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ABSTRACT
Objectives  To investigate the contribution of behavioural, 
social and psychological factors to inequalities in mortality 
by educational level between birth cohorts.
Design  Cohort-sequential design.
Setting  Two population-based studies in the Netherlands: 
the Longitudinal Aging Study Amsterdam (LASA) and the 
Doetinchem Cohort Study (DCS).
Participants  Data from the LASA included 1990 
individuals with birth years 1928–1937 (cohort 1) and 
1938–1947 (cohort 2) and, for replication, data from the 
DCS included 2732 individuals with birth years 1929–1941 
(cohort 1) and 1939–1951 (cohort 2).
Methods  Years of education, 15-year mortality, lifestyle 
factors, social factors and psychological factors were 
modelled using multiple-group accelerated failure time 
models based on structural equation modelling to compare 
indirect effects between cohorts.
Results  Both studies showed similar educational 
inequalities, with higher mortality among those with lower 
education. The indirect effects of education via smoking 
(LASA: difference in survival time ratio (TR)=1.0018, 95% CI 
1.0000 to 1.0155, DCS: TR=1.0051, 95% CI 1.0000 to 
1.0183), physical activity (LASA: TR=1.0056, 95% CI 1.00009 
to 1.0132) and alcohol use (LASA: TR=1.0275, 95% CI 
1.0033 to 1.0194) on mortality were stronger in cohort 2 
than in cohort 1. In contrast to the other effects, alcohol 
use was the only factor that was associated positively with 
education and survival time, which effect increased in the 
most recent cohort. Emotional support, network size and 
cognitive functioning showed no difference between cohorts.
Conclusions  Smoking, physical activity and alcohol use 
contributed more to educational inequalities in mortality in 
recent cohorts. Hence, in addition to tackling fundamental 
social causes of inequality, policies focusing on 
intermediary mechanisms such as lifestyle need to adapt 
their targets to those that prove to be most important 
within a given time frame.

INTRODUCTION
Throughout the 20th century, inequalities 
in mortality according to educational level 

have been remarkably persistent across 
generations.1–3 While overall mortality has 
declined in Western countries, declines were 
larger among individuals with higher educa-
tion.4 5 Tackling educational inequalities in 
health and mortality seems not very successful 
yet and it is important to monitor educational 
inequalities in mortality and also the factors 
that explain them.

The Fundamental Cause Theory6 posits 
that factors explaining educational inequal-
ities become replaced with others over 
time due to broad societal developments, 
which results in a persistence of educational 
inequalities in mortality.7 In this paper, we 
focus on several societal developments in the 
past decades, which suggest that explanatory 

Strengths and limitations of this study

	► Although educational inequalities in mortality is 
a widely studied topic in epidemiology and public 
health, this study is the first to investigate changes 
in the explanatory roles of behavioural, social and 
psychological factors across birth cohorts.

	► The study uses data from two rich cohort studies 
based in the Netherlands and is therefore able to in-
clude a myriad of important behavioural social and 
psychological factors using the most recent insights 
from the causal mediation analysis framework.

	► The cross-sectional design of this study limits our 
interpretation of the findings as reverse causality 
may explain the associations that were observed.

	► The study largely relied on self-reported measures 
and may therefore be prone to recall bias or prefer-
ential reporting, which may partially explain changes 
over time.

	► Because information on material factors was lack-
ing, it is possible that the explanatory role of factors 
included in our study is slightly overestimated.
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factors of educational inequalities in mortality may have 
changed.8 First, knowledge about prevention and health 
behaviours has grown.1 For example, awareness of the 
negative health effects of smoking has increased policy 
attention to reduce smoking across Europe and the USA9 
but may have reached people with higher education the 
most. As a consequence, smoking and hazardous drinking 
rates have dropped more strongly in higher than in lower 
educational groups.10 Accordingly, smoking and alcohol 
attributable mortality has decreased more among the 
higher educated.11

