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The Sustainable Development Goals defined by the international community 

coincide with the objectives and preconditions for a healthy life defined by the World Health 

Organization in the “Ottawa Chart for Health Promotion”. Sustainability strategies have an 

impact on the quality of environment, with an obvious and positive effect on human health. 

Therefore, health indicators can be conveniently employed to measure the sustainability of 

alternative economic development models at the local level.  

Environmental epidemiology studies the effects of pollution on human health by comparing 

mortality or morbidity rates for specific causes between different populations subject to different 

levels of exposure to environmental risk factors. To control for socio-economic elements that 

may alter the comparison, epidemiological investigations use standardized indices that eliminate 

distortions due to the different population age structures. Furthermore, to prevent the 

"confounding" effects of the socio-economic characteristics, they usually compare the health 

conditions of the (exposed) population under study with those of neighboring populations 

(considered not-exposed), residing outside a specific radius of distance, assuming that their 

proximity implies similar socio-economic conditions and lifestyles. This approach does not 

consider that commuting affects the exposure of neighboring populations and that different 

lifestyles are a typical feature of alternative development models. To better evaluate the 

sustainability of alternative economic development models, we need to integrate epidemiological 

investigation with socio-economic methodologies.  

In my study, geo-economic “gravity models” are used to evaluate commuting habits, and a new 

methodology based on cluster-analysis is implemented. Based on socio-economic data (income, 

bank deposits, education, etc.), statistical methods are implemented in order to select the more 

appropriate population by estimating “distances” (or proximities) among different territorial 

clusters, defined according to the historical development model of the territory. As a result, the 

selected reference population will have similar socio-economic characteristics, but different 

economic paths. Thus, the sustainability of different development models can be efficiently 

assessed through health indices.  

This methodology improves epidemiological investigations, providing more accurate results, and 

can be easily applied in all contexts. More generally, it is particularly suitable to assess the 

comparative sustainability of alternative development models at the local level.


