EPIDEMIOLOGY SEMINAR / WINTER 2020
THE DEPARTMENT OF EPIDEMIOLOGY, BIOSTATISTICS AND OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH, - SEMINAR SERIES IS A SELF-APPROVED
GROUP LEARNING ACTIVITY (SECTION 1) AS DEFINED BY THE MAINTENANCE OF CERTIFICATION PROGRAM OF THE ROYAL COLLEGE
OF PHYSICIANS AND SURGEONS OF CANADA

MICHAEL C. WOLFSON, PhD
Professor
School of Epidemiology and Public Health
University of Ottawa

Contingent Inequalities – An Exploration of Health Inequalities
in the U.S. and Canada
MONDAY, 17 FEBRUARY 2020 / 4:00 pm
Strathcona Anatomy Building

5:00 pm

3640 rue University – Rm M-1

ALL ARE WELCOME
ABSTRACT:

There has been considerable debate in the
social epidemiology literature as to whether
there is an empirical association between
income inequality and population health. An
intriguing observation is that at the metropolitan level, there is a strong correlation of a
measure of income inequality and working
age mortality in the US, but none at all in
Canada, hence a “contingent correlation”.
We assess alternative theories that could
account for this observed contingent correlation by constructing a novel abstract agentbased model (ABM), and exploring possible
explanations including the effects of neighbourhood income segregation and the extent
of parent-child transmission of social (dis)
advantage. The THIM (Theoretical Health
Inequality Model) ABM incorporates plausible
empirically-based but stylized relationships
among health status, education, income, mortality rates and neighbourhood sorting / segregation. As an indication of the sufficiency of
its theory, THIM reproduces the observed
contingent correlation. However, and perhaps

surprisingly, the analysis suggests that greater neighbourhood income segregation alone
is insufficient to generate the observed patterns. Other factors like parent-child transmission of social (dis)advantage and the
structures of urban government appear more
important.

OBJECTIVES
1.

Learn about international differences in
the relationship across cities between
income inequality and mortality;

2.

See the application of a new form of
theorizing in health science based on
computer agent-based simulation models (ABMs);

3.

Hear that urban structures may be an
under-appreciated policy tool for public
health.
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