Second, processes of detraditionalisation and individu-
alisation have increased divorce rates and changed family 
structures, all related to mortality.12 Divorce was more 
common among the higher educated, but this pattern has 
reversed during the latter decades of the 20th century.13 
These societal processes also reduced the embeddedness 
of individuals in the neighbourhood community, church 
and family.14 Higher educated individuals tend to have 
larger social networks and to be more able to mobilise 
alternative sources of social support, such as non-kin, 
which may benefit health.15

Third, Western societies have provided more oppor-
tunities for upward mobility, presumably increasing the 
importance of personal talent and effort for life chances, 
referred to as ‘meritocracy’. This development may 
increase the importance of cognitive ability and self-
management skills for educational and occupational 
success.1 Factors such as high sense of control16 and 
high cognitive functioning17 may have become concen-
trated among individuals with a higher education in later 
cohorts. These psychological characteristics also affect 
health,18–20 so they may have become more important for 
explaining educational inequalities in mortality.

Taken together, these developments may have changed 
the relative importance of known behavioural and psycho-
social explanatory factors of educational inequalities in 
mortality,6 yet empirical evidence for this hypothesis is 
lacking. Cross-time comparisons will increase knowledge 

about the factors that are most important in explaining 
educational inequalities.

Therefore, the current study investigates changes in the 
explanatory role of behavioural, social and psychological 
factors in explaining educational inequalities in mortality 
between two birth cohorts in the Netherlands. Figure 1 
visualises the theoretical model tested in this paper.

METHODS
Data collection
Data were derived from two population-based studies 
in the Netherlands: the Longitudinal Aging Study 
Amsterdam (LASA)21 and the Doetinchem Cohort Study 
(DCS).22

LASA is a longitudinal, multidisciplinary study, that 
captures physical, cognitive, social and emotional func-
tioning. Respondents were randomly selected from the 
population registers of 11 urban and rural municipalities 
in Western, Southern and Northern regions. Respon-
dents were visited at home by trained interviewers who 
conducted 2-hour interviews. Baseline data were collected 
in 1992–93 among adults and included 3107 respondents 
aged between 55 and 84 years (cooperation rate=62%). 
In 2002–2003, an additional cohort was included, which 
consisted of 1002 adults aged between 55 and 64 years 
(cooperation rate=62%). We included those ageing 
55–64 years from both cohorts, 988 respondents from the 
baseline cohort (LASA-1) and 1002 from the second wave 
(LASA-2).

DCS is an ongoing longitudinal cohort study and 
focuses on the impact of lifestyle and biological risk 
factors on health. A sex-age-stratified sample of 20 155 
inhabitants of the Dutch town Doetinchem, in the East 
of the Netherlands, were invited. The first examination 
(n=12 405, response=62%) took place in 1987–1991, after 
which a random sample of 7768 persons aged between 
20 and 59 years was reinvited for an examination every 
5 years. As LASA provides the same independent age 

Figure 1  Visual presentation of second step in the analysis.
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groups observed one decennium apart, we selected a 
sample that matched the birth years and years of data 
collection as closely as possible. This resulted in a selec-
tion of respondents aged 55–64 years from wave 2 (1993–
1997, n=1352, DCS-1) and from wave 4 (2003–2007, 
n=1380, DCS-2).

Patient and public involvement
No patient was actively involved in the study.

Outcome indicator
15-year Mortality was retrieved from municipal registers. 
Registrations were completed up to 1 August 2018, for 
LASA, and up to 4 January 2020, for DCS.

Socioeconomic indicator
Education was obtained as the highest school level (nine 
levels). The levels were recoded into the nominal years.

Explanatory factors
A detailed description of all explanatory variables can be 
found in online supplemental table S1.

Smoking was assessed by asking respondents whether 
they had never smoked, ever smoked or smoked currently. 
This resulted in three categories: never smoker, former smoker 
and current smoker.

