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Abstract
Background: In the context of climate change, an efficient alert system to prevent the risk associated
with summer heat is necessary. The authors' objective was to describe the temperature-mortality
relationship in France over a 29-year period and to define and validate a combination of temperature
factors enabling optimum prediction of the daily fluctuations in summer mortality.
Methods: The study addressed the daily mortality rates of subjects aged over 55 years, in France as a
whole, from 1975 to 2003. The daily minimum and maximum temperatures consisted in the average values
recorded by 97 meteorological stations. For each day, a cumulative variable for the maximum temperature
over the preceding 10 days was defined.
The mortality rate was modelled using a Poisson regression with over-dispersion and a first-order
autoregressive structure and with control for long-term and within-summer seasonal trends. The lag
effects of temperature were accounted for by including the preceding 5 days. A "backward" method was
used to select the most significant climatic variables. The predictive performance of the model was
assessed by comparing the observed and predicted daily mortality rates on a validation period (summer
2003), which was distinct from the calibration period (1975–2002) used to estimate the model.
Results: The temperature indicators explained 76% of the total over-dispersion. The greater part of the
daily fluctuations in mortality was explained by the interaction between minimum and maximum
temperatures, for a day t and the day preceding it. The prediction of mortality during extreme events was
greatly improved by including the cumulative variables for maximum temperature, in interaction with the
maximum temperatures. The correlation between the observed and estimated mortality ratios was 0.88
in the final model.
Conclusion: Although France is a large country with geographic heterogeneity in both mortality and
temperatures, a strong correlation between the daily fluctuations in mortality and the temperatures in
summer on a national scale was observed. The model provided a satisfactory quantitative prediction of the
daily mortality both for the days with usual temperatures and for the days during intense heat episodes.
The results may contribute to enhancing the alert system for intense heat waves.
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Background
A weather-mortality relationship in summer and marked
excess mortality during extremely hot periods have been
clearly established [1,2]. Some studies have described the
main epidemiologic and environmental characteristics of
specific heat waves [3-14]. Others have focused on a timeseries approach in order to model the general temperature-mortality shape or the lag time between a climatic
event and its impact on mortality [15-24].
The weather component has mainly been considered on
the basis of the temperatures recorded on various lag days.
Other climatic parameters, such as humidity, wind speed
and pressure, have also been considered as independent
variables [17,18,22,24,25] or by constructing combined
indices [21] or synoptic patterns [26]. Air pollution has
also been included in some studies focusing on specific
urban areas [18,20,22,23,25].
Although all the studies have concluded that long and
intense heat episodes are responsible for major excess
mortality, quantitative indicators that take into account
both the intensity and duration of heat episodes have seldom been proposed and formally validated
[7,8,21,27,28].
In August 2003, Western Europe experienced a heat wave
that was exceptional in terms of its duration, intensity and
geographic extent [7,8,27,29,30]. Unlike prior lessmarked heat waves, its health impact attracted considerable public interest and drew attention to the need for efficient alert systems. Moreover, the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change predicts an increase in extreme
climatic events in the twenty-first century, [31] and several
scenario studies, e.g. Beniston's study, [32] predict that
heat waves like that in 2003 may occur every two or three
years on average, by the third part of this century.
In that context, the objective of this paper is to describe
and model the relationship between mortality and temperature in France over a 29-year period (from 1975 to
2003) and, more generally, to propose an approach for
the selection of the most predictive combination of temperature factors with a view to predicting the risk of shortterm mortality in summer (June to September).

Methods
The study analysed the relationship between daily fluctuations in mortality and temperature for the whole of
France, over the 122 summer days, from 1st June to 30th
September of each year, from 1975 to 2003, i.e. 3,538
summer days in all.
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Mortality data
The mortality data were provided by the French National
Institute for Medical Research (Inserm). The daily counts
of all-cause mortality (Ot) for people aged 55 years and
over were analysed. The use of this mortality data in the
frame of epidemiological studies has been authorised by
the French National Commission for Data protection and
theLiberties(CNIL).

The yearly population estimates were supplied by the
French National Institute of Statistics and Economic Studies (INSEE). Mortality was expressed as the daily mortality
rate per 100,000 subjects.
Climatic data
The daily minimum and maximum temperatures (Tmin
and Tmax) and minimum and maximum relative humidities (Hmin and Hmax) were recorded by 97 weather stations considered representative of the climate affecting the
populations of the 96 French départements by the national
meteorological service (Météo-France). The national daily
values of those climatic indicators were the average of
those 97 values, weighted by the populations of the départements.

