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Abstract

Researchers often rely on respondents’ self-rated health (SRH) to measure social disparities in
health, but recent studies suggest that systematically different reporting styles across groups can
yield misleading conclusions about disparities in SRH. In this study, we test whether this finding
extends to ethnic differences in self-assessments of health in particular domains. We document
differences between US-born whites and four Latino subgroups in respondents’ assessments of
health in six health domains using data from the second wave of the Los Angeles Family and
Neighborhood Study (N=1468). We use both conventional methods and an approach that uses
vignettes to adjust for differential reporting styles.

Our results suggest that despite consistent evidence from the literature that Latinos tend to rate
their overall health more poorly than whites, and that Latino immigrants report worse SRH than
US-born Latinos, this pattern is not true of self-reports in individual health domains. We find that
at the bivariate level, US-born whites (and often US-born Mexicans) have significantly more
pessimistic reporting styles than Latino immigrants. After adding controls, we find evidence of
significantly different reporting styles for only one domain: US-born Mexicans and whites
consistently interpret head pain more severely than the other Latino subgroups. Finally, we find
that both before and after adjusting for differences in rating styles across groups, non-Mexican
Latino immigrants report better social and physical functioning and less pain than other groups.

Our findings underscore the advantages of domain-specific ratings when evaluating ethnic
differences in self-assessments of health. We encourage researchers studying social disparities in
health to consider respondents’ self-assessments in a variety of domains, and to also investigate
(when possible) potential biases in their findings due to different reporting styles. The anchoring
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vignettes approach we use is one potential method for overcoming biases due to different rating
styles across groups.

Keywords
Self-rated health; health disparities; vignettes; racial/ethnic disparities

Global self-rated health (hereafter referred to as SRH) is one of the most commonly-used
measures of individual health status in public health and social science research. Originally
developed as part of the SF-36 health survey from the Medical Outcomes Study (Ware,
2000), the SRH question is used in many surveys and asks respondents to rate their own
health using a question similar to: “Overall, how would you rate your health? Excellent, very
good, good, fair or poor?” Several studies demonstrate that, in the presence of controls for
objective health status and other factors, SRH is correlated with future mortality and health
outcomes (for reviews, see DeSalvo et al. 2006; Fayers & Sprangers 2002; Idler 2008; Idler
& Benyamini 1997; Jylhd 2009). However, previous research in the US shows that Latinos
report poorer self-rated health than non-Latino whites (hereafter referred to as whites),
despite having comparable or superior objective health status and survival (Arcia, Skinner,
Bailey, & Correa, 2001; Bzostek, Goldman & Pebley 2007; Finch, Hummer, Reindl, &
Vega, 2002; Ren & Amick, 1996; Su, Wen and Markides, 2013). Bzostek et al. (2007)
conclude that differences in self-reports between Latinos and whites, as well as among
Latino groups, arise in part because of group differences in socioeconomic status and
language and translation issues; they also speculate that culturally-influenced expressions of
health and choices of reference groups are important, but, like other previous studies, the
data they used were inadequate to investigate potential ethnic and cultural differences in
assessing health and in referents.

In this paper, we use a novel approach to examine some of these questions in the context of
domain-specific, rather than overall, health. Specifically, we investigate the role of Latino-
white differences in health rating styles, using a set of six self-ratings that span the major
domains of health. Although these questions are subject to some of the same limitations as
the simple SRH question, they allow us to examine ethnic differences in reporting styles in
greater depth. We adjust domain-specific self-ratings for ethnic differences in reporting
styles by using vignette reports — i.e., respondents’ assessments of hypothetical individuals’
health status in the same health domains. We also examine Mexican-origin Latinos by place
of birth separately from other Latinos to investigate national origin and nativity differences.
Our results suggest that separate questions about distinct domains of health, hereafter
referred to as DSH (for domain-specific health), provide a substantially different picture of
health disparities between Latinos and whites than the standard SRH question, and that
reporting styles do sometimes differ systematically across the ethnic groups we consider.
The paper contributes to a growing literature about the potential shortcomings of survey
questions about self-rated health because of social group differences in subjective
perceptions, frames of reference, and norms about self-description (see, e.g., Dowd & Todd
2011; Grol-Prokopcyzk, Freese & Hauser 2011; Kapteyn, Smoth & Van Soest 2007). Our
results also provide important information about Mexican-origin Latinos, other Latinos, and
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whites’ perceptions of their own health by identifying specific domains in which each group
reports poorer and better health.

Background

Comparing Latinos’ and whites’ self-rated health: Previous findings and limitations

Previous research indicates that Latinos tend to report worse overall SRH than whites in the
US (Arcia et al. 2001; Bzostek et al. 2007; Cho, Frisbie, Hummer & Rogers 2004; Finch,
Hummer, Reindl, & Vega, 2002; Ren & Amick, 1996). This is true even though evidence
suggests that, for many other measures of health, Latinos fare better than whites despite their
lower average levels of socioeconomic status — a phenomenon often referred to as the
“Hispanic health paradox” (Franzini, Ribble, & Keddie, 2001; Morales, Lara, Kington,
Valdez, & Escarce, 2002; Williams, 2001).

