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VERSION 1 - REVIEW 

REVIEWER Nicola Magnavita 
Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore, Roma, Italy 

REVIEW RETURNED 27-Jul-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS The reviewer completed the checklist but made no further 
comments. 

 

REVIEWER Professor Margaret Whitehead 
University of Liverpool, UK 

REVIEW RETURNED 28-Jul-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS General comments: 

This analysis was carried out on a large, total-population based 

cohort of one county in Norway, followed up over a long period since 

1995. This is a high quality epidemiological dataset, analysed with 

sound methods by an experiences team – I cannot fault the analysis. 

What I am struggling with, however, is to the rationale for the 

analysis: what hypothesis is being tested and why? And why single 

out farmers, when there are developments concerning other 

occupational groups that are equally intriguing.   

Before publication, the authors need to give a clearer justification for 

the study and explain the main hypothesis to be tested more 

precisely; clarify and justify the occupational class scheme that the 

study adopted (and discuss the scheme’s limitations); make the 

case for concentrating on farmers and not other occupational groups 

who may be similarly disadvantaged; and discuss and take into 

account the gender differences in make-up of the various 

occupational classes, as outlined in specific comments below.  This 

could be a valuable contribution to the literature if it were re-
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structured and revised along the lines suggested.  

Specific comments:  

1. The introduction needs to be expanded to answer the 

questions “So what?” “Why are you doing this study?”  “Why 

is it so important?”  Also, explain more clearly and in a little 

more detail what the hypothesis is that is being tested in the 

analysis.  On page 4, lines 37 to 42 seem to contain the gist 

of the hypothesis, but it is not easy to understand the 

reasoning.  Are you saying that something to do with the 

process of being granted a disability pension causes a 

decreased selection of farmers with depression into 

disability pension and that process in turn causes more 

depression in a vicious circle (“one of the explanations of the 

high prevalence of depressive symptoms found in 

Norwegian farmers” – lines 41-42.)? 

2. In the discussion, page 21, lines 29-39, I found the 

discussion of the results of the above hypothesis testing 

equally confusing.  It states “it does not seem likely that a 

decreased selection of farmers with depression into 

disability pension is part of the explanation for the high 

prevalence of depressive symptoms found among 

Norwegian farmers.”   That conclusion needs explaining 

more fully.  Also, what are you then speculating are likely 

causes?  What sort of factors had you in mind when you 

stated “a biopsychosocial perspective on work-related 

disability is highly relevant”?  

3. The occupation class scheme used in the study needs more 

consideration, as do the comparisons between other 

occupational classes, not just farmers.   Page 6, 

measurement of occupation, describes the HUNT 2 

classification as “comparable to the Erikson-Goldthorpe-

Portocarero (EGP) social class scheme”, arranged in 

“decreasing order of socioeconomic status”, but the 

categories seem somewhat odd, as does the ordering the 

proposed hierarchy.  Why should non-professional 

occupations be of higher status than self-employed business 

people (some of whom may be professionals.)?  Why should 

farmers be considered higher status than self-employed 

business people or ‘fishermen’, or skilled manual workers for 

that matter?  I thought the EGP scheme took into 

consideration supervisory responsibilities (and it wasn’t fully 

hierarchical), though I could be wrong.  

The more substantive point about the occupational class 

analyses is that the interpretation and discussion of results 

concentrates on farmers, whereas there are other relevant 

developments in the other occupational classes. For 

example, from Table 2 – all the occupational classes are at 

higher risk of disability pension than the reference category 
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of higher grade professionals, and farmers are about in the 

middle of the range of increased risk. In table 3, farmers are 

similar to higher grade professionals in their risk of disability 

pension according the baseline anxiety symptoms, albeit 

that the risks for both groups are lower than for the other 

groups.  Table 4 (risk of disability pension according to 

baseline symptoms of depression caseness) shows farmers 

again in the middle of the range as far as risks are 

concerned – the highest risk by far is for higher grade 

professionals, followed by unskilled manual workers at the 

other end of the scale.  To me, this raises questions about 

the disability pension system that go beyond farmers, 

highlighting what farmers have in common with the other 

occupational classes, excluding the higher professional 

group, in comparison with which all the other classes seem 

to deviate.  This deviation also seems to apply to non-

manual groups as well as manual groups (thereby 

weakening the hypothesis that manual groups would have to 

retire earlier through disability as the heavy labour aspect of 

their jobs means that it is more difficult to continue with 

manual tasks once disability sets in).    I suggest the authors 

need to revise the reporting of findings and discussion to 

reflect these issues raised by comparisons across the social 

spectrum.  

