilled/farmlaborer,designatecshigh andlow parental
occupation respectively Parentaloccupationcould not be

determinedfor 45 womenand 21 menbecausehey either
had missingdatafor the primary breadwinneror were the

childrenof single mothers,who had neverworked outside
the homeand, thus, were categorizedas homemakersAd-

ditional detailsare availableelsewherg15).

We alsoconsideredseveralothermeasure®f childhood
material householdconditions. Participantsreported the
numberof yearsduring childhood(ages0 to 13 years)that
they had: 1) not enoughfood to eat, 2) receivedpublic
assistance,3) lacked electricity, and 4) lacked indoor
plumbing. Becausedistributionswere skewed,thesevari-
ableswere dichotomizedasO vs. 1 or moreyears.

Measurementof Adulthood SEP

Educationwas measuredat baselinein four levels: less
than high school, high school, somecollege, and college
graduate.Participants@ccupationat baselinewas coded
basedon 9 Hollingsheadob prestige(16) scoresExamples
include: 1 = farm laborer/menialservice worker; 4 =
skilled manualworker; 5 = clerical/salesvorker;and9 =
higher executive/majoiprofessional.Theseprestigescores
were subsequenthcollapsedinto two broad occupational
categoriesblue-collarif Hollingsheadscoreswere 1 to 4
andwhite-collarif Hollingsheadscoreswere5 to 9.

On the basisof prior study findings (13), we soughtto
minimize misclassificationof respondentsébcioeconomic
standingby creatingan index of adulthoodSEP,basedon
four measure<ollectedin 1988. We usededucationand
occupationasdescribedabove.The third variable,employ-
ment status,had two levels: employedvs. not employed.
Thefourthvariablealsohadtwo levels,homeowneryes/no.
Householdincomewas not collectedin 1988; hence,em-
ploymentstatusand home ownershipprovided someindi-
rect information on respondents@ifferential accesgo in-
comeandwealth.

Adulthood SEP index categorieswere producedas fol-
lows: education(less than high school = 0, high school
graduatebut lessthan college = 0.5, college graduate=
1.0); occupation(blue-collar = 0, white-collar = 1); cur-
rently employed(no = 0, yes= 1); andhomeowner(no =
0, yes = 1). Summingthe discretecomponentgesultedin
scoresranging from 0 to 4. The resulting variable was
categorizedaslow (=1), medium(2), or high (=3).

Measurementof Lifecourse Socioeconomidviobility

Life coursesocioeconomianobility was determinedby
combining information on childhood SEP, using parental
occupation, and adulthood SEP, dichotomized as high
(score=3.0) or low (score <3.0). Four non-overlapping
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lifecourseSEP categoriesvere createdlow childhood/low
adulthood;low childhood/highadulthood;high childhood/
low adulthood;and high childhood/highadulthood.

Statistical Analysis

Generalizedlinear models were used to estimatethe
associationdetweenSEP variablesand BMI changebe-
tween1988and2001.Age- andmultivariable-adjustetbast
squaresmeanBMI and BMI changevaluesare presented.
Analyseswere weighted to take into accountthe over-
sampling of middle class householdsin 1988 and non-
responseo both the 1988 and 2001 surveys.All analyses
were performedusing SAS software(version8; SAS Insti-
tute, Inc., Cary, NC). Our analysesare limited to the 416
men and 751 womenwith BMI valuesin both 1988 and
2001. Potential confoundersmeasuredn 1988, included
thefollowing: age(years);marital status(currently/former-
ly/nevermarried);participationin strenuougphysicalactiv-
ity (yes/no);andcurrentcigarettesmoker(yes/no).In anal-
ysesof childhoodSEPindicators,we alsoadjustedanalyses
for theadult SEPindex.In analyse®f adult SEPindicators,
we also adjustedfor parentaloccupation.Lifecourse SEP
included measuresof both childhood and adult SEP, so
additional covariateswere not included.BMI was usedas
our primary outcomebecausdt adjustsweight for height
and hasarguablygreaterclinical and public healthsignifi-
cancethanbody weight alone.