A 10-day moving average of the mean temperature (average of the daily minimum and maximum temperatures)
was also calculated.
A cumulative temperature variable which was close to the
total degree-days of excedance, was constructed [27]. For
each day, the cumulative minimum/maximum temperature variable (CTmin and CTmax) was defined as the sum
of the number of degrees above a cut-off point from the
current day t to either day t-10 or the last day with a temperature higher than the cut-off point. This variable was
equal to zero if the temperature was below the cut-off
point on the day considered:

CTmaxt =

k

∑ (Tmaxt −d − cut -off ) × ITmax

d =0

t − d > cut -off

in which: k is the lower of the value 10 and the value of
the first previous day on which Tmaxt fell below the cut-off
point; ITmaxt − d >cut -off is equal to 1 if Tmaxt-d is higher than
the cut-off and 0 otherwise.
The cut-off points were selected by minimising the deviance of the model including the minimum/maximum
temperatures and the minimum/maximum cumulative
variables over a grid of cut-off values. The cut-off point for
maximum temperatures was found to be equal to 27°C
(80.6°F). The cut-off point for minimum temperature was
so close to 0°C that the cumulative variable for minimum
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temperature was very strongly correlated with the moving
average of the mean temperature (0.95). Therefore, CTmin
was not included in the model.
Statistical analysis
The daily mortality rates were modelled using a generalized estimating equations (GEE) approach, with a Poisson
distribution. This model enables both specification of an
over-dispersion term and a first-order autoregressive structure that accounts for the autocorrelation of the daily
numbers of deaths within each summer and assumes the
independence of the summers. A log-linear long-term
mortality trend (Trend) and the seasonality of mortality
during summer, using a quadratic time function by day
(Season), were included in the model. The model was also
adjusted for a dummy variable (Summer) which differentiated the 122 summer days (from June to September
inclusive) from the other days of the year. The non-summer days provided useful information on the long-term
trend of the baseline mortality.

The baseline model M0 was:
(M0) Log [E (Ot)] = Log (PopJ) + μ + β Trend + Season
In which,PopJ was the population estimate for the year
considered.
The temperature factors were added to the baseline model
to yield the model M1:
⎡
⎤
(M1 ) Log[E(Ot )] = Log(PopJ) + μ + β Trend + Season + Summer × ⎢ ∑θ i Temperature factori ,t ⎥
⎢⎣ i
⎦⎥

in which the temperature factors are the minimum and
maximum temperatures (Tmin and Tmax), the moving
average of the mean temperature (MA) and the cumulative variable for maximum temperatures (CTmax).
In order to distinguish the specific impact of temperatures
up to 5 days before death, the lagged minimum/maximum temperatures and cumulative maximum temperature were also included in the model. Some interactions
between minimum/maximum temperatures and the
cumulative indicator, recorded on the day considered and
the preceding two days, were also added. The full model
M1 thus contained 19 different temperature indicators and
10 interactions (Table 1).
In a sensitivity analysis, the model was also adjusted for
the daily minimum/maximum relative humidities, both
as individual factors and as interactions with temperature,
as confounder indicators. However, the results did not
change.
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Table 1: Description of the 17 groups of temperature variables
Category

Group

Group with the
moving average of
mean temperatures

GMA

MA

Groups with
minimum and
maximum
temperatures

G1t
G1t-1
G1t-2
G1t-3
G1t-4
G1t-5
G2
G2'

Tmint
Tmint-1
Tmint-2
Tmint-3
Tmint-4
Tmint-5
Tmint
Tmaxt

Tmaxt
Tmaxt-1
Tmaxt-2
Tmaxt-3
Tmaxt-4
Tmaxt-5
Tmaxt-1
Tmint-1

Tmint × Tmaxt
Tmint-1 × Tmaxt-1
Tmint-2 × Tmaxt-2

GCum1t
GCum1t-1
Gcum1t-2
GCum1t-3
GCum1t-4
GCumt-5
GCum2
GCum2'

Tmaxt
Tmaxt-1
Tmaxt-2
Tmaxt-3
Tmaxt-4
Tmaxt-5
CTmaxt
CTmaxt-1

CTmaxt
CTmaxt-1
CTmaxt-2
CTmaxt-3
CTmaxt-4
CTmaxt-5
Tmaxt-1
Tmaxt

Tmaxt × CTmaxt
Tmaxt-1 × CTmaxt-1
Tmaxt-2 × CTmaxt-2

Groups with
maximum
temperature and the
cumulative variable of
maximum
temperature

Variables

Tmint × Tmaxt-1
Tmaxt × Tmint-1

CTmaxt × Tmaxt-1
CTmaxt-1 × Tmaxt

MA: 10-day moving average of mean temperature.
Tmint-k: minimum temperature for day t-k; Tmaxt-k: maximum
temperature for day t-k; k = 0,..., 5
CTmaxt-k: cumulative variable of maximum temperature for day t-k;

Definition of temperature variables
In order to select the most predictive temperature indicators among the 29 variables used in the present paper, a
"backward" method was applied on model M1.

First, the decision was taken to divide the 29 temperature
variables and interactions into 17 groups, in order to
ensure that the interactions between two indicators were
systematically included in the model with the main effects
(Table 1).
Most groups contained indicators of the same lag day (G1,
GCum1). Four groups contained one temperature indicator recorded on the day considered and another indicator
recorded on the preceding day (G2, G2', GCum2 and
GCum2').
The 17 groups of indicators were divided in three categories. The first category contained the moving average of
the mean temperatures, which reflects the climatic environment in which the subjects lived over the preceding
ten days (GMA). The second category contained the minimum and maximum temperatures recorded on various
lag days and thus reflected the specific exposure for each
day (G1, G2 and G2'). The last category characterised the
long periods of high temperatures and therefore included
the cumulative indicators (GCum1, GCum2 and
GCum2').
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Selection of temperature variables
With a GEE approach, common likelihood-based measures of model fit, like the AIC criterion, cannot be used.
Since the objective was to identify the indicators that
would provide the best prediction of daily mortality, the
criterion chosen for backward elimination of the groups
was based on the change in the over-dispersion measured
over the period (years) used for estimation.