4. The analyses and discussion need to take into account the 

highly gendered nature of the occupational classes (Table 1)  

- only a quarter of the higher grade professional group and 

farmers are women, and a lower proportion still - 15% - of 

skilled manual groups are women. In contrast, the majority 

of lower grade professionals, routine non-manual 

occupations and unskilled manual groups are men. This 

argues for the data to be disaggregated by sex, but this is 

only done for table 2.   It also argues for some reflection on 

gender issues in the interpretation of results.  

5. Minor corrections/revisions:   

Table 1 occupational class sub-heading – should read 

“routine non-manual workers” (not “routine manual 

workers);   

Page 18, line 21: clarify what is meant by “the self-employed 

group was negative”; 

Page 21, lines 41-49: re-word points about self-reported 

health to be more precise and less ambiguous.  E.g. 

“farmers reported having the lowest level of self-reported 

health at baseline” – don’t you mean “farmers reported the 

highest level of poor or ‘not very good’ self-reported health”? 
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REVIEWER Bjorgulf, Claussen 
University of Oslo 

REVIEW RETURNED 31-Jul-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS "Disability pension and symptoms of anxiety and depression: A 

prospective comparison of farmers and other occupational 

groups. The HUNT Study, Norway." 

This is a study of disability pensionning among farmers from a 

population health study in a county in Norway. The study sample is 

wisely selected from a well representative population, and the study 

is well done and clearly described. But is the topic interesting 

enough to be published? I think so but may be I am biased because 

I have been a GP in a mainly rural part of Norway for many years 

and have written very many medical sertificates for female and male 

farmers applying for a disability pension. 

The reason for the interest is that the farmers are a specially group 

at the labour market. Maybe that should be more clearly explained in 

the article. The authors tell us that they mostly work long days in 

hard manual work, and that they are vulnerable to reduced capasity 

for physical work. They should spend a couple of sentences to tell 

us more. What separates them more frrom unskilled workers is that 

practically speaking all of them own their (mostly small) farms 

because they are inherited within in the family. When the farmers 

turn older, traditions and laws say that the oldest child shall inherit 

the farm which cannot be sold utside the family. Because of 

urbanisation that often do not happen any more, and an elderly 

farmer is now often dependent on disability pension. Because of 

ownership the farmers often have a relatively high prestige, at least 

in rural communitites. Thus, it is wise of the authors to choose the 

EGP unhierachical list of occupations. Most researchers of welfare 

benefits want a hierarchcal scheme, and therefore exclude the self-

employed farmers. 

For these reasons this article is interesting, first, that farmers had an 

unexpected low disability pension rate in the middle of seven 

occupational groups, both for women and men, less that unskilled 

and skilled manual workers and than other self-employed people. 

Second, when those scoring as anxious are compared with those 

not anxious the farmers being “cases of anxiety” had the least 

disability pensionners that the other six occupational groups. 

“Depressed cases” showed a more ragged pattern but here, farmers 

had relatively low disability pensionning rates. Adjusting for physical 

illness (model 2) had any influence only for the depressed, so this 

health problem was probably not well trested in the HUNT study. 

Sensitivity analyses are placed in four tables in a Supplement, and 

they are well done. 

My advice to the authors and the Editor are thus: 

1 Most important is to descibe the difference between farmers 
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and manual workers in Norway a bit further. 

2 To compare the farmers more with the unskilled workers 

and less with the higher emplyees in the text. 

3 To clear up a contradiction in the Introduction where it is 

stated that farmers have the same mental health as the 

working population (ref 3), and later that they have a high 

prevalence of depressive symptoms (ref 13?). 