Results
Women,on averagehadhigherBMI levelsthanmenat

baselineandsawgreaterincreasesn BMI overthe 13-year
follow-up period(Tablel1). Men andwomenreportedcom-
parable levels of childhood socioeconomicdeprivation.
Most participantg82% men,84%women)hadparentsvho
were employedin unskilled occupations.However, few
participantsreportedreceiving public assistancespending
time without electricity, or experiencingfood scarcity for

more than 1 year during childhood.A majority, however,
reportedliving without indoor plumbingfor at least1 year
(66% men, 61% women).Most participantswere not em-
ployed in white-collar occupations (63% men, 76%
women). Almost 1 in 5 participants (21% men, 18%
women) held college degrees,and a substantialnumber
graduatedirom high school (38% men, 40% women). A

largerpercentagef womenthanmen(42%vs. 34%)scored
low on the adult SEPindex. Most participants(58% men,
63% women) were categorizedn the low-low lifecourse
socioeconomianobility category.

BaselineBMI

As shownin Table 2, for men,age-adjustedneanbase-
line BMI was positively associatedvith receiptof public
assistancép = 0.01) in childhood. Among women, age-
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Table 1. Prevalenceof sociodemographiactorsat baselinefor menand women,Pitt County Study

Men Women
N % N %
Childhood SEP
Parentaloccupation
Low/unskilled 323 82 592 84
Skilled 73 18 115 16
Missing 20 44
Childhoodhouseholddeprivation
Public assistance
No 353 87 657 90
=1 year 51 13 73 10
Missing 12 21
No plumbing
No 138 34 293 39
=1 year 272 66 455 61
Missing 6 3
No electricity
No 346 84 616 83
=1 year 64 16 129 17
Missing 6 6
Foodscarcity
No 380 92 678 91
=] year 32 8 68 9
Missing 4 5
Adulthood SEP
Adult SEPindex
Low 140 34 299 42
Medium 137 33 212 30
High 136 33 203 28
Missing 3 37
Education
<High school 132 32 228 30
High school 159 38 302 40
Vocationalschool 36 9 87 12
=Collegegraduate 89 21 134 18
Missing
White-collaroccupation
No 261 63 573 76
Yes 155 37 178 24
LifecourseSEP
Low-low 229 58 442 63
Low-high 94 24 150 21
High-low 36 9 78 11
High-high 37 9 37 5
Missing 20 44
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Table 1. Continued

Men Women
N % N %
Marital status
Married 259 62 314 42
Unmarried 156 38 437 58
Smokingstatus
Current 183 44 251 33
Neveror past 233 56 499 67
Physicalactivity
Participatedn strenuousactivity 243 58 270 36
No strenuousactivity 173 42 477 64
BMI (kg/n?), mean(SD) 26.5(4.5) 29.4(6.8)
Changein BMI (kg/m?) from 1988to 2001, mean(SD) 2.9(4.2) 4.6(5.7)
Age (years),mean(SD) 36(7) 36 (7)

SD, standarddeviation.

adjustedmeanbaselineBMI wasinverselyassociatedvith
parentaloccupation(p = 0.01),the adult SEPindex (p =
0.004),education(p = 0.004),white-collaroccupationp =
0.0004),andthelifecourseSEPindex(p = 0.01)(Table3).

BMI Change

In multivariable-adjustedanalyseschildhood SEP was
generallynot associatedvith increasesn BMI amongmen.
Adult SEP was not associatedvith BMI changeamong
men, nor was lifecourseSEP.