Over-dispersion

was

(

⎡
ˆ
Ot − O
t
1
⎢
Φ=⎢
∑
ˆ
N − Nvar t
Ot
⎢
⎣

)

defined
2

the validation group in the 14 odd (then even) years from
1975 to 2002 plus 2003.
In order to measure the sensitivity of the results to the
kind of data used, each of the 28 years from 1975 to 2002
was in turn excluded from the calibration group. Conversely, 2003 was also included in the calibration period
and the model was estimated using all 29 years (1975–
2003).

as:

⎤
⎥
⎥
⎥
⎦

In which: Ot was the daily observed counts of all-cause
mortality for subjects aged 55 years and over; Ôt the corresponding estimate; N the number of observed days; and
Nvar the number of variables in the model.
At each step, the "backward" method excluded the group
which decreased the over-dispersion least, until all the
groups had been excluded from the model. As a sensitivity
analysis, the QIC criterion, which is an extension of
Akaike's information criterion for GEE models, was also
used as a backward elimination criterion, but the results
were little changed [33].
Adequacy and predictive performance of the model
In order to analyse the predictive performance of the
model, the 29 years of the period were divided into two
distinct groups: a calibration group (e.g., the 28 years
from 1975 to 2002), which was used to estimate the
parameters and measure the fit of the model estimates
with the observations and a validation group (e.g., 2003)
which was used for prediction. Using the validation
group, comparison of the daily observed and predicted
mortality rates enabled assessment of the predictive performance of the model.

In previous studies, a non-linear relationship between
minimum/maximum temperatures and mortality has
been modelled using spline or smooth functions of sameday temperatures or averaging short-lag values [20,22,23].
A model including natural cubic spline functions with 3
and 6 df for minimum and maximum temperatures for
the day t and the 2 preceding days was built. The results
were compared with those generated with the model
obtained by backward selection.
Sensitivity analyses
The same analysis was conducted on various calibration
and validation groups: one calibration group consisted in
the 14 even (then odd) years between 1975 and 2002 and

Lastly, the final model was also assessed separately for
men and women, for people aged 55–74 years, for people
aged 75 years and over, and for subjects whose causes of
death appeared to play a major role in the heat-related
excess mortality, i.e., "direct" causes (heatstroke, hyperthermia and dehydration), cardiovascular disease and respiratory disease [7,22,30,34].

Results
Descriptive analysis
The average daily mortality rate for subjects aged 55 years
and over was 8.5/100,000 person-day for the four summer months (June-September) from 1975 to 2003 (table
2). The highest daily mortality rate was recorded on 12th
August 2003 with 20.2 deaths/100,000 person-day.

The mean daily minimum and maximum temperatures in
France for the 29 summer periods were 13.2 and 23.7°C,
respectively (table 2).
As Figure 1 (left column) shows, the daily fluctuations in
temperature and mortality rate were closely correlated.
Marked peaks in the daily mortality rate occurred, in particular, in the summers of 1975 and 1976. The peaks were
concomitant with increasing temperatures and a positive
value of the cumulative variable for maximum temperature.
Selection of the most predictive climatic variables
The model was first estimated over the 28-year period
from 1975 to 2002. The over-dispersion of the baseline
model M0 was 5.6, while that of the full model was close
to 2.1 (table 3). The lag 1 autocorrelation of the residuals
for the baseline model M0 (0.8) was halved in the full
model (0.4).

With regard to the change in overall over-dispersion in the
backward elimination of temperature factor groups, the
over-dispersion remained quite steady from the full
model to that only containing the following four groups
(table 3):
- G2: the minimum temperature for a day t, the maximum
temperature on the preceding day and their interaction,
- GMA: the 10-day moving average of mean temperature,
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Table 2: Summer (June-September) daily mortality rate, temperature and humidity in France from 1975 to 2003

Minimum

P10%

Mean (SD)

P90%

Maximum

Population aged > 55 years (million)

11.8

12.0

15.9 (1.2)

15.6

16.3

Daily mortality rate - per 100,000 subjects/day
All causes of death, > 55 years
Three MCDa, > 55 years
All causes of death, 55–74 years
All causes of death, > 75 years
Men, > 55 years
Women, > 55 years

6.28
2.27
2.58
14.48
7.02
5.41

7.40
2.91
3.20
17.58
8.77
6.88

8.48 (1.02)
3.71 (0.70)
4.03 (0.75)
20.41 (2.56)
10.56 (1.51)
8.24 (1.22)

9.69
4.61
5.13
23.25
12.60
9.84

20.15
10.41
7.80
53.09
18.12
22.51

Daily climatic indicators
Minimum temperature
Maximum temperature
Minimum relative humidity
Maximum relative humidity

4.18
14.14
21.33
77.31

9.63
18.83
37.54
88.21

13.17 (2.65)
23.74 (3.84)
49.32 (8.98)
92.68 (3.31)

