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Socioeconomic status and obesity in Cairo, Egypt:
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KEYWORDS Abstract Studies have generally shown a positive association between socioeco-

Social epidemiology; nomic status (SES) and obesity in low-income countries, but few have tested this

Hea}th mequ'.t]eS; relationship in the Middle East where obesity prevalence is extraordinarily high

Socioeconomic status; crs X

i s anq thg nutr1t19n proﬁ¥e more cl'osely resembles.develop'ed'wo.rld cgntexts. The
objective of this study is to examine the SES-obesity association in Cairo, Egypt.

Multinomial regression analyses were conducted and predicted probabilities were
found for overweight and obesity status among adult men and women in a stratified
analysis. Data were taken from the 2007 Cairo Urban Inequity Study which collected
information on 3993 individuals from 50 neighborhoods in the Cairo Governorate.
Five different measures of SES were utilized — education, household expenditures,
household assets, subjective wealth, and father’s education. No significant associa-
tions were found between most measures of SES and overweight/obesity in this pop-
ulation. Overweight and obesity are prevalent across the SES spectrum.
These findings suggest that obesity programs and policies should be targeted at all

SES groups in Cairo, although specific mechanisms may vary by SES and should be
explored further in future studies.
© 2013 Ministry of Health, Saudi Arabia. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open
access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by-nc-nd/4.0/).

1. Introduction

The global obesity epidemic reflects rapidly chang-
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integrate, food habits globalize, and urbanization
and its corollary urban lifestyle replaces more ac-
tive rural living [1—3]. These shifts are often cap-
tured by the term nutrition transition, which
refers to the interplay of economic, demographic,
environmental and cultural changes in a society
that are associated with shifting patterns of nutri-
tional intake [4—7]. Macro-level country studies
have shown that the nutrition transition is often
closely related to a country’s level of economic
development, and the progression of a country in
terms of it economic and nutrition transitions is re-
lated to the association between socioeconomic
status (SES) and obesity among individuals [8—
10]. Generally, countries with lower levels of eco-
nomic development are earlier in the nutrition
transition and exhibit a positive SES-obesity associ-
ation among individuals. Those countries that are
more developed tend to be further along in the
nutrition transition and usually exhibit an inverse
SES-obesity association among individuals [11].
The ‘crossover effect’ from a positive to a negative
SES-obesity association tends to happen earlier for
women as compared with men according to the evi-
dence [8].

While these trends hold true for countries in
which obesity prevalence is closely aligned with
levels of economic development, it is not clear
that they do so for countries in which obesity prev-
alence far exceeds that which may be expected gi-
ven their level of economic development. The
Middle East provides an interesting context in
which to study the hypothesis that the nutrition
transition may operate independent of economic
development in some circumstances, since obesity
rates are generally high despite the marked varia-
tion in economic development throughout the re-
gion [12—-16].

Egypt, in particular, may epitomize this paradox
since obesity prevalence is very high compared
with the country’s level of economic development.
Urban Egyptian women are disproportionately af-
fected and have a higher prevalence of over-
weight/obesity compared with most other
developing nations [9,17]. In a study exploring
SES-obesity associations in developing countries,
Monteiro et al. observed a positive association in
Egypt using the 1995—1996 Demographic and
Health Survey (DHS) data, in line with its relatively
low level of economic development at the time [8].
A closer look, however, reveals that Egypt was an
outlier in comparison with other countries in this
study. Particularly concerning, Egypt’s observed
overweight/obesity prevalence (69.9%) far ex-
ceeded that which was expected (~35.0%) given

the country’s level of economic development
(GNI: $990 per capita) and urbanization (43.1%).
Further, the ratio of overweight to underweight
in urban Egypt was 99.9 (overweight: 69.9%; under-
weight: 0.7%), far exceeding that which was seen in
Western industrialized nations before the current
obesity epidemic (overweight: 27—47%; under-
weight: 3—4%) [9].

Given this unique nutrition profile, this study
sought to explore the Egyptian SES-obesity associa-
tion in more detail. While obesity prevalence is
increasing in Egypt [16,18], few studies have ana-
lyzed the distribution of this outcome across SES
groups. This study aims to clarify SES-obesity asso-
ciations among adult men and women in Cairo, the
largest city in Egypt. This study hypothesized that
an inverse association would be observed, similar
to that seen in developed nations. It was further
expected that this association would be more pro-
nounced in women compared with men given that
the crossover from a positive to inverse association
tends to happen earlier among women in the devel-
oping world [8].

2. Methods and procedures

2.1. Data source

The Cairo Urban Inequity Study (UIS) surveyed 5710
households in 50 neighborhoods of the Cairo Gover-
norate (~8 million people). The study implemented
a multi-stage complex survey design in which 50 of
634 neighborhoods were selected using a stratified
random sample of low, medium, and high depriva-
tion neighborhoods [19]. To select households, a
block was randomly chosen from each of the 50
neighborhoods, and a full listing was created from
which households were randomly selected propor-
tional to neighborhood size. Half were randomly as-
sighed to men and the other half to women for
individual questionnaire administration (>22 yrs
inclusion criteria). When a household had more than
one adult of the assigned gender, one individual was
randomly selected to participate in the question-
naire. The overall survey response rate was 69.9%,
yielding a total of 3993 households from which
1990 men and 2003 women participated in individual
questionnaires in addition to the household survey.
Survey weights were used to account for non-re-
sponse such that study results may be generalized
to the Cairo Governorate.

For the current analysis, underweight cases
(<18.5 kg/m?; n=43), pregnant women (n=98),
and those missing information on BMI (n=297)
were excluded. Eight additional cases were ex-
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