Among women, both parentaloccupationand lacking
plumbing during childhood were associatedwith BMI
changein multivariable-adjustecinalysesWomenwhose
parentsheld skilled occupationshad greater mean BMI
increasegshan womenwhoseparentsheld unskilled occu-
pations(6.1 vs. 4.8 kg/n?, p = 0.04) (Figure 1). Women
who reportedliving at least1 year without plumbing re-
ported smallermeanBMI increaseghan womenwho re-
ported never living without plumbing (4.6 vs. 5.7 kg/n?,
p = 0.02).Interestingly theadulthoodSEPindexscorewas
alsopositively associateavith BMI changeamongwomen:
high-SEPwomenhada 1.3-kg/nf greatermeanincreasen
BMI thanlow-SEPwomen (5.5 vs. 4.2 kg/n?, p = 0.06).
Educationand occupation,rather than employmentstatus
and home ownership,appearedmost responsiblefor this
associationComparedwith womenwith lessthan a high
schooleducationwomenwith a collegeeducationexperi-
enceda greatermeanincreasein BMI (6.2 kg/n? vs.4.5
kg/m?, p = 0.04) (Figure 2). Womenemployedin white-
collar occupationshad a significantly greatermean BMI
increasghanwomenin blue-collarjobs (5.8 vs. 4.8 kg/n?,
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p = 0.05). Predictably lifecoursesocioeconomianobility
wasalsosignificantly positively associatedp = 0.02)with
meanBMI change Specifically, womenwith high SEPin
both childhood and adulthoodhad a greatermean BMI
increase(6.5 kg/n?) thanwomenwith a low SEPin both
childhoodand adulthood(4.6 kg/n?) (Figure 3).

Discussion

Our findings highlight the complex patternsof associa-
tion betweenSEPand BMI changeamongblacks.As pre-
viously reported(7), we found higherbaselineBMI levels
amongblack womenin the mostsocioeconomicallydisad-
vantagedcircumstancesusing several SEP indicators. In
contrast,however,black womenwith higherlevelsof SEP
demonstratedgreaterincreasesin BMI over the 13-year
follow-up period. Consistentwith nationalprevalencelata
(1), by 2001,therewasa high prevalencenf obesityamong
black womenin the Pitt County Study cohort, irrespective
of SEP.We found no consistentassociationbetweenSEP
andBMI changeamongmen.

Nearly 20 yearsago, Kumanyika(17) arguedthat socio-
economicfactorsmay be lessproximatelyassociatedvith
obesitythansocio-cultural environmentaland, potentially,
biological andgeneticfactors.Indeed,the availableempir-
ical evidence(althoughlimited) supportsthis supposition.
Findings from studiesinvestigatingassociationshetween
SEPandbodyweightamongblack adultwomentendto be
inconsistent(7,18). Similarly (althoughin contrastto our
findings), prior studiesinvestigatingweight changeout-
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Table 2. Socioeconomidifferencesin baselineandchangein BMI amongmen, Pitt County Study

Change(SE) in BMI

Age-adjusted mean (SE) BMI (kg/m2)

Multivariable
Baseline Follow-up Age-adjusted adjusted*
BMI p BMI p A p A p
ChildhoodSEP
Parentaloccupation 0.28 0.30 0.74 0.93
Low/unskilled 25.9(0.3) 29.0(0.4) 3.1(0.3) 3.1(0.3)
Skilled 26.5(0.6) 29.8(0.7) 3.3(0.5) 3.1(0.5)
Childhoodhouseholddeprivation
Public assistance 0.01 0.32 0.13 0.18
No 25.8(0.3) 29.2(0.4) 3.4(0.2) 3.4(0.2)
=1 year 27.6(0.6) 30.1(0.8) 2.5(0.6) 2.6(0.6)
No plumbing 0.14 0.19 0.74 0.80
No 25.6(0.4) 28.8(0.5) 3.2(0.4) 3.2(0.4)
=1 year 26.3(0.3) 29.6(0.4) 3.3(0.3) 3.3(0.3)
No electricity 0.49 0.33 0.51 0.54
No 26.0(0.3) 29.2(0.4) 3.2(0.3) 3.2(0.3)
=1 year 26.4(0.6) 30.0(0.8) 3.6(0.6) 3.6(0.6)
Food scarcity 0.57 0.89 0.68 0.68
No 26.0(0.2) 29.3(0.3) 3.3(0.2) 3.3(0.2)
=1 year 26.5(0.8) 29.5(1.0) 3.0(0.7) 3.0(0.7)
Adulthood SEP
Adult SEPindex 0.12 0.13 0.66 0.94
Low 26.2(0.4) 29.3(0.5) 3.1(0.3) 3.1(0.4)
Medium 25.4(0.4) 28.6(0.6) 3.2(0.4) 3.1(0.4)
High 26.5(0.4) 30.1(0.6) 3.5(0.4) 3.2(0.4)
Education 0.64 0.10 0.07 0.19
<High school 26.3(0.4) 29.3(0.5) 3.0(0.4) 3.2(0.4)
High school 25.9(0.4) 29.1(0.5) 3.2(0.3) 2.8(0.4)
Vocationalschool 25.3(0.8) 27.7(1.0) 2.4(0.7) 2.4(0.7)
=Collegegraduate 26.2(0.5) 30.5(0.7) 4.2(0.4) 3.9(0.5)
White-collaroccupation 0.26 0.21 0.53 0.63
No 25.9(0.3) 29.1(0.4) 3.2(0.3) 3.1(0.3)
Yes 26.4(0.4) 29.8(0.5) 3.4(0.3) 3.3(0.4)
LifecourseSEP 0.31 0.27 0.53 0.81
Low-low 25.7(0.3) 28.7(0.4) 3.1(0.3) 3.1(0.3)
Low-high 26.5(0.5) 29.6(0.6) 3.1(0.4) 3.1(0.4)
High-low 26.4(0.8) 30.0(1.0) 2.6(0.7) 2.6(0.7)
High-high 26.6(0.8) 30.6(1.0) 4.0(0.7) 3.6(0.7)