4 Headings for Tables 2-4 should explan more to make the 

tables self-explanatory, ie. stating that observation perieod 

is 1995/7 – 2010. 

 

 

VERSION 1 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

Reviewer #2:  

 

1) “The more substantive point about the occupational class analyses is that the interpretation and 

discussion of results concentrates on farmers, whereas there are other relevant developments in the 

other occupational classes. For example, from Table 2 – all the occupational classes are at higher risk 

of disability pension than the reference category of higher grade professionals, and farmers are about 

in the middle of the range of increased risk. In table 3, farmers are similar to higher grade 

professionals in their risk of disability pension according the baseline anxiety symptoms, albeit that 

the risks for both groups are lower than for the other groups. Table 4 (risk of disability pension 

according to baseline symptoms of depression caseness) shows farmers again in the middle of the 

range as far as risks are concerned – the highest risk by far is for higher grade professionals, followed 

by unskilled manual workers at the other end of the scale. To me, this raises questions about the 

disability pension system that go beyond farmers, highlighting what farmers have in common with the 

other occupational classes, excluding the higher professional group, in comparison with which all the 

other classes seem to deviate. This deviation also seems to apply to non-manual groups as well as 

manual groups (thereby weakening the hypothesis that manual groups would have to retire earlier 

through disability as the heavy labour aspect of their jobs means that it is more difficult to continue 

with manual tasks once disability sets in). I suggest the authors need to revise the reporting of 

findings and discussion to reflect these issues raised by comparisons across the social spectrum. “  

 

We absolutely agree that considering other occupations as well is relevant. However, as the main 

focus of our paper was farmers, we found it necessary to limit the discussion on other occupational 

groups, both to keep the focus on farmers and to keep the word count within acceptable limits.  

 

In addition, even though the relative measures of association (HRs) between symptoms of depression 

caseness and disability pension differed between different occupational groups in the stratified 

analyses, the risk differences were fairly similar in almost all occupational groups. This is an indication 

that the relation between depression and disability pension is quite similar across occupational 

groups. The high HR of higher grade professionals is probably due to the low risk of disability pension 

in this occupational group.  

 

For these reasons, we decided not go into details on specific occupational groups. Instead we 

focused on the big lines, which were that we found no major differences between occupations. We 

have rewritten and expanded this part of the discussion section, drawing more broad lines across 

occupational groups as you suggested. We have also added a section on unskilled manual workers 

and depression, as they seemed to have the only substantial deviation from the main pattern.  

 

Regarding manual, heavy labor and disability pension - the inability to stay in a physically demanding 
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job when suffering from physical pain may be one of the many causes of the socioeconomic gradient 

in disability pension. However, with mental illness, such as anxiety and depression, the picture may 

not be as clear, as our results suggest that mental illness may have a similar impact across 

occupational groups. We have added a section on physical health and manual labor, as this is a very 

interesting point.  

 

 

2) “The analyses and discussion need to take into account the highly gendered nature of the 

occupational classes (Table 1) - only a quarter of the higher grade professional group and farmers are 

women, and a lower proportion still - 15% - of skilled manual groups are women. In contrast, the 

majority of lower grade professionals, routine non-manual occupations and unskilled manual groups 

are men. This argues for the data to be disaggregated by sex, but this is only done for table 2. It also 

argues for some reflection on gender issues in the interpretation of results. “  

 

We chose not to report sex-specific findings in tables 3 and 4 because the number of cases 

(participants with high depression/anxiety symptoms at baseline who later experienced the outcome 

of disability pension) in several occupational groups was very low, down to 10-20, leading to uncertain 

estimates and large standard errors. Unfortunately, even a large population such as HUNT is not big 

enough to stratify the analyses by sex as well as by occupational group. Consequently, we adjusted 

for sex instead. We do agree that sex is an important consideration, and have added a paragraph on 

this in the limitations section.  