There are several possible explanations for these findings. A common one is that US-born
Latinos, immigrant Latinos, and whites differ in social and economic status, which in turn
affects their health. Differences may also result from cultural influences, such as reluctance
among traditionally-oriented Latinos to sound boastful or optimistic about their health,
behaviors which may vary with the degree of acculturation of Latinos to American society
(Angel & Angel 1992; Shetterly, Baxter, Mason, & Hamman, 1996). Latinos may also feel
less comfortable expressing emotional distress and may be more likely to “somatize,” or to
express emotional distress through physical symptoms (Angel & Guarnaccia 1989; Finch,
Kolody, & Vega, 2000; Finch, Hummer, Kolody, & Vega, 2001). There is also evidence that
poorer health ratings of Latinos relative to whites are due in part to differences in the
meaning of the response categories, particularly “fair” in English vs. “regular’ in Spanish
(Angel & Guarnaccia 1989; Bzostek et al. 2007; Franzini & Fernandez-Esquer, 2004;
Phillips, Hammock & Blanton, 2005; Viruell-Fuentes, Morenoff, Williams & House, 2011).

One major source of potential bias in measuring intergroup differences based on SRH is
variation in reporting styles, including variation in health-related optimism or pessimism
across ethnic or racial groups (e.g., Spencer et al. 2009, Su et al. 2003). Increasing
recognition of this problem, which also affects self-reported measures other than SRH (e.qg.,
Maclntosh & Strickland 2011), has led some researchers to incorporate anchoring vignettes
into health interview surveys and to use both self-reports and vignette responses in statistical
models to adjust for systematic differences in reporting styles (e.g., Zajacova & Dowd
2011).

The anchoring vignette approach

With adequate data, such as those used in this paper, and a few key assumptions, adjusting
self-reports with anchoring vignettes can standardize self-assessment ratings across
individuals. The technique is based on the idea that, in any self-rating, differences could be
due to either true differences in a status or phenomenon or to different rating styles, known
as response category differential item functioning, or DIF (King et al. 2004, King & Wand
2007). In this method, respondents rate hypothetical individuals’ health based on fictitious
scenarios of symptoms, conditions, or limitations. These hypothetical vignette ratings are
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intended to capture general rating style and are used to adjust responses to questions about
respondents’ own health. After adjustment for these responses, remaining differences across
respondents’ ratings about their own health should be due to actual differences in underlying
health, rather than differential rating styles.

The bias introduced by differential rating styles can be illustrated by considering individual
or group differences in the cut-points or thresholds used to distinguish one response category
from the next, which would undermine comparisons. For example, rather than all
respondents sharing the same cut-points, some may have higher thresholds than other raters
for reporting good versus very good, or poor versus fair health. For this reason, two
individuals with identical “true” health might report a different level of health solely due to
differences in reporting styles. Figure 1 (below) provides a hypothetical illustration of
different reporting styles between two groups, reflecting different thresholds for reporting a
higher (worse) rating category. Here, we depict the hypothesis that individuals in Group 1
have more pessimistic rating styles than those in Group 2, as shown by their lower
thresholds for reporting worse health. Statistical models that incorporate information from
the anchoring vignettes allow researchers to relax the assumption of constant cut-points
across individuals by modeling and adjusting for different thresholds across respondents.

Recent studies have used this method to address reporting style differences in individuals’
assessments of health, but rarely with regard to the standard SRH question. A major
limitation with the use of anchoring vignettes to adjust SRH itself, rather than domain-
specific health (DSH) measures as we do here, is that the response categories used in the
SRH question (excellent, very good, good, fair, and poor) are not generally used in questions
about specific health problems (e.g., for pain the response categories are none, very mild,
mild, moderate, or severe). Moreover, response categories often vary depending on the
specific health issue (for example, physical functioning vs. pain). One exception is Grol-
Prokopcyzk et al. (2011), who design and use vignettes specifically intended to adjust SRH
—using the same response categories for the vignettes as the SRH question—in the
Wisconsin Longitudinal Survey, and argue that vignettes are a promising tool. However,
their procedure requires a large number (12) of vignettes and may have been successful
because they have the unusual advantage of a relatively homogenous sample: a cohort of
predominantly white Wisconsin high school seniors and their siblings and spouses.

