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Abstract  Elevated arterial blood pressure varies substantially in relation to social and cultural
variables. Early work on acculturation, socioeconomic status, and blood pressure documented
this variation, which could not be explained entirely by conventional factors such as diet, physi-
cal activity, or access to medical care. These findings stimulated the development of a model of
stress and disease. The stress model emphasizes social and psychological factors that are per-
ceived by individuals to be stressful, as well as factors that help individuals to respond to those
stressors. Conventional stress models are, however, problematic because the primary emphasis is
on individual perception, with little consideration of the social and cultural context in which
stress occurs. This paper describes a complementary model of social and cultural influences on
disease risk, placing greater emphasis on how individuals are able to approximate, in their own
behaviors, shared cultural models of life, referred to as “cultural consonance”. Findings from re-
search in Brazil indicate that the higher an individual’s cultural consonance, the lower his or
her blood pressure. These results indicate the importance of linking different levels of analysis –
the cultural, the individual, and the biological – to understand disease risk.
Key words  Hypertension; Blood Pressure; Culture

Resumo  A prevalência de hipertensão arterial varia bastante em relação a fatores sociais e cul-
turais. As pesquisas iniciais sobre aculturação, status sócio-econômico e pressão arterial docu-
mentam essa variação, que não pode ser explicada totalmente por fatores convencionais. Tais
conclusões estimularam o desenvolvimento de um modelo de estresse e doença. O modelo de es-
tresse enfatiza a participação de fatores sociais e psicológicos que os indivíduos percebem como
estressores, e fatores que podem ajudar a responder a tais fatores. Os modelos convencionais de
estresse são problemáticos porque sua ênfase primária é na percepção individual, com pouca
consideração para o contexto social e cultural em que o estresse ocorre. Este artigo apresenta um
modelo complementar de influências sociais e culturais sobre risco de doenças, dando maior ên-
fase a como os indivíduos são capazes de aproximar seus próprios comportamentos aos modelos
culturais de vida que são compartilhados pela comunidade. Esse conceito é denominado conso-
nância cultural. Pesquisas no Brasil sugerem que quanto maior a consonância cultural de um
indivíduo, menor sua pressão arterial. Tais resultados também sugerem a importância de vincu-
lar níveis diferentes de análise no entendimento do risco de doenças.
Palavras-chave  Hipertensão; Pressão Arterial; Cultura
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Mortality rates from coronary artery disease
(CAD) vary substantially between nations
throughout the world. CAD continues to be the
leading cause of mortality in the nations of
North America and Western Europe, despite a
general decline in the magnitude of the rates.
In countries undergoing economic develop-
ment, including South American nations, CAD
is the leading cause of death and mortality rates
and tends to be rising (Dominguez et al., 1999).
Essential hypertension, or elevated arterial
blood pressure, is a major risk factor for CAD.
Estimates of the prevalence of hypertension in
South American countries vary widely, but the
prevalence is certainly increasing (James et al.,
1991). As Rose (1992) has shown, mean arterial
blood pressure in a population is a strong pre-
dictor both of the rate of hypertension in the
population and of the rate of CAD. Understand-
ing the distribution of arterial blood pressure
within populations is therefore fundamental to
an understanding of the etiology of cardiovas-
cular disease and to developing effective strate-
gies of health promotion and disease prevention.

The factors that lead to (or reduce) high
blood pressure have been investigated for sev-
eral decades. Within populations in North Amer-
ica and Europe, increasing age and body mass
are definite correlates of higher blood pressure,
and there are significant sex differences within
specific age groups. Sodium and alcohol in-
takes are strongly suspected as risk factors, at
least for some populations and individuals. But
these fail to explain a considerable degree of
between-individual and between-population
variation in blood pressure.

There are social patterns in the distribution
both of blood pressure and of deaths from CAD.
This has led to a considerable amount of re-
search on social, cultural, and psychological
variables as risk factors. The aim of this paper
is to review research that has examined some
of these processes in South America, and specif-
ically in Brazil.

Social patterns of cardiovascular disease

Two major sets of observations have estab-
lished the social patterns of cardiovascular dis-
ease. The first is the relationship between social
and economic development and cardiovascular
disease. As noted above, rates of CAD mortality
are rising in the developing countries. Within
that broad and disparate group of countries,
CAD rates tend to be lower in those countries
with a lower level of development (as measured
by Gross National Product) and these rates tend

to be higher in countries with a higher level of
development (Dominguez et al., 1999).

This pattern of association between health
and general economic development or social
complexity can also be seen in a much broader
anthropological classification of societies. The
relative ease with which blood pressure can be
measured has led to the accumulation of pop-
ulation blood pressure data from a diverse
sample of societies around the world. Waldron
et al. (1982) combined data on population mean
blood pressures with data on the social and
cultural characteristics of those populations
derived from the Human Relations Area Files,
a depository of social and cultural data from
hundreds of societies around the world. The
lowest population average blood pressures
were observed among the technologically most
simple societies, those relying on hunting and
gathering, simple horticulture, or pastoralism
for their subsistence economy. Population av-
erage blood pressures increased among soci-
eties based on sedentary agriculture, while the
highest were among complex, industrialized
societies. This association was independent of
the population mean body mass index and the
age and sex structures of the communities.