16.54
28.89
60.93
96.41

20.72
37.54
78.09
99.61

P10% (P90%): 10th (90th) percentile; SD: standard deviation
a: Three medical causes of deaths: cardiovascular disease, respiratory disease, and directly heat-related causes (heatstroke, hyperthermia and
dehydration)

- GCum1t: the maximum temperature for a day t, the
cumulative variable for maximum temperatures for a day
t and their interaction,
- GCum1t-2: the maximum temperature 2 days before
death, the cumulative variable for maximum temperatures 2 days before death and their interaction.
Subsequently, the over-dispersion rose sharply until all
the groups had been excluded from the model.
The interactions turned out to contribute strongly to
explaining the variation in daily mortality (table 4),
although caution is required in the interpretation of the
estimated parameter coefficients, since there are correlations between covariates.
Adequacy of the model
Figure 1 (right column) shows the daily fluctuations in
observed and estimated mortality rates for three summers
(1975, 1976 and 1983) by the number of groups included
in the model. Those summers were marked by excess mortality rates related to periods of extreme temperatures,
which differed in terms of their intensities and temporal
configurations.

For days with usual temperatures, the estimates of the
daily mortality rate generated by the model only incorporating the group of temperature factors G2 (minimum
and maximum temperatures for a day t and preceding day
and their interaction) were neither improved nor
impaired by the inclusion of the other groups (GMA and
GCum1t) (Figure 1).

In contrast, group G2 was not sufficient to estimate the
daily mortality rates during extreme events and the inclusion of group GCum1t in the model greatly improved the
estimates. This finding was particularly marked for the
heat episodes in 1975 and 1976 (Figure 1). The fourth
group selected by the backward method (GCum1t-2)
improved the mortality estimates for the 1976 heat waves
only.
For the whole 28-year period (1975–2002), the correlation between the observed and the estimated mortality
ratios was 0.88 with the model with four groups.
Predictive performance of the model
For the validation year 2003, the model with 1 group provided a satisfactorily prediction of the daily number of
deaths, compared to the observed deaths, for the days
with usual temperatures (Figure 2b). The prediction for
the 2003 heat wave (from 1st to 20th August) was greatly
improved when the third and fourth groups were added
(Figure 2b).

The model with four groups explained 97% of the extraPoisson variability of the daily mortality rates observed
during summer 2003 (Table 3).
For the days with usual temperatures, the mortality estimates obtained with the model including cubic spline
functions were close to those obtained with the model
with four groups (including minimum/maximum temperatures, the cumulative indicator of maximum temperatures and their interactions). However, the model with
four groups provided much better estimates of the daily
mortality rates during the 2003 heat wave than the model
with splines (Figure 2b).
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Figure 1 in daily observed and estimated mortality rates during three summers (1975, 1976, 1983), France
Fluctuations
Fluctuations in daily observed and estimated mortality rates during three summers (1975, 1976, 1983), France.
Fluctuations in daily observed (black) and estimated mortality rates by model with 1 groupa (right column, blue), 3 groupsb
(right column, red) and 4 groupsc (right column, green) for minimum (left column, broken blue) and maximum (left column,
red) temperatures in France from June through September, 1975, 1976 and 1983. X-axis: days from 1st June to 30th September (122 days). Y-axis: daily mortality rate (deaths/100,000/day). a 1 group: G2; b 3 groups: G2, GMA, GCum1t; c 4 groups: G2,
GMA, GCum1t, Gcum1t-2.
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Sensitivity analysis
The sensitivity of the approach was first assessed by evaluating the change in the results when each of the 28 years
was excluded in turn from the calibration group or by
using calibration groups consisting of either the 14 even
or 14 odd years from 1975 to 2002 (table 5). For the backward method, the three most predictive temperature
groups were similar to those selected in the main analysis,
irrespective of the year excluded from the calibration
group. However, the regression coefficient of the temperature parameters was subject to change. In particular, the
coefficient of the cumulative variable for maximum temperature was weaker when a year including an extreme climatic event, such as 1975 or 1976, was excluded.
When summer 2003 was included in the calibration
period, only the estimates of the cumulative indicator
parameters were higher. The daily mortality rate estimates
for the 1976 and 2003 heat waves were improved but the
estimates for the other days were unchanged.
Lastly, the same analysis was conducted separately for
men and women, for subjects aged 55–74 years, and for
subjects aged 75 years and over, for the three main medical categories of causes of heat-related excess mortality
(cardiovascular disease, respiratory disease and directly
heat-related deaths). The three groups, G2, GMA and
GCum1t, were again the most predictive of the daily fluctuations in mortality since 1975 (table 5).

