
WMGS 168b:  Economics of Gender, Health and Population
Spring 2016 (revised 3/2/16)

Professor Brainerd         Office hours:
Sachar 126, x64816          Thursdays,
ebrainer@brandeis.edu          9:30 - 11:30 am

Course description:  This course uses an economic perspective to examine global health and
population issues, with a focus on gender-related aspects of these topics.  One of the principal
goals of the course is to teach students to critically assess empirical studies published in peer-
reviewed journals in economics and public health.  The other main goal of the course is to teach
students to apply economic reasoning to issues at the intersection of gender, health and
population.  The course covers selected topics in two related areas:  (1) the economics of health,
and (2) the economics of population and the family.  The topics we will cover in the economics
of health include the determinants and consequences of changing population health; the
relationship between income and health; mortality and economic crisis; the US-European divide
in female life expectancy; and the economics of HIV/AIDS.  The topics we will discuss in the
economics of population include intrahousehold bargaining; fertility change and population
policies; and the causes and consequences of unbalanced sex ratios.

This course is aimed at a broad range of students with interests in economics, women’s and
gender studies, and population health.  While some exposure to statistics is beneficial, students
who have had little formal training in statistics or econometrics are welcome in this course.  The
ideal student is one who is open to learning sufficient statistical techniques to understand
published research papers and to carry out empirical exercises and data analysis. 
 
In most weeks the course format will comprise a mixture of lecture and discussion.  The first few
weeks of class will include several lectures on (1) historical and current issues in health and
population and (2) introduction to empirical methods in economics, with an emphasis on causal
inference.  Empirical methods will be further developed in the class as needed to understand
specific research papers.

Learning goals:  The primary goal of the course is to develop your ability to critically assess 
empirical studies published in peer-reviewed journals in economics and public health.  To help
develop this ability, we will learn how economists approach the problem of distinguishing
correlation from causation in empirical research and study some of the basic statistical techniques
to identify causal relationships.  A second goal of the course is for students to learn how to apply
economic reasoning to gendered issues in health and population.

Specific learning outcomes:  after successfully completing this course, students will be able to:
C discuss and analyze historical and contemporary trends in mortality and fertility
C apply tools of microeconomic theory to economic and demographic behavior, such as

health investments, intrahousehold bargaining, and fertility
C demonstrate proficiency with quantitative methods (graphical analysis, algebra, data

analysis) useful in understanding issues related to health and population
C comprehend, assess, and critique published papers in health economics and public health
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Prerequisite:   Economics 2a, Economics 10a, or WMGS 5a.  Note that this course does not
count as a lower-level Economics elective course that requires Econ 2a or Econ 10a as a
prerequisite (since the prerequisite can be fulfilled with WMGS 5a).  Also note that this course
does not count toward the Economics minor.

Course materials:   Course readings are primarily from academic journals and will be posted on
Latte. 

Course requirements:  Success in this four-credit course is based on the expectation that
students will spend a minimum of 9 hours of study time per week in preparation for class
(readings, discussions, empirical exercises, quiz, article critiques, and an empirical research
project). 

Students will be evaluated on the basis of class participation, article critiques, empirical
exercises, and an empirical research project:

Class participation 10%
Thoughts & questions (TQs) 10%
Quiz 15%
Article critiques (2) 15%
Empirical exercises (3) 20%
Empirical research project and presentation 30%

Class participation:  It is essential that you have done the readings before class and are prepared
to actively participate in the class discussion about the readings.  You will be graded on the
quality of your comments and your ability to respectfully engage your fellow students.  You
should plan to speak during every class; I will call upon students who do not volunteer.    

Attendance:  I will take attendance in the course.  Absence from class will be reflected in the
class participation grade.

Thoughts & questions (TQs):  TQs are brief responses to questions on the readings that you will
submit before class.  Over the course of the semester you will write 9 TQs based on the reading
for that class (you are welcome to write more than 9).  The TQs will often be general questions
such as What did you find most confusing in the reading? but will sometimes comprise more
specific questions.  You must submit TQs by 4 pm the day before class via Google Forms.  

The TQs will be graded on a credit/no credit basis.  You will receive credit for responses that
reflect a good-faith effort to write thoughtfully about the reading.  If you submit 9 good-faith TQs
by the end of the course, you will receive an “A” for the TQ part of the course (8 TQs is an A-, 7
is a B+, 6 is a B, 5 is a B-, and so on).  You will be able to submit TQs for the readings for most
classes.  In most cases you can decide which TQs to submit, although for certain classes I may
require all students in the class to submit a TQ.

Article critiques:  Each student will write two article critiques which review and critique a
journal article on the syllabus (only articles with a * may be used for the critiques).  You may
write on any article that you choose, but one article must be from a public health journal and one
must be from an economics journal.  Critiques are due at the beginning of class on the day the
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article is being discussed.  There are no exceptions to this rule, as it would be unfair to write a
critique after we have already discussed an article in class.