 

3) “The occupation class scheme used in the study needs more consideration, as do the comparisons 

between other occupational classes, not just farmers. Page 6, measurement of occupation, describes 

the HUNT 2 classification as “comparable to the Erikson-Goldthorpe-Portocarero (EGP) social class 

scheme”, arranged in “decreasing order of socioeconomic status”, but the categories seem somewhat 

odd, as does the ordering the proposed hierarchy. Why should non-professional occupations be of 

higher status than self-employed business people (some of whom may be professionals.)? Why 

should farmers be considered higher status than self-employed business people or ‘fishermen’, or 

skilled manual workers for that matter? I thought the EGP scheme took into consideration supervisory 

responsibilities (and it wasn’t fully hierarchical), though I could be wrong.”  

 

This is a very good point, and one which has been the topic of many discussions when working on 

this paper. You are correct, the EGP scheme is not hierarchical, and it does use employment 

relations, such as supervisory responsibilities and decision latitude, to categorize workers 

(Galobardes et al, 2006). Ideally, we would not have treated a scheme without an explicit hierarchical 

ranking as hierarchical. However, because HUNT2 participants (unlike HUNT1 and HUNT3) could 

report having several occupations, we needed a hierarchy in order to make a decision which 

occupation to assign to each participant.  

Making a non-hierarchical occupational scheme into a hierarchical one does have limitations, some of 

which you have addressed in your comments. We addressed them in the limitations section, but we 

realize that this should probably have been discussed in more detail, and have done so in the revised 

manuscript.  

 

In general, farmers, self-employed and fishermen are the three groups which are the most difficult to 

place into a hierarchical system. Where to place them in the hierarchical system we found it 

necessary to make, was the topic of considerable debate in our group. The way we have chosen to 

group and rank the occupations may not be ideal – however, what the “ideal” way of doing so is, is not 

necessarily clear. We agree, self-employed businessmen may not have a lower status than routine 

non-manual workers. There was a separate category on the HUNT2 questionnaire labeled “Self-

employed professionals (e.g. dentist, lawyer)”, which we placed in the “higher grade professionals” 

category in our simplified EGP scheme. However, the “self-employed” category in our study is still 
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likely to be diverse. We considered farmers to have a higher status than skilled manual workers, as 

farmers have a great degree of control over their job, and owning a farm involves a certain status, 

including owning (often) large properties. However, the comparison between farmers and the self-

employed group may be less clear, and one could just as easily argue that self-employed should be 

higher on the list than farmers.  

 

We realize that this has caused some confusion, and have rewritten the paragraphs on the EGP, both 

in the methods section and in the limitations section. The underlying problem of “forcing” a non-

hierarchical scheme into being a hierarchical one in parts of the analysis is unfortunately something 

we are unable to address fully, and remains one of the main limitations of our study.  

 

It is also important to keep in mind that this is only relevant for the participants who stated that they 

had several occupations. More than 90% of the participants only had one occupation, and for them, 

the EGP scheme functions as a non-hierarchical system.  

 

Reviewer #3:  

 

4) “To clear up a contradiction in the Introduction where it is stated that farmers have the same mental 

health as the working population (ref 3), and later that they have a high prevalence of depressive 

symptoms (ref 13?).”  

 

We have clarified this discrepancy/contradiction in the text. This is mainly due to a contradiction in the 

literature. (Please note that all the reference numbers in the following paragraph refer to the original 

version of the manuscript, not the revised one.) Reference number 3 is a review article from 2005, 

which could not conclude whether the mental health of farmers differs from the general population, 

but points at several sources of stress that are specific to the profession, which may be a cause of 

mental distress. Reference number 13 is more recent (2011), and does not make any conclusions. 

The two Norwegian studies that found a high prevalence of depression symptoms (references 4 and 

5) conclude differently, but neither of them was included in the systematic review.  

 

5) “To compare the farmers more with the unskilled workers and less with the higher emplyees in the 

text.”  

 

Farmers and unskilled manual workers differ in many respects, as you also pointed out, and we feel it 

is more appropriate to discuss farmers compared to the other occupational groups as a whole than to 

compare then specifically with unskilled manual workers. As higher grade professionals were the 

reference group in the analyses, it is in our opinion natural to use them as a comparison. We have, 

however, added comparisons with other manual occupations as a whole, not just unskilled manual 

workers, in addition to drawing more broad lines in the discussion. Hopefully will address your 

concerns. 
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