Alcohol use in LASA was derived from asking how many 
days in the week the respondents drink and how many 
drinks they consume each time. In DCS respondents 
were asked about their weekly consumption of alcoholic 
beverages. The questions were recoded to average weekly 
alcohol consumption: abstainer, 5 glasses a week or less and 
more than 5 glasses a week.23

Body mass index was calculated by dividing measured 
body weight in kilograms by measured height in metres 
squared.

For LASA, physical activity was based on the LASA Phys-
ical Activity Questionnaire, and for DCS on the Euro-
pean Prospective Investigation into Cancer and Nutrition 
(EPIC) physical activity questionnaire.24 We selected activ-
ities that were present in both studies, which included 
walking outdoors, bicycling, gardening, household activi-
ties and two sports and recreational activities. A sum score 
was created by multiplying the minutes spent per activity 
per day by the metabolic equivalent of task scores.25 Due 
to non-normality of residuals, physical activity was log 
transformed.

Divorce was based on a question asking about the current 
marital status.

For episodic memory, we used the immediate and delayed 
recall of the 15-words test.

Information processing speed (IPS) was based on a coding 
task during which respondents named as many correct 
characters as possible out of several character combina-
tions; verbally for LASA and written for DCS. This was 
done in three cycles of 1 min. The average of the three 
trials was used.

The following variables were available only in LASA:
Mastery reflects an individual’s perception of having 
personal control over one’s life in general, measured with 
the five-item Pearlin Mastery Scale.26

Self-efficacy assessed an individual’s belief in their ability 
to organise and execute behaviours that are necessary 
in order to attain personal goals, measured with 12-item 
General Self-Efficacy Scale.27

Neuroticism reflects an individual’s proneness to psycho-
logical distress, measured with 15 items from the Dutch 
Personality Questionnaire.28

Network size included the number of frequent and 
important contacts older than 17 years.

Network complexity assessed the number of social roles 
a respondent has regular contact with.29 There were 13 
possible social roles: Spouse, child, child-in-law, sibling, 
sibling-in-law, parent, (other) relative, close friend, 
acquaintance, neighbour, (former) colleague, voluntary 
organisation and other group.

Emotional and instrumental support were based on the 
nine network members indicated as most important by 
the participant.

Emotional support indicated the frequency of talking 
about personal experiences and feelings with these 
network members.

Instrumental support indicated the frequency of receiving 
help with daily chores around the house.

Data analyses
Differences in characteristics between cohorts are deter-
mined using χ2 tests for categorical variables and t-test 
statistics for interval variables. We conducted mediation 
analyses with single-mediator and multiple-mediator 
models for each cohort using multiple-group generalised 
structural equation models in STATA V.16. The total effect 
of education on mortality was estimated using accelerated 
failure time (AFT) models (c path in figure 1) to ensure 
a causal interpretation, as the outcome was not rare 
(prevalence >10%).30 Based on the Akaike Information 
Criterion, which we compared across models assuming 
different distributions, Weibull error distribution was 
chosen and used in subsequent models. The effects of 
education on the mediators (a paths) were estimated 
using multinomial logistic regression for categorical medi-
ators (smoking, alcohol use, divorce) and linear regres-
sion for continuous mediators (all other mediators). The 
direct effect of education on mortality (c’ paths), and 
the effects of the mediators on mortality (b paths), were 
estimated using AFT models. Indirect effects reflect the 
effects of education on mortality through specific media-
tors and were estimated using the product-of-coefficients 
method.31 In order to account for scale differences, the a 
paths were transformed to a risk difference scale.32 95% 
CIs around the indirect effects were calculated using 1000 
bootstrap resamples.33

To examine whether the strength of the indirect effect 
differed between cohorts, we tested for equality of indirect 
effect estimates with a Wald test (henceforward indicated by 
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the difference in natural logarithm survival time ratio (TR)). 
If the strength of an indirect effect estimate was larger in the 
later cohort, we assumed that explanatory role of the medi-
ator became more important over time. To investigate if 
cohort differences were induced by differences in the a, the 
b, or both paths, we additionally tested the equality of specific 
path coefficients with a Wald test.