SE, standarcerror.
* Thethreeadult SEPmeasureareadjustedor age,marital status cigarettesmoking,strenuougphysicalactivity, andparentaloccupation.
Thefour childhoodSEPmeasuresireadjustedor age,marital status cigarettesmoking,strenuougphysicalactivity, andadult SEPindex.
LifecourseSEPIs adjustedfor age,marital status,cigarettesmoking,and strenuougphysicalactivity.

p representgomparisorof leastsquaredmeanBMI or BMI changebetweenlevelsof SEPindicators.
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Table 3. Socioeconomidifferencesin baselineandchangein BMI amongwomen, Pitt County Study

Change(SE) in BMI

Age-adjusted mean (SE) BMI (kg/m2)

Multivariable
Baseline Follow-up Age-adjusted adjusted*
BMI P BMI p A p A p
ChildhoodSEP
Parentaloccupation 0.01 0.82 0.01 0.04
Low/unskilled 29.6(0.3) 34.3(0.4) 4.8(0.3) 4.8(0.3)
Skilled 27.8(0.6) 34.1(0.8) 6.3(0.5) 6.1(0.6)
Childhoodhouseholddeprivation
Public assistance 0.22 0.96 0.17 0.20
No 29.3(0.3) 34.1(0.4) 4.9(0.2) 4.8(0.3)
=1 year 28.2(0.9) 34.1(1.1) 5.9(0.7) 5.8(0.7)
No plumbing 0.09 0.77 0.01 0.02
No 28.6(0.4) 34.3(0.6) 5.7(0.4) 5.7(0.4)
=1 year 29.5(0.3) 34.1(0.4) 4.6(0.3) 4.6(0.3)
No electricity 0.21 0.09 0.28 0.27
No 29.3(0.3) 34.5(0.4) 5.2(0.3) 5.1(0.3)
=1 year 28.4(0.7) 32.9(0.9) 4.5(0.6) 4.5(0.6)
Food scarcity 0.55 0.55 0.85 0.97
No 29.2(0.3) 34.2(0.4) 5.0(0.2) 5.0(0.3)
=1 year 28.7(0.8) 33.6(1.1) 4.9(0.7) 4.9(0.7)
Adulthood SEP
Adult SEPindex 0.004 0.63 0.04 0.06
Low 30.2(0.4) 34.5(0.6) 4.3(0.4) 4.3(0.4)
Medium 28.9(0.5) 34.0(0.6) 5.1(0.4) 5.3(0.4)
High 28.2(0.5) 33.7(0.6) 5.5(0.4) 5.5(0.4)
Education 0.004 0.09 0.02 0.04
<High school 30.6(0.5) 35.1(0.6) 4.6(0.4) 4.5(0.4)
High school 28.8(0.4) 33.8(0.5) 4.9(0.3) 5.0(0.4)
Vocationalschool 28.3(0.8) 32.4(1.0) 4.1(0.6) 4.3(0.7)
=Collegegraduate 28.2(0.6) 34.4(0.7) 6.2(0.5) 6.2(0.5)
White-collaroccupation 0.0004 0.19 0.04 0.05
No 29.7(0.3) 34.4(0.4) 4.7(0.3) 4.8(0.3)
Yes 27.7(0.5) 33.5(0.6) 5.7(0.4) 5.8(0.4)
LifecourseSEP 0.01 0.88 0.02 0.02
Low-low 30.0(0.4) 34.5(0.5) 4.5(0.3) 4.6(0.3)
Low-high 28.6(0.5) 33.9(0.7) 5.3(0.5) 5.4(0.5)
High-low 28.1(0.8) 34.3(1.0) 6.2(0.7) 6.3(0.7)
High-high 27.3(1.0) 33.9(1.3) 6.6(0.9) 6.5(0.9)

