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Introduction
 Pop and rock star lifestyle characterised by:

 high levels of stress
 drug/alcohol abuse
 mental health conditions
 accidents
 depression
 STIs…

 Leads to premature death

 But is that really true?
 Quantitative studies absent
 Possible perception bias due to high media

coverage





AIM
 Using a cohort of famous musicians

 Compared survival rates from the point of
fame to survival of general population in North
America and Europe

 1. to examine health prospects of this
population and their +/- contributions to public
health
 2. to test a novel methodology for examining
survival in specific populations



Methods I
 Cohort of pop stars
 Inclusion:

 Being a group member or a solo performer
with an album listed in the “All-Time Top
1000 Albums” (international survey of 200
000 experts, critics or fans conducted in
2000)

 Exclusion:
 Country, Blues, Jazz, Vocal, Celtic, Folk,

Bluegrass
 Compilation albums and soundtracks
 Outside North America or Europe



Methods (Descriptive)
 Age
 Sex
 Race
 Year of fame (earliest date of chart success or

release date of the album in the “All-Time Top
1000”).

 Musical Genre
 Survival status on 31 December 2005
 Date and cause of death (if dead)

 Collected from specific literature and internet



Methods (Analytical)
 Years of survival since year of fame compared to the

expected survival in the general population

 Actuarial survival method (or age standardised survival)
 Matches each artist with an “average individual” from the

general population of the same age, sex and race as the pop-
star in the year of fame

 Kaplan Meier survival curves
 Mann Whitney U tests and chi square used for other

comparisons

 Reference survival probabilities
 Europe: UK historic cohort life tables
 North-America: US decennial life tables



Results I

 1064 pop stars
 Earliest year of fame 1956, Elvis Presley
 Latest year of fame 1999, Eminem
 100 deaths





Results II
 Overall mortality in pop stars

 North American: 12.83%
 European: 5.57% (p<0.001)

 9.6 % of men died, 7.3% of women
 Mortality North American Pop stars:

 mortality for non-white 16.82%
 whites 11.89% (p=0.170)

 Mortality stratified by white pop stars was still lower in
European pop stars (5.74%)

 Mortality at 5 years post fame
 3.5% if famous before 1980
 1.6% if famous afterwards





North American and European pop stars: age-
standardised relative survival by years of fame.



Comparative survival curves for North American
and European pop stars and demographically

matched general populations.



Results III

 2-25 years post fame post fame North
American and European pop stars have 2-
3 times the risk of dying compared to
general population

 At 25 years post fame European pop-star
mortality tends to return to population
levels

 North American mortality remains high



Typical situation in Europe…



Discussion

 Why is mortality in American pop stars
higher also 25 years post fame?
 Reaction to fame may be different
 Cause of death is different

 North American pop stars are more likely to suffer
chronic conditions that claim life later

 Health care for old impoverished pop stars
may be worst in USA



Possible limitations
 Sample from a specific international survey
 No established criteria for fame (level of fame?)
 Using earlier date of chart success is objective

but may have reached fame before that or after
 Cause of death from popular literature (430

websites, books, and other sources)
 May be contentious
 Deaths in older pop-star may be

unnoticed/unpublished
 US and UK population registers as proxies for

North America and Europe



Conclusions
 Disproportionate amount of mortality related to

alcohol and drugs
 Pop stars’ health should be addressed

 For their benefit
 And they are an example (1 child out of 10 in the UK

wants to be a pop star)
 They should

 stop promoting health damaging behaviours
 act as positive health motives

 The technique used proved effective to estimate
mortality when no appropriate population
denominator data is available



 Interesting and unusual topic
 Good idea to use data in the public

domain for analytical epidemiology

Appraisal



Appraisal
 Aim is very broad
 Would prefer if they stated the hypothesis to test
 Is it necessary to quantify mortality in rock stars to

influence policy if it is perception more than reality which
impacts on society?

 Not very clear from the paper how they used the
population registers to extract the “matched population”

 Not tested if survival curves differed significantly
 Cohort definition

 Difficult to exactly qualify nationality for this population.
 From a survey published by Virgin

 Can you trust all the information in the public domain?





Appraisal

 “Genius and madness”
 Fame causes mental problems?
 Or can mental problems lead to fame?

 Why a reduction in pop star mortality after the
80s?
 Change of socio-economic background
 Reaction to fame
 Already famous and used to it (parents were artists)



Appraisal

 Potential confounders not included (e.g.
socioeconomic background)



Risky behaviour can be a bad example for
fans



Should we use rock stars in health
communication campaigns?

 They may appeal to young people
because they are rebels

 Who wants to take the responsibility for
dissolving the “Sex, drugs and rock and
roll” myth that make them so appealing?

 And is it really possible?



Some rock stars
may be more
willing and
suitable…



…than others.



 The method works only if you can define the
cohort

 Similar study measured mortality in soap opera
characters (Crayford et al. 1997, BMJ)

 What about the more numerous non-famous
rockers? They may be at risk too not have any
money to deal with it

 Difficult to define a cohort in this case
 Wannabe pop stars (1/10 child in UK)?

Novel method



 Other famous populations seem to suffer
higher mortality also
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