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Introduction

As the French sociologist, Émile Durkheim, wrote in 
the late nineteenth century ‘there is only one way of 
proving that a phenomenon is the cause of another, 
and that is comparing different cases’ [1]. Comparisons 
are ubiquitous across disciplines, but in health 
research the term ‘comparative research’ typically 
refers to studies including cross-national data on 
countries and larger regions within them [2].

Research within social sciences and public health, 
including social medicine and medical sociology, has 
adopted the comparative method. This method has, 
in a way, provided these disciplines a substitute for 
experiments in natural sciences and trials in biomed-
icine, and thus contributed to progress in health 
research [2]. However, it took time before systematic 

international comparisons in health research emerged 
on a larger scale. Reasons behind this include access 
to comparable data sources across countries, such as 
surveys and population registers, as well as novel 
methods of analysis.

Internationally, social class differences in mortal-
ity have been studied in Britain earlier than else-
where. Already in the mid-19th century, Edwin 
Chadwick’s studies found that poorer people were 
more likely to suffer from illnesses and premature 
death. Later in the early 20th century, Britain adopted 
a standardised Registrar General’s social class classi-
fication to be used in mortality statistics. This allowed 
studies on socioeconomic inequalities in mortality, 
which were more systematic and looked at changes 
over time [3].
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The Black Report [4] commissioned by the British 
government and published in the early 1980s, noted 
that by the late 1970s within-country studies on 
health inequalities, that is, hierarchical differences in 
illness and premature death between socioeconomic 
groups, were available, for example, from Britain and 
the Nordic countries. However, systematic between-
country comparisons of health inequalities remained 
few, were based on mortality inequalities, and used 
divergent socioeconomic classifications. Previously, 
in the Nordic countries geographical differences in 
health and social and healthcare were in the focus of 
research on health inequalities [5]. This is likely to be 
due to large and persisting regional differences in liv-
ing conditions between northern and southern as 
well as eastern and western parts of countries such as 
Finland, Norway and Sweden.

The Nordic welfare construct focused on social 
class differences in living conditions, with health as a 
key subdomain [6, 7]. This paved the way for the 
emergence of research on socioeconomic inequalities 
in health in the Nordic countries. One of the earliest 
systematic comparative studies on health inequalities 
was based on the Scandinavian welfare survey data 
from 1972 covering Denmark, Finland, Norway and 
Sweden [8]. Health was measured by an index based 
on chronic illnesses and socioeconomic position by 
occupational social class. In Finland, both farmers 
and manual workers showed a high prevalence of ill-
ness, with white collar workers and entrepreneurs 
showing the lowest prevalence. Also in other 
Scandinavian countries, illness among manual work-
ers was highest, but its level was much lower across 
the occupational classes as compared to Finland.

Internationally, socioeconomic inequalities in 
health became gradually visible among scholars as 
well as the broader audience. A major impetus was 
given by the Black Report [4]. This report also shows 
continuity in the British analyses of health inequali-
ties, which used the standard social class classifica-
tion from 70 years back. It has become commonplace 
to judge that the Black Report ‘re-found’ health ine-
qualities and confirmed that in Britain as well as else-
where large health inequalities persisted and possibly 
widened over time. However, the within-country 
data from a couple of countries did not yet allow sys-
tematic between-country comparisons on the pattern 
and magnitude of health inequalities.

The increasing interest in the study of health ine-
qualities after the Black Report has been confirmed 
by a bibliometric analysis covering the period of 
1966–2014 [9]. Until the early 1990s, the number of 
studies remained low, but after that an exponential 
growth started resulting in almost 50,000 published 
scientific papers over the study period. Such growth 

has been visible in many European countries, with 
Britain, The Netherlands, Sweden and Finland 
among the leading countries [10]. However, a quan-
titative and bibliographic picture on international 
comparative research of health inequalities is still 
missing.

The Scandinavian Journal of Public Health, with its 
predecessors, has been a key sociomedical publica-
tion forum over five decades. Within the scope of the 
journal, themes related to the Nordic welfare states, 
such as socioeconomic inequalities in health and 
services, have been pursued besides a broader inter-
national coverage. For example, within-country 
health inequalities comparing Nordic as well as non-
Nordic countries have been published in regular 
issues as well as supplements and special issues  
[11–14]. More recently, the journal has adopted 
even a stronger emphasis on the drivers of health 
inequalities [15]. However, we do not know the rela-
tive emphasis of all between-country comparisons 
and comparisons of health inequalities in the journal 
over its five decades.

