New report reveals Irish upbeat on health despite one in three having serious condition

First data on non-Irish nationals indicates even higher levels of confidence about health and wellbeing

Tuesday September 4th, 2007: The results of the 2007 Pfizer Health Index announced at the Royal College of Physicians Ireland today reveal that Irish people remain very upbeat about the state of their own health, with the average person rating their health as nearly eight (7.9) out of ten. This is a slight rise from the  findings of the Inaugural  Pfizer Health Index in 2006, where people rated their health at 7.8. This continued optimism is at odds with statistics that show Ireland has some of the highest rates of conditions like cancer and heart disease in Europe. 
This year, the 2007 Pfizer Health Index included a booster sample of 120 non-Irish nationals who were asked the same questions as the 1,033 sample of Irish nationals. The results show that non-Irish nationals are even more upbeat about their health than the Irish with the average score being 8.8 out of ten. This may be somewhat reflective of the age group of non-Irish nationals, 91% of whom are aged between 18 and 44. 

“It’s encouraging and very important that Ireland’s community of new citizens is generally thriving and healthy,” said Lucy Gaffney, chairperson of the Strategic Monitoring Group for the National Action Plan Against Racism. “While the evidence of general good health may be a symptom of the somewhat younger age profile of new Irish citizens, it is important to retune Ireland’s delivery of services to fit the changed health profile of our nation.  The imminent launch of the NPAR supported National Intercultural Health strategy demonstrates the strategic thought and resource invested in addressing the current and future health needs of Irish citizens by the HSE.  Non-Irish nationals have contributed significantly to Ireland’s economy and it is essential their health is looked after appropriately”.
Non-Irish Nationals Experience of Health Services

The non-Irish nationals were asked for their views on the Irish health services and 49% of this group said they had experience of the Irish health service, while 55% had visited a GP. The results show that services here are considered largely comparable to the services available in their countries of origin. 24% of non-Irish nationals say that the health service is similar to their country of origin, while 15% say it is a little better and 13% say it is much better. In balance, 16% say that services here are a little worse and 4% describe them as being much worse. 

The figures for non-Irish nationals who had visited a GP reveal a similar trend. 32% describe the experience as being similar to that of their country of origin, 17% say it is a little better and 11% say it is much better. Conversely, 16% feel GPs are a little worse and 7% feel that they are much worse. Non-Irish nationals also claim to have a lower incidence of serious illness than their Irish counterparts. While more than one in three Irish nationals reports a serious medical condition (36%), that figure is 15% for non-Irish nationals, breaking down further into 15% for non-Irish nationals from Europe and 17% for non-Irish nationals from Asia and Africa. 

"This is a huge challenge for our society," said Maria Lordan Dunphy, National Health Promotion Development Manager, HSE. "Ireland faces a growing set of problems in the coming years if emphasis is not placed on health promotion and prevention.  We need to support people to improve their health, but we also need to look at influencing the wider determinants of health - such as housing, education, environment and so on - which have a major impact on peoples' health and wellbeing. Non-Irish nationals in particular need to be supported to maintain and improve their health."

Non-Irish Nationals – Health Intentions

In terms of health intentions, non-Irish nationals appear to be more proactive than the Irish, with 42% claiming they intend to make changes to their lifestyle to become healthier against Irish nationals 37%. Polish people came out well above average with 51% saying they intended to make such changes. Non-Irish nationals are also more committed to stopping smoking, with 20% from Europe and 14% from Asia and Africa declaring intent to quit, compared with just 8% of Irish nationals. 
Irish nationals say they are more likely to reduce their alcohol intake (8%) and take more exercise (38%), while the respective figures for non-Irish nationals were 4% and 33%. Non-Irish nationals appear to have an overwhelmingly positive view about Ireland in terms of employment and quality of life. 91% of non-Irish nationals say Ireland is a good, very good, or excellent place to work, while 91% describe their quality of life here as good, very good, or excellent. 63% of the non-Irish nationals are working full time, but just 13% intend on not returning to their country of origin. 

Incidence of illness 

For Irish nationals, the incidence of serious illness is broadly similar to the figures revealed by the Inaugural Pfizer Health Index in 2006, though there are some notable changes. In 2006, 51% of farmers claimed to suffer from a serious illness, but this figure dropped to 38% in 2007. Farmers do suffer significantly higher levels of arthritis (20%) than people from higher and lower socio-economic groups (9% and 7% respectively). 82% of people over the age of 65 claim to suffer from at least one serious medical condition, representing a rise of 12% on 2006. 

More worrying is the trend of apparent disinterest in learning more about health risks. Some 33% say they would not want information on conditions that they were at risk of developing and another 30% would not be interested in further information on health and wellbeing in general. 

Yet in terms of personal concerns, the 2007 Pfizer Health Index finds that the greatest concern for Irish nationals is the health and welfare of their families (28%). A further 27% describe this as their second highest concern. Non-Irish nationals are most concerned about money and job security, which comes third in the list of priorities for Irish nationals (13%), while ‘being happy’ is only the primary concern of 11% of Irish nationals. In terms of health intentions, few Irish nationals say they would work less (9%), give up smoking (8%), reduce alcohol intake (8%), visit the doctor more (6%), or become better informed about their health (6%). 

Speaking at the announcement of the results, Dave Gallagher, Country Manager, Pfizer Healthcare Ireland, said: “It is now time that the health needs of non-Irish nationals are reviewed and addressed. Due to language, cultural and social differences, specific strategies and initiatives are needed. Although comprising 10% of our population, non-Irish nationals are not a homogenous group and they encounter different issues and needs. This presents many challenges for the health system and services and Pfizer will continue to develop innovative initiatives to support their needs and their interactions within the healthcare system.” 
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