This study is a systematic evaluation of the
hypothesis that the level of sociocultural com-
plexity is associated with blood pressure (Hen-
ry & Cassel, 1969). The implication of these
findings is that cultural change that increases
the contact between less complex and more
complex societies leads to increases in blood
pressure in the community undergoing change,
a process known as “acculturation” or “mod-
ernization”.

The acculturation or modernization hy-
pothesis has been investigated in a number of
societies around the world (Dressler, 1999).
More highly acculturated or modernized com-
munities are characterized by wage-labor ver-
sus subsistence economies; higher levels of
formal education; use of national versus local
languages; and a reduced emphasis on tradi-
tional patterns of social organization. A variety
of studies in South America have examined
modernization and cardiovascular disease, fo-
cusing especially on social change among trib-
al groups in the Amazon Basin. Isolated tribal
groups tend to have extremely low average
blood pressures (< 110/70 mm Hg). Also, there
is usually little or no increase in blood pressure
with age (Carneiro & Jardim, 1993; Pavan et al.,
1999).

As communities are exposed to accultura-
tive influences, these patterns change. For ex-
ample, Silva & Eckhardt (1994), Silva et al.
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(1995), and Mancilha-Carvalho et al. (1992)
compared Indian communities in the north of
Brazil differing in acculturation or moderniza-
tion. Community average blood pressures were
higher in the more modernized communities.
Furthermore, these differences were indepen-
dent of age and patterns of adiposity within
and between communities.

In a few studies this pattern has not been
observed (Fleming-Moran et al., 1991). Method-
ological problems, especially involving sample
selection, can lead to non-comparable sam-
ples in communities differing in acculturation
(Fleming-Moran & Coimbra, 1990). But it is
perhaps more important to remember that im-
plicit in the acculturation hypothesis is a kind
of ideal type of simple societies as existing in a
pristine isolation from modernizing influences.
Santos & Coimbra (1998) show that the current
condition of a community may not always be a
good guide to its history of acculturation and
hence to the long-term influences on morbidity.

The second major set of findings regarding
the social patterns of cardiovascular disease in-
volves the association of social inequality and
health. In general, in North America and Eu-
rope there is an inverse association between
various indicators of social class or socioeco-
nomic status (such as occupational status, ed-
ucation, or income) and cardiovascular disease
(including CAD mortality and blood pressure)
(Adler et al., 1994). The same patterns have
been observed in Brazil. Duncan et al. (1995)
examined mortality rates for men in the state
of São Paulo and found death rates in the low-
est occupational class to be 3 to 4 times higher
than rates in the highest occupational class,
depending on how occupations were classified
(and cardiovascular diseases were the princi-
pal cause of death). Ayres (1991), De Lolio et al.
(1993), Cavalcante et al. (1995), Fuchs et al.
(1994), and Martins et al. (1997) have all found
mean blood pressure and the prevalence of hy-
pertension to be higher among persons with
lower occupational status, education, or in-
come. These studies were conducted in differ-
ent parts of Brazil, all in urban areas. Overall,
the social class pattern of cardiovascular dis-
ease does not appear to be confounded with
obesity, tobacco use, alcohol abuse, ethnicity,
dietary risk factors, or access to medical care.
And, as in other countries, there appears to be
a continuous gradient of risk across economic
status categories.

The associations of acculturation and so-
cioeconomic status with cardiovascular health
and disease clearly demonstrate the social
patterns of disease. But, as Kasl has observed,
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these associations tend to be “opaque” (Kasl &
Wells, 1985). That is, both acculturation and so-
cioeconomic status are static variables that
give little insight into the processes by which
social differences are translated into biological
changes. Furthermore, this understanding of
process is obscure on two levels of analysis.
The first consists of the set of social and psy-
chological processes that connect these social
phenomena to the individual. The second con-
sists of the set of psychological and physiologi-
cal processes that result in disease. Both of
these levels of analysis are in need of elabora-
tion and point to the need for models of dis-
ease etiology incorporating social factors.

Models of stress and cardiovascular 
disease

The main inspiration for models of social influ-
ences on blood pressure came from the classic
studies of stress and disease begun by Selye.
Selye’s work suggested that all organisms seek
to maintain a physiologic and psychological
homeostasis, or what psychophysiologists call
a characteristic “level of arousal”. There are en-
vironmental stimuli, large and small, that de-
mand some kind of response from the organ-
ism. The organism responds in such a way as to
restore the preferred level of arousal, if that is
possible. This response involves linked psy-
chophysiologic processes. Selye referred to this
response, aimed at restoring homeostasis, as
the General Adaptation Syndrome. If adaptive
responses are appropriate, then homeostasis is
restored; however, environmental stimuli (or
“stressors”) may be too great, or adaptive ef-
forts may be inappropriate, and homeostasis
will not be restored. This can then lead to a
continuing adaptive load placed on the organ-
ism with a related drain of energy, physical and
psychological, that could otherwise be devoted
to growth or development. If this continued
strain on the organism is sufficient, it can re-
sult in damage to the organism, damage that
can be observed in the form of problems such
as elevated arterial pressure – see Lipp (1996)
for a review of Selye’s ideas.