Parallel multiple mediator models were estimated in 
order to determine the relative magnitudes of the specific 
indirect effects associated with all mediators mutually 
adjusted. For each study all mediators for which the indi-
rect effect estimates were that statistically significant in at 
least one cohort were estimated, using the same proce-
dures as described above.

Age and sex were used as control variables in all models 
and were grand-mean centred. Missing data were handled 
with equationwise deletion. All analyses were performed 
separately for LASA and DCS. The significance level was 
set at 5%.

RESULTS
Descriptive statistics
Descriptive statistics for both cohorts of LASA and both 
cohorts of DCS are depicted in table 1. The average years 
of education was higher, and the prevalence of 15-year 
mortality lower in the second cohort in both studies. 
The percentage of people who divorced, the percentage 
of people who drank more than five glasses a week, and 
the average cognitive ability were higher in both second 
cohorts.

Total effect of education on mortality
Table 2 presents the total effect estimates (c paths) derived 
from the AFT models, which represent the survival TR per 
additional year of education for each cohort separately. 
The estimates confirmed that individuals with more years 
of education had a longer average survival time than indi-
viduals with less years of education. In both studies, the 
effects of education were statistically significant in the 
second cohort only. In DCS, the effects differed signifi-
cantly between cohorts and indicated larger educational 
inequalities in DCS-2 compared with DCS-1.

Cohort differences in explanatory factors in the LASA
Table 3 depicts the indirect effect estimates of education 
on mortality through behavioural, social and psycho-
logical factors, for LASA. The indirect effect through a 
mediator indicates whether a 1-year increase in the years 
of education on average results in a longer or shorter 
survival time through an increase in the mediator.

We found that three indirect effect estimates differed 
significantly between cohorts. First, the indirect effect 
of education on mortality through former smoking was 
larger in LASA-2 than in LASA-1 (TR=1.0018, 95% CI 
1.0000 to 1.0156; table  3). However, neither the a-path 
nor the b-path changed significantly between the cohorts. 
Therefore, the change in the indirect effect was due to 

slight changes in both the a and b paths. The effect of 
education on former smoking changed from positive to 
negative, and the effect of former smoking and survival 
time increased (online supplemental table S2a).

Second, the indirect effect of education on mortality 
through drinking more than five glasses a week became 
positive in LASA-2 compared with LASA-1 (TR=1.0279, 
95% CI 1.0033 to 1.0612; table 3). This change was due 
to a longer survival time for individuals who drink more 
than five glasses a week in the second cohort (b-paths; 
online supplemental table S2a).

Third, the indirect effect from education on mortality 
through physical activity was larger in LASA-2 than in 
LASA-1 (TR=1.0056, 95% CI 1.0009 to 1.0133; table  3). 
This was due to both a larger positive effect between phys-
ical activity and survival time (b-path online supplemental 
table S2a).

Differences in explanatory factors in the DCS
The indirect effect from education to mortality through 
current smoking was stronger in DCS-2 compared with 
DCS-1 (TR=1.00511, 95% CI 1.00000 to 1.01847) (table 4). 
This was due to a stronger negative effect between current 
smoking and survival time (online supplemental table 
S2b).

Multiple mediator model
For LASA, the multiple mediator model included 
smoking, alcohol use, physical activity, network size, 
emotional support, episodic memory and IPS. For DCS, 
the multiple mediator model included smoking, alcohol 
use, marital status, episodic memory and IPS (depicted in 
online supplemental figure S1a,b). For LASA, the indirect 
effect through smoking and for DCS the indirect effects 
via alcohol use and IPS remained statistically significant 
after inclusion of other mediators. Although the total 
indirect effect increased for both studies, this change was 
not statistically significant. This suggests that the overall 
contribution of these sets of mediators to educational 
inequalities in mortality was about equal between birth 
cohorts (see online supplemental table S3a,b).