Aim

We make an effort to examine international compar-
ative studies on health inequalities published in the 
Scandinavian Journal of Public Health and its prede-
cessors over five decades, reflecting chiefly the Nordic 
research input. We wish to show the extent of inter-
national comparative studies on health inequalities 
with regard to all comparative studies as well as all 
research articles published in the journal. This gives 
some hints on the journal’s publication profile, and 
enables us to point out what has been done, what has 
received less attention and what might need more 
attention in the future coverage of the published 
articles.

Our main aim was to examine the emergence of 
international comparative studies on health inequali-
ties. We do this by identifying studies published in the 
Scandinavian Journal of Public Health and its prede-
cessors Acta Socio-Medica Scandinavica and the 
Scandinavian Journal of Social Medicine from 1969 
until 2020. Our review examines the emergence of 
comparative studies on health inequalities within the 
journals’ total publication output. First, we include 
all published research articles and examine their 
trend over time. Second, we include all international 
comparative articles and examine their trend over 
time. Third, we examine articles reporting interna-
tional cross-country comparisons on health inequali-
ties, including their international coverage, as well as 
the socioeconomic indicator and the health indicator 
used. Based on our analysis we summarise the main 
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features of the identified comparative studies on 
health inequalities and raise examples from different 
decades.

Data sources: selection of articles

First, our examination covers all volumes of Acta 
Socio-Medica Scandinavica (1969–1972), the 
Scandinavian Journal of Social Medicine (1973–1998) 
and the Scandinavian Journal of Public Health (1999–
2020), including regular issues, supplements as well 
as special issues. The total number of research arti-
cles published in 1969–2020 under journal sections 
‘article’ and ‘original articles’ as well as ‘reviews’ 
amounted to 3237 (Figure 1).

Second, both co-authors independently screened 
all the titles and abstracts of each article in order to 
identify international comparative studies. Thus, spe-
cific search terms to identify articles were not used. 
We excluded all non-comparative studies, short lead-
ing articles presenting issue contents, short com-
ments or letters to the editor without scientific 
argument, project presentations, book reviews, con-
ference reports as well as editorial news and informa-
tion. Our screening process yielded 126 articles 
reporting international comparative studies. Thus, 
3111 articles were excluded.

Third, both co-authors screened independently 
the full texts of comparative articles for identifying 
our target, that is, international comparative studies 
on health inequalities covering two or more countries 

or large regions within two or more countries as units 
of comparison. Furthermore, we included only stud-
ies which used: (a) individual level quantitative data; 
(b) education, occupational class, income or wealth 
as the socioeconomic measure; and (c) at least one 
among the following health indicators: mortality, 
medically confirmed diseases, self-reported physical 
or mental ill health, or symptoms of ill health. We 
excluded aggregate analyses examining recession, 
austerity or poverty at a country level as well as stud-
ies examining non-health outcomes, risk factors or 
health behaviours, such as body weight, smoking and 
drinking, which are determinants of health inequali-
ties. There were two disagreements in the inclusion 
of articles and this led to exclusions after discussion. 
Thus, 113 articles were excluded. The final number 
of articles for our review comprised 13 articles, which 
reported international comparative studies on socio-
economic inequalities in health. We were unable to 
assess the quality of the studies as our aim was to 
identify all substantial articles published in the 
Scandinavian Journal of Public Health and its prede-
cessors. However, the quality of each published arti-
cle was already assessed by reviewers and editors of 
the journal over its five decades.

Publication trends and the emergence 
of comparative studies on health 
inequalities

The total number of research articles over the 
period of 1969–2020 in the Scandinavian Journal of 
Social Medicine and its predecessors amounted to 
3237. Thus, the average number of articles per year 
is 62. However, the annual number has increased 
over time, showing a somewhat exponential trend 
(Figure 2). During the first decade, the number 
varied around 20, but increased to over 100 since 
2007. The steepest growth in the number of articles 
was during the decade 2000–2010, with some sta-
bilisation over the final decade. This pattern is simi-
lar to the growth observed for research articles on 
socioeconomic inequalities in health over a closely 
similar period. However, the growth of all articles 
in the Scandinavian Journal of Public Health, with 
only few socioeconomic comparisons ones, is less 
steep [9].

Screening the international comparative research 
articles for the period of 1969–2020 in the 
Scandinavian Journal of Public Health and its prede-
cessors yielded 126 articles, that is, on average 2.4 
comparative articles per year. However, during the 
two first decades there were only 10 comparative 
articles and the cumulative number increased after 
that following the trend of all research articles 

�����������
������

�������������

�������
�����
	��������
�������
�����

�����
�������������
������������

�������
�����
	��������
��������
���
��
��
�
	���

���������������������
����

����
����������
����
�
	���������������

Figure 1. Flowchart of inclusion of research articles published in 
the Scandinavian Journal of Public Health and its predecessors in 
1969–2020.