This stress model has been elaborated by
social scientists who have examined the social
and psychological factors that act as stressors,
as well as the social and psychological factors
that are resources in individuals’ efforts to
adapt to or cope with stressors. This has led to
the definition of different kinds of stressors af-
fecting individuals. These include psychologi-
cal stressors such as feeling that circumstances
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in life are overwhelming and uncontrollable
(Cohen et al., 1983); stressful life events, such
as marital separation or death of a spouse, that
are thought to be acutely stressful for individu-
als (Holmes & Rahe, 1967); and chronic social
stressors, or common and continuing prob-
lems individuals perceive in social roles in work
and family life (Pearlin, 1982). The common
theme linking these psychosocial stressors is
the degree to which they would be perceived as
threatening to individuals.

Two major resources for resisting stressors
have been investigated. These are psychologi-
cal coping styles and social supports. Coping
styles refer to individuals’ characteristic ways
of dealing with stressors, such as seeking infor-
mation, directly confronting the problem, or
perhaps attempting to emotionally avoid the
problem. Social supports refer to other people
in the individuals’ social network from whom
they can seek advice and help in dealing with
stressors. One of the most influential models of
the stress process is the “buffering” model, in
which higher access to social and psychologi-
cal resources for coping with stress moderates
the impact of those stressors and hence re-
duces the likelihood of adverse outcomes, while
lower access to such resources can exacerbate
the effects of stressors (Lazarus et al., 1985).

This general model of the stress process has
been extremely useful in generating research.
At the same time, it has left a number of ques-
tions unanswered. In the first place, it has not
entirely explained socioeconomic differences
in disease (Adler et al., 1994). After controlling
for known risk factors and a variety of social
and psychological variables, the inverse gradi-
ent between socioeconomic status and risk of
disease persists. One reason for this may be
that the stress model, as it is currently devel-
oped, does not take specific relevant sets of so-
cial factors into account.

In the second place, and closely related to
the first question, the stress model as currently
developed may place too much emphasis on
the individual (McEwan & Stellar, 1993) and
not enough on how behavioral and psychologi-
cal factors operate within a social and cultural
context. Most research on the stress process
has taken place with North American and Eu-
ropean middle class samples. Given this cultur-
al context, it is perhaps not too surprising that
so much emphasis in these models is placed on
individuals and their thoughts, feelings, and
beliefs. In almost all stress models, what is or is
not stressful is thought to be a function of what
individuals perceive. This is consistent with the
general Western European view of humans as

distinct individuals who freely choose to en-
gage in one or another form of behavior. Cul-
tural context is unimportant because the indi-
vidual is the ultimate arbiter of what is or is not
real (Young, 1980).

On the one hand, this view of human be-
havior is appropriate because, in some sense,
individuals do choose their behaviors, and an
understanding of how inputs from the social
environment are translated into organic dis-
ease requires that individual differences be
studied. On the other, this perspective puts too
much emphasis on individual thought and be-
lief and not enough on how individual thoughts
and beliefs are shaped by their cultural context.
A concrete example may be helpful in making
this point. As noted above, social support,
which refers to the kinds of help or assistance
received by individuals within their social net-
work, has been found to be an important buffer
against the effects of stressors. In most re-
search on social support, virtually all emphasis
is placed on the amount of support that an in-
dividual believes he has (measured as the
number of persons from whom he believes he
can obtain help) and on the specific kinds of
assistance received (e.g. practical help or emo-
tional support). But rarely is any attention giv-
en to who is providing that support. It is as-
sumed that, as long as that support is there,
then it is helpful.

But it may be that in certain social contexts,
who is providing the support is as or more im-
portant than what support or how much sup-
port is being provided. Dressler et al. (1986)
studied social support and blood pressure in a
small town in the mountains of central Mexico.
In a survey, respondents were asked to whom
they could turn for help in response to a vari-
ety of common problems (e.g. needing a loan,
problems in their work, and other similar prob-
lems). They were then asked if, for each prob-
lem, they could turn to a family member, a
neighbor, a friend, or a compadre. The institu-
tion of compadrazgo was functioning in much
the same way in this community as it had for
hundreds of years. While the ostensive bond
was between padrino and child, the compadre
(or comadre) bond provided individuals with
important links to others outside of their ex-
tended family. These links, cemented with the
symbolic mortar of fictional kinship, are prefer-
ably made with others more successful and so-
cially well placed than oneself. When the corre-
lations between various kinds of social support
and blood pressure were examined, the corre-
lation between compadre support and blood
pressure was the strongest (r = -.39, p<.01, for
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systolic blood pressure, adjusted for age and
body mass), especially for men.

These and related results – reviewed by
Dressler (1994) – strongly suggest that cultural
definitions of preferred and appropriate social
support must be taken into account in the rela-
tionship of social support and disease in addi-
tion to individual perceptions of the amount of
support available. These results suggest that in
specific cultural contexts, and in contradiction
of the conventional individual difference mod-
el, not anyone can provide social support, but
rather someone(s) must provide social support
for it to be truly beneficial. And that “someone”
is a person (or persons) culturally defined as
important within the local system of social or-
ganization.