SE, standarderror.
* Thethreeadult SEPmeasuresreadjustedor age,marital status cigarettesmoking,strenuougphysicalactivity, andparentaloccupation.
The four childhoodSEPmeasuresreadjustedior age,marital status cigarettesmoking,strenuousphysicalactivity, andadult SEPindex.
LifecourseSEPis adjustedfor age, marital status,cigarettesmoking,and strenuougphysicalactivity.

p representgomparisorof leastsquaredmeanBMI or BMI changebetweenlevelsof SEPindicators.
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Figure 1: Parental occupation and BMI changein women,
1988D2001.

comesamongblackwomenhaveeitherfoundsupportor an
inverseassociatiorwith SEP(9,11) or reportednull results
(8).

What might accountfor the somewhatcounterintuitive
finding of greaterBMI changeamong black women of
relatively higherSEP?In Pitt County,NC, asin otherareas
of the country, higher SEP connotessuburbanresidence,
greaterelianceon carsto conductfamily (especiallychild-
oriented)activities,andjobs that do not requiresignificant
energy expenditures(19,20). The greater BMI change
amongwomen with white-collar jobs may have resulted
from the accumulatiorof theselifestyle factors.

Higher SEPwomenmay alsohavegreaterexposureo a
rangeof dietary options,including thosethat are obesity-
promoting.lt might seemlogical to suspecthatindividuals
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Figure 2: Adult educationalattainmentand BMI changein
women,1988D2001.
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Figure 3: Lifecoursesocioeconomianobility andBMI changein
women,1988D2001.

of higher SEP would adopt fewer adverseobesity risk
behaviorsowing to their greaterawarenes®f the condi-
tionOsealthramifications.However,thereis emergingev-
idencethatblacksdo not uniformly acknowledgehe health
consequencesf obesity(21,22).We recentlyreportedthat
blacksin the highestincomecategorywerethe leastlikely
to identify a connectionbetweenobesity and health (22).
Other possible explanationsfor thesefindings, however,
should be considered Perhapsforemostamongthem s a
potential ceiling effect for BMI changeamong those of
lower SEP (Figures1 to 3). Additionally, however,during
the interval coveredby our studyO8MI changeoutcome,
strong seculartrendsfor weight gain were presentin the
general population (23). Although they undoubtedlyaf-
fectedweightgaintrendsamongwomenduring this period,
our findings suggestthat seculartrendsalone are insuffi-
cientto explainthe additionalBMI changeobservecamong
womenwith greaterrelative socioeconomi@dvantage.