Discussion
This paper describes the relationship between the daily
fluctuations in mortality and temperatures over a 29-year
period (1975–2003) in France as a whole. It also proposes
and validates an approach to determining the optimum
combination of temperature indicators to explain both
the usual daily fluctuations in mortality and the excess
mortality associated with intense summer heat episodes.
Although temperatures are heterogeneous in different
places in France, the daily population-weighted average of
temperatures on a national scale turned out to be highly
correlated with the daily number of deaths in summer.
The results are consistent with previous studies
[15,16,19,21-23,28] and provide additional quantitative
information on the summer temperature-mortality relationship.
The major part of the daily fluctuations in summer mortality is explained by the minimum and maximum temperatures observed for a day t and the preceding days and
their interaction. Both minimum and maximum high
temperatures have been shown to have a significant

http://www.biomedcentral.com/1471-2458/7/114

Table 3: Over-dispersion for the calibration period and the
validation period, by group of temperature indicators
Over-dispersion
Group excluded
from the full
model

Number of
temperature
variables

Calibration
period
1975–2002

Validation
period 2003

Full model
- G1t-5
- G1t-1
- GCUM2'
- G1t
- GCUM1t-4
- G2'
- GCUM1t-3
- GCUM2
- G1t-4
- G1t-3
- GCUM1t-5
- GCUM1t-1
- G1t-2
- GCUM1t-2
- GCUM1t
- GMA

29
28
27
26
25
24
22
21
20
18
16
14
12
10
7
4
3

2.10
2.10
2.10
2.10
2.10
2.10
2.10
2.10
2.10
2.11
2.11
2.11
2.12
2.13
2.22
2.73
3.14

3.67
3.67
3.67
3.32
3.36
3.36
3.33
3.39
3.34
3.33
3.33
3.51
4.55
4.28
13.61
67.49
59.97

- G2 (= model M0)

0

5.64

133.71

The groups of temperature indicators were selected using the
backward method.

impact on mortality in summer [2,7,8]. Cool summer
nights have been reported to allow recuperation when
daytime temperatures are high.
However, the daily absolute temperatures do not appear
sufficient to explain both the daily fluctuations in the
usual mortality rates and the excess mortality rates related
to extreme events. The interaction between the cumulative
effect of temperatures above a cut-off point over a period
of consecutive days and the maximum temperature
appeared more predictive of the mortality during heat episodes.
Three recent studies have drawn attention to the importance of using a cumulative indicator of hot days or
degrees above a cut-off to measure the magnitude of a
heat wave in terms of its intensity and duration [7,27,28].
While the cumulative indicator has rarely been studied, it
may be of value in predicting mortality during heat waves.
The cumulative indicator depends on the choice of the
cut-off point. In this paper, the cut-off (27°C) was determined by considering the national values for daily maximum temperatures and should not be interpreted as
equivalent to the cut-off in a similar analysis of a single
city. If the temperature on a given day in France is, say,
25°C, then many localities will obviously have temperatures above 27°C. Moreover, the cut-off point depends on
the population considered. If the cumulative indicator is
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Table 4: Covariate estimates for the model with four groups (G2, GMA, GCum1t, Gcum1t-2)

Temperature indicator Coefficient estimate β (SE)

Percentile P10% –
P90% of the indicator

Relative risk estimate of P90%/P10%a

Pr > |Z|b

G2
Tmint
Tmaxt-1
Tmint × Tmaxt-1

-0.0219 (0.0027)
-0.0124 (0.0018)
0.0013 (0.0001)

8.74 – 17.35
17.74 – 29.98
164.25 – 515.27

0.83
0.86
1.58

0.0145
0.2561
0.0000

GMA
Moving average

-0.0158 (0.0009)

14.60 – 22.52

0.88

0.0000

GCum1t
Tmaxt
Ctmaxt
Tmaxt × Ctmaxt

0.0045 (0.0006)
-0.007 (0.0026)
0.0003 (0.0001)

17.75 – 29.98
0.00 – 10.17
0.00 – 298.61

1.06
0.93
1.09

0.0000
0.2024
0.0015

-0.0002 (0.0006)
-0.0093 (0.0027)
0.0004 (0.0001)

17.75 – 29.98
0.00 – 10.17
0.00 – 298.61

1.00
0.91
1.13

0.9319
0.0181
0.0000

GCum1t-2
Tmaxt-2
Ctmaxt-2
Tmax-2 × Ctmaxt-2
a Multiplying
b Pr

factor for the increase in mortality when the indicator increases from the 10th percentile (P10%) to the 90th percentile (P90%),
> |Z| is the significance probability

to be used for another population, the cut-off needs to be
adapted to the data, in order to take into account the population's specificities.
It is also important to note that the long time period considered herein contained several heat episodes (particularly in 1975 and 1976), which differed in terms of
intensity, duration, temporal configuration and geographic extent. Extreme events in the calibration period
are necessary in order to enable satisfactory estimation of
the cumulative temperature parameter.
This study was designed to enable fine analysis of the role
of temperature in the fluctuations of the daily mortality
rate. From the 29 temperature indicators and interactions
used in the present study, 17 groups were formed and 10
variables were finally selected as the most predictive indicators. The fact that alternative combinations of indicators
in groups, possibly including other climatic indicators,
might yield an equally good or better predictive performance with respect to daily mortality cannot be ruled out.
However, the selected temperature indicators explained
76% of the total extra-Poisson variability, demonstrating
the great importance of the selected indicators with
respect to summer mortality.
The present model contains a cumulative indicator and
several interactions, which are non-linear functions of
temperatures. The results show that the interactions are
the most predictive indicators of the daily fluctuations in