This perspective can be extended to the di-
mension of stressors. It has been recognized by
many that what will be defined as stressful in
any given setting will be a function of the cul-
ture of the group. Holmes & Rahe (1967), for ex-
ample, in their definition of the stressful life
events emphasized that the specific events re-
quiring social readjustment within any social
group would be culturally defined. There is,
however, some evidence to suggest that entire
configurations of stressors related to health
outcomes may be conditioned by the cultural
context within which they occur, such that the
actual effects of those stressors change. Dressler
et al. (1995) found this to be the case in re-
search on blood pressure in a community in Ja-
maica. They examined what until recently had
been a relatively isolated community of peas-
ant farmers. But over twenty years, that com-
munity was gradually engulfed by urban ex-
pansion. In effect, there were, side-by-side, two
different varieties of Jamaican culture in the
community, one rural and traditional, the oth-
er urban and modern. They found that differ-
ent patterns of stressors were related to blood
pressure for these two segments of the com-
munity, even though there were ostensibly in
the “same” community.

These examples illustrate the point that a
conventional model of stress and disease that
places most or all of the emphasis on what in-
dividuals perceive to be stressful (or support-
ive) is too narrow. What is needed instead is a
more complete model that links different levels
of analysis: the cultural, the social, the psycho-
logical, and the biological. The development of
such a model will enable research to move be-
yond the simplified formulations of stress and
disease to a more comprehensive view of how
human biological response is shaped by the
social and cultural environment.

Research on blood pressure in developing
societies: a sociocultural model

Over the past twenty-five years a sociocultural
model of the stress process has been developed
to understand the phenomenon of culture
change and disease risk. A cognitive concept of
culture has guided the development of this
model. In this formulation, culture is not
thought of as a group of people, or as some
particular set of traits that clusters together in
some social group. Rather, culture is defined as
shared knowledge. Simply phrased, it is the
knowledge that an individual must have in or-
der to function appropriately as a member of a
social group. The growth and development of a
child is in large part a process of accumulating
the varied kinds of knowledge necessary to
function as a member of the group. Similarly,
adult development consists in part of keeping
pace with the changes in knowledge required
by changing circumstances in the world. What
makes this knowledge uniquely cultural is that
it is shared, and, for the most part, it is implicit.
For most people in a social system, cultural
knowledge is rarely conscious knowledge; it is,
rather, simply the way that the world works.
Cultural knowledge guides what people do to
subsist, it guides how they interact with others,
and it guides what and how they believe. It is
also useful to think of this knowledge as orga-
nized in schematic “cultural models” of the
world (Strauss & Quinn, 1997).

In formulating a sociocultural model of dis-
ease risk, emphasis was placed on understand-
ing culture change in the context of economic
development (Dressler, 1985). A major aspect
of any social system is how social status or
prestige gets allocated. In early work it became
clear that higher status in many situations of
development depended on the degree to which
an individual could be successful in achieving
the new lifestyles that accompanied modern-
ization. Part of this modernization process in-
volves individuals being drawn into the com-
munication and media networks of the indus-
trialized world. The lifestyles of the North
American and European middle class are dis-
played prominently in these media. The term
“lifestyle” refers to owning material goods (for
example, owning houses, cars, appliances, and
consumer electronics), as well as adopting re-
lated behaviors, such as going to the cinema,
travel, and in general knowing about things. In
the context of development, status is associat-
ed with achieving and maintaining this middle
class lifestyle. It becomes, more generally, what
the 19th century social theorist Thorstein Ve-
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blen referred to as a “common standard of de-
cency”. Phrased in terms of culture theory, the
importance of this lifestyle came to be the new
shared cultural model of status attainment.

This process is, however, complicated by
slow change in the economic system of many
developing societies. Access to the resources
for achieving and maintaining this lifestyle usu-
ally depends on getting a better education and
a better job. Usually, these kinds of opportuni-
ties expand at a much slower rate than peoples’
aspirations for, and access to, a higher-status
lifestyle. This means that at least some people
will be trying to maintain a lifestyle that is in-
consistent with their economic resources. In
several studies, it was found that if individuals’
rankings on a scale of lifestyle were higher than
their rankings on a scale of economic resources,
their blood pressure would be higher than if
their lifestyle and economic resources were
consistent. This was referred to as “lifestyle in-
congruity”, and it seems to be a more-or-less
constant concomitant of modernization and
development.

But there are countervailing social forces.
As noted earlier, within any social system there
are support networks, people upon whom in-
dividuals rely for help or assistance during
times of felt need. In traditional societies, where
the ties of kinship tend to be more important
than in industrialized societies, these support
networks are concentrated in the family or
kin network. Within that broad generalization,
however, the specific configurations of cultur-
ally salient supports can take many forms. The
example from Mexico has already been given.
In the West Indies, support networks among
households based on the presence of siblings
are particularly important. In the African Amer-
ican community, a much broader range of ex-
tended family becomes the support network
(Dressler, 1994).