Empirical exercises:  Students will be required to complete three empirical exercises over the
course of the semester.  Each exercise will require students to gather data on a topic of current
interest and analyze these data to determine trends, test a hypothesis, etc..  The topics are:

Empirical exercise #1:  Impact of the Great Recession on population health and mortality
  (for a particular group of the US population, or for a specific 

    country)
Empirical exercise #2:  Reasons for the diverging trend in female life expectancy in the     
                                    US versus Europe
Empirical exercise #3:  Causes (or consequences) of unbalanced sex ratios in a particular  

                         country of the student’s choosing

Empirical research project:   Each student will write an empirical research paper which
addresses a topic in health or population economics.  The paper must be based on original
empirical work.  The paper will be written in stages throughout the course and each student will
give a presentation on her or his research at the end of the course.  The components of the
research paper are as follows:

C Research proposal (due Tuesday, Feb. 9)
C Research paper Table 1 (due Tuesday, April 5)   
C (Optional) rough draft (due Tuesday, April 19)
C Final paper (due Monday, May 2)

Further information on how to write the research paper will be provided early in the semester.

Laptop, tablet and cell phone policy:  I come to class to help you learn, and I assume that you
are here because you want to learn.  Using a cell phone, tablet or laptop to talk, text, email, or
surf the internet is both disrespectful and distracting to me and to your fellow students.  Because
of this, the use of cell phones, tablets, and laptops in class is prohibited.  If you must take a call
due to an emergency situation, please leave the classroom.  If you are unable to take notes
without the use of a laptop, please speak to me.  Recording of my lectures is prohibited unless
arranged in advance with me.  

Special accommodations:  If you are a student with a documented disability on record at
Brandeis University and wish to have a reasonable accommodation made for you in this class,
please see me immediately.  Please keep in mind that reasonable accommodations are not
provided retroactively.

Academic integrity:  You are expected to be honest in all of your academic work.  Please
consult Brandeis University Rights and Responsibilities for all policies and procedures related to
academic integrity.  Students may be required to submit work to TurnItIn.com software to verify
originality.  Allegations of alleged academic dishonesty will be forwarded to the Director of
Academic Integrity.  Sanctions for academic dishonesty can include failing grades and/or
suspension from the university.  Citation and research assistance can be found at LTS - Library
guides.  If you have any questions about my expectations, please ask.  Academic dishonesty will
not be tolerated.
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WMGS 168b Empirical Research Project

Your paper should address a specific question involving health or population and attempt to
answer that question with information you have collected on your own.  The information can be
obtained through government documents, personal interviews, surveys and the like.  I will be
happy to talk with each of you on how to obtain information and how to analyze it.

This assignment is more similar to a lab report than to a conventional research paper.  It should
not be a summary of articles from the popular press or economics journals, nor should it be a
survey of what economists or public health researchers think about a particular issue.

Instead, I would like you to formulate a question and present evidence that addresses that
question.  The evidence can come from data sources online or in the library, from surveys (mail
or phone) or interviews.  If you end up using published data, you can make comparisons across
years, states or cities, industries, firms or countries. .

You should select a topic as soon as possible, especially if you intend to collect any data on your
own (e.g. surveys or interviews).  A brief proposal will be required early in the semester so that I
can give you feedback and guidance on how to proceed.  Your proposal should describe your
topic and outline how you intend to analyze it.  In particular, you should point out the key
variables you want to focus on and where you are going to get data.

The paper will be due on Monday, May 2nd.  The text of the paper should be 8 to 10 pages, not
including tables, diagrams and charts.  The paper should clearly state the question being
examined and why it is interesting, discuss possible answers to the question one might expect
(based on what we’ve done in the course), and reach appropriate conclusions.  You will be
graded on each of these factors, as well as how much effort you put into gathering the evidence
and analyzing it.
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Brief course outline and due dates

Class 1:  Friday, Jan. 15     Introduction to the course

Class 2:  Tuesday, Jan. 19  Overview:  historical perspectives on population; current
state of global health and population

Class 3:  Friday, Jan. 22      Empirical methods for health economics

Class 4:  Tuesday, Jan. 26 Empirical methods for health economics

Class 5:  Friday, Jan. 29 The relationship between income and health

Class 6: Tuesday, Feb. 2 Evidence on the effect of income on health

Class 7:  Friday, Feb. 5 Excel workshop                    
Discussion:  Developing a feasible research topic

Class 8:  Tuesday, Feb. 9 Mortality and health effects of economic crisis
Research paper proposal due (ungraded)

Class 9:  Friday, Feb. 12 Schooling and health      

Class 10:  Tuesday, Feb. 23 Long-run returns to infant and maternal health
Empirical exercise #1 due in class