More commonly, studies use vignettes to adjust self-reported health in a set of domains that
reflect different aspects of health (see, for example, Salomon, Tandon & Murray 2004;
Kapteyn et al. 2007; Dowd & Todd 2011). For example, Dowd and Todd (2011) focus on
reporting differences in six health domains among older adults in the US. They find that
models often underestimate social and racial inequalities in health if they do not account for
reporting differences. Although they also examine differences between Latino and non-
Latino respondents, their analysis does not consider Latino subgroups by nativity or
nationality and the sample is restricted to adults ages 50 and over.

In this paper, we use data from the second wave of the Los Angeles Family and
Neighborhood Study (L.A.FANS-2) to assess whether the direction and magnitude of
differences in Latinos’ and whites’ reports of health change when we adjust for differential
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reporting styles in six specific health domains (DSH). Results from both the first and second
wave of L.A.FANS (not shown here) confirm the general SRH differential noted in the
literature, namely that Latinos — especially first generation immigrants — report considerably
worse SRH than whites (Bzostek et al. 2007). We add to this literature by assessing
differences in DSH between whites and various Latino groups, both before and after taking
potential differences in reporting styles into account.

Although we hypothesize that there will be systematic reporting differences across groups
and that adjusting for these differences will alter DSH comparisons, the direction of such
differences is difficult to predict. Health domains related to physically intensive activities
could be particularly sensitive to reporting differences because of different occupational
experiences (e.g., physical labor vs. sedentary jobs). Emotional symptoms may also be
especially sensitive to reporting differences, because of differences in social and cultural
understandings and expressions of mental and emotional distress and illness. Finally, there
may be substantial differences across Latino groups based on both origin region and nativity.
Bzostek et al.’s (2007) summary of previous research suggests that Mexican-born and US-
born individuals may perceive and report “normal” health differently.

Data and Methods

Variables

Data for this study come from the second wave of the Los Angeles Family and
Neighborhood Survey (L.A.FANS-2), conducted in 2006-2008. L.A.FANS is based on a
multistage, probability sample designed to represent the population of Los Angeles County
(Sastry et al. 2006). The interview completion rate among all eligible adult respondents in
L.A.FANS-2 was 59 percent (Peterson et al. 2011). Response rates varied within a narrow
range by ethnicity. For example, they were 58 percent for Latinos and 64 percent for non-
Latino whites. Our sample includes Latino adult respondents and US-born white adult
respondents. Non-Latino, non-white respondents as well as whites born outside of the
United States were excluded from our analyses. There were 1,468 cases with valid
information for the self-rated health measures and vignette ratings used in our analyses. We
used imputation with chained equations (Royston 2009) to impute a small number of
missing predictor variables for 49 cases (3% of the sample).

Self-assessed domain-specific health (DSH)—Our analyses examine respondents’
self-assessments of health in six domains: physical functioning, role limitations, bodily pain,
vitality, social functioning, and mental health. These six domains were drawn from the
SF-36 health assessment, a widely-used, well-validated metric for measuring health status in
a general way that does not focus on a particular age group, health profile, or disease state
(Reed, 1998; Ware et al., 1995; Ware & Sherbourne 1992). Although the SF-36 includes
eight domains of health, our analyses using L.A.FANS focus on only six of these domains,
for two reasons. First, we do not include the domain of general health in our analyses.
L.A.FANS-2 did not include general health status vignette questions (i.e., respondents rating
the general health status of hypothetical individuals) because the focus of L.A.FANS was on
understanding general health through examining the individual domains of health. Second,
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L.A.FANS-2 combined two of the SF health domains (role limitations due to physical
problems and role limitations due to emotional problems) into a single domain that captures
role limitations in general. The six domains of DSH used in our analyses are intended to
represent the key components of health status.

Vignette ratings—After asking respondents to rate a set of their own domain-specific
health measures, L.A.FANS-2 asked each respondent to rate a set of brief vignettes that
described the same health domain for hypothetical individuals using the same response
categories as in the self-assessment measure. All self-assessments were completed prior to
the set of hypothetical assessments. Table 1 presents a summary of the vignettes and the
corresponding self-assessment questions included in L.A.FANS-2, representing the six
domains of DSH.

In the vignettes, the hypothetical individual’s name was randomly varied across respondents
using a pre-specified list intended to signify both sex and racial/ethnic diversity. See Sastry
et al. (2013) and Sastry & Pebley (2005) for more details about the design of the DSH and
vignette measures in L.A.FANS-2.

Ethnicity and nativity status—We use the following categories to capture ethnicity and
nativity status among Latinos, based on respondents’ ethnicity and place of birth/country of
origin: 1) US-born white; 2) US-born Mexican; 3) US-born non-Mexican Latino; 4)
Mexican immigrant; and 5) Non-Mexican Latino immigrant. The great majority (89 percent)
of non-Mexican Latinos in the sample were from the countries of Central America. The
remainder was from a wide range of countries in South America and the Caribbean. Further
subdivision of the category of non-Mexican Latinos or of the immigrant subgroups by age at
immigration resulted in sample sizes too small for analysis. Although limited sample sizes
precluded us from incorporating duration in the US into our analyses, the (unweighted)
distribution of time in the US was relatively similar among Mexican and non-Mexican
Latino immigrants. On average, Mexican immigrants reported having been in the US for
21.5 years and non-Mexican Latino immigrants reported having lived in the US for 20.6
years. The large majority of both groups (nearly 91 percent among Mexican and 87 percent
among non-Mexican Latino immigrants) had been in the US for at least 10 years, and
relatively few (2 percent among Mexican immigrants and 3 percent among non-Mexican
Latino immigrants) reported living in the US for fewer than five years.