This initial formulation of a sociocultural
model of the stress process was tested in re-
search in Ribeirão Preto, in the State of São
Paulo in Brazil. Ribeirão Preto, like many Brazil-
ian cities, has undergone explosive population
growth since the 1950s. This demographic
change has been accompanied by substantial
economic growth in the areas of agriculture,
manufacturing, health care, and financial ser-
vices. Not surprisingly, the prosperity of the re-
gion has drawn substantial numbers of mi-
grants from rural areas of the State, as well as
from other parts of the country. And despite
the strong economic growth, the social in-
equalities characteristic of Brazil as a whole are
evident there. The favelas may not be so large

or conditions of poverty as desperate as else-
where, but they are there.

In initial research on the sociocultural mod-
el of stress, four populations groups were sam-
pled: a favela; a group of stably employed farm
workers; factory employees living in a housing
project; and bank employees. A complicated
design for gathering data was employed that
involved four interviews with each respondent.
The initial interview collected data on lifestyles
and social supports; the second and third in-
terviews consisted of 24-hour dietary recalls;
and the fourth consisted of a clinical examina-
tion, including blood pressure measurement
with a Dinamap and a fasting blood sample.
The final sample with complete data consisted
of 126 persons.

Lifestyle was measured with a 38-item scale
that included major and minor material goods,
as well as items referring to the consumption
of information in the media. Economic status
was measured with a ranking of occupational
status developed in Brazil. It was found that
lifestyle incongruity, measured as the degree to
which an individual’s ranking on lifestyle was
greater than his ranking on occupation status,
was associated with higher diastolic blood pres-
sure, higher total cholesterol, lower high densi-
ty lipoprotein cholesterol, and higher triglyc-
erides. All of these associations were indepen-
dent of age, sex, body mass, and dietary intake
of cholesterol, fat, sodium, and potassium
(Dressler et al., 1987, 1993; Dos Santos et al.,
1994).

Social support was measured in much the
same way as described for the study conducted
in Mexico. Respondents were asked to whom
they would turn for help for a series of com-
mon problems, including needing a loan, bor-
rowing money, being ill, problems on the job,
or feeling depressed. They were asked if they
could seek support from a family member, a
neighbor, a friend, or a compadre (The last re-
lationship was included especially because of
its potential importance as a source of support
for rural migrants). Analyses of these scale
items suggested that there were two basic di-
mensions embedded: kin support (family mem-
ber) and non-kin support (all other support-
ers). Although it was anticipated that kin sup-
port would be much more important than non-
kin support, both factors had a buffering effect
on lifestyle incongruity in relation to blood
pressure and serum lipids. For persons with
low levels of support, there was a very strong
association between lifestyle incongruity and
cardiovascular disease risk factors. For persons
with high levels of support, this association
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was much weaker, indicating a protective effect
of support. And, these associations were inde-
pendent of age, sex, body mass, and dietary in-
take (Dressler et al., 1993).

These results provided preliminary support
for a model to explain social variation in blood
pressure in Brazil. Furthermore, these results
moved beyond conventional models of psy-
chological stress by embedding the identifica-
tion and measurement of variables in the con-
text of social change and the culture of this lo-
cal community. However, there are unanswered
questions. For example, in the measurement of
lifestyle incongruity, questions were not asked
about a person’s feelings of stress or depriva-
tion. Rather, this was an objective measure of
the discrepancy in a person’s actual lifestyle
and economic resources. It is unclear, there-
fore, how the association of lifestyle incon-
gruity and blood pressure might be moderated
by or even explained by the inclusion of, for ex-
ample, perceived stress.

Another issue involves the basis for the se-
lection and measurement of lifestyle and social
support variables. These were chosen because
they appeared to ethnographic observers to be
culturally salient in this and in similar commu-
nities. It would be inappropriate to go into a
long digression on the nature of anthropologi-
cal inference here, but brief consideration of
the process is relevant. For many years, anthro-
pological researchers have placed emphasis on
qualitative, ethnographic techniques of re-
search and inference. These techniques, that
involve long-term residence in a community
and in-depth interviewing of a few key “infor-
mants,” enable the ethnographer to gradually
elicit and make explicit the everyday, taken-
for-granted cultural knowledge that individu-
als share, but which they often find difficult to
articulate. While these techniques are very use-
ful in revealing cultural models, they also de-
pend a great deal on the inferences made by
the observer. As such, the inferences are of un-
certain reliability. What is needed in anthropo-
logical research are methods that build upon
the strengths of traditional ethnographic meth-
ods and that include more rigorous and reli-
able ways of testing ethnographic inference.

In recent years, a number of such tech-
niques have been developed in cognitive an-
thropology, perhaps the most important being
the cultural consensus model (Romney et al.,
1986). The cultural consensus model enables
the investigator to use a relatively small num-
ber of key informants to test for the degree of
sharing of knowledge regarding some aspect of
culture (referred to as a “domain”). If there is

sufficient knowledge shared among infor-
mants, it becomes reasonable to infer that they
are all drawing on essentially the same cultural
model of that domain. The consensus model
then enables the investigator to examine more
rigorously the content of that cultural model.
This technique was incorporated into a recent
study of cardiovascular disease risk in Brazil,
which will be described in the next section of
this paper.