mortality. A comparative analysis, using the model
including cubic spline functions of same-day temperatures and short-lag values has also shown that the model
with four groups provided much better estimates of the
daily mortality rates during the heat episodes, in particular for the summers of 1976 and 2003.
Even though temperature has been shown to be the main
indicator of mortality, other environmental factors may
also influence the fluctuations in daily mortality.
Humidity has often been studied, either as an individual
factor or in the form of an index combining temperature
and humidity, such as the apparent temperature or discomfort index [15,16,18,19,22,24,25]. The results of
those studies were not consistent and depended on the
usual climatic characteristics of the countries in which the
studies were conducted. Wind speed and pressure have
also been studied, but have rarely been found to be significantly associated with mortality. In the present study,
humidity did not improve the daily mortality estimates.
This finding may reflect the fact that, in France, from 1975
to 2003, the particularly hot days were not highly humid.
Air pollution has also been reported to have an effect on
mortality during extreme climatic events, particularly in
urban areas [18,20,22,23,25]. To the authors' knowledge,
the relationship between temperature, air pollution and
mortality has not been studied on the wide geographic
scale of a whole country. The present model did not
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Few studies have studied the weather-mortality relationship on a wide geographic scale [8,21,27]. Most of the previous studies have addressed the relationship with respect
to one or several large urban areas. Such areas may have
more homogeneous environmental, epidemiologic and
demographic characteristics. In contrast, the present study
analysed the mortality of the French population aged 55
years and over, equivalent to an average daily death count
of 1100 (standard deviation: 110). So doing markedly
reduced the variability related to small frequencies in
studies of specific urban areas. However, the mortality
and climate of the various regions of France are heterogeneous. A finer geographic analysis of the mortality-temperature relationship might therefore improve both the
overall and local predictive performance with respect to
mortality.

20

This paper is based on the data recorded over the 28-year
period prior to 2003. In France, prior to 2003, summer
heat was not considered to constitute a major death risk
and only limited national preventive and warning systems
existed. Thus, the mortality-temperature relationship analysed herein was not influenced by the effects of intensive
measures to reduce heat-related mortality.

18
16
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8
6
1
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22

29

Observed MR

36

43

50
1 group

57

64

71

78

spline

85

92

99
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4 groups

Figure
Fluctuations
in
France2 in the
in daily
summer
observed
of 2003
and predicted mortality rates,
Fluctuations in daily observed and predicted mortality rates, in France in the summer of 2003. (a) Fluctuation in daily minimum (broken blue) and maximum (red)
temperatures, and observed mortality rates (black) in France
from 1st June to 30th September, 2003. (b) Fluctuations in
daily observed (black) and predicted mortality rates, by
model with 1 groupa (blue) and 4 groupsb (red), and by model
with cubic spline functions for minimum and maximum temperatures c (green), in France from 1st June to 30th September, 2003. X-axis: days from 1st June to 30th September (122
days). Y-axis: daily mortality rate (deaths/100,000/day). a 1
group: G2; b 4 groups: G2, GMA, GCum1t, Gcum1t-2; c model
with natural cubic spline functions (6 df) for minimum and
maximum temperatures of same-day and 2 lag days.

include air pollution indicators, since country-wide data
on air pollution for the 29-year period were not available.
However, an analysis with fine pollution and temperature
adjustment might enable estimation and dissociation of
the respective roles of air pollution and temperature with
regard to daily mortality in summer and might explain a
part of the 24% unexplained extra-Poisson variability.

Since the dramatic European heat wave in summer 2003,
the awareness of the risk associated with summer heat,
behavioural adaptation to high temperatures during
extremely hot weather and the set-up of an alert system
have probably modified the mortality-temperature relationship. A national Heat Health Watch Warning System
has been created to prevent the mortality associated with
extreme heat episodes. The system is operational every
year from 1st June to 1st September on the national scale
[35].
Thus, the model presented herein may be pertinent with
respect to evaluating and, possibly, refining the existing
warning system by providing a quantitative dimension to
the prediction of the mortality risk on a wide geographic
scale. The quantitative estimate could then be used by the
health authorities to evaluate the magnitude of the impact
in terms of short-term mortality when a heat wave is predicted by the meteorological services. The estimate would
also enable set up of an emergency plan and operations
that would be commensurate with the severity of the heat
episode.

Conclusion
Although France is a large country with marked geographic heterogeneity both in mortality and temperatures,
a strong correlation between the daily fluctuations in mortality and the fluctuations in temperatures in summer was
observed on a national scale, over a 29-year period
(1975–2003).
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Table 5: Over-dispersion by population subgroup and temperature group

Population subgroup

55–74 years

75 years and more

Men

Women

Three medical
causes of deatha

Calibration group
odd/even years
subgroup

Full Model

5 groups

4 groups

3 groups

2 groups

1 group

Model M0

Group
Over-dispersion

1.80

G1t-2
1.80

GCum1t-2
1.80

G2
1.82

GMA
1.90

GCum1t
1.97

2.49

Group
Over-dispersion

2.09

GCum1t-4
2.11

G1t-2
2.13

GCum1t
2.21

GMA
2.61

G2
2.90

5.26

Group
Over-dispersion

1.46

GCum1t-1
1.47

G1t-2
1.47

GCum1t
1.49

GMA
1.66

G2
1.84

2.61

Group
Over-dispersion

1.71

G1t-2
1.71

GCum1t-2
1.72

GMA
1.79

GCum1t
2.11

G2
2.37

4.22

GCum1t-1

G1t-2

GMA

GCum1t

G2

1.79

1.84

2.10

2.33

3.81

G1t-2

GCum1t-2

G2

GMA

GCum2'