DISCUSSION
In this study, we examined differences in explanatory 
factors of educational inequalities in mortality between 
two cohorts, born in the 1930s and the 1940s, in two 
population-based studies in the Netherlands (LASA and 
DCS). Relative educational inequalities in mortality were 
stable in LASA, and larger in the later cohort in DCS. 
Differences in indirect effect estimates between cohorts 
suggest that the explanatory role of smoking (LASA and 
DCS) and the explanatory roles of alcohol use and phys-
ical activity (LASA only) became more important. The 
importance of social network size, emotional support 
received and cognitive functioning did not differ between 
generations.
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The different changes in the indirect effects via 
smoking between LASA and DCS appear contradictory 
at first sight. However, we believe that both capture the 
same phenomenon. In both cases, we find that in the 
later cohort, higher educated individuals were less likely 
to smoke than in the earlier cohort. This finding is in 
line with the theory of diffusion of innovations, which 
argues that smoking was first taken up by individuals with 
a higher education, and later this ‘innovation’ diffused 
to individuals with a lower education.10 The data from 

LASA seem to illustrate this transition, where smoking 
was more common among higher educated individ-
uals in the earlier cohort but was increasingly taken up 
by lower educated individuals in the later cohort. The 
data from DCS suggest that this sample had progressed 
further; in the earlier cohort of DCS, smoking was already 
more common in the low educated, and this remained 
the same in the later cohort. We thus find evidence for 
the increasing importance of smoking for educational 
inequalities in mortality.

Table 1  Characteristics of 55–64 year olds from different birth cohorts derived from Longitudinal Aging Study Amsterdam 
(LASA) and Doetinchem Cohort Study (DCS)

N

LASA-1 LASA-2 P value

N

DCS-1 DCS-2 P value

Mean(SD)/N 
(%)

Mean(SD)/N 
(%) t/F test

Mean 
(SD)/N (%)

Mean (SD)/N 
(%) t/F test

Age 1990 60.3 (2.9) 59.9 (2.9) <0.01 2723 59.6 (2.8) 59.2 (2.7) <0.01

Sex (0–1)

Women 1990 516 (52) 527 (53) 2723 707 (50) 701 (50)

Mortality 15 year (0–1) 1990 218 (22) 161 (16) <0.01 2642 234 (18) 172 (13) <0.001

Education (5–18) 1990 9.4 (3.3) 10.3 (3.4) <0.001 2720 9.5 (2.9) 10.5 (3.5) <0.001

Behavioural factors

 � Smoking (0–2) <0.05

 � Never smoker 452 236 (24) 216 (24) 906 444 (33) 462 (34)

 � Former smoker 806 381 (39) 425 (46) 1230 583 (44) 647 (47)

 � Current smoker 551 273 (31) 278 (30) 578 313 (24) 265 (19)

Alcohol (0–2) <0.01 <0.01

 � Abstainer 719 137 (15) 75 (8) 935 528 (39) 407 (30)

 � Less than 5 glasses a week 506 268 (30) 239 (26) 432 245 (19) 178 (13)

 � More than 5 glasses a week 1088 483 (54) 605 (66) 1354 561 (42) 793 (58)

Physical activity score*† 1939 46.7 (41.3) 38.8 (39.2) <0.001 2722 81.3 (91.1) 78.0 (63.5) <0.001

BMI (19–45) 1782 26.7 (3.7) 27.4 (4.3) <0.01 2717 27.1 (3.8) 27.1 (4.0)

Social factors

 � Divorced (0–2) <0.01 <0.01

 � Widowed or never partnered 1830 152 (15) 110 (11) 242 140 (14) 102 (7)

 � Divorced 168 57 (6) 111 (11) 177 61 (6) 116 (8)

 � Married 1560 779 (79) 781 (88) 1994 837 (81) 1157 (84)

Network size (0–80) 1611 15.3 (8.5) 15.2 (8.7)