Cultural consonance and blood 
pressure in Brazil

The cultural consensus model provides the in-
vestigator two things. The first is an unambigu-
ous criterion to determine if individuals and
groups share sufficient knowledge about some
cultural domain to reasonably infer they are
drawing on the same cultural model. The sec-
ond is an unambiguous profile of that knowl-
edge based not on any single individual’s
knowledge, but on the aggregate knowledge of
the group of informants, while giving higher
weight to those informants more central in the
information network.

What is needed, then, is some way of con-
necting that profile of cultural knowledge to
the behavior of individuals. Dressler et al.
(1996) developed the concept and measure of
“cultural consonance” to describe this. Cultur-
al consonance can be defined as the degree to
which individuals, in their own behavior, ap-
proximate the shared cultural model of some
phenomenon in their society. It was hypothe-
sized that the more closely individuals are able
to live in accordance with the cultural models
of their society, the healthier they would be.

Research was again carried out in Ribeirão
Preto. In this study, four neighborhoods were
selected in the city that would represent the
range of socioeconomic strata. These four
neighborhoods included a favela (the poorest
neighborhood), a conjunto habitacional (es-
sentially a working-class housing project), a
traditional middle-class neighborhood, and a
new upper-middle-class neighborhood. In the
first step of the research, five key informants
from each neighborhood were selected. These
informants were interviewed to provide data
for cultural consensus analysis. Two domains
were investigated, based on the previous re-
search: lifestyle and social support. In the in-
vestigation of lifestyle, informants were asked
to rate the importance of each of 39 lifestyle
items, including material possessions and be-
haviors. They were asked to rate the items in



DRESSLER, W. W. & SANTOS, J. E.310

Cad. Saúde Pública, Rio de Janeiro, 16(2):303-315, abr-jun, 2000

terms of how important in general in the com-
munity each item was as signifying a person as
a “success in life”. The informants were asked
to think in terms of the community, not in
terms of their own individual beliefs or whether
or not they owned the item. Each item was rat-
ed on a three-point scale (not at all important,
somewhat important, very important).

For social support, the same set of prob-
lems and potential sources of social support
described earlier was used. But cultural con-
sensus analysis was used to test a somewhat
more specific ethnographic hypothesis about
the cultural domain of social support. In open-
ended interviews, it seemed that respondents
talked about seeking social support in a kind of
stepwise manner, moving from the family out-
ward to less intimate kinds of relationships. For
consensus analysis, key informants from each
neighborhood were asked to rank the different
potential sources of support in response to
each kind of problem, i. e., “Who would you
turn to for support first? Who second? Who
third?”, and so on.

These two sets of data were then analyzed
using the consensus model. The details of the
technique are beyond the scope of this discus-
sion – see Romney et al. (1986) for details.
Briefly, what consensus analysis does is to treat
the individual informants as if they were vari-
ables distributed across the ratings or rankings.
Then, using a specific form of factor analysis,
the degree to which the informants cluster to-
gether along a single continuum can be tested.
If there is a sufficient clustering (according to a
specific statistical criterion), one can infer that
they share a single cultural model. Then, the
responses of all the informants are weighted
(by their degree of sharing of knowledge), and
the aggregate profile of knowledge can be pro-
duced.

In this analysis, there was sufficient shar-
ing of knowledge to infer that there were over-
all cultural models of lifestyle and social sup-
port among these informants. This is some-
what surprising given the wide range of eco-
nomic status sampled, from the favela to the
upper middle class. Nevertheless, consensus
was achieved in both domains. The lifestyle
model was interesting because it was quite dif-
ferent from what common sense would pre-
dict. The final model gave ratings of “somewhat
important” or higher to 22 out of the 39 items.
Furthermore, the highly rated items were not
those of a lifestyle of “conspicuous consump-
tion”, but rather described a kind of basic do-
mestic comfort. In the favela, this was seen as a
lifestyle that might possibly be attainable, al-

though very few possessed it. In the higher eco-
nomic strata, there was a tendency for people
to speak of their material needs as not being all
that important, when of course they easily pos-
sessed the basic lifestyle they described.

The consensus analysis clearly confirmed
the stepwise basis for selecting sources of so-
cial support. For all but one problem, the pat-
tern was first family, then friend, neighbor, and
compadre. The pattern was altered only if the
problem involved a person’s job, when the pat-
tern would be friend, family, neighbor, and
then compadre.

The next step in the research was to con-
nect these cultural models to the behavior of
individuals. An epidemiological survey sample
was selected from the four neighborhoods.
Random samples within the neighborhoods
were selected on the basis of household occu-
pancy (n = 304). As in the previous study, four
interviews were conducted with each respon-
dent. The first interview collected sociocultural
data. The second and third interviews were 24-
hour dietary recalls. The fourth interview was a
clinical examination, including the measure-
ment of blood pressure, adiposity (using bio-
electric impedance analysis), and a fasting
blood sample.