Group
Over-dispersion

1.74

14 even years

Group

14 odd years

1.76

Over-dispersion

2.06

2.06

2.07

2.11

2.61

2.98

5.66

Group
Over-dispersion

2.16

GCum1t-1
2.19

G1t-2
2.23

GCum1t
2.29

GMA
2.70

G2
3.15

5.60

a: Three Medical Causes of Death: heat-related deaths (hyperthermia, heatstroke, dehydration), cardiovascular disease and respiratory disease
The 5 groups of temperature indicators were the last 5 groups excluded from the model using the backward method.

A combination consisting in the minimum/maximum
temperatures and the cumulative indicator of maximum
temperature recorded over short-lag days as well as their
interactions was obtained using a backward method. The
combination explained 76% of the total extra-Poisson
variability of the mortality. The model provided a satisfactory quantitative estimation of the daily mortality both
for the days with usual temperatures in summer (June to
September) and for days during intense heat episodes.
The results may further contribute to the heat warning system by providing quantitative prediction on the shortterm mortality to be expected, on the basis of temperatures, if a heat episode occurs.
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authors revised the manuscript and have approved the
final version.

Acknowledgements
We would like to express our gratitude to the institutions that afforded us
various forms of assistance in this study: Inserm, INSEE and Météo-France,
and to the members of those institutions with whom we worked: F. Laurent
and G. Pavillon with Inserm-CépiDc-IFR69; G. Desplanques with INSEE and
G. Gayraud and JM. Veysseire with Météo-France. We are also very grateful
to A. Mullarky for his skilful assistance in the preparation of the English version of this manuscript.

References
1.

Competing interests
The author(s) declare that they have no competing interests.

2.
3.

Authors' contributions
DH and EJ were the principal investigators of the study.
DH provided statistical and epidemiological expertise and
participated in the interpretation of data. EJ contributed
to the acquisition of the data on all-cause mortality and
mortality by medical cause of death, and participated in
the interpretation of data. PF and PB made substantial
contributions to the acquisition of the climatic data. AF
was in charge of the statistical modelling and analysis of
data, and participated in the interpretation of data and

4.
5.
6.
7.

8.

Basu R, Samet JM: Relation between elevated ambient temperature and mortality: a review of the epidemiologic evidence.
Epidemiol Rev 2002, 24:190-202.
Besancenot JP: Vagues de chaleur et mortalité dans les grandes
agglomérations urbaines. Environnement, risques et santé 2002,
4(1):229-240.
Applegate WB, Runyan JWJ, Brasfield L, Williams ML, Konigsberg C,
Fouche C: Analysis of the 1980 heat wave in Memphis. J Am Geriatr Soc 1981, 29:337-42.
Dessai S: Heat stress and mortality in Lisbon part I. model construction and validation. Int J Biometeorol 2002, 47:6-12.
Ellis FP, Nelson F: Mortality in the elderly in a heat wave in New
York City, August 1975. Environ Res 1978, 15:504-12.
Ellis FP, Prince HP, Lovatt G, Whittington RM: Mortality and morbidity in Birmingham during the 1976 heatwave. Q J Med 1980,
49:1-8.
Fouillet A, Rey G, Laurent F, Pavillon G, Bellec S, Guihenneuc-Jouyaux
C, Clavel J, Jougla E, Hemon D: Excess mortality related to the
August 2003 heat wave in France. Int Arch Occup Environ Health
2006, 80:16-24.
Grize L, Huss A, Thommen O, Schindler C, Braun-Fahrlander C: Heat
wave 2003 and mortality in Switzerland. Swiss Med Wkly 2005,
135:200-5.

Page 10 of 11
(page number not for citation purposes)

BMC Public Health 2007, 7:114

9.
10.

11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.

22.
23.
24.
25.

26.
27.

28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.

35.

