Background

My research interests lie in the social determinants of cancer, specifically, I am interested in elucidating how neighborhood level social, structural, and environmental factors influence breast cancer risk. Known biological and genetic factors associated with increased breast cancer risk include BRCA1/BRCA2 and other genetic mutations, breast density, family history and personal history, the use of hormone therapy, gender, and age. There are also social and behavioral factors associated with breast cancer risk including income, education, race/ethnicity, environmental tobacco exposure, breast feeding, parity, alcohol, BMI, and physical activity. I am interested in neighborhoods research because these social and behavioral factors tend to aggregate at the neighborhood-level. There is also some evidence that neighborhood factors such as neighborhood SES independently predict health outcomes.
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Methodological challenges

Measurement and Analytic Issues

There are a lot of methodological challenges in estimating neighborhood effects and in linking neighborhood exposures to outcomes like cancer that have a long latency period. With regard to neighborhoods research, identifying appropriate measures for what constitutes a neighborhood and more rigorous measures of neighborhood-level factors will be important for identifying appropriate areas for intervention. There are also analytic issues with regarding to aggregating social, environmental, biological and genetic/epigenetic data. This course has helped to think more strategically about which regression models would be appropriate for me to use in this area of research. In addition, I’m thinking about which factors I should include as confounders, mediators, and effect modifiers, where to obtain the data that I would need for analysis (e.g. survey data, GIS data, census data, etc.).  
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