Class 11:  Friday, Feb. 26 Economics of obesity

Class 12:  Tuesday, March 1 Female life expectancy in the U.S. and Europe
Article critique #1 due in class

Class 13:  Friday, March 4 Economics of HIV/AIDS                     

Class 14:  Tuesday, March 8 Quiz

Class 15:  Friday, March 11 Economics of HIV/AIDS, continued        

Class 16:  Tuesday, March 16 Economics of the family and intrahousehold bargaining

Class 17:  Friday, March 18  Female life expectancy, continued
Empirical exercise #2 due in class; discussion of results

Class 18:  Tuesday, March 22 Causes and consequences of unbalanced sex ratios

Class 19:  Tuesday, March 29 Causes and consequences of unbalanced sex ratios, cont.
Empirical exercise #3 due in class; discussion of results
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Class 20:  Friday, April 1 Determinants and consequences of fertility change

Class 21:  Tuesday, April 5 Class cancelled for research paper meetings
Research paper Table 1 due

.        
Class 22:  Friday, April 8 Determinants and consequences of fertility change, cont.

Class 23:  Tuesday, April 12 Determinants and consequences of fertility change, cont.
Article critique #2 due in class

Class 24:   Friday, April 15 Student presentations of research projects

Class 25:  Tuesday, April 19 Student presentations of research projects
Optional:  Research paper rough draft due

Class 26:  Thursday, April 21 Review and/or catch-up

Monday, May 2 Research paper due
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Course outline and assigned readings 

I.  OVERVIEW:  HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES ON POPULATION AND THE CURRENT STATE OF GLOBAL

HEALTH AND POPULATION (Tuesday, Jan. 19)

Cutler, David, Angus Deaton and Adriana Lleras-Muney (2006), “The Determinants of
Mortality,” Journal of Economic Perspectives 20 (3):  97-120.

II.  LEARNING ABOUT CAUSALITY:  EMPIRICAL METHODS FOR HEALTH ECONOMICS (Friday, Jan.
22 and Tuesday, Jan. 26)

Angrist, Joshua D. and Jörn-Steffen Pischke, Mastering ‘Metrics:  The Path from Cause
to Effect (Princeton University Press, 2015):  Ch. 1  Randomized Trials and Ch. 2
Regression.

III.  ECONOMICS OF HEALTH 

A.  The relationship between income and health (Friday, Jan. 29 and Tuesday, Feb. 2)

Deaton, Angus (2007), “Global Patterns of Income and Health:  Facts, Interpretations,
and Policies,” WIDER Annual Lecture 10.

Smith (1999) “Healthy Bodies and Thick Wallets: The Dual Relationship Between Health
and Economic Status,” Journal of Economic Perspectives, 13(2): 145-166.

*Case, Anne (2004), “Does Money Protect Health Status?  Evidence from South African
Pensions,” in David A. Wise, ed., Perspectives on th Economics of Aging, 287-
305.

B.  Mortality and health effects of economic crisis (Tuesday, Feb. 9)

*Cutler, David, et al. (2002), “Financial Crisis, Health Outcomes and Aging:  Mexico in
the 1980s and 1990s,” Journal of Public Economics, 84(2):  279-303.

*Stuckler, David et al. (2009), “The Public Health Effect of Economic Crises and
Alternative Policy Responses in Europe:  An Empirical Analysis,” The Lancet
374, 315-323. 

Optional:  Brainerd, Elizabeth and David Cutler (2005), “Autopsy on an Empire: 
Understanding Mortality in Russia and the Former Soviet Union,” Journal of
Economic Perspectives 19(1):  107-130.
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C.  Schooling and health (Friday, Feb. 12)

*Clark, Damon and Heather Royer (2013), “The Effect of Education on Adult Mortality
and Health:  Evidence from Britain,” American Economic Review 103(6):  2087-
2120.

*Gakidou et al, “Increased Educational Attainment and Its Effect on Child Mortality in
175 Countries Between 1970 and 2009,” The Lancet 2010.

Optional:  Cutler, David and Adriana Lleras-Muney (2010), “Understanding Differences
in Health Behaviors by Education,” Journal of Health Economics 29:  1-28.

D.  Long-run returns to infant and maternal health (Tuesday, Feb. 23)

*Almond, Douglas (2006), “Is the 1918 Influenza Pandemic Over?  Long-term Effects of
In Utero Influenza Exposure in the Post-1940 U.S. Population,” Journal of
Political Economy 114(4):  672-712.

Optional:  Almond, Douglas and Janet Currie (2011), “Killing Me Softly: The Fetal
Origins Hypothesis,” Journal of Economic Perspectives 25(3):  153-172.

Optional:  Aizer, Anna and Janet Currie (2014), “The Intergenerational Transmission of
Inequality:  Maternal Disadvantage and Health at Birth,” Science 344(6186):  856-
861.