Measuring cultural consonance in each cul-
tural domain involved a kind of pattern match-
ing. In the sociocultural interview, all of the
lifestyle items were included, and individuals
were asked if they owned the item (for material
goods) or to what degree they engaged in the
specific behaviors (e.g. reading magazines). To
measure cultural consonance in lifestyle, the
items were dichotomized, and the number of
the 22 items rated as important in the cultural
model were summed, divided by 22, and multi-
plied by 100. This provided a coefficient that
varied from 0 to 100, where 0 meant no match
to the profile of culturally important material
goods in the cultural model, and 100 meant a
100% match to those material goods (the mea-
sure is normally distributed). For social sup-
port, individuals were asked to whom they
would turn for support in those specific situa-
tions. Then, the profile of responses for each
problem was matched to the cultural model.
About 50% of the survey respondents answered
all five of the social support questions in a way
that matched the cultural model. About 25%
answered 4 of the 5 questions in a way that
matched the cultural model. The remaining
25% answered 3 or fewer of the 5 questions in a
way that matched the cultural model. These
groups were designated “high, moderate, and
low” cultural consonance in social support.
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Both higher cultural consonance in lifestyle
and higher cultural consonance in social sup-
port were associated with lower blood pres-
sure, after controlling for age, sex, body mass,
conventional socioeconomic variables, per-
ceived stress, and dietary intake (including
sodium, potassium, dietary fat, and alcohol).
The pattern of these associations is shown in
Figure 1. The closer that persons approximate
the normative cultural models of their own
social group, the lower their blood pressure
(Dressler, et al., 1997, 1998a, 1999).

As noted, the association of cultural conso-
nance is independent of a measure of perceived
stress. This was a measure developed by Cohen
et al. (1983) and widely used in the United States.
The emphasis in this measure is on the degree
to which individuals feel they are not in con-
trol of events and circumstance in their lives.
Although the measure is strongly correlated
with cultural consonance in lifestyle (r = -0.42,
p<0.01) and less so with cultural consonance in
social support (r = -0.17, p<0.03), this psycho-
logical measure of stress does not mediate the
relationship between cultural consonance and
blood pressure.

There is, however, an interaction between
cultural consonance in lifestyle and perceived
stress in relation both to blood pressure and
serum lipids. This interaction is shown in Fig-
ure 2 for blood pressure. Under conditions of
low cultural consonance, increasing perceived
stress is strongly associated with increasing
systolic blood pressure. Under conditions of
high cultural consonance, increasing perceived
stress is not associated with blood pressure.

These results indicate that the more closely
individuals are able to act upon the shared cul-
tural models of their social group, the better
their cardiovascular health.

Discussion

In this paper we have examined, in the context
of Brazil, theory and research on social and
cultural factors and cardiovascular disease risk.
The earliest observations regarding social and
cultural factors and disease risk documented
the mean differences in blood pressure (and
rates of related cardiovascular diseases) be-
tween societies with very different economic
and social systems. Studies of isolated tribal
groups showed conclusively that certain kinds
of associations – most prominently that be-
tween age and blood pressure – that were
thought to be “natural” based on research in
North American and Europe were actually not.

Figure 1

Association between systolic blood pressure (adjusted for age, sex and body mass)

and cultural consonance in lifestyle and cultural consonance in social support.

Figura 2

Association between systolic blood pressure (adjusted for age, sex, and body mass)

and cultural consonance in lifestyle and perceived stress.
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Rather, the associations of age and sex and
blood pressure, and even adiposity and blood
pressure, depended upon the type of society
studied. Explanations for this phenomenon in-
cluded the low levels of obesity, high activity
levels, and low sodium intake observed in trib-
al societies, as well as the possibility that indi-
viduals who might develop high blood pressure
at a later date had been selectively eliminated
from the population by infectious or parasitic
disease. Detailed studies showed, however,
that these explanations could not account en-
tirely for observed differences.

The association between societal type and
blood pressure was further confirmed by the
study of two kinds of social change: the migra-
tion of groups from more traditional to more
modern communities, and social and cultural
change occurring within a single community.
Results of these studies show that, as social and
cultural change occurs, mean blood pressure
and rates of hypertension increase. Detailed
studies show that changes in physical activity
and diet accompany culture change, but these
changes cannot account entirely for the mag-
nitude of differences in mean blood pressures
and rates of hypertension between groups.

Cassel et al. (1960) were among the first in-
vestigators to suggest that social and cultural
processes might underlie these associations.
Cassel acknowledged that changes in diet,
physical activity, adiposity, and health habits
such as smoking certainly were occurring in
contexts of culture change. But, he argued, oth-
er fundamental changes were occurring. Indi-
viduals who had been socialized in one culture
were confronting another. Literally, individuals
who had been raised with one body of shared
knowledge that guided their behavior and en-
abled them to understand and interpret others’
behaviors were now in a situation in which they
were attempting to negotiate a social world gov-
erned by a different set of meanings. This, Cas-
sel argued, would lead to many situations of
confusion and frustration in mundane social
interaction, a situation likely to be stressful and,
repeated over years, conducive to sustained
disease.

