
Missing ethnic density data

To investigate the concept of ethnic density one would have to
draw a sample representative of the rich diversity of ethnicities
in England. Modood & Berthoud1 define ethnic group as:

’a community whose heritage offers important characteristics in common between its
members and which makes them distinct from other communities. There is a
boundary, which separates ‘‘us’’ from ‘‘them’’, and the distinction would
probably be recognised on both sides of that boundary. Ethnicity is a multi-faceted
phenomenon based on physical appearance, subjective identification, cultural and
religious affiliation, stereotyping, and social exclusion.’

The study by Das-Munshi et al2 included White British, Irish,
Black Caribbean, Bangladeshi, Indian and Pakistani respondents.
In the EMPIRIC study, ethnicity was defined by self-assessment
using the same categories as the 1991 Census.3 The 1991 Census
collected data on nine ethnicity groups: White, Black Caribbean,
Black African, Black other, Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Chinese
and any other ethnic group.4 Das-Munshi et al ’s study has not
looked at four of the nine ethnic subgroups listed and is therefore
not representative of the ethnicities in England.

Das-Munshi et al have not explained the significant non-
participation of candidates (37.8%) in the study, making it
difficult to draw conclusions from the data. Owing to various
factors – including that of participants having moved out of the
survey area or to an unknown new address, or the participant
having died or reached the age of 75 after the sample was drawn
– 11% of the sample was no longer eligible for interview.5

Of eligible individuals, refusals were received in person
directly from the selected participant in 18% of cases, a further
2% refusing by post and 2% being proxy refusals. Most non-
contacts resulted from the interviewer being unable to make
contact with the participant, although there were also cases where
no contact was made with anyone at the household after four or
more telephone call attempts. The most common reason for any
other unproductive outcome was that the participant was away
on holiday or in hospital throughout the survey period.5
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Authors’ reply: Dr Topiwala raises two additional points which
we have discussed in our paper. The original EMPIRIC survey
omitted a number of ethnic minority groups.1 We were therefore
unable to analyse associations for these groups as we did not have
the data. As we mention in the ‘Limitations’ section of our paper,2

since this survey (2002) there have been a number of other new
migrant groups to Britain, for example from Eastern Europe.
Therefore we caution that the findings should not be generalised
outside of the ethnic minority groups surveyed in our study.

The issue of non-response has been discussed in the Method
under ‘Survey design’.2 Weights to account for non-response bias
were derived using stepwise logistic regression techniques using
data which were available from previous Health Surveys for
England.1 A number of important demographic predictors of
non-response were included in the models (including individual
and household predictors as well as primary sampling units).1

Interactions by ethnicity were also included in the models, in
order to account for the differing probabilities of response by
ethnic group.1 As mentioned in our paper, wherever possible we
used these survey weights to correct for non-response in our
analyses.2
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Cardiovascular fitness and serious depression
in adulthood

The report by Åberg et al1 of an association between lower
cardiovascular fitness at age 18 and serious depression in
adulthood is interesting but their conclusion that the results
‘strengthen the theory of a cardiovascular contribution to the
aetiology of depression’ is questionable. The authors recognise
that although they controlled for psychiatric symptoms and
disorders prior to and at the time of baseline assessment of
cardiovascular fitness, they did not obtain information ‘which
could help in defining subsyndromal affective problems’, nor
details of ‘other possible confounders such as personality,
smoking and low self-esteem’ that may increase risk for both poor
fitness and depression. Seemingly lower cardiovascular fitness is
not a risk factor for bipolar depression (or mania) and may not
be a risk factor for females.2 It is not stated whether consideration
was given to psychiatric disorders apart from depression (e.g.
anxiety disorders) and this leaves uncertainty as to whether lower
cardiovascular fitness at age 18 is only a risk factor for non-bipolar
depression in males. Considering that all study participants were
sufficiently fit for recruitment into national service, it would be
difficult to explain how a mere difference in cardiovascular fitness
could (as suggested by the authors) contribute to cause ‘severe’
depression even before the age of 30. Given a recognised
relationship between adverse developmental experiences,
personality traits and depression,3,4 it would be important to
obtain information about such potentially confounding variables
as well as ‘subsyndromal problems’ at the time of assessing
cardiovascular fitness. It is suggested that in light of such missing
information, the reported finding does not as yet ‘strengthen the
theory of a cardiovascular contribution to the aetiology of
depression’. It is more an interesting association that warrants
further investigation.
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