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Actual versus projected life expectancy 
(based on the 1990-2011 baseline)



Inequalities in rolling three-year average European age-standardised mortality rates (by deprivation fifth), all ages and all causes, 
females (Source: updated version of analysis published in Walsh et al, 2020)



Causes of the stalled trends

• Austerity implemented across countries after 
around 2010

• Historical increases in obesity



Austerity: international level

• There was already a substantial body of evidence 
on the impacts of austerity when the various BMJ, 
PHE and HF reports were written in 2018 and 2019, 
but this was ignored 

• Toffolutti showed a negative impact of austerity in 
the period up to 2013

• Rajmil showed a negative impact of austerity in 
2011-2015, although the relationship wasn’t linear 

• Antonakakis looked at suicide mortality and again 
showed a relationship

• More recent analyses using panel regression 
models show austerity has large negative impacts 
across countries and time, especially if 
implemented during economic downturns 



Austerity: sub-national level

• Initial work by Watkins which associated cuts 
in social care with excess mortality

• Subsequent work in England is much more 
robust in demonstrating a relationship 
between reduced local authority budgets and 
excess mortality (e.g. Alexiou) 



Austerity: household level
• Lack of DWP-linked data limits what can be 

done here, but studies using Understanding 
Society have shown: 
• Negative impacts of Universal Credit 

introduction on psychological distress
• Changes to lone parent eligibility and mental 

health 

• Increased poverty at local authority level 
ecologically associated with adverse infant 
mortality trends in England

• Modelling of the impact of changes in 
incomes suggests substantial negative 
impact



Austerity policies

• Taken together there is consistent evidence that austerity has been an 
important contributing factor to the stalled trends

• Note that the international austerity measures show that most high 
income countries introduced austerity at various points (including 
Germany and USA), despite that being used as an argument against 
that as a cause

• Important as we emerge from the pandemic and there is a renewed 
narrative from the UK Government about ‘living within our means’



Increased prevalence of obesity



Percentage of male 
and female adults 
classed as obese (BMI 
of 30+) in (a) Scotland 
and (b) England, 1995-
2019. Adults are 
defined as aged 16 
years and above apart 
from data for Scotland 
in 1995 (16-64 years) 
and 1998 (16-74 
years). Sources: 
Health Survey for 
England and Scottish 
Health Survey



Increased prevalence of obesity

• Increased prevalence of obesity between 1995 and 2010, steadier since
• Obesity is linked to a wide range of cause-specific mortalities, and with a 

time lag
• Increased obesity in earlier period could theoretically be linked to 

increased subsequent mortality, especially with CVD 
• Modelling of the contribution of the increase in obesity using PAF methods 

suggests that around 10% and 14% of the difference between actual and 
projected mortality in Scotland for men and women respectively could be 
explained

• Modelled contribution is 18% and 34% for men and women in England
• …but lots of caveats and uncertainties
• Likely that obesity is making a contribution to the stalling 



COVID-19
• These trends pre-date COVID-

19 pandemic

• But are – obviously – massively 
important context for 
understanding the scale of 
pandemic inequalities



COVID-19
• The indirect impacts are also very important

• Unmet need for healthcare

• Economic and social consequences of infection control 
measures





• 523,000 deaths in the UK were predicted 
in the early days of Covid-19 if there was 
no lockdown imposed (the Imperial 
model)

• Lockdown was used, and so the actual 
number of Covid-19 deaths was much 
lower

• Health inequalities cause 6 TIMES as many 
deaths every decade as a completely 
unmitigated Covid-19 pandemic

• Yet, where is the political action 
commensurate with such a loss of life? 



Impacts of inflation

• We used an existing policy simulation tool (Triple I) to estimate the 
impacts of inflation on mortality in Scotland

• The estimated impacts are large, even when mitigated by the Energy 
Price Guarantee and other measures seeking to reduce the costs of 
living

Preprint article available here: https://www.medrxiv.org/content/10.1101/2022.11.30.22282579v1 

https://www.medrxiv.org/content/10.1101/2022.11.30.22282579v1


Impacts of inflation

Preprint article available here: https://www.medrxiv.org/content/10.1101/2022.11.30.22282579v1 

https://www.medrxiv.org/content/10.1101/2022.11.30.22282579v1


Health inequalities: a long-term view



Inequality in mortality between best and worst 10% of local authorities in 
Great Britain (sources: Thomas 2010 and Luxembourg Income Study)



Inequality in mortality between best and worst 10% of local authorities in 
Great Britain (sources: Thomas 2010 and Luxembourg Income Study)



• Health inequalities are caused by inequalities in income, wealth and 
power

• Austerity since 2010 has cut incomes and public services, particularly 
for those in the most deprived circumstances

• Covid-19 exposed these underlying inequalities in society

• Inflation is once again exacerbating income inequalities 

• Be wary of reports, analyses and interventions suggesting they will 
reduce inequalities if they don’t address these fundamental causes 

Conclusions



• Links to recent report and animation: www.gcph.co.uk/life-expectancy

• Email: gerard.mccartney@glasgow.ac.uk

http://www.gcph.co.uk/life-expectancy
mailto:gerard.mccartney@glasgow.ac.uk
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