Network composition (0–11) 1950 5.0 (1.9) 5.2 (2.0)

Instrumental support (0–36) 1950 14.3 (6.4) 14.8 (6.4)

Emotional support (0–36) 1950 22.6 (7.7) 22.4 (7.8)

Psychological factors

 � Information processing speed 
(1.0–42.7)

1793 27.9 (6.5) 29.0 (6.3) <0.05 2723 25.5 (7.8) 31.5 (7.7) <0.001

 � Total recall 1797 21.5 (5.6) 20.6 (5.5) <0.01 2723 19.3 (6.8) 22.1 (7.2) <0.05

 � Mastery (8–25) 1958 17.9 (3.3) 18.1 (3.4)

 � Self-efficacy (23–59) 1961 42.9 (5.2) 43.4 (5.6)

 � Neuroticism (0–28) 1721 5.7 (4.8) 5.4 (4.8)

*Due to non-normality median, an IQR is reported.
†Range varies from 0–371 in LASA and 0–391 in DCS.
BMI, body mass index.
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In LASA, we found an increase in the explanatory 
role of drinking more than five glasses a week between 
cohorts. It appears that highly educated individuals were 
more likely to drink more than five glasses a week and this 
unexpectedly was associated with a longer survival time. 
One explanation may be residual confounding. Drinking 
more than five glasses a week was most common among 
higher educated individuals, who on average possess more 

resources such as a larger network size or higher sense of 
control over one’s on life.16 In addition, drinking alcohol, 
in specific social groups or contexts, has been associated 
with social advantages, such as reducing social anxiety.34 It 
may be that among generations and social groups in which 
alcohol use is high and the opinion is positive, the social 
benefits of drinking alcohol outweigh the negative conse-
quences.35 This possibility is supported by our finding 
that the indirect effect via drinking was not statistically 
significant anymore after adjustment for other mediators, 
including network size and emotional support.

The explanatory role of physical activity for educational 
inequalities in mortality increased between cohorts in 
LASA. This was due to increasing positive effects of phys-
ical activity on survival. These findings suggest that the 
negative association between education and mortality 
regularly found in previous studies,36 may be changing 
over time. An increased importance of lifestyle attributed 
diseases, as a consequence of the epidemiological tran-
sition,1 may explain physical activity’s increased impor-
tance for mortality.

Table 2  Total effect estimates expressed in terms of 
survival time ratio for education in years separately for each 
cohort in LASA and DCS (C)

 �  STR 95% CI STR 95% CI

Education LASA-1 LASA-2

1.030 0.998 to 1.064 1.063 1.023 to 1.104

DCS-1 DCS-2

1.023* 0.999 to 1.049 1.062† 1.026 to 1.097

*Different from LASA-2 or DCS-2.
†Different from LASA-1 or DCS-1.
STR, survival time ratio, which is calculated exp(B).

Table 3  Indirect effects of education on mortality through the mediators between cohorts (LASA)

Behavioural factors

LASA-1 LASA-2
Difference in LN survival 
time ratio (TR)

STR/B 95% CI STR/B 95% CI STR/B 95% CI

Through smoking

 � Through former smoking 0.9983 0.9880 to 1.0000 1.0000 0.9994 to 1.0025 1.0018 1.0000 to 1.0156

 � Through current smoking 0.9998 0.9874 to 1.0009 1.0004 1.0000 to 1.0124 1.0008 0.9965 to 1.0090

Through alcohol 0.9993 0.9977 to 1.0002 1.0003 0.9997 to 1.0012 1.0010 0.9999 to 1.0026

 � through<5 glasses 1.0012 0.9923 to 1.0139 1.0190 0.9995 to 1.0540 1.0178 0.9949 to 1.0543

 � through>5 glasses 0.9946 0.9781 to 1.0074 1.0223 1.0038 to 1.0555 1.0279 1.0033 to 1.0612

