
 

African Americans' concept of health may
be more than physical
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Self-rated health—or, a person's perception of their
own health—has been shown to be a strong
predictor of illness and even death. A new study in
the journal Ethnicity and Disease finds that African-
Americans with poorer self-rated health tend to be
overweight or obese, engage in less physical
activity, and have poorer diets. But another,
unexpected finding is that many African Americans
with serious chronic health problems rate their
health as good or even excellent. 

"Self-rated health hasn't been studied very much in
African Americans," lead study author Meghan
Baruth, Ph.D., of the University of South Carolina
explained. "We wanted to see what factors—both
disease-related and people's behaviors—are
associated with self-rated health in this
population," she says.

Baruth's study analyzed data from over 1,200
participants in the Faith, Activity and Nutrition
program, a 15-month program that promoted
healthy behaviors such as physical exercise and
healthy eating choices in 74 African Methodist
Episcopal churches in South Carolina.

Baruth found that African Americans who rated
their health highly were less likely to have diabetes,
hypertension, high cholesterol, arthritis or obesity.
Participants with higher self-rated health were also
more likely to be physically active, and eat less fat
and more fiber. They also reported lower levels of
stress.

Surprisingly, many participants still rated their
health highly despite having a high number of 
chronic health conditions. "A lot of people had
hypertension and obesity, and they really didn't
engage in healthy behaviors, but they still rated
their own health as good to excellent," says Baruth.

One explanation might be the benefits of church
attendance, study authors speculated. "Our follow-
up analysis found that those who had higher church
attendance also had higher self-rated health," said
Baruth. Having larger social networks and support
from regular church attendance may negate the
influence of poor health and unhealthy behaviors,
the authors said.

Winston Wong, M.D., director of Disparities
Improvement and Quality Initiatives at Kaiser
Permanente, who is not associated with the study,
suggested that this unexpected finding might also
reflect what's considered "healthy" in the African
American community. "For example, high blood
pressure may be regarded as a 'normal' part of the
aging process. Since it commonly has very few
symptoms, individuals may perceive their health as
relatively good, even though their blood pressure
may be untreated or insufficiently controlled," he
said.

Since the norm for "average" health might include
many people with serious chronic conditions, study
participants who rated their health as "poor" may
have an especially pronounced risk of poor health
outcomes, he explained.

Nevertheless, the study suggests that "the
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importance of emotional, psychological and spiritual
health—[they] can have as much relevance to
individuals as physiologic measures of health or the
diagnosis of a medical condition," Wong
commented. 

  More information: Baruth, MB, Becofsky K,
Wilcox S, et al. "Health characteristics and health
behaviors of African American adults according to
self-rated health status." Ethn Dis. 2014.
24(Winter):97-103.
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