Additional immigration/acculturation variables—We also include three immigration
and acculturation-related variables: Spanish language of interview and measures of social
and linguistic acculturation. Language of interview is important both as a measure of
linguistic integration and because previous research suggests differences in the meaning of
Spanish and English response categories in SRH (Angel & Thoits 1987; Bzostek et al. 2007,
Shetterly et al. 1996; Viruell-Fuentes et al 2011). L.A.FANS-2 collected two other
acculturation-related items, both derived from a bi-dimensional acculturation scale
developed by Marin et al. (1987) for Latino populations in the US. The Marin scale included
two domains: social interaction with others of the same or different race/ethnicity and
language use in various settings (e.g., language spoken at home, preferred language for
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reading a paper, listening to radio or TV). L.A.FANS-2 included 6 of the 12 items in the
original scale.

Most of the acculturation items included in L.A.FANS-2 focus on language use, and only
two focus on the social interaction domain. The social items ask respondents, regardless of
ethnicity, how many of their close friends and coworkers are from the same ethnic group as
the respondent. We use only the question about close friends because not everyone in the
sample is employed (and, in particular, Latino women are less likely than men or non-Latino
women to be employed). The response categories for the question about the ethnicity of the
respondent’s close friends range from 1 (all of the respondent’s close friends) to 4 (none of
the respondent’s close friends). We include a dichotomous version of this measure, which is
coded as 0 if the respondent reports that all or most of the respondent’s close friends are the
same ethnicity as the respondent, and 1 if all or most of the respondent’s close friends are of
other ethnicities or the respondent’s close friends are equally split between other ethnicities
and the respondent’s own ethnicity. Respondents who report having a more ethnically
diverse group of close friends may be more likely to experience the culturally-influenced
habits and behaviors and understanding of health of other groups.

The language acculturation scale we use is based on four questions asking which language
the respondent speaks and reads best, and which language the respondent speaks and reads
most often. The scale is intended to capture the language in which the respondent primarily
functions verbally. This measure was developed by Creighton et al. (2012), who conducted
principal components analysis on the language items. As they report, the first factor from the
unrotated matrix of the unweighted data captured over 90% of the variance. Our analyses
use a standardized version of this measure (mean of 0 and standard deviation of 1).

Control variables—The models include control variables to minimize potential
confounding of the association between ethnicity and respondents’ DSH, including the
following demographic characteristics: age (in years) and age-squared, sex, and whether the
respondent is currently married or cohabiting versus not living with a romantic partner. We
also control for several socioeconomic characteristics: the respondent’s educational
attainment (less than high school, high school diploma or GED, or some post-secondary
education); current employment status (working full-time; working part-time, or an
unknown amount; and unemployed, not working or away from work); and whether the
respondent has health insurance. We include a three-category control for the poverty stratum
of the respondent’s census tract to account for the oversample in L.A.FANS of poor and very
poor tracts (Sastry et al., 2006).

The models also include the following measures of the respondent’s health, health care, and
health-related behaviors: whether the respondent has ever been diagnosed with a severe
condition (heart attack, cancer, heart disease or lung disease) or diagnosed with another
chronic condition (high blood pressure or hypertension, diabetes or high blood sugar,
arthritis or rheumatism, or asthma); whether the respondent has a regular source of health
care; whether the respondent is obese (using interviewer-measured height and weight in
most cases, and self-reported height and weight in approximately 12 percent of cases where
measurements were not available); a dichotomous indicator of depressive symptoms from
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the Composite International Diagnostic Interview Short-Form (CIDI-SF) Depression
Inventory (Kessler et al. 1998); whether the respondent currently smokes; and the
respondent’s SRH in L.A.FANS-1 (the previous survey wave).

Analytic strategy

We first present descriptive statistics for the full analytic sample and separately by categories
of ethnicity/nativity (Table 2). Second, we use ordered logistic regression models to assess
whether there are ethnic differences in respondents’ ratings of the hypothetical vignettesin
the six domains; these models are estimated with and without covariates (Table 3).
Significant differences by ethnicity in these models would provide initial evidence of
systematic differences in rating styles (DIF) across groups. Third, we estimate the
corresponding models predicting respondents’ se/f-assessments in each of the same six
domains using ordered logistic regression models, with and without covariates (Models 1 &
2 for each domain in Table 4).