 � Through physical activity 1.0004 0.9995 to 1.0036 1.0060 1.0017 to 1.0136 1.0056 1.0009 to 1.0133

 � Through BMI 0.9996 0.9933 to 1.0054 1.0001 0.9938 to 1.0064 1.0004 0.9908 to 1.0081

Social factors

Through marital status

 � Through divorce 0.9997 0.9988 to 1.0005 0.9988 0.9975 to 1.0025 0.9992 0.9973 to 1.0026

 � Through married 1.0013 0.9983 to 1.0078 0.9988 0.9975 to 1.0001 0.9975 0.9907 to 1.0010

 � Through network size 1.0033 0.9986 to 1.0091 1.0082 1.0023 to 1.0185 0.9950 0.9847 to 1.0028

 � Through network complexity 0.9995 0.9959 to 1.0017 1.0004 0.9978 to 1.0043 0.9991 0.9944 to 1.0027

 � Through instrumental support 1.0000 0.9985 to 1.0011 1.0000 0.9982 to 1.0017 1.0000 0.9978 to 1.0020

 � Through emotional support 1.0040 1.0009 to 1.0105 1.0041 0.9971 to 1.0118 1.0001 0.9918 to 1.0090

Psychological factors

 � Through information processing 
speed

1.0245 1.0083 to 1.0420 1.0064 0.991 to 1.0229 1.0180 0.9954 to 1.0420

 � Through episodic memory 1.0121 1.0021 to 1.0235 1.0051 0.9916 to 1.0198 0.9931 0.9771 to 1.0094

 � Through mastery 0.9998 0.9977 to 1.0018 1.0003 0.9950 to 1.0056 1.0006 0.9936 to 1.0050

 � Through self-efficacy 0.9991 0.9923 to 1.0058 1.0022 0.9940 to 1.0112 1.0031 0.9857 to 1.0074

 � Through neuroticism 1.0035 0.9940 to 1.0102 1.0037 0.9981 to 1.0098 1.0002 0.9926 to 1.0014

STR, survival time ratio, which is calculated exp(B), adjusted for age and sex.
BMI, body mass index.
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Although most changes in explanatory factors of educa-
tional inequalities in mortality were in the same direction 
in the two included studies, the differences in findings 
warrant further clarification. One explanation may be 
that the LASA cohort was recruited slightly earlier than 
the DCS cohort (LASA-1: 1992–1993, LASA-2: 2002–2003, 
DCS-1: 1993–1997, DCS: 2003–2007). Therefore, develop-
ments with regards to the changes in explanatory factors, 
might be slightly ahead in DCS compared with LASA. 
Another explanation might be that the studies cover 
regions with different levels of urbanicity, income, reli-
giousness and religious denomination37–39 (for specific 
informationsee online supplemental table S4 and figure 
S2). Cultural and social differences between regions are 
known to influence the progression of modernisation and 
as such affect tolerance towards divorce, social network 
structures40 and potentially also attitudes towards health 
behaviours. Future studies examining cross-regional and 
cross-national differences may be needed to clarify these 
issues.

Strengths and limitations
We conducted analyses using recent insights from the 
mediation literature in two large studies that included 
multiple cohorts as well as a broad range of explanatory 
variables, which can be considered a strength of our 
study. Although many causes of health inequalities have 
been identified in particular periods, we consider testing 
cohort differences in explanatory factors of socioeco-
nomic inequalities in health to be an important step in 
understanding the persistence of health inequalities that 

have been considered paradoxical by scientists and policy 
makers in recent years.1 41