Our finding of aninverserelationshipbetweerchildhood
SEPandbaselineadulthoodBMI is consistentvith several
previousstudies(12). However,we also found that higher
childhood SEP was associatedvith greaterBMI change,
independentlyof adult SEP, and this finding standsin
oppositionto the bulk of researctconductedargely among
whites (12). We are aware of only one study (8) with
significant black representatiorthat has investigatedthe
childhoodSEP-weightthangeassociationGreenlundet al.
(8) found no associationsvith BMI changeof eithermoth-
erO=r fatherOgducationamongblack men and women,
over7 yearsof follow-up. It hasbeenarguedhatchildhood
SEPmightimpactadulthoodweightby promotingdysregu-
lation in theintrauterineenvironmenbr early life postnatal
physiology (24) and/orby promotingthe adoptionof obe-
sity risk behaviorsacrosghelifecourse(3). Thereasongor
our counterintuitiveweightgainfinding for childhoodSEP,
however,remainunclear.
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Our examinationof severalfactorsreflecting childhood
householddeprivationeitheryielded null resultsor, in the
caseof plumbing, producedresultssimilar to thoseof the
parental occupationvariable. Our interpretationof these
findings is challengedby our inability to identify other
investigationghat haveusedhouseholdvariablesin a sim-
ilar manner.However,relatively few individuals reported
receiving public assistancefood scarcity,or lacking elec-
tricity during childhood.Indoor plumbing,then, may have
beenthe primaryfactorthatdiscriminatedndividualsbased
on childhoodcontextualdeprivation.Giventhe diffusion of
technologiesin the region during the time when study
participantsverechildren,it is alsopossiblethatthe plumb-
ing variablemayserveasa proxy for geographidocationor
areaof residence Admittedly, our selectionof household
variableswas not comprehensivehence,it is possiblethat
other variablesreflecting the childhood household(e.qg.,
number of children, type of residence)or neighborhood
context(e.g.,distanceto full-servicefood stores,availabil-
ity of exerciseresourcesynight haveyielded different as-
sociationswith the BMI changeoutcome.Our household
deprivationvariables(as well as our parentaloccupation
measure)may have also beensusceptibleto retrospective
reportingbias;however thatbiasis mostlikely to havebeen
non-differential (in terms of respondentOstatus on the
outcomevariable), thus biasing the observedassociations
towardthe null. Whereasstudiesof the associatiorbetween
dimensionsof childhood SEP and obesity risk among
whites are growing in number(12), few studies,to date,
havebeenconductecamongblacks.Giventhelargenumber
of black childrenin adversesocioeconomicircumstances,
both presentlyand historically, this is clearly animportant
areafor future study.

Similarly, additionalstudiesof theinfluenceof socioeco-
nomic mobility over the lifecourse and variation in the
associatedhealthrisks are neededamongU.S. blacksand
otherracial/ethnicminority groups.We found significantly
higherBMI amongthosewith low SEPbothin childhood
and in adulthood,in comparisonto thosewith relatively
advantagedircumstancesat bothtime-points.However,by
the 2001 follow-up, we found significantly greaterBMI
gain amongindividuals with relatively advantagedocio-
economiccircumstancescrossthe lifecourse.Thesefind-
ings are consistentwith the overall patternof our findings
and suggesthe diminishingimportanceof SEPandsocio-
economic mobility for BMI changeover the lifecourse.
They alsosuggesiperiodsduring the lifecoursewhen clin-
ical or community-basednterventionsto preventobesity
and obesity-relateddisorders(25), especiallyamongblack
women,will be mostpropitious.

A numberof considerationsnay limit the interpretations
thatcanbe drawnfrom our findings. Our parentaloccupa-
tion dataarelimited to thosefor the primary earneranddid
not accountfor variationin employmentpatterns Our con-
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servativeapproachto identifying individualsin the highest
adulthoodSEPcategory(whichrequiredpossessionf three
of four major socioeconomiaesources)ikely minimized
misclassification,but it also reducedstatistical power for

analysesnvolving this exposureFive hundredninety-eight
participantswerelost to follow-up in 2001;althoughthese
individualshada lower meanBMI in 1988 comparedwith

thosewho remainedin the sample(27.6 vs. 28.4 kg/n¥,

respectively,p < 0.01), we found no differencesbetween
the two groupson any of the studiedsocioeconomienea-
sures.Lossto follow-up biaswasminimizedin the current
studybecausave weightedthe analysegor non-responseo

both the 1988and 2001 surveys.Hence thesefindings can
be generalizedo the entire 1988 cohort.

This studyhasseveralstrengthsFirst, the weightchange
follow-up period of 13 yearsis the longestreportedfor
black study participants.Second we usedmultiple dimen-
sionsof SEP,reflecting both adulthoodand childhoodpe-
riods. Third, we usedthe EventsHistory Calendarto en-
hance recall accuracyfor all childhood variables. And,
fourth, to ourknowledgethisis thefirst studyto investigate
the impactof lifecoursesocioeconomianobility on objec-
tively measurecthangesn BMI. Researchiestingthe gen-
erality of thesefindings to African Americansin other
geographicsettingsis strongly encouraged.
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