In the fourth and final step, we examine the effects of vignette-based adjustments for DIF on
our results by comparing results with and without these adjustments (Model 3 in Table 4).
The “vignette-adjusted” models are hierarchical ordered logit models, developed by Gary
King and colleagues. More detailed description of these models can be found in King et al.
(2004) and King & Wand (2007).

These models allow thresholds between response categories in a particular domain of DSH
to vary across individuals and by explanatory variables, using the data from the vignettes for
identification. They rely on two key assumptions: (1) that all respondents understand and
interpret the hypothetical individual’s health described in the vignette in exactly the same
way (since all respondents receive identical vignette descriptions), except for a random error
term (“vignette equivalence”); and (2) that respondents use the same response selection
process for vignettes as for self-reports (“response consistency”). We model the cut-points
with the same set of covariates used in the standard ordered logit models. Differences in the
results between the unadjusted and adjusted models indicate that adjusting for DIF changes
our conclusions regarding Latino/white differentials in these health domains.

In the vignette-adjusted statistical models of self-rated health, the data are arranged so that
each individual in the sample contributes at least two observations. One observation is a self-
report of their own health status, while a second observation is their response to the vignette
question for the same health domain (for health domains that have two vignette items, each
individual contributes three observations). These “stacked” models include a covariate(s) to
distinguish the vignette report(s) from the self-report; the models also include covariates just
for the self-assessments that are operationalized by an interaction with a dummy variable for
the self-assessment (the main effect of which is omitted). By allowing the thresholds to vary,
this model relaxes the assumption of proportional odds that underlies standard ordered
logistic regression models. The entire estimation procedure is described in Rabe-Hesketh &
Skronda (2002).
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All analyses are conducted using Stata MP 14.0 (StataCorp 2015) and use the L.A.FANS
sample weights, which account for non-response, attrition, and unequal probability of
selection. We include controls for respondents’ census tract-level poverty stratum to account
for the oversample of poor and very poor neighborhoods in L.A.FANS. We report robust
standard errors that account for clustering of the observations at the individual level.

For each of the six health domains in the vignette-adjusted models, respondent 7’s latent
health status, Y/, is modeled as:

Yi'=Xif+ei, (1)

where X;comprises the following covariates: age, gender, marital status, Spanish language
of interview, the social acculturation measure, the linguistic acculturation measure,
employment status, educational attainment, tract-level poverty stratum, insurance coverage
status, having a regular source of health care, diagnosed severe conditions and other chronic
conditions, obesity, current smoking, depressive symptoms, and SRH in L.A.FANS-1; Sare
parameters, and g;is a residual error term. The five-category ordered observed responses k=
1,...5—corresponding to reports of limitations due to health problems, such as “not at all”
(1), “very little” (2), “somewhat” (3), “a lot” (4), and “severely” (5)—are generated through
a threshold model with person-specific thresholds /%,

Vi=lif—co < Yi*<7l,
Y;:2if7-i1 < Y;L*<Tz )
Y;i=3ifr;? < V' <nd,
YVi=4ifr3 < Yir<nd,
Vi=hifr* < Yi*<oo. (2)

The four thresholds are modeled as:
it=~V; andrik:Tik71+exp(d/k‘/;), k=2,3,4, (3)

where Vjare covariates (comprising some or all of the covariates in X)) and yX are
parameters.

Each domain has either one or two corresponding vignettes in the L.A.FANS data; we use
vignette reports only from the same health domain. The jh vignette, j= (1) or (1, 2),
depending on the health domain, has a similar ordered-response model,

Zij*=0j+uij,  (4)

where 6jis the true health status for the person described in the jth vignette (and takes the
same value for all respondents based on the assumption of vignette equivalence) and v is a
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random person-specific error term associated with the th individual’s response to the jth
vignette question. The observed vignette responses are generated by the same thresholds as
shown in Equation (2) for the corresponding self-reports of health status:

Zl-:liffoo < Zij*<7'7jl,
Zi:2if7'i1 < Zij*<7'i27
Z;=3 if’i’i2 < Zij*<7'1‘3,
Zi:4if7'i3 < Z’ij*<7—i47
Z;=b5 ifTL‘4 < Zij*<OO, (5)

where the thresholds are modeled as in (3).

Table 2 displays weighted descriptive statistics for the sample. The first row shows the
unweighted sample sizes for each of the five ethnicity/nativity groups. Approximately 57
percent of the sample is male, the average age is 42 years, and about half of the sample is
currently married or cohabiting. There is considerable variation across ethnic/nativity groups
for several covariates, particularly age and educational attainment. For example, US-born,
especially white, respondents have higher average levels of education than respondents born
elsewhere. The average age of respondents ranges from 24 years among US-born non-
Mexican Latinos to 50 years among US-born whites. Language of interview also varies.
Although 27 percent of the overall sample was interviewed in Spanish, this ranged from 0
percent among the US-born white respondents to 72 percent among Mexican immigrants.
The average score on the linguistic acculturation index varied dramatically across groups.
Significantly more US-born whites have health insurance coverage and a regular source of
health care than each Latino subgroup in the sample. The prevalence of obesity in the
sample is high, at 31 percent overall. All of the covariates are included as controls
throughout the analysis (with the exception of the models that include no controls).