Five limitations need to be mentioned. First, we relied 
on self-reported measures of health behaviours, social 
network properties and psychological characteristics. 
Recall bias and preferential reporting may have occurred. 
Insofar as the social acceptability of certain behaviours 
vary across educational groups between cohorts, it may 
have affected our results. Second, there were differences 
in the way questions were asked between the studies, 
particularly for physical activity, for which the activities 
included slightly differed between studies. These varia-
tions, may have been partly responsible for differences 
in findings between the two included studies. Third, 
comparing effect estimates derived from models using a 
non-linear link function, as we have done by comparing 
the effect sizes of mediators between cohorts, have to 
be interpreted with caution due to comparability issues 
resulting from non-collapsability. To date, there are no 
simple all-purpose solutions to the problems of inter-
pretability and comparison of effect estimates.42 As such, 
we have employed criteria such as statistical significance 
testing between cohorts and within cohorts to enhance 
the reliability of our findings. Fourth, compared with 
the general population, lower educated individuals are 
slightly over-represented in DCS, while the educational 
categories in LASA were fairly representative of the 
general population. Fifth, neither DCS nor LASA had 
information about material factors, such as living and 
housing conditions, which are considered to play an 
important explanatory role in educational inequalities in 

Table 4  Indirect effects of education on mortality through the mediators in the total sample and across cohorts (DCS)

Behavioural factors

DCS-1 DCS-2 Difference in LN survival TR

STR 95% CI STR 95% CI STR 95% CI

Through smoking

 � Through former smoking 1.00020 0.9988 to 1.00341 1.00150 1.00020 to 1.00904 1.00130 0.99950 to 1.00864

 � Through current smoking 1.00010 1.00000 to 1.00351 1.00521 1.00020 to 1.01857 1.00511 1.00000 to 1.01847

 � <5 glasses a week 1.00280 1.00010 to 1.01400 0.99900 0.98758 to 1.00130 0.99611 0.98295 to 1.00040

 � >5 glasses a week 0.99750 0.99283 to 1.00000 1.00060 0.99710 to 1.00753 1.00310 0.99661 to 1.00874

 � Through physical activity 1.00020 0.9996 to 1.00160 1.00010 0.99900 to 1.00160 1.00000 0.99840 to 1.00160

 � Through BMI 1.00220 0.9982 to 1.00602 0.99950 0.99332 to 1.00511 0.99730 0.99611 to 1.01056

Social factors

Through marital status

 � Via divorced 0.99581 0.99681 to 1.00100 1.01258 1.00250 to 1.03004 1.01684 0.99840 to 1.04488

 � Via married 1.00010 0.99491 to 1.00250 1.00381 1.00040 to 1.01684 1.00371 0.99960 to 1.01603

 � Psychological factors

 � Through information 
processing speed

1.02963 1.01969 to 1.04331 1.01511 1.00501 to 1.02737 0.98590 0.97132 to 1.00060

 � Through episodic memory 1.02388 1.01501 to 1.03087 1.03541 1.00260 to 1.05138 1.01116 0.97239 to 1.00632

STR, survival time ratio, which is calculated exp(B), adjusted for age and sex.
BMI, body mass index.
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health.43 Moreover, it is possible that there may be other 
sources of unmeasured confounding. Therefore, it is 
possible the explanatory role of factors included in this 
study is slightly overestimated.

CONCLUSION
In conclusion, we found evidence that explanatory mech-
anisms of educational mortality inequalities tend to 
change across birth cohorts. Specifically, we found that 
smoking became a more important explanatory factor in 
the most recent birth cohort, and this was found in both 
studies. Other factors that became more important were 
alcohol use and physical activity—although evidence to 
support this was found in only one of the included studies. 
Most psychosocial factors remained equally important 
across cohorts. Hence, mechanisms explaining educa-
tional inequalities in mortality are not fixed over time. 
Our results suggest that researchers and policy-makers 
need to monitor explanatory mechanisms and consider 
how (features of) contemporary societies may reshape 
these mechanisms. Proper contextualisation of policies 
is needed in order to keep up with mechanisms that 
change over time. Based on our findings, we recommend 
that policy efforts, in addition to tacking fundamental 
causes of inequality such as poverty, focus on strategies 
to improve the lifestyle as well as psychosocial resources 
of individuals with a lower education in order to reduce 
educational inequalities in health.
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