Henschel A, Burton LL, Margolies L, Smith JE: An analysis of the heat
deaths in St. Louis during July, 1966. Am J Public Health Nations
Health 1969, 59:2232-42.
Katsouyanni K, Pantazopoulou A, Touloumi G, Tselepidaki I, Moustris
K, Asimakopoulos D, Poulopoulou G, Trichopoulos D: Evidence for
interaction between air pollution and high temperature in the
causation of excess mortality. Arch Environ Health 1993, 48:235-42.
Naughton MP, Henderson A, Mirabelli MC, Kaiser R, Wilhelm JL, Kieszak SM, Rubin CH, McGeehin MA: Heat-related mortality during
a 1999 heat wave in Chicago. Am J Prev Med 2002, 22:221-7.
Rooney C, McMichael AJ, Kovats RS, Coleman MP: Excess mortality
in England and Wales, and in Greater London, during the 1995
heatwave. J Epidemiol Community Health 1998, 52:482-6.
Sartor F, Snacken R, Demuth C, Walckiers D: Temperature, ambient ozone levels, and mortality during summer in Belgium.
Environ Res 1994, 70:105-13.
Whitman S, Good G, Donoghue ER, Benbow N, Shou W, Mou S: Mortality in Chicago attributed to the July 1995 heat wave. Am J
Public Health 1997, 87:1515-8.
Ballester F, Corella D, Perez-Hoyos S, Saez M, Hervas A: Mortality as
a function of temperature. A study in Valencia, Spain, 1991–
1993. Int J Epidemiol 1997, 26:551-61.
Braga AL, Zanobetti A, Schwartz J: The time course of weatherrelated deaths. Epidemiology 2001, 12:662-7.
Braga AL, Zanobetti A, Schwartz J: The effect of weather on respiratory and cardiovascular deaths in 12 U.S. cities. Environ Health
Perspect 2002, 110:859-63.
Diaz J, Jordan A, Garcia R, Lopez C, Alberdi JC, Hernandez E, Otero A:
Heat waves in Madrid 1986–1997: effects on the health of the
elderly. Int Arch Occup Environ Health 2002, 75:163-70.
El-Zein A, Tewtel-Salem M, Nehme G: A time-series analysis of
mortality and air temperature in Greater Beirut. Sci Total Environ 2004, 330:71-80.
Hajat S, Kovats RS, Atkinson RW, Haines A: Impact of hot temperatures on death in London: a time series approach. J Epidemiol
Community Health 2002, 56:367-72.
Kalkstein LS, Davis RE: Weather and human mortality: an evaluation of demographic and interregional responses in the
United States. Annals of the Associations of American Geographers 1989,
79(1):44-64.
Kunst AE, Looman CW, Mackenbach JP: Outdoor air temperature
and mortality in The Netherlands: a time-series analysis. Am J
Epidemiol 1993, 137:331-41.
Pattenden S, Nikiforov B, Armstrong BG: Mortality and temperature in Sofia and London. J Epidemiol Community Health 2003,
57:628-33.
Saez M, Sunyer J, Castellsague J, Murillo C, Anto JM: Relationship
between weather temperature and mortality: a time series
analysis approach in Barcelona. Int J Epidemiol 1995, 24:576-82.
Diaz J, Garcia R, Velazquez de Castro F, Hernandez E, Lopez C, Otero
A: Effects of extremely hot days on people older than 65 years
in Seville (Spain) from 1986 to 1997. Int J Biometeorol 2002,
46:145-9.
Kalkstein LS: A new approach to evaluate the impact of climate
on human mortality. Environ Health Perspect 1991, 96:145-50.
Diaz J, Garcia-Herrera R, Trigo RM, Linares C, Valente MA, De Miguel
JM, Hernandez E: The impact of the summer 2003 heat wave in
Iberia: how should we measure it? Int J Biometeorol 2006,
50:159-66.
Rousseau D: Analyse fine des surmortalités pendant la canicule
2003. La Météorologie 2005, 51:16-22.
Bessemoulin P, Bourdette N, Courtier P, Manach J: La canicule
d'août 2003 en France et en Europe. La Météorologie 2004,
46:25-32.
Michelozzi P, de DF, Bisanti L, Russo A, Cadum E, Demaria M, D 3OM,
Costa G, Perucci C: The impact of the summer 2003 heat waves
on mortality in four Italian cities. Euro Surveill 2005, 10:.
IPCC: Climate Change 2001: synthesis report. A contribution
of working groups I, II and III to the 3rd assessment report of
the intergovernmental panel on climate change. 2001.
Beniston M: The 2003 heat wave in Europe: a shape of things to
come? An analysis based on Swiss climatological data and
model simulations. Geophys Res Letters 2004, 31:L02202.
Pan W: Akaike's information criterion in generalized estimating equations. Biometrics 2001, 57:120-5.
Rey G, Jougla E, Fouillet A, Pavillon G, Bessemoulin P, Frayssinet P,
Clavel J, Hemon D: The impact of major heat waves on all-cause
and cause-specific mortality in France from 1971 to 2003. Int
Arch Occup Environ Health 2007, 80:615-26.
Pascal M, Laaidi K, Ledrans M, Baffert E, Caserio-Schonemann C, Le
Tertre A, Manach J, Medina S, Rudant J, Empereur-Bissonnet P:
France's heat health watch warning system. Int J Biometeorol
2006, 50:144-53.

http://www.biomedcentral.com/1471-2458/7/114

Pre-publication history
The pre-publication history for this paper can be accessed
here:
http://www.biomedcentral.com/1471-2458/7/114/pre
pub

Publish with Bio Med Central and every
scientist can read your work free of charge
"BioMed Central will be the most significant development for
disseminating the results of biomedical researc h in our lifetime."
Sir Paul Nurse, Cancer Research UK

Your research papers will be:
available free of charge to the entire biomedical community
peer reviewed and published immediately upon acceptance
cited in PubMed and archived on PubMed Central
yours — you keep the copyright

BioMedcentral

Submit your manuscript here:
http://www.biomedcentral.com/info/publishing_adv.asp

Page 11 of 11
(page number not for citation purposes)