Vignette ratings using ordered logistic regression models

Table 3 presents coefficients and estimated standard errors from the ordered logistic
regression models predicting vignette ratings for each of the six health domains, both
without and with adjustment for the covariates described above. Positive coefficients
indicate worse ratings and negative values indicate better ratings, relative to the reference
group. For example, the first coefficient in the table indicates that, without covariates, US-
born Mexicans have 16 percent higher odds (exp[0.15]) on average than US-born whites of
rating mental health in the hypothetical vignette in a particular category or a worse one. The
asterisks in the table represent statistically significant differences relative to US-born whites,
and the superscripted numbers indicate significant differences among the Latino subgroups.
A superscripted number 1, for example, indicates that the coefficient is significantly (p<.05)
different from US-born Mexicans.

The first column within each domain shows unadjusted differences in vignette ratings. There
are no statistically significant differences between the Latino subgroups and US-born whites
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or among the Latinos subgroups in respondents’ ratings of the social functioning and
walking vitality vignettes. For all six of the other vignettes, however, Latino immigrants rate
the vignettes significantly /ess severely than US-born whites. Among the Latino subgroups,
there are several cases in which Latino immigrants (particularly Mexicans) rate the vignettes
less severely than US-born Mexicans. There are fewer significant differences between US-
born non-Mexican Latinos and the immigrant subgroups (although always in the direction of
immigrants rating the vignettes less severely), and no significant differences between the
Mexican and non-Mexican Latino immigrants in the severity they assign to the vignettes.

For all domains except pain, white-Latino subgroup differences disappear once covariates
are included. In the case of head pain, all of the other Latino groups still rate the health of
the vignette individual as significantly better than both US-born whites and US-born
Mexicans even after the covariates are added. The only other statistically significant
difference once covariates are included is that US-born Mexicans rate the arm pain described
in the vignette as worse than US-born whites. Thus, although the unadjusted models suggest
a number of differences in vignette ratings across groups, in every case except head pain,
these differences are not statistically significant once the covariates are included in the
models.

Self-assessments without vignette adjustments

Table 4 presents coefficients from standard ordered logit models of self-ratings, with and
without covariates, along with the corresponding coefficients from the vignette-adjusted
models. Estimates in the first model (no covariates) indicate that US-born Mexicans have
significantly betterratings than US-born whites for four of the six domains of DSH, and
non-Mexican Latino immigrants have significantly better self-assessments than US-born
whites for three domains. In no cases do any of the Latino groups have significantly worse
ratings than US-born whites.

With the inclusion of covariates in model 2, most of the differences in DSH between US-
born white and Latino respondents are attenuated and become statistically non-significant.
The two differences that remain statistically significant in model 2 indicate that non-
Mexican Latino immigrants report significantly better social functioning and significantly
less pain than US-born whites. Thus, although many of the differences disappear once
controls are added, the only differences that remain significant suggest better health among
Latino immigrants than among US-born whites.

The superscripted numbers beside the coefficients indicate statistically significant
differences among the Latino subgroups. These results suggest that non-Mexican Latino
immigrants, in addition to reporting better health than US-born whites as described above,
also stand out as having especially good health relative to Mexicans (both US-born and
immigrants). Specifically, even after controls are included in the models, they report better
physical and social functioning and lower levels of pain than Mexican immigrants, and
lower levels of pain than US-born Mexicans. The only other statistically significant
difference among the Latino subgroups in the models with controls is that US-born
Mexicans report significantly better physical functioning than Mexican immigrants.
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Self-assessments with vignette adjustments

In model 3 in Table 4, we predict respondents’ DSH while using the vignette ratings to
adjust for differential rating styles. As described above, our analyses predicting vignette
ratings (Table 3) found that US-born Mexicans and US-born whites both rated head pain
more severely than the other Latino subgroups. In the model predicting respondents’ own
DSH in the pain subdomain (model 2 in Table 4), we found that these two groups (along
with Mexican immigrants) reported significantly higher levels of pain than non-Mexican
Latino immigrants. In model 3 in Table 4, we combine these findings. After accounting for
rating styles (model 3), we see that although non-Mexican Latino immigrants no longer
report significantly less pain than US-born Mexicans, they still report significantly less pain
than US-born whites and Mexican immigrants.

