Health Inequality

Health inequality among different segments of population has received attention as it affects the rate of improvement in population health. Inequalities definitely work to the disadvantage of the deprived sections but affect all as disparities hamper the generation of human capital and inhibit sustainable improvement. While inequalities are inherent in social fabric, health inequality caused by factors amenable to human intervention is considered unjust.

Level of health in top and bottom quintiles is a customary measure of health inequality. Ratio of maximum to minimum can be used but this ratio disregards the dispersion. Most popular is Gini coefficient, which was originally designed for income disparities.

Gini coefficient:  
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Note that Gini coefficient is applicable to positive values only. If negative values are present and mean is close to zero, the Gini coefficient may blow-up to an unacceptable level. Note also that Gini coefficient is similar to coefficient of variation. Very different distributions can give same value of Gini.

The value of Gini coefficient lies between 0 and 1. A value less than 0.2 can be considered tolerable, between 0.2 and 0.4 middling type and more than 0.4 high.

TABLE 1: Infant mortality rates in income quintiles in a developing country
	Quintile
	Infant Mortality Rate

	Lowest quintile
	73

	Second quintile
	68

	Third quintile
	51

	Fourth quintile
	32

	Top quintile
	16

	Average (
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)
	48


Example

In Table 1 are infant mortality rates in 20 percent population with lowest income (lowest quintile), next 20 percent, etc., and highest 20 percent in a developing country.
Gini coefficient = [|73 − 68| + |73 − 51| + … + |73 − 16| + |68 − 73| + … + |16 − 32|]/(2(5​2 (48)



  = 0.25.

Note: Low value 0.25 in this example despite a ratio of more than 1:4 between IMR in minimum and maximum quintile shows that Gini coefficient is not too sensitive to the inequalities. Now you know why a value more than 0.4 is considered high. You will soon notice that in other setups, such as for correlation, 0.4 is not considered high.
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