This emphasis on the stressful nature of
culture change led researchers to adopt the
stress model developed in research in industri-
alized societies as their theoretical orientation,
but with modifications introduced on the basis
of ethnographic research in developing soci-
eties. So, for example, concepts like lifestyle in-
congruity were based on observations regard-
ing the changing status value of lifestyles in de-
veloping societies. Similarly, in studying buffers

against social stressors, researchers adapted
existing concepts of social supports to knowl-
edge of the importance of various kinds of so-
cial relationships in specific cultural contexts.
These efforts can be seen as modifying some-
what the content of the stress model, but still
working within that tradition.

The emphasis on the stress model for study-
ing culture change and health was also consis-
tent with socioepidemiological work on stress,
which grew primarily out of the observations
linking social class or socioeconomic status
differences and health. With conventional fac-
tors (such as obesity or diet) unable to explain
social class differences in health, researchers
turned to the stress model.

More recent work on cultural consonance
takes a different direction. Since the early and
pioneering work of Cassel, with its central im-
portance of culture as a system of knowledge
and meaning, emphasis on culture per se has
diminished in favor of the specification of (cul-
turally relevant) biobehavioral processes. The
results of studying cultural consonance, albeit
tentative based on the results presented here
from Brazil and a replication study in the Unit-
ed States (Dressler et al., 1998b), suggest that
Cassel’s original ideas may need to be recon-
sidered. The model of cultural consonance pro-
vides theory and method for understanding
how individuals are distributed in cultural
space, relative to prototypical shared cultural
models of some domain of life. Cassel suggest-
ed that individuals could find themselves in a
state of “cultural incongruity” because their
own culture was not relevant in a particular
context. Similarly, we are suggesting that indi-
viduals can be low in cultural consonance (or
“culturally dissonant”) because they are, for
whatever reason, unable to act upon the widely
shared ideas about how to live life appropriate-
ly. In either respect, individuals (or groups of
individuals) are prevented from effective par-
ticipation in their own society.

It would be straightforward to simply label
this a stressful experience and leave it at that.
There is, however, a growing body of laboratory
research to suggest that the context of meaning
surrounding social interaction can alter cardio-
vascular reactivity to that interaction. For ex-
ample, Lynch (1985) found that transitory blood
pressure elevations associated with social in-
teraction can increase, and recovery to base-
line lengthen, if the participants in the interac-
tion are of unequal social status. Similarly, car-
diovascular reactivity to laboratory social stim-
uli can be diminished by the presence of a sup-
portive friend in the testing situation.
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These laboratory studies suggest that when
social interaction is more orderly and meaning-
ful, an individual’s cardiovascular system main-
tains a more stable state. Individuals who at-
tain and maintain a higher cultural consonance
along several dimensions are living a life that
is, by definition, more meaningful. Their lived
experience of the world, not just in thought
but in actual behavior, conforms to the widely
shared ideas about (or cultural models of ) the
world. Individuals low in cultural consonance
are literally not experiencing this stable and
meaningful world. Instead, their lives are a
constant reminder, in very concrete ways, of
this instability and lack of meaning. It may be,
then, that in response to mundane stimuli in
the world, including social interaction, they are
more highly reactive physiologically, a reactivity
that in turn can lead to sustained changes in the
vascular bed and higher blood pressure. This
interpretation is not entirely speculative. A re-
cent study from the West Indies has shown that
males who do not conform to the local cultural
ideal of male behavior have higher circulating
levels of cortisol, and show greater reactivity in
cortisol to mundane stimuli (Decker, in press).

The model of cultural consonance can also
account for our earlier findings in Brazil. For
example, careful examination of the measure-
ment of lifestyle incongruity shows that people
are not really trying to live a lifestyle of con-
spicuous consumption in the context of low in-
come. Rather, a careful examination of this
measure shows that it actually measures indi-

viduals’ difficulty in maintaining a very con-
ventional lifestyle. Instead of living beyond
their means, they do not have the means to
maintain a very basic lifestyle. By isolating the
elements of that lifestyle that are most highly
culturally salient, the measure of cultural con-
sonance in lifestyle simplifies the detection of
that association. (This is analogous to isolating
different fractions of serum lipids and observ-
ing the different effects of those fractions.)
Similarly, the more careful assessment of cul-
tural consonance in social support, based on
the cultural model of social support, clarifies
the basis for different kinds of supports having
different effects on health.

This is not to say, however, that the model
of cultural consonance can completely replace
models of stress. As we have shown here, at
least in our Brazilian sample, cultural conso-
nance conditions or moderates the effects of
perceived stress. Rather, what this review
demonstrates is the importance of incorporat-
ing a cultural perspective into an understand-
ing of psychological and behavioral influences
on blood pressure. The concept of cultural con-
sonance links the cultural level of analysis to
individual behavior, and this dimension of be-
havior and its effects on health cannot be re-
duced to psychological or behavioral influ-
ences. Future research should examine in more
detail how the linkage and interaction among
cultural, social, and psychological factors in-
fluence cardiovascular disease risk, rather than
concentrating on only one level of analysis.
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