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Occupational Class and Health Inequality:
A Possible Role of Occupational Stress
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Abstract

Occupational class is a relevant indicator of socioeconomic status. Previous literature indicates occupational class gradient
of health problems. As the explanation, psychosocial job characteristics have drawn attention because the traditional disease
risk factors explained only the part of class gradient. Low control and low reward at work, based on the well-established
occupational stress models, were shown to be more prevalent among lower occupational status groups. These job
characteristics accounted for the substantial occupational class gradient of ill-health in many studies (the mediation
hypothesis) . It was also shown that among workers with lower occupational class, the effect size produced by the exposure of
adverse job characteristics was higher (the effect modification hypothesis). Japanese society is generally believed to have
less inequality of wealth than other developed countries. However, the current labor market characterized by globalization
which leads to organizational restructuring including downsizing appears to produce occupational class differences in health.
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The occupational stress models provide a clue to improve the work environment for stress reduction. The realization,

however, requires the understanding and cooperation of employers or administrators, because the measures often depend

largely on organizational redesigns that are beyond the employees’ ability. Some would be achieved by legal regulations or

economic incentives.
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