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Hot topic in literature equity in healthcare 

1. Introduction 

Motivation for study 

Hot topic in literature labour economics 

Multidisciplinary observation 

More difficult acculturation and adverse health for migrants when cultural distance is higher? 

 Ethnic minorities are disadvantaged in (access 

to) healthcare 

 

 Acculturation is a major source of 

heterogeneity in migrants’ health outcomes 

 Acculturation: the process of adaptation to the 

mainstream culture 

 Less-acculturated migrants experience more barriers 

to care 

 Cultural distance between host country and country 

of origin is a driver of migrants’ socioeconomic 

outcomes 

 Cultural distance in terms of preferences and beliefs about, 

e.g. work, family, religion, morale, and national identity 

 Higher cultural distance yields worse socioeconomic 

barriers 
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 Relevant for policymakers targeting particular minorities with their health and migration policies 

 

 Relevant for individual migrants when considering different potential host countries 

 

 Relevant as we use cross-country data (while most former contributions studied determinants of migrants’ health within one 

single country) 

 

 Relevant as we shed more light on the still-unclear interplay between culture and sociodemographic variables in affecting 

migrants’ health outcomes 

Is higher cultural distance associated with worse 

health for migrants? 
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Hypothesis 1: Self-rated health is lower for migrants with greater cultural distance 

between their host country and country of origin. 

2. Research hypotheses 

Hypothesis 2: The association between self-rated health and cultural distance is 

driven by the health outcomes for first-generation migrants. 
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European Social Survey 

1 

3. Methods 

Three main data sources 

Round 6 

Magna 

Cultural distance index 

By Spolaore & Wacziarg (2015) 

2 

Geographical distance index 

By Mayer & Zignago (2011) 

3 
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European Social Survey 

Round 6 

General characteristics 

 Cross-national European survey, conducted every two years 

 Measures attitudes, beliefs, and behaviour patterns  

 Round 6 was gathered in 2012/13 

 

Selection of migrants following Rumbaut (2006) 

 First generation migrant: 

 Both participant and her/his mother born in foreign country 

 Second generation migrant: 

 Only mother born in foreign country 

 

Our main outcome variable: self-rated health 

 “How is your health in general? Very good … good … fair … bad … very bad?” 

 

Our control variables 

 Length of stay, age, gender, and eduational attainment 

 To avoid reverse causality: only observations for individuals aged 25 or older and 

only control variables at or before graduation 
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Cultural distance index 

By Spolaore & Wacziarg (2015) 

General characteristics 

 Euclidean distance formulas: cultural distance between 2,701 pairs of countries 

 Based on aswers respondents from these countries gave on 98 items in the 

World Values Survey concerning:  

 (i) perception of life; 

 (ii) environment; 

 (iii) work; 

 (iv) family;  

 (v) politics and society;  

 (vi) religion and moral;  

 (vii) national identity, 

 

Our main explanatory variable: cultural distance between host country 

and country of origin 

 Country of origin: country of birth (for first-generation migrants)  

 Or country of birth of mother (for second-generation migrants) 
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Geographical distance index 

By Mayer & Zignago (2011) 

General characteristics 

 Bilateral distances (in kilometers) between countries’ most important 

cities/agglomerations 

 

Additional control variable: geographical distance between host country 

and country of origin 

 To control for selection bias related to the “healthy migrant effect” 

 Act of migration, especially to countries far away, requires those involved to be in 

relatively good health 
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European Social Survey 

1 

3. Methods 

Three main data sources 

 Main outcome variable: self-rated health 

 

 Control variables: length of stay, age, 

gender, and educational attainment 

Magna 

Cultural distance index 

2 

Geographical distance index 

3 

UNIQUE DATASET 

 3,841 migrants in 27 European countries 

 Data on self-reported health, cultural distance, and controls for socioeconomic background 

 Main explanatory variable: cultural 

distance between host country and 

country of origin 

 Additional control variable: geographical 

distance between host country and 

country of origin 
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Significant, negative association between cultural distance 

and health 

 When cultural distance is one SD higher, health (going from 1 to 

5) is about 0.052 lower 

 Effect is comparable in size to negative effect of female gender or 

an age three year older 

 

Main results 

Dependent variable: subjective general health | sample: all migrants (N = 3,841) 

Explanatory variable Effect (standard error) 

Cultural distance (standardized) - 0.052 (0.018) ** 

Age (demeaned) - 0.019 (0.001) *** 

Gender (reference: female) 

Male 0.074 (0.026) *** 

Education (reference: high education) 

Low education - 0.338 (0.037) *** 

Middle education - 0.154 (0.030) *** 

Geographic distance (demeaned; in 1000 km) 0.017 (0.006) ** 

Ethnicity (reference: first-generation migrants) 

Second generation migrants 0.041 (0.045)  

First-generation migrants X length of stay (demeaned, in years) - 0.002 (0.001) * 

Intercept 3.756 (0.068) *** 

σu0
2  0.085 (0.025) *** 

σe0
2  0.627 (0.014) *** 

*: p < 0.05, **: p < 0.01, ***: p < 0.001 
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 Subsample of first-generation migrants: very comparable to those of 

the full sample 

 Subsample of second-generation migrants: no significant effect of 

cultural distance 

 

Main results 

Dependent variable: subjective general health 

Explanatory variable Effect (standard error) 

First-generation migrants 

(N = 2,340) 

Second-generation migrants  

(N = 1,501) 

Cultural distance (standardized) - 0.061 (0.022) ** 0.000 (0.033) 

Age (demeaned) - 0.016 (0.002) *** - 0.019 (0.001) *** 

Gender (reference: female)     

Male 0.047 (0.033) 0.118 (0.041) ** 

Education (reference: high education)     

Low education - 0.316 (0.045) *** - 0.352 (0.064) *** 

Middle education - 0.098 (0.039) ** - 0.211 (0.047) *** 

Geographic distance (demeaned; in 1000 km) 0.023 (0.007) *** - 0.003 (0.012) 

Length of stay (demeaned, in years) - 0.004 (0.001) ** 

Intercept 3.820 (0.067) *** 3.755 (0.076) *** 

σu0
2  0.082 (0.026) ** 0.102 (0.034) ** 

σe0
2  0.619 (0.018) *** 0.625 (0.023) *** 

*: p < 0.05, **: p < 0.01, ***: p < 0.001 
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Hypothesis 1: Self-rated health is lower for migrants with greater cultural distance 

between their host country and country of origin. 

6. Take-away messages  

Hypothesis 2: The association between self-rated health and cultural distance is 

driven by the health outcomes for first-generation migrants. 

CONFIRMED 

CONFIRMED 
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Is essentially the same as that from previous work concluding 

that the health disadvantage of ethnic minorities is 

heterogeneous by patient characteristics 

 Migrants from a country that is very distinctive from the host 

country are more vulnerable 

 Policy makers could consider targeting health information and 

screening campaigns to migrants with a high ex ante cultural 

distance 

 Increase of time and resources in appropriate medical care for 

refugees 

 Ethno-sensitive education of (health) caregivers 

 Multidimensional identity 

 

 

 

Take away messages 
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Direction for future research: disentangling mechanisms 

 Lower acculturation?  

 General culturally based health behavior and beliefs at the 

patient side? 

 Problems in provider-patient communication and trust? 

 Stereotyping and discriminatory treatment of patients based 

on their culture? 

 

 

Take away messages 



thank you 
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