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Background

Increasingly, national health surveys are being linked to vital
statistics and health care information, providing a new and
unique source of individual population health data. Given that
nationally-representative health surveys are performed in over a
hundred countries, these linkages create comprehensive data sets
that are potentially larger than most existing cohort studies. To
date, this resource has not been utilized.

Approach

The purpose, study base, content and methods of the Canadian
Community Health Survey (CCHS) cycles 2.1 (2003-04) and
3.1 (2005-06) and the United States 2000 and 2005 National
Health Interview Survey (NHIS) were examined for comparabil-
ity and consistency. Smoking, alcohol, physical activity and diet
questions were identified, question construct and response cat-
egorization were compared, and variable constructions possible
for both national health surveys were created. All respondents
20+ years of age were identified and stratified by country and
sex. Cox proportional hazard models were used to estimate 5-
year hazards of mortality associated with the common smoking,
alcohol, physical activity and diet variables.

Results

The CCHS and NHIS are highly consistent and comparable.
Health behaviour questions are similar and permit the creation
of smoking, alcohol, physical activity and diet variables that are
comparable across surveys. A total of 284 475 survey respon-
dents from Canada and the United States (CCHS, N= 226 731;
NHIS, N= 57 744) were included. The largest mortality hazards
were associated with female heavy smokers in both Canada (HR:
2.91; 95% Cl: 2.52, 3.37) and the United States (Female HR:
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2.96; 95% Cl: 2.59, 3.38), compared to non-smokers. Moderate
variation in the age adjusted all-cause mortality hazard ratios
was observed; both smoking and physical activity hazard ratios
were consistently higher in the United States than in Canada.

Conclusions

This study provides initial support for the methodological feasi-
bility of pooling linked population health surveys however, chal-
lenges introduced by dissimilarities will require the use of in-
novative methodologies, and discussions regarding how to man-
age jurisdictional data restrictions and privacy issues are needed.
Pooled population health data has the potential to improve na-
tional and international health surveillance and public health.
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