Stress in the workplace, occupation and the risk of unhealthy weight in
Baby Boomers and Generation X workers in South Australia, Australia.
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The workplace has been targeted as an ideal setting in which to create a
health-promoting environment with the aim of decreasing rates of
overweight and obesity.

Generation X respondents were aged from 31 to 45 at time of survey and Baby Boomers
were aged 46 to 65 years. The mean age was 46 years and 49.4% of respondents were
male.

Our research has investigated the relationship between job strain,
occupation, psychological distress and high WC in Generation X and
Baby Boomers.

In Australia, Baby Boomers (1946-65) and Generation X
(1966-80) make up 77% of the working population 1 with
70% of these cohorts overweight or obese2.

Table 1 presents the fully adjusted models for three separate analyses examining the
association between job strain, occupation, psychological distress and a high waist
circumference.

This study does not lend support to the theory that high job strain (low
control, high demands) has a relationship with overweight or obesity, as the
Karasek theory might suggest6.

Model 1 with generation as a covariate, demonstrates that Baby Boomers, community and
personal service workers, and respondents with psychological distress had increased odds
of a high WC.

Odds of a high WC is greater for Generation Xers in low strain and passive
jobs and with psychological distress. This reaffirms the relationship between
depression and obesity demonstrated previously9 and raises questions about
the role of job demands in the development of unhealthy weight.

Workplace

The aim of this study is to examine
generational differences in the association
between work stress, occupation, psychological
distress and the risk of overweight and obesity.

Obesity

Chronic disease
Reduced workforce
Fewer taxpayers

The results will highlight specific groups that may be at increased risk of
overweight or obesity.

Methods
Baby Boomers and Generation X cohort participants from the North
West Adelaide Health Study (NWAHS) and the Florey Adelaide Male
Ageing Study (FAMAS), both of which are population-based longitudinal
biomedical studies, were asked to partake in a telephone survey in
October 2011 as a part of an Australian Research Council funded project,
“Australia’s Baby Boomer Generation, Obesity and Work – Patterns,
Causes and Implications” (LP0990065). A detailed description of both
cohorts is available elsewhere 3, 4.
Data from the 2011 survey were linked to clinic-measured waist
circumference (WC) and multivariable logistic regression models on
weighted data were conducted with high WC (Males ≥95cm; Females
≥80cm)5 as the dependant variable.
Job strain, occupation and psychological distress were the independent
variables. Work related stress was defined using the Karasek job
demand/control model which hypothesizes that an individual working in
a position with low control and high demands, will experience high job
strain6 which in turn will lead to an increased risk of ill health7. The
Kessler-10 is a ten item self-report screening tool based on anxiety and
depressive symptoms that was used to measure psychological distress8.
Occupation was self-report.
All models were adjusted for sex, education and shift work status; age
was also adjusted for in the stratified models. Model 1 included
generation as a covariate. Model 2 examined only Generation X and
Model 3 only Boomers. Adjusted odds ratios (OR) and 95% confidence
intervals are reported.

Model 2, examining Generation X only, demonstrates that having a low strain or passive
job, working as community and personal service workers and experiencing psychological
distress is associated with a high WC.
Model 3 presents results for Baby Boomers and illustrates that those in a low strain
position were significantly less likely to have high WC and community and personal service
workers demonstrated greater odds of high waist circumference.
Table 1 : Associations between Job strain, occupation, psychological distress and a high waist circumference
Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Generation as covariate

Generation X only

Baby Boomers only

(adj. sex, shift work, education & physical activity)

OR

(95% CI)

(adj. age, sex, shift work, education & physical activity)

OR

(95% CI)

OR

Community and personal services workers demonstrated significantly higher
odds of a high waist circumference for both generations. Table 2 displays the
specific occupations within this category.
Table 2 : Occupations within the ‘community and personal services category’
Occupation

Examples

Health and welfare support workers

Ambulance officers, paramedics, enrolled nurses, massage therapists

Carers and aides

Child carers, education aides, personal carers

Hospitality workers

Bar attendants, café workers, gaming workers, waiters

Protective service workers

Defence force members, fire fighters, police, prison and security officers

Sports and personal service workers

Fitness instructors, sports coaches, driving instructors, tourism guides

Source: Australian New Zealand Standard Classification of Occupations, First Edition

(95% CI)

Generation membership
Generation X

1.00

(ref)

Baby Boomers

1.62

(1.27-2.10)

Active Job (High control high demands)

1.00

(ref)

1.00

(ref)

1.00

(ref)

Low Strain (High control low demands)

1.41

(0.98-2.02)

3.31

(1.95-5.64)

0.47

(0.27-0.83)

Passive Job (Low control low demands)

1.27

(0.88-1.82)

1.95

(1.10-3.46)

0.67

(0.39-1.15)

High Strain (Low control high demands)

1.14

(0.79-1.66)

1.61

(0.93-2.78)

0.68

(0.38-1.23)

Job strain

Occupation

Many of these positions involve shift work which has an accepted relationship
with weight gain,10 although this was adjusted for in the analysis. These
occupations are also involved in what could be referred to as ‘people work’
with previous research suggesting that working in the services sector increases
stress and impacts on psychological and physical health11,12.
This research highlights specific groups at risk of overweight and obesity that
should be targeted in workplace programs and policies to support the
adoption of healthy behaviours.
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