E.  Economics of obesity (Friday, Feb. 26)

Cutler, David, Edward Glaeser and Jesse Shapiro (2003), “Why Have Americans Become
More Obese?” Journal of Economic Perspectives 17(3):  93-118.

Optional:  Cawley, John (2015), “An Economy of Scales: A Selective Review of
Obesity’s Economic Causes, Consequences, and Solutions,” Journal of Health
Economics 43:  244-268

F.  Causes of diverging female life expectancy in the U.S. and Europe (Tuesday, March 1 and
Friday, March 18)

Potts, Monica, “What’s Killing Poor White Women?” American Prospect, Sept. 3, 2013

*D’Ovidio, Fabrizio et al. (2015, “Increased Incidence of Coronary Heart Disease
Associated with “Double Burden” in a Cohort of Italian Women,” Social Science
& Medicine 135:  40-46.

Optional:  Meslé, France and Jacques Vallin (2006), “Diverging Trends in Female Old-
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Age Mortality:  The United States and the Netherlands versus France and Japan,”
Population and Development Review 32(1):  123-145.

G.  Economics of HIV/AIDS  (Friday, March 4 and Friday, March 11)

     1.  Background

Optional:  Canning, David (2006), “The Economics of HIV/AIDS in Low-Income
Countries:  The Case for Prevention,” Journal of Economic Perspectives, 20(3): 
121-142.

    2.  Impact on labor productivity

*Thirumurthy, Harsha and Joshua Graff Zivin (2012). “Health and Labor Supply in the
Context of HIV/AIDS:  The Long-Run Economic Impacts of Antiretroviral
Therapy”, Economic Development and Cultural Change.

*Fox, Matthew et al. (2004), “The Impact of HIV/AIDS on Labor Productivity in Kenya,”
Tropical Medicine and International Health 9(3):  318-324.

   3.  Interventions

*Bendavid, Eran et al. (2012), “HIV Development Assistance and Adult Mortality in 
Africa,” Journal of the American Medical Association 307(19):  2060-2067.

*Baird, Sarah J. et al. (2012), “Effect of a Cash Transfer Programme for Schooling on
Prevalence of HIV and Herpes Simplex Type 2 in Malawi:  A Cluster
Randomised Trial,” The Lancet 379: 1320-1329.                         

IV.  ECONOMICS OF  POPULATION AND THE FAMILY

A.  Economics of the family and intrahousehold bargaining (Tuesday, March 16)

*Duflo, Esther (2003), “Grandmothers and Granddaughters:  Old-Age Pensions and
Intrahousehold Allocation in South Africa,” World Bank Economic Review, 17(1): 
1-25.

Optional:  Lundberg, Shelly and Robert A. Pollack (2007), “The American Family and
Family Economics,” Journal of Economic Perspectives, 21(2), 3-26.

B.  Causes and consequences of unbalanced sex ratios (Tuesday, March 22 and Tuesday, March
29)

   1.  Background
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Optional:  Sen, Amartya (1990), “More than 100 Million Women Are Missing,” New
York Review of Books (December 20).

   2.  Causes

*Almond, Douglas, Lena Edlund and Kevin Milligan (2009), “Son Preference and the
Persistence of Culture:  Evidence from Asian Immigrants to Canada,” Population
and Development Review 39.

Optional:  Hohmann, Sophie A., Cécile A. Lefèvre and Michel L. Gareen (2014), “A
Framework for Analyzing Sex-Selective Abortion: The Example of Changing Sex
Ratios in Southern Caucasus,” International Journal of Women’s Health, no. 6.

   3.  Consequences and policy options

*Rosenblum, Daniel (2015), “Unintended Consequences of Women’s Inheritance Rights
on Female Mortality in India,” Economic Development and Cultural Change, Jan.
2015.

Optional:  Chung, Woojin and Monica Das Gupta (2007), “The Decline of Son
Preference in South Korea: The Roles of Development and Public Policy,”
Population and Development Review 33.

C.  Determinants and consequences of fertility change (Friday, April 1, Friday, April 8 and
Tuesday, April 12)

    1.  The demographic transition

Optional:  Guinnane, Timothy W. (2011), “The Historical Fertility Transition: A Guide
for Economists,” Journal of Economic Literature.

     2.  Effects of population policies 

*Cohen, Alma, Rajeev Dehejia and Dmitri Romanov (2013), “Financial Incentives and
Fertility” The Review of Economics and Statistics, 95(1):  1-20.

   
*Miller, Grant (2010), “Contraception as Development?  New Evidence from Family

Planning in Colombia,” Economic Journal

Optional:  Canning, David and T. Paul Schultz (2012), “The Economic Consequences of 
Reproductive Health and Family Planning,” The Lancet 380: 165-171.
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