The ordered logit models predicting DSH revealed significant differences in the physical and
social functioning subdomains (model 2). Some of these differences disappear once we
adjust for vignette ratings in model 3. For example, although US-born Mexicans reported
significantly better physical functioning than Mexican immigrants in model 2, this
difference is not significant once we account for vignette ratings in model 3. Additionally,
although non-Mexican Latino immigrants reported significantly better social functioning
than US-born whites in model 2, this difference is not statistically significant in model 3.
The differences that remain statistically significant in these two domains suggest that non-
Mexican Latino immigrants often stand out as having better social and physical functioning
than other Latinos.

Discussion

In this paper, we use data from the second wave of the Los Angeles Family and
Neighborhood Study to examine differences in Latinos’ and whites’ self-assessments of
domain-specific health (DSH) across six domains drawn from the widely-used SF-36:
physical functioning, role limitations, bodily pain, vitality, social functioning, and mental
health. We compare respondents’ DSH in these domains using both conventional methods
and methods that allow us to adjust for different rating styles across groups. Our results
point to three primary conclusions.

First, despite consistent evidence from the literature that Latinos tend to rate their overall
health (SRH) more poorly than whites, and that foreign-born Latinos report worse SRH than
their US-born counterparts, this pattern is not true of self-reports in individual health
domains. For several domains (physical functioning, social functioning, and pain), we find
significantly better health reports among Latino immigrants than among US-born Latinos.
The differences in results for these types of questions (DSH versus SRH) may be due in part
to translation issues, which appear to be more problematic for the response categories used
in the SRH question than those in the DSH questions. However, there may be other causes as
well. For example, ethnic, nativity, and national origin groups may implicitly use different
weights for each domain in responding to the SRH question. If Latinos give heavier weight
than whites to particular domains in which Latino health is poorer when answering the SRH
question, it could account for at least part of the ethnic differences observed in reporting
SRH and DSH.

Soc Sci Med. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2017 January 01.



1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Bzostek et al.

Page 13

Second, our analysis of potential differences in rating styles across groups indicates that
these differences vary considerably across subdomains. There are particularly large
differences between US-born whites and US-born Mexicans, on one hand, and the other
Latino subgroups, on the other hand, in the severity they assign to the head pain vignette.
US-born Mexicans and whites consistently interpret the vignette individual’s head pain more
severely than the other Latino groups. At the bivariate level, we observe the same pattern
(more severe vignette ratings among US-born whites and sometimes US-born Mexicans than
among the other Latino subgroups) for many of the other domains of health. But once we
include control variables, we see little evidence of systematic differences by ethnicity in
reporting styles for the other domains of health other than head pain. If this result is
replicated with other data, it would be important to investigate why head pain is perceived
differently for US-born Mexicans and whites versus other Latinos. One difference in the
wording of the vignettes (Table 1) is that in the head pain vignette, the hypothetical
individual is able to continue regular functioning, while in many of the other vignettes,
he/she is not. We also speculate that head pain may be perceived differently in the US or
portrayed differently in American media than in Latin America. However, we have no way
of determining whether differences in wording or perceptions of head pain play a role in the
results.

A third finding is that both with and without the vignette adjustments, non-Mexican Latino
immigrants report better health than other groups in the areas of social and physical
functioning and pain. In fact, a// of the differences that are statistically significant in the
models including the full array of covariates and vignette adjustments (Table 4, model 3)
involve non-Mexican Latino immigrants. None of the other differences—either between US-
born whites and other Latino subgroups, or among the other Latino subgroups—is
statistically significant in the final models. Non-Mexican Latino immigrants in our sample
represent a small but fairly heterogeneous group: As described above, most are from Central
America and the remainder from the rest of Latin America. Central Americans have a very
different immigrant history from Mexicans — originally arriving in the US to flee civil war in
their home countries rather than immigrating to the US primarily for economic reasons. We
speculate that these experiences may have affected their assessments of their own social and
physical function and of pain.

Like most studies, our analyses have some limitations. The sample sizes for certain groups
are small, which limited our ability to identify statistically significant differences across
groups. Throughout the text and tables, we only interpret differences that were statistically
significant at conventional levels (p<.05). Small sample sizes also prevented us from
distinguishing among nationality groups of non-Mexican Latinos and, for immigrants, by
age at immigration and level of acculturation. We have conducted a fairly large number of
statistical tests, suggesting further caution in the interpretation of significant results.
L.A.FANS included only a limited set of measures of acculturation, and it is possible that
other measures would have yielded different results. The information in L.A.FANS,
however, is considerably more detailed than in many studies in the literature, which rely
exclusively on home language use, interview language, or duration of time in the U.S. as
proxy measures of acculturation. Our measure of “non-severe” chronic conditions may also
be limited, because it depends on whether respondents have access to and have used health
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care providers. This concern is at least partially addressed by controlling for whether
respondents have health insurance and a regular source of health care. Finally, as in all
studies using vignette-adjusted models, the assumptions necessary for applying the vignette-
based correction to the problem of response category differential item functioning could
affect our results if violated.

Overall, our findings underscore the advantages of domain-specific ratings when evaluating
ethnic differences in self-assessments of health. We find, for example, that differences across
ethnic groups vary considerably across specific domains of health. Studies using the SRH
measure alone are not able to identify these important distinctions. In the future, health
surveys focused on health status differences among social groups may want to consider
increasing the amount of information collected and reducing reporting style biases by
collecting the entire SF-36 (or the shorter SF-12 or SF-8) (Ware, 2000), rather than—or in
addition to—the single SRH question. Because the SF-36, SF-12 and SF-8 collect self-
reports about a wider range of health-related outcomes, they provide a more complete
picture of health, albeit still subject to reporting style bias. The anchoring vignettes approach
we use here is one potential method for overcoming reporting style bias, when the
underlying assumptions are met. Collecting the entire SF-36, SF-12, or SF-8, however, could
pose a heavy burden for many surveys because of the number of questions and the amount of
interview time required. An alternative solution is the development and testing of measures
of health and/or specific health domains that are less subject to differences in reporting
styles.
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. Despite worse overall SRH among Latinos vs. whites, this is not found
in domain-specific health.
. US-born Mexicans and whites interpret head pain more severely than

other Latino subgroups.

function & less pain than others.
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Figure 1.
Hypothetical illustration of different reporting styles between groups
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Summary of L.A.FANS-2 Self-Reported Health Status and Vignettes, 2006-2008

Domain

Health status question

Vignette

1. Physical functioning

During the past 4 weeks, how much did health problems
limit your physical activities (such as walking or
climbing stairs)?

Would you say not at all, very little, somewhat, a lot, or
severely?”

[NAME] goes walking every day for half an hour, about
one mile.

[NAME] does not do any strenuous sports because she/he
feels out of breath when he/she walks very quickly or
runs.

How much did health problems limit [NAME]’s physical
activities?

Would you say not at all, very little, somewhat, a lot, or
severely?

2. Role limitations

During the past 4 weeks, how much difficulty did you
have doing work, both at home and on the job, because
of health or emotional problems?

Would you say none at all, very little, some, a lot, or
severe?

[NAME] suffers from allergies every month. Because of
the symptoms, he/she is unable to go to work for one or
two days but has no problem catching up with his/her
tasks.

How much difficulty did [NAME] have doing work
because of his/her health?

Would you say none at all, very little, some, a lot, or
severe?

3. Social functioning

During the past 4 weeks, how much did health or
emotional problems limit your social activities with
family or friends?

Would you say not at all, very little, somewhat, a lot, or
severely?

[NAME] is usually an outgoing and cheerful person who
has many friends and enjoys going out. Three or four
days a month, he/she feels sad all day so tends to avoid
people.

How much did health or emotional problems limit
[NAME]’s usual social activities with family or friends?

Would you say not at all, very little, somewhat, a lot, or
severely?

4. Pain

How much physical pain did you have during the past 4
weeks?

Would you say none, very mild, mild, moderate, or
severe?

[NAME] has a headache once a month that gets better if
he/she takes a pill. When he/she has a headache, he/she
can continue to do her/his normal activities.

How much physical pain did [NAME] have?

Would you say none, very mild, mild, moderate, or
severe?

[NAME] has pain that radiates down his/her right arm
and wrist when he/she is working on a computer at work.
It is slightly better in the evenings when he/she does not
use a computer.

How much physical pain did [NAME] have?

Would you say none, very mild, mild, moderate, or
severe?

5. Vitality

During the past 4 weeks, how much energy did you
have?

Would you say none, a little, some, a lot, or very much?

[NAME] is not a physically active person but enjoys a
walk around the neighborhood most weekends. Whenever
he/she walks a mile or more, he/she feels tired afterwards
and needs to rest for an hour or so.

How much energy did [NAME] have?

Would you say none, a little, some, a lot, or very much?

[NAME] feels tired every afternoon, which makes any
task that he/she does a great effort. Whenever he/she does
the dishes, tidies the house, or prepares a meal for more
than 10 minutes he/she needs to sit down and rest.

How much energy did [NAME] have?
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Domain

Health status question

Vignette

Would you say none, a little, some, a lot, or very much?

6. Emotional problems

During the past 4 weeks, how much have you been
bothered by emotional problems (such as feeling
anxious, depressed or irritable)?

Would you say not at all, very mildly, mildly,
moderately, or severely?

[NAME] feels nervous and anxious. He/She worries and
thinks negatively about the future, but feels better when
he/she is not alone or when doing something that really
interests him/her. When he/she is alone he/she tends to
feel useless and empty.

How much was [NAME] bothered by emotional
problems?

Would you say not at all, very mildly, mildly